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I. INTRODUCTION 

The "kernos" 1 has been identified as a cult vessel 

by ancient authors, but there has been difficulty in assign

ing this name to a particular form. The task of associating 

an ancient shape with its contemporaneous name is not always 

a simple matter. As Richter and Milne point out, "different 

names for the same shape were apparently current at different 

times and in different places." 2 Yet the use of the ancient 

name when such attribution is certain helps to simplify mat

ters for modern scholars. Mention "kylix" and one immediately 

imagines a wide, shallow drinking vessel, with two handles, 

set on a high foot. "Hydria" invokes a vessel with a broad 

belly and three handles to facilitate carrying water. But 

mention "kernos" and a variety of shapes springs to mind. 

In the wake of exploration and excavations in the 

nineteenth century, a number of odd vessels of varying shape 

have been "identified" as kernoi. They vary in basic form, 

in material, in context, and in date. Kernoi have been iden

tified from Early Cycladic through the twentieth century, 

and in tombs, settlements, shrines and sanctuaries through

out the Mediterranean. 

In view of the continuing confusion over the iden

tification of the kernos, another examination of the material 

was thought worthwhile; if a fresh look at the literary and 



inscriptional evidence provided a clear definition of the 

kernos shape, this definition could then be used to judge 

the merit of applying the name to various shapes. Thus, it 

was hoped, the vessels which have been called kernoi could 

be sorted out and the appelation either approved or rejected 

in each instance. 

However, although most modern scholars have strug

gled to reconcile the varied descriptions of the kernos in 

ancient sources, it will be seen that a concise definition 

of the form of this vessel can not be patched together from 

the written evidence. There is descriptive information 

about the kernos, and clues about its use in ancient ritual, 

but taken separately, the written evidence provides too con

fusing a picture to be conclusive. The use of the kernos 

in rites of Rhea and Cybele and Attis is attested, but its 

use in the Eleusinian Mysteries is not clearly given by the 

ancient sources. Yet it was the excavations at Eleusis, and 

the recovery there of many composite vessels, which spawned 

so much of the writing about the kernos in the twentieth 

century. 

With this in mind, vases of the historic period 

only have been considered. Such limitations were set because 

of the dating of the written evidence. "Our information is 

largely derived from late writers ••• and scholiasts who tried 

to explain forms often unknown to them." 3 In view of the 
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uncertainty amongst early writers as to the shapes of ancient 

vases, it seemed necessary to focus on those vases close in 

date to the writers who are the primary source for information 

on the kernos. 

Furthermore, although vases of Bronze Age date 

have been identified as kernoi, the many problems concerning 

the question of continuity of cult practices preclude the 

inclusion of these vases at this time. The meaning imparted 

to a vessel by its ritual context is one of importance to 

the study of kernoi, because several of the modern scholars 

have concluded that vases of various shape may all be called 

"kernoi" because their ritual use seems to be the same. 4 

Such a broad focus, however, leads one to the conclusion 

that the the term "kernos" is a generic rather than a speci

fic term, to be used like "plate" or "dish." 5 However, 

the description of the kernos given by Athenaeus6 is of a 

vase of peculiar shape and use, a clay vessel with small cups 

attached in which were placed various agricultural offerings. 

Its function as a vessel for multiple offerings, which were 

each held separately, helped to dictate its form. 

The focus of this paper has therefore become the 

objects excavated throughout the Mediterranean, which have 

been called "kernoi." An examination of these vessels of 

various shape and a survey of the finds from excavated 

Demeter and Kore sanctuaries will show that the Eleusinian 
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vessels, which may be accepted as kernoi, were not common 

in antiquity outside Attica. Composite vessels are widely 

known throughout the ancient world, 7 but vessels which 

may be related to those from Eleusis by virtue of their 

shape and provenience are rare. 

This study cannot be considered comprehensive 

because not all of the vases called "kernoi" by various 

modern scholars have been published, nor are they available 

for study at this time. However, proceeding on the assump

tion that the published examples are representative of the 

variety of shapes, the quantity of published vessels need 

not be central to this discussion when there is still con

fusion about the basic identification of the kernos. The 

different varieties of vases will be considered here while 

further study of the kernos must await comprehensive publi

cation of those known, primarily from Eleusis and Athens. 8 
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INTRODUCTION - FOOTNOTES 

1. The spelling, "kernos", "kernoi", is used in this paper 
because the ancient written evidence shows a variety of 
spellings, and this is the spelling that has been used 
by modern scholars. 

2. G. Richter, M. Milne, Shapes and Names of Athenian Vases, 
(N.Y., 1935) p. xiii. 

3. Ibid., p. xiii. 

4. F. Upson, The Kernes in Ancient Cult, (Radcliffe Disser
tation, 1942) p. 103;C. Rolley,~ Sanctuaire des 
Dieux Patrooi et le Thesmophorion de Thasos", BCH 89 
(1965) p. 473. 

5. As it is used by D. Tudor, Corpus Monumentorum Relioionis 
Equitum Danubinorum (Leiden, 1976) vol II, p. 270, 273. 

6. See Appendix A for a citation of the ancient sources. 

7. Sees. Weinberg, "Ceramics and the Supernatural", 
Ceramics and Man, F. Matson, ed. (Chicago, 1965) p. 182-
201. For example, the label for a 4th c. composite 
vessel of "Teano Ware" (Metropolitan Museum of New York 
#09.221.46S) says, "Today the term is applied to compos
ite vessels of various types. The purpose of the type 
shown here is unknown." 

8. Publications of the vessels from Eleusis by Kourouniotes, 
announced in Hesperia 3 (1934) p. 447 n. 2, and of those 
from the Agora by J. Pollitt, announced in Agora 12, 
p. 183 n. 2, have not appeared to date. 
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II. MODERN SCHOLARSHIP 

The kernos is twice described by ancient authors 

as a composite vessel, and it is mentioned as an object 

carried in a dance called the "kernophoria." As early as 

1 1844, the term appeared in a modern work, and since then, 

there has been a great deal written about this cult vessel. 

However, contradictions abound, and points that were sub

jected to examination and rejected by one scholar appear as 

fact in another's article. 

The name was applied to Bronze Age vessels of 

2 varying form in the mid-nineteenth century. The applica-

tion of the name "kernos" to composite vessels of Bronze Age 

date from Melos was reluctantly used by Bosanquet, for, as 

he said, "it is not very appropriate as a name for the pre

Mycenean cluster-vases of Melos, but may be retained for 

want of a better." 3 

However, it was not until the excavations at 

Eleusis, and the discovery, in 1885, of a number of odd 

vessels in the fill below the Porch of Philen that the name 

was applied to vases of Iron Age date. These were published 

by Philios, 4 (Pl. 1) accompanied by drawings of three ves

sels, two of which had small cups of varying number attached 

around a basic bowl form, and two pierced lids which also 

had similar cups of various number attached. Philios 
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considered the possibility that these were "plemochoai", 5 

"kernoi", or "thymiateria", 6 and finally decided that they 

were thymiateria because the pierced lids would provide 

ventilation. 

This designation, thymiateria, was further dis

cussed and supported by von Fritze, 7 and he adduced the 

painting on the so-called "Ninnion Plaque" (Pl. 2) in cor

roboration.a This plaque is painted with a number of 

figures, including three women with vessels tied to their 

heads. String, used to secure the vessels to the heads, 

is shown in white paint on the plaque and has helped to ex

plain the presence of holes pierced in the flange of several 

of the Eleusinian vessels. 

Kourouniotes 9 challenged the designation of 

these vessels as "thymiateria" on the basis that there were 

no traces of burnt incense in any of the vessels and stated 

that these, and the vessels depicted on the Ninnion Plaque, 

were really "kernoi", as described by Athenaeus. 

Rubensohn published an extensive article on 

kernoi in . 1898. 10 (Pl. 3) He responded to the fact that 

the various literary sources did not mention the kernos as 

a cult vessel sacred to Demeter while numerous vessels which 

fit Athenaeus's description were found at Eleusis. He pro

posed that supporting written evidence for the use of the 

kernos at Eleusis could be seen in the word "kerchnos" which 
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1 . f h h . 1 . . ll appears on a treasury 1st rom t e At en1an E eus1n1on; 

he assumed that this was merely a spelling variation and 

that "kernos" and "kerchnos" designated the same vessel. 

Rubensohn also discussed the covers with their lattice-work 

and suggested that ventilation was necessary because lights 

(mentioned by the scholiast to Nikander) were placed in the 

central bowl, resting on a sacred cake (the "palathion"). 12 

He reconciled the scholiast with Athenaeus by saying that 

the one described the contents of the central bowl, while 

13 the other the contents of the small attached cups. As 

the Ninnion Plaque depicts these vessels carried on the 

head, Rubensohn found literary attestation for this practice 

in the word "r~w "which he restores in Athenaeus XI, 478. 14 

In spite of Rubensohn's arguments, further arti

cles appeared in which it was asserted that these vessels 

were not kernoi. Skias15 suggested that the Eleusinian 

vessels were actually used for the "kykeon" which was, ac

cording to the Homeric Hymn to Demeter (line 210), a bever

age which Demeter drank after refusing other refreshment. 

Skias proposed that the holes in the lids would allow gases 

caused by fermentation of the kykeon to escape. Further, 

he suggested that the forms appearing with and without 

attached cups had been designated "kernos" and "kerchnos", 

respectively, and this denoted a chronological development 

of the form. 
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More arguments against Rubensohn's article were 

16 offered by Dragoumes, who supported the position that 

these vessels were thymiateria. He also noted that the 

scholiast to Nikander said that kernoi were the same as 

likna. Since the vessels were really thymiateria, Skias 

suggested that all of these terms designated the same thing. 

While the controversy raged as to whether the 

vessels found under the Porch of Philon were really thymia

teria or kernoi, the term "kernos" was used to designate 

vessels of varying date, especially composite vessels found 

. h 1 d d k' l? d h int e Cy a es an on Crete. Daw ins suggeste tat cups 

found at Palaiokastro should be restored as kernoi, attached 

to a "flat-topped liner support", 18 perhaps a bowl with 

five or six cups attached to the rim. Pierced lids were 

found here too, and Dawkins suggested that Rubensohn was 

correct when he described that lights were placed on the 

palathion in the central bowl, as a similar practice oc

curred in Greek Orthodox ritual. Further evidence of the 

practice of setting lights within the central bowl was 

seen in a vessel found at Hagios Nikolaos, Crete which had 

a lamp placed in its central bowi. 19 

Photographs of this vessel from Hagios Nikolaos 

were published by Xanthoudides. 20 (Pl. 6b) Elaborating on 

the idea of continuity of cult practices, Xanthoudides also 

published photographs of vessels used in the Greek Orthodox 
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church which he compared to Bronze Age and Greek vessels. 

Furthermore, he suggested that the offerings placed in kernoi 

were similar to those offered in the Greek Orthodox church: 

bread, wine and oii. 21 

The discussion up to 1905 was reviewed in 

. h . , d. . 22 Pr1ngs e1m s 1ssertat1on. He rejected Rubensohn's equa-

tion of the words "kerchnos" and "kernos" on the basis that 

there was no evidence to suppport this assertion. He thought 

that the Bronze Age ring vessels were prototypes for the 

Eleusinian vessels yet, nevertheless, the Eleusinian vessels 

were thymiateria. 

Graillot brought out the point that the kernos 

23 
was used in the rites of Cybele. He suggested that the 

kernos was used in the taurobolium to hold the vires, and 

also that the kernos, alight with lamps, was carried on the 

head of the initiate. 

After this, no more articles appeared on kernoi 

until the 1930's, when excavations in the Athenian Agora 

uncovered numerous vessels which were immediately related 

to the Eleusinian vessels. 24 Thompson summed up the earlier 

bibliography on kernoi, ignoring Pringsheim, and asserted 

that "kerchnos" was a spelling variation of "kernos", al

though he said it was better to use "kernos" because of its 

use in the literary testimonia. 
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Vessels discovered during the excavation at the 

Athenian Agora in five rock-cut caches (Pl. Sa) which are 

similar in basic form to the Eleusis vessels, were used by 

archaeologists to help identify the site of the Athenian 

Eleusinion, 25 and were further used as evidence of the con

nection between kernoi and Demeter. In fact, Shear asserted 

that "the kernos is a vase which was exclusively used 

for the offering to Demeter of the first fruits of the har

vest."26 While this is clearly contradicted by the literary 

testimonia which attest to the use of the kernos in rites 

of Rhea and Cybele, it indicates the general acceptance of 

Rubensohn's conclusion that the kernos was a cult vessel 

used in the Eleusinian Mysteries. 

The most recent in-depth study on kernoi was 

submitted as a doctoral dissertation by Frieda Upson. 27 

She developed several themes which had been suggested by 

Xanthoudides, 28 including a comparison between the offer

ings placed in the kernos in ancient times and in composite 

vessels in the Greek Orthodox church, and the idea that con

tinuity of cult practices was borne out by the use of the 

kernos over a great length of time. Her conclusions serve 

to diffuse the focus of the name "kernos", because she 

accepts the variety of attributions made by all of the 

modern scholars. She concludes that the kernos is a ceramic, 

composite vessel with attached cups (except in the case of 
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those found at Eleusis), and that the kernos was used as 

an offering vessel in tombs, temples and in sanctuaries of 

different deities at different periods of time. 29 

In a study in which the author proposed to dis

cover a sharp delineation of the form of the kernos, such a 

definition, essentially the same as that given by Athenaeus, 

is disappointing. 

Upson's major contribution to the study of kernoi 

is her interest in their ritual function, and in her examina

tion of the offerings placed in the vessel. However, she 

focuses on "oil, milk and honey", 30 or, only three out of 

a total of seventeen items listed by Athenaeus. Similari

ties, noticed by Upson, between ancient ritual which involved 

the kernos and practices of the Greek Orthodox church, are 

interesting. However, she ignores the gap of intervening 

centuries between her examples, and her conclusion, that 

Greek Orthodox practices are derived from ancient and 

"thoroughly Greek" 31 sources, seems immaterial to a study 

on the ancient vessels themselves. 

The kernos, after Xanthoudides's article, was 

included in studies on continuity of cult practices. Nilsson32 

cogently reviewed the literature on kernoi. He stated that 

the fundamental characteristic was the use of attachments on 

a vessel which sat on a high foot; whether there were lights 
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in the center bowl and these vessels were used as lamps or 

incense burners, was secondary. 

Identification of the kernos as a cult vessel in 

the Eleusinian Mysteries has been generally accepted after 

33 the discoveries in Eleusis and Athens, but occasionally 

objections have appeared. One of the major pieces of evi

dence for the connection between kernoi and the Eleusinian 

Mysteries is the Ninnion Plaque. Simon, however, has chal

lenged the assertion that the plaque depicts scenes from 

h d . 34 t e Lesser an Greater Mysteries. In her opinion, the 

figures participate in the Haloa, a festival for Demeter in 

which the hetairai were prominent. This plaque is of prime 

importance in any discussion on kernoi, because the repre

sentation of the vessels carried on the heads of three women 

has been offered as proof of the way kernoi were carried in 

the kernophoria. The similarity in shape between the vessels 

without attachments found under the Porch of Philon and 

these vessels on the plaque is clear. But, Simon suggeets, 

after all, that the vessels on the plaque are thymiateria 

· 35 
because there are no cups attached to them. 

In an appendix, which serves to confuse the issues 

rather than illuminate them, Kerenyi discusses the vessels 

from Eleusis. 36 He collects all the various names of ves

sels offered by the testimonia regarding kernoi 37 and as

serts that each one connotes a separate, but related, vessel. 
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Those vessels depicted on the Ninnion Plaque and on the coins 

from Athens are not kernoi, which are a combination of the 

k h d h . 38 l 39 ere nos an esc ar1s, but rather the kykeon-vesse • 

Kerenyi also states that Athenaeus is not talking about the 

Eleusinian rites, but about rites connected with Rhea; 40 the 

presence, therefore, of the vessels with attached cups in 

the sanctuary at Eleusis is evidence of influence of Rhea on 

Demeter's rituai. 41 

Other authors have more recently discussed kernoi, 42 

especially with reference to the variation amongst the ves-

sels found at Eleusis - those with and those without attached 

cups. But several points of confusion remain still. Themes 

which are repeated inconclusively include the relation be-

tween kernoi, thymiateria, and plemochoai; the relation 

between vessels with and without attachments; the function 

of the kernos; and whether or not the kernos was used in the 

Eleusinian rites. 
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MODERN SCHOLARSHIP - FOOTNOTES 

1. Ussing, De Nominibus Vasorum Graecorium (Munich, 1844) 
p. 110. 

2. Samuel Birch, History of Ancient Pottery, (London, 1858) 
pp. 145-147, 375-385. 

3. R.C. Bosanquet, "The So-called Kernoi", BSA III (1896-97) 
57-61; esp. p. 59. 

4. D. Philios, "Archaiologika euremata ton en Eleusini 
anaskaphon", Arch. Eph. 1885, col.169-184, Pl. 9; esp. 
co 1. 170-1 7 4 • 

5. A plemochoe (flooding cup) is described by Athenaeus 
(II.496b) as a ceramic vessel shaped like a whirling 
top at rest. It was used in the Eleusinian Mysteries 
on the day called "Plemochoai." The ritual use of the 
plemochoe involved overturning the vessel, and spilling 
out its contents. See E. Ochsenschlager, "Plemochoe", 
JARCE VII (1968) 55-71. 

6. Thymiaterion: a vessel for burning incense. Liddell and 
Scott. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

E. Von Fritze, "Symbola", Arch. Eph. 1897, col.163-174. 

This was discovered in 1895; see von Fritze, Ibid., col. 
163. For full bibliography on this plaque, see Erika 
Simon, "Neue Deutung zweier eleusinischer Denkmaler des 
vierten Jahrhunderts v. Chr." Antike Kunst 9 (1966) 87 
n. 86. 

K. Kourouniotes, "Kernoi", Arch. ~- 1898, col. 21-28. 

o. Rubensohn, "Kerchnos", Ath. Mitt. 23 (1898) 271-306, 
pl. XIII, XIV. 

2 
I.G., I, 313 7 , 314 23 • See D. Philios, "Epigraphai 
ex Eleusinos 111Ath. Mitt. 19 (1894) 163-300. 

Rubensohn, ~- cit. p. 287. 

13. Ibid., p. 288-289. See Appendix A for citation of sources. 

14. Ibid., p. 276. See Appendix A. 
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15. A. Sk ias, "Eleusiniakai keramographiai", Arch. Eph. 1901 
p.1-50 ; esp. 10-21. 

16. S.N. Dragoumes, "Mystike Prostrope", Ath. Mitt. 26 (1901) 
pp. 38-49. 

17. R.M. Dawkins, "Excavations at Palaiokastro III" BSA X 
(1903-04) pp. 192-220. 

18. Ibid., p. 220. These are LM Illa in date. 

19. Ibid., p. 222. 

20. s. Xanthoudides, "Cretan Kernoi", BSA XII (1905-06) 
pp 9-23. "probably late Greek or Roman", p. 19. 

21. Ibid., p. 20-23; see fig 6 (p. 23). 

22. Pringsheim, H. G., Archaeologische Beitrage zur 
Geschichte des eleusinischen Kults, Bonner 
Dissertatio"'n;-(Munich, 1905) pp 60-72. 

23. Graillot, Culte de Cybele (Paris, 1912) pp. 178-180; 
esp. p. 179. 

24. H. Thompson, "Two Centuries of Hellenistic Pottery" 
Hesperia 3 (1934) p. 447. 

25. T. Leslie Shear, "The Campaign of 1938", Hesperia 8 
(1939) pp.201-246. 

26. Ibid., p. 208. 

27. Upson,~- cit.; see supra p. 5 n. 4. 

28. Xanthoudides, ~- cit., pp. 20-23. 

29. Upson,~- cit. p 137. 

30. Ibid., pp. 102-116. 

31. Ibid., p. 140. 

32. M.P. Nilsson, The Minoan-Mycenaean Religion and its 
Survival (Lund, 1950), p. 450-452. 

33. See G. Mylonas, Eleusis (Princeton, 1967) pp. 221-222; 
fig. 87. (See infra, Pl. 4a) 
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34. Simon, Erika, QE_. cit., p. 91. 

35. Ibid., p. 88. Sparkes and Talcott, Black & Plain 
Pottery of the 6th, 5th and 4th centuries B.C., 
(Athenian Agora 12), p. 183, n. 2 argue that the 
obvious connection between these vessels on the plaque 
and those found at Athens shows that they are all 
kernoi. However, this does not necessarily follow. 

36. Kerenyi, c., Eleusis, (1967) Appendix II, "Vessels borne 
on the head", pp. 181-186. 

37. 
I / 

*GuSoicoTuA.lq-1:'.'CS 1 (.,€fV05 1 K.VK€Wv'. 

38. Ibid., p.183. An "escharis" is a pan of coals or a little 
hearth. 

39. Ibid., p. 182. 

40. Ibid., p. 184. 

41. Ibid., p. 185. 

42. See E. Ochsenschlager, op. cit., pp. 57-61; J. Boardman, 
Excavations in Chios (BSA Suppl. #6, 1967) p. 30-31; 
C. Rolley, QE_. cit., see supra p. 5 n. 4. 
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III. LITERARY AND EPIGRAPHICAL EVIDENCE! 

The word "kernos" appears in writings and inscrip

tions dating from Hellenistic times into the Early Christian 

period. It is described as a ceramic vessel which is carried, 

and in which something is placed. A review of this material 

will show that the ancient writers described the kernos' shape 

variously, and attest to its use in several cults. 

It has been claimed that the earliest evidence for 

the use of the kernos in the Eleusinian rites is to be found 

in an inventory list of the property in the Athenian Eleusinion 
2 ,.. I V 

dating to 4 08/7 and 407 /6 B .c. The term "'f.P!J(J"oL 'f-6Pr- voe r " 
appears in the listings for each year, and was interpreted by 

Rubensohn as a spelling variant of "kernoi." 3 Rubensohn, 

realizing that there were no literary references asserting a 

connection between kernoi and Demeter, announced that this 

inscription provided the necessary primary evidence, and he 

entitled his paper "kerchnos" to emphasize its importance. 

Pringsheim4 pointed out that there was no evi

dence to support this assumption and he dismissed the possi

bility of a connection. However, in spite of this, the 

inscription has been cited, since Rubensohn, as the earli

est reference to the kernos 5 and a brief re-examination of 

this inscription is called for. 
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By context, one can assert nothing about the 

nature of the "kerchnos", for the list is a random one. 6 

The word "kerchnos" itself is not uncommon and refers to 

7 a roughness or hoarseness, usually of the throat. In 

the plural, the word can be applied to metalwork such as 
I 

embossed plate, or the repousee decoration around the edge 

of a shield or on a cup's lip. 8 Interpreted in this way, 

the inscription on the Athenian Eleusinion treasury stele 

might refer to five gold vessels with embossed decoration. 

Further, "kerchnos" has been related, as a spell

ing variant, to "kenchros." 9 Kenchros refers to anything 

millet-like, in small grains or beads. In the inscriptions 

that record the sale of Alcibiades' (and others') property 

after the conviction on charges of mocking the Mysteries, 10 
~ 

it is noted that bushels of common millet (" '/GfY., vos ") 

were offered for sale. The context is clearly that of grain 

so that the variation in spelling is not misleading and the 
I 

word may be read as " Ktt y_pos " 

Using this information, might one not suggest 

that the treasury inscription refers to five gold models of 

grain, given as votive offerings to Demeter? Such models 

are not commonly found now, being fragile and of precious 

metal, but examples are known which date from the fifth 

century into the Hellenistic period. 11 
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In other words, there is no evidence to support 

the assertion that "kerchnos" refers to the same vessel as 

"kernos", and there are plausible suggestions as to the mean

ing of "kerchnos" which do not relate this term to the vessels 

with attached cups. The inscription cannot, therefore, be 

used to support a connection between kernoi and the Eleusinian 

Mysteries, as proposed. 

The earliest mention, then, of a kernos is in an 

epigram dedicated to the poet Alkman, written in the fourth/ 

third century B.C. by Alexander of Aetolia. There is no 

description of the kernos given, but reference to Sardis and 

the tympanum suggest its use in a Phrygian cult, probably 

that of Cybele. 

Nikander of Colophon, also of this period, says 

that the Kernos-bearer is a temple servant of Rhea. 12 The 

later scholiast to this passage13 explains that the kernos 

is a sacred crater, in which the sacred things are carried 

by the kernos-bearers. Furthermore, Rhea herself is described 

as a kernos-bearer. 

It is not until the latter part of the second cen

tury A.O. that there is preserved any further reference to the 

kernos. Clement of Alexandria mentions the kernos in his 

attack on the mystic cults of Orpheus, Attis and Demeter. 14 

His book is a rambling invective in which he tries to prove 

the hopeless corruption and wrongness of these pagan rites. 
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He skips around in his discussion from cult to cult while he 

tells his readers the "truth" about the mystic rites. Unfor

tunately, he cites no sources. The mystic formula that he 

gives which includes the word "kernos" is used by the 

Phrygians, he tells us, in the rites of Attis and Cybele, 

and of the Corybantes. The formula which he says is used 

at the Eleusinian Mysteries does not include any mention of 

the kernos. 15 

P 11 f b . fl . h. l . 16 h o ux re ers r1e y 1n 1s ex1con tote 

dance of the kernos-bearers. These people carry winnowing 

fans 17 and miniature hearths, he says, and they call these 

things "kerna." 

The most detailed description of the physical 

appearance of the kernos is given by Athenaeus in his book on 

everything related to eating and entertaining. 18 Athenaeus 

quotes two early authors, Polemon the "Periegete" {early 

second century B.C.) and Ammonius {second century B.C.) who 

each wrote accounts of religious practices. 19 It would 

seem that one of these authors cited the other because the 

excerpts in Athenaeus agree, in part, word-for-word. The 

kernos is described as 

"an earthenware vessel, holding with it a 
large number of small cups cemented together. 
In these, they say, are white poppy-heads, 
grains of wheat and barley, peas, vetches, 
okra-seeds and lentils. The one who ~arries 
it, like the bearer of the winnowing-fan, 
tastes these articles, as Ammonius records 20 
in the 3rd book On Altars and Sacrifices." 
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Further on, Athenaeus says that 

"Polemon, in the treatise On the 
Sacred Fleece, says 'After these pre
liminaries [the priest] proceeds to the 
celebration of the mystic rites; he takes 
out the contents of the shrine and dis
tributes them to all who have brought 
around the kernos. The latter is an 
earthenware vessel, holding within it 
a large number of small cups cemented 
together, and in them are sage, white 
poppy-seeds, grains of wheat and barley, 
peas, vetches, okra-seeds, lentils, beans,* 
rice, oats, compressed fruit, honey, oil, 
wine,+ milk and unwashed sheep's wool. 
The one who carries it, like the bearer of 21 
the winnowing-fan, tastes these articles.'" 

Further in his work, Athenaeus says that the 

dance of the kernos-bearer is a wild 0 one, like the wild 

' ' 22 " }/40J'fll(-5 " and " 0£;Jµr.1..flCTT/lS " dances. 

The word "kernos" is listed by Athenaeus amongst 

the vessels used for eating and drinking, and the word "kerno

phoros" appears in a list of dances. There is no information 

here about the identification of the deity for whom the ritual 

with the kernos was performed, although an initiation is 

. l d 23 1nvo ve • 

* 

+ 

0 

Pausanias, I.37.4, says that beans were not used at the 
Eleusinian Mysteries. 

Wine is also not used at the Mysteries, since Demeter 
refused to drink wine, but prefered a grain beverage, 
the "J(vf(.1:,.Jv " 
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However, a late source, the scholiast to Plato's 

Gorgias, evidently believed that the kernos was used in the 

1 . . . 24 f h. . E eusinian Mysteries, or is commentary concerns a point 

at which Socrates declares that a certain person was fortu

nate in being initiated in the Greater Mysteries before he 

had been initiated into the Lesser Mysteries, because that 

was not the proper order. The scholiast explains, evidently 

to a non-Pagan audience, the mythic background of the 

Mysteries and the fact that the proper order was to attend 

the Lesser Mysteries at Agrai before the Greater Mysteries 

at Eleusis. At the conclusion of his commentary, the 

25 scholiast writes a mystic formula, and then he says that 

26 the kernos is a liknon, which is a ptuon. The scholiast 

does not elaborate further on the relationship between the 

f 1 d h . 27 
ormu a an t e rites. 

Hesychius, a late lexicographer, says that the 

kernos is a ceramic vessel, a crown, while the kernos-bearers 

come to offer sacrifices. The offerings, kernea, are offered 

to the Mother of the Gods. 28 Euteknios says that the kernos 

29 
is a sort of lamp. 

. . . . 3o h f k . Latin inscriptions attest tote use o ernoi 

in the rites of Cybele and Attis. Taurobolium and criobolium 

dedications which include the word "cernus" have been dated by 

Duthoy to a transitional period in the rites, of 225-319 A.D. 

Using verbs to help categorize the inscriptions, Duthoy has 
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shown that the kernos could not have been used as a receptacle 

for the vires because the two words, never found in the same 

inscription, appear in inscriptions that date to different 

periods. 31 The inscriptions show that the taurobolium was 

incorporated into the rites of Cybele ca. A.O. 160, and the 

kernos was not incorporated into the taurobolium until ca. 

32 A.O. 225. 

Two Latin inscriptions which mention the kernos

bearer,33 attest to the use of the kernos in rites of the 

Mother of the Gods, but give no information as to the shape 

of the kernos. 

As may be seen from this review of the written 

evidence which mentions the kernos and/or its use in ancient 

ritual, the information available is brief, vague and, in 

some instances, contradictory. 

With the rejection of the fifth century inscription 

of the holdings in the Athenian Eleusinion, there is no trust

worthy statement that the kernos was used in Demeter's rites. 

The only author who asserts, obliquely, that the kernos was 

used in the Eleusinian Mysteries is the scholiast to Plato's 

Gorgias. But he is a late source, removed from the Mysteries, 

explaining rites which he doesn't understand to a public which 

is not even familiar with the myth of Demeter and Persephone. 

The formula, with the word "kernos", which he includes in 

his commentary is the same formula mentioned by Clement of 
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1 d . 34 d . · 1 h . b . . 35 A exan r1a, an s1m1 ar tot at given y F1rm1cus Maternus. 

Both these authors say that the formula was part of the ritual 

for Attis and Cybele, and the formula given by Firmicus 

Maternus ends with, "I have become a mystic votary of Attis." 

And Clement gives a different formula which he says was used 

at Eleusis, which has no reference to the kernos. 36 Farne11 37 

dismissed this formula given by the scholiast as irrelevant 

to a study of the Mysteries and it seems best to set it 

aside, as weak evidence to link kernoi with the Mysteries. 

Many modern scholars have discussed the way the 

kernos was carried on the head, 38 but there is no written 

evidence to support the assumption that it was carried on the 

head. 39 Athenaeus merely says that the kernos is carried, 

40 
or supported. The comparison which Athenaeus makes between 

the kernos-bearer and the bearer of the liknon has to do with 

the action of "tasting" which they both do, and does not relate 

to the manner in which the vessels were carried at all. 41 

If there is no written evidence for the use of a 

vessel called "kernos" at Eleusis, there are many references 

to the use of the kernos in the rites of Cybele and of Rhea, 

42 the one referred to by the Greeks as the Mother of the Gods, 

and the other, the mother of Demeter. Mention of Sardis by 

the Aetolian poet and of the kernos in the Phrygian mystic 

formula, as well as the use of the kernos in the same context 

as the tympanum, all help to support a connection between the 

-25-



kernos and Cybele. In Roman times, the use of the kernos in 

the taurobolium and in the rites of the Mother of the Gods is 

clearly attested in inscriptions. 

The written evidence shows, therefore, that over 

a long period of time, the kernos was used variously as a 

cult vessel. It was carried in a dance, but one can't be 

sure what was carried in it because we are variously told 

that it was used to carry offerings, the sacred things, or 

lights. 43 That there is confusion in the ancient sources 

between the kernos, the liknon and the ptuon seems apparent, 

as these objects are all quite different. 44 

Athenaeus is the only source who describes the 

kernos as a composite vessel. Other sources say that it is 

a crater (bowl) or a lamp. There is no compelling reason to 

accept the description given by Athenaeus over that of any 

other, except that Athenaeus' description is so detailed. 

The methodology, by which one author quotes an earlier one 

(sometimes mentioning his source), is the same. Most of 

our sources are late, and might not have had first-hand 

knowledge of the kernos as used in the Greek period. How

ever, since the kernos was used in diverse cults, it is pos

sible that its shape varied with its use in different cults. 45 

Any further discussion of kernoi, as attested by 

the ancient sources becomes, at this point, a matter of specu

lation. The written evidence provides tantalizing bits of 
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information about this odd ceramic vessel, and yet there is 

no possiblity of reconciling the varying statements on kernoi. 

These differing accounts might mean that "kernos" was a 

generic term for an offering vessel. However, in that case, 

one would imagine there would be more references to kernoi. 

On the other hand, these accounts might mean that kernoi of 

different shapes were used in various rites at different 

dates. However, this is all merely speculation, and should 

clearly be stated as such. 
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LITERARY AND EPIGRAPHICAL EVIDENCE - FOOTNOTES 

1. See Appendix A for presentation of ancient sources. 

2. 

See Appendix B for chart which summarizes the information 
in this chapter III. 

2 f.G., II , 31317 , 314 23 
See also Philios, supra p. 15 n. 9; Beilage 1 & 2, 
facing page 192. 

3. Rubensohn, S?_P cit., p. 273. 

4. Pringsheim, S?_P. cit., p.72. 

5. H. Thompson,~- cit., p. 447 n.2; Kerenyi, S?_P. cit., 
p. 183; Ochsenschlager, S?_P. cit., p.60 n.50 in which he 
suggests that perhaps "kernos" refers to the vessels 
with attached cups and "kerchnos" refers to the vessels 
without attachments. 

6. For example, the "kerchnoi" are listed with a gold 
phiale, an ivory box, and gold rings. 

7. See Liddell and Scott, s.v. kerchnos. 

8. See Kerenyi, S?_P. cit. p. 183. 

9. Liddell & Scott , s.v. kenchros. 

10. Pritchett, W. Kendrick, "The Attic Stelai. Part II", 
Hesperia 25 (1956) 191-192. 

11. H. Hoffman, P. Davidson, Greek Gold, pp.288-294 (#137, 
138a,b); Anna Peredolskaya, Antike Kunst Suppl.#2, pl.16#4. 

12. Alexipharmaka 217. 

13. Probably fifth or sixth century. 

14. Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus II, 13-20. 

15. Ibid., II, 18 . 

16. Pollux, Onomasticon IV, 103. 

17. "likna". Kerenyi, S?_P. cit.,p. 184, amends this to 
"lukna" or "lights". 
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18. Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae XI, 476, 478; XIV, 629e. 

19. Ammonius, Altars & Sacrifices 
Polemon, On the Sacred Fleece 

20. Athenaeus XI, 476. 

21. Ibid., XI, 478. 

22. G. Stamires, "Thermaustis, etc." Hesperia 27 (1958) 324 
-27. This author collects all the variations in spell
ing of the word "thermaustis", of which "thermaustris" 
is one. See Amyx, "The Attic Stelai Part III", Hesperia 
27 (1958) 219-221. "Thermaustis" appears amongst the 
list of cooking ware. He suggests that the name refers 
to tongs as well as to a cauldron, and the dance may 
have been so named either because it involved steps 
where one crossed one's legs like tongs, or because the 
wildness of the dance could be compared to the wild 
bubbling of a boiling caudron. 

23. Nilsson (1950) p. 452: "I am of the opinion that 
Athenaeus refers to the Eleusinian Mysteries." 

24. Scholiast to Plato's Gorgias 497c. 

25. The same one as given by Clement of Alexandria for 
the Phrygian rites. 

26. See Jane Harrison, "Mystic Vannus Iacchi", JHS 23 (1903) 
292-324. The liknon is a winnowing fan, or basket; the 
ptuon is a winnowing shovel used to throw grain into the 
air. 

27. Ochsenschlager, ~- cit., p. 60 infers from this 
passage that the Scholiast has asserted that the 
kernophoria was celebrated at the Lesser Mysteries. 

28. Hesychii Alexandrini, Lexicon, M. Schmidt, ed. (1867) 
p. 862. 

29. Euteknios, Metaphrasis Alexipharmakon 217-219. 
[See Duthoy, The Taurobolium (Leiden, 1969) p. 75 n 3.] 

30. (Pages refer to Duthoy, ~- cit.): 
Mactar #60 (A.D. 276-284) p. 31-32. 
Mactar #61 (A.D. 285-293) p. 32. 
Rome #21 (A.D. 319) p. 17. 
Utica #68 (A.D. 235-238?) p. 34. 
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31. Duthoy, ~- cit., p. 74. See also supra p. 10. 

32. Ibid., p. 116. 

33. CIL II,179, CIL X, 1803 (See Duthoy, ~- cit., p.75 n.5). 

34. Clement of Alexandria,~- cit., II,14. 

35. Firmicus Maternus, De Errore Profanarum Religionum, 18.l 
(Florence, 1956; p.183-190). 

36. Clement, supra n. 13. 

37. L. Farnell, Cults of the Greek States III (Oxford,1907) 
p. 187. 

38. Rubensohn, ~- cit., p. 293-4; Upson,~- cit., p. 80-81; 
H. Thompson,~- cit., p. 448f; Ochsenschlager, ~- cit., 
p. 59. 

39. Kerenyi, ~- cit. p.184, translates Pollux as saying, 
"I know that they carried lights or small hearths on 
their heads."; this is too free a translation. 

40. See Ochsenschlager, ~- cit., p. 58 n. 27; he suggests 
"lifted up. " 

41. Upson,~- cit., p.94, recognizes this. However, she 
also manages to assert that this also means that the 
kernos is carried on the head. See supra n. 38. 

42. D. Thompson, "Three Centuries of Hellenistic Terra
cottas," Hesperia 23 (1954) 100. 

43. Duthoy, ~.cit., p.100. He suggests that the kernos 
was used to catch the blood of the sacrifice in the 
taurobolium. "It is obvious that we must here rely 
soley on our imagination, since there is not a single 
piece of documentary evidence that throws any light on 
the nature of the ceremony." 

44. See J. Harrison,~ cit. 

45. Duthoy, ~- cit., p. 76: "It seems likely that the 
cernus could have various forms and functions according 
to the rite in which it was used." 
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IV. THE MATERIAL EVIDENCEl 

Since the 1890's, an impressive collection of 

vessels, of Iron Age date has been gathered under the name 

"kernos." The bulk of these are Attic, having been found 

at Eleusis and Athens. Included are ceramic vessels as well 

as vessels of bronze and marble, and representations of 

vessels on coins and lead tokens. Vases from all over the 

Mediterranean have been related to this Attic group of vessels. 

In 1884, while removing the fill beneath the 

Porch of Philon2 at Eleusis, the excavators found a number 

of composite (and related) ceramic vessels. Photographs and 

drawings of over a dozen of these vessels have been published 

at various times. 3 The composite vessels vary in the number 

and size of the attached cups. All the vessels, with and 

without attachments, are of a similar bowl form with a flange 

around the middle and sit on a high foot. One example 4 has 

two rows of tiny cups attached around the central mouth: 

two more cups have been set in place of handles. Other 

examples have as many as four rows of cups attached, 5 while 

some vessels are plain. 6 Most of these cups are too small 

to have been useful as containers, but there are examples in 

which the attached cups are large enough to have served a 

useful purpose. 7 
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Vessels of similar form but of varying material 

8 such as marble (Pl. 4b) or bronze were also found. Vessels 

decorated with gold-leaf or paint, and a few with inscrip

tions have been reported by Rubensohn. 9 

Also found in the fill with these vessels were 

pierced lids with attached cups set variously on them. 10 

Although there is clearly some relation between the lids 

and the vessels, no lids were found in place on a pot. 11 

Further examples which were probably found in 

this same fill were published by Von Fritze, 12 having been 

picked out by him in the storeroom of the Eleusis Museum. 

One vessel has a globular form and is shown with a pierced 

lid; 13 (Pl. 4c) another vessel has very sharp lines and a 

wide mouth, (Pl. 4d) with handles set with vertical loops. 14 

These published vessels represent the group from 

Eleusis, found in the fill beneath the Porch of Philon. (See 

also Pl. 4a) Using Philon's dates as a terminus ante quern, 

these vessels can be dated no later than the end of the 

fourth century B.C. 

15 16 Both Rubensohn and Upson proposed a chrono-

logical development for these vessels, primarily based on the 

assumption that the vessels with the most attached cups were 

the earliest, and the later vessels were plain. Upson sug

gested that this indicated a change in ritual, for which she 

found evidence in the use of the "palathion", 17 or cake of 

pressed fruit, which Rubensohn had stressed in his discussion. 
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Rubensohn suggested that this sacred cake was set in the cen

tral bowl with lights placed upon it. 18 Upson suggested 

that a concentration of the offerings of the First Fruits 

into one easy-to-handle cake was appropriate because there 

were probably many people involved in the kernos ceremony, 

and the use of kotyliskoi with separate offerings in each 

one, which the bearer would have to taste individually, 

would be too cumbersome. 19 

However, this chronological sequence which is 

based on development of form cannot be supported at this 

time. Kourouniotes is reported as having said that "dif

ferences of shape and fabric within the group suggest a 

considerable range of time. [mid-fifth to late fourth 

20 century B.C.] With a closer study of the vessels from 

Eleusis, perhaps a typal sequence may be established. But 

at this point the only concrete information is a terminus 

ante quern of late fourth century B.C. Furthermore, a com

parison with related objects will illustrate that the 

vessels with attached cups were in use after the appearance 

of those without any attached cups. 

The vessels depicted on the Ninnion Plaque are 

very similar to the vessels (without attached cups) found 

under the Porch of Philon. Further evidence of this rela

tionship may be seen in the way in which the vessels are 

tied to the figures' heads by string. Several of the vessels 
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from beneath the porch have holes in the flange which would 

be suitable for the attachment of string. 21 Simon contends 

that the vessels on the plaque cannot be kernoi because they 

22 do not have attached cups. However, the fact that similar 

vessels with attached cups were found in the same fill must 

stand against this objection. One is compelled to set all 

of these vessels together as one group, because not only are 

they similar in appearance, but they were reported as having 

been excavated from the same fill. 23 The plaque does serve 

to illustrate the use of these vessels in one of Demeter's 

festivals, whether or not they were specifically used in the 

Mysteries. 

24 The Ninnion Plaque may be dated to ca. 370 B.C. 
as 

If Upson w~-t"'e correct and the vessels on the plaque repre-

sented a late development, the vessels with attached cups 

should be dated earlier than the second quarter of the 

fourth century. 

However, comparison with a vessel found in the 

Athenian Agora (Pl. Sc) shows that vessels with attached 

b d d f th . 25 cups may e , ate a ter 1s. This black-glazed vessel 

has nine small cups attached around its rim, and has been 

dated to the second half of the fourth century. 26 This 

vessel, which is so similar to the Eleusinian vessels, 27 

was made after the Ninnion Plaque and shows that the chro

nology proposed by Upson cannot be used to show that the 
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kernos developed from a many-cupped vessel to one without 

attachments. The Eleusinian vessels should be treated as 

a group, with a general dating classification of mid-fifth 

to fourth century B.C. 

The vessels found in five deposits near the 

Eleusinion in Athens which have been associated with the 

group from Eleusis28 are small objects, of "a cheap, 

common kind." 29 They are globular, with midriff flange, 

and sit on a high foot. (Pl. Sa) 

Also to be included with this Athenian group of 

vessels are 4 small vessels which were published with the 

. 1 . d b 3o composite vesse ment1one a ove These small, black-

glazed vessels are of similar shape to the vessels found in 

the five caches near the Eleusinion. The vessel numbered 

B28 (Pl. Sb) has holes pierced through its flange near the 

handles, a fact which also helps to relate this vessel and 

the others to the Eleusinian group. 

These vessels from Athens and Eleusis, which have 

been related to each other may all be dated to the same time 

period: mid-fifth to late fourth century. They fall into 

two main groups: those with attachments, and those without. 

The size of the vessel does not seem to be the determining 

factor, as there are large vessels without attached cups. 

Furthermore, the lids, which are small, have attached cups. 
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These odd lids have given rise to much debate about 

the function (and name) of these Eleusinian vessels; should 

they be identified as thymiateria rather than kernoi, because 

the pierced lids would provide ventilation necessary for burn-

. . ?31 . . . 1ng incense. Such a des1gnat1on must be reJected because 

of the fact that there are neither deposits of burnt incense 

nor traces of carbon in any of these vessels. Most scholars 

have dismissed the lids as simply not significant; 32 Upson 

suggested that the lids with attachments may have been used for 

the vessels without attached cups. 33 This is an interesting 

suggestion, but has no bearing on the question of whether or 

not these are thymiateria. 

Bronze coins, theatre markers and lead tokens were 

issued by Athens and/or Eleusis34 which incorporate a bowl

shaped vessel with a high foot, either as a symbol or a type, 

that has been identified with the kernos. 35 The early series 

(Pl. 7) is of note for, as Head notes, "The frequent occur

rence on bronze coins of this period of the Athenian Kalathos 

and the Eleusinian Kerchnos as adjunct symbols is remarkable." 36 

The dating of these coins, however, is not firmly established. 

Head 37 assigns to 339-322 B.C. the series which Svoronos38 

has dated to 255-229 B.C. 

Related to this series are the so-called "Athenian 

theatre tickets", on which a bowl-shaped vessel appears as a 

symbol, "undoubtedly contemporary with certain of the gold 

and bronze coins issued after B.C. 339." 39 
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Examples of lead tokens with similar vessels on them 

illustrate the diversity of basic shape and sometime use of 

covers that appear on these small metal artifacts. 40 (Pl. 8b) 

The vessels that appear on these coins and tokens 

are all of a basic globular form, set on a high foot, although 

the shape varies from a rounded curve41 (Pl. 8b #189) to 

one with a sharp carination at the center point. 42 (Pl. 7; 

Pl. 8b #190, 191) They appear with43 and without44 lids 

(Pl. 8a); these lids may vary from a solid conical shape45 

(Pl. 7 #2, 11, 12, 23; Pl. 8b #190, 191) to a rounded one with 

lattice-work. 46 (Pl. 7 #8, 15, 16) 

Like the vases on the Ninnion Plaque, some of these 

vessels on the coins and tokens are decorated with stalks of 

47 
wheat at the handles. (Pl. 7 #8-23) However, the vessels 

on the Ninnion Plaque show a profile with a continuous curve 

while the vessels on the coins show the curve of the covers 

as distinct from that of the body of the vessel. One might 

argue that this is due to the miniature size of the vessels 

shown on the coins. However, an artist capable of clearly 

depicting the lattice-work of a lid is capable of accurately 

drawing the basic shape of the vessel. 

The appearance of these vessels without lids is 

limited 48 while the vessels with covers and a sharp carina

tion appear more commonly. This former type, with a more 

rounded form and either no cover or a flat cover, appears on 

the earlier coinage, while only the vessels with the lids and 
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. . h 1 . 49 sharp carination appear on t e New Sty e coinage, (Pl. 8c, 

esp. #lOlb) used as an adjunct symbol subsidiary to the owl. 

An interesting parallel to the lidded vases on the 

coins is the vessel carved into an architrave block on the 

. . d f h 1 1 · SO inner si e o t e Lesser Propy aea at E eusis. ( Pl. 6a) 

The vessel, 51 cut in shallow relief, has a bold pattern 

beneath the carination, elaborate handles, and a lid which 

looks like a pointed hat, being wider that the mouth of the 

vessel. 

This marble relief sculpture and the vessels depicted 

on New Style coinage are the latest representations of vessels 

that have been identified as kernoi, although there has been 

some confusion amongst scholars as to whether they should be 

designated "plemochoai" or "kernoi." It has been shown that 

there are differences between some of the vessels depicted 

on the earlier coins and tokens, and those depicted in later 

series. Furthermore, while some of the earlier coin symbols 

may be compared with the vessels on the Ninnion Plaque and 

with the plain vessels found beneath the Porch of Philon, the 

later coin symbols do not have this same shape. Even with 

some of the coins of the older series, 52 it is notable that 

the feet seem finely turned, while the feet of the ceramic 

vessels from Eleusis are heavy and clumsy, without the detail 

of shape shown on the coins. 

While vase shapes were not stagnant, and proportions 

changed through time, 53 it is possible that more than one 
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type of vessel was depicted on these coins and tokens. Further, 

although the symbol of a vessel was a common one, there are no 

related ceramic vessels54 that can be dated later than the 

end of the fourth century. That a bowl-shaped vessel, on a 

high foot was an important feature at the Eleusinian rites is 

illustrated with the appearance of this vessel on the Lesser 

Propylaea, along with representations of other symbols such 

as the chest, or torches. 

Other coins which use this late vessel as a coin 

symbol were issued by the Athenian Cleruchs at Delos. 55 

Athens controlled Delos (with Rome's consent) and ran it as 

a free-port from 167/66 B.C. to 88 B.C. This vessel, associ

ated as it is with the Eleusinian symbols, might appear on 

the coins of Delos to emphasize the connection between Delos 

and Athens, although this emphasis seems to be blunted by the 

appearance of Artemis on the obverse of one of these coins. 56 

At this point, it seems more useful to separate the 

coins and tokens into two different groups. Some of the coins 

from the earlier series may be related to the ceramic vessels 

from Eleusis, but by the time of New Style coinage, there is a 

t t . 57 
more enuous connec 1On. 

There are other vessels which have been called kernoi, 

but vessels with small cups attached to a bowl-shaped vessel 

are rare. One such clay vessel, (Pl. 6b) from Hagios Nikolaos, 

was found by a peasant behind his house in 1903. 58 It is a 

large bowl with a broad projecting rim upon which are fastened 
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nine small cups. Within the central bowl was found a small 

lamp •. Xanthoud ides says that it is impossible to be certain 

of its date because of the absence of ornament, but he sug-

59 gested "late Greek or Roman." As with many unusual and 

uncommon shapes, it is difficult to place this one chrono

logically; however, since the closest parallel to this piece 

from Crete is the black-glazed example from the Athenian Agora, 

h 1 . d . h f h t . l'k 1 60 per aps an ear 1er ate, 1n t e ourt cen ury, 1s more 1 e y. 

Unfortunately, although this piece is not without provenience, 

the site has not been further explored, and therefore it is 

not known whether this example belongs in sanctuary, tomb or 

61 house context. 

A second piece, "remarkably like the kernos from 

Hagios Nikolaos" was found in Budrasc, North Africa. 62 

Two pieces from Alexandria (one from the cemetery 

at Shatbi) have been compared with the Eleusinian vessels 

63 because of their globular form. They are both quite 

64 similar to an example published by Rubensohn; the vase 

from Shatbi is illustrated with a high dome cover which is 

pierced in three places. Thompson dated both of these 

pieces to the late fourth century because of their resem-

bl h 1 . . . 65 d h ence tote E eus1n1an pieces an so, t ey can not 

be called upon as an independent source for dating those 

vessels from Eleusis. 

There is yet one other group of vessels which has 

been related to the Eleusinian-Athenian group on the basis 
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of similarities in shape. This is a group of "goblets" 

from Emporia, on the island of Chios. 66 They are clumsy 

clay vessels set on high feet, with a central flange, two 

handles and straight upper walls. They are similar in ap

pearance to the central cup figured on one of the lids from 

1 . 67 d · E eus1s. These goblets were excavate 1n a sanctuary 
68 of Athena, and may be dated to the second half of the 

69 fourth century. Boardman was disturbed at finding, in 

a sanctuary of Athena, vessels which he said were usually 

found in association with Demeter and he suggested that the 

development of the single bowl without attachments signified 

that the kernos had lost its particular ritual significance 

and, with that, its connection with Demeter as we11. 70 How

ever, it has been shown that this chronological "development" 

is false, and that the bowls with and without attachments are 

of similar date. 

Boardman rejected the name "kernos" for these vessels, 

preferring to use "goblet." There are no other parallels to 

these goblets, besides the examples from Eleusis, and the 

parallel is seen mainly because of the use of a midriff flange. 

This seems to be a tenuous link and it does seem better to 

call them goblets rather than kernoi. 

This, then, ends the discussion of vessels which are 

related to the Eleusinian vessels by virtue of their shape. 

Those that have been dated range from the mid-fifth century 

-41-



to the end of the fourth century B.C.; many are without any 

firm date at all. 

Vessels with smaller vases and figures attached are 

not common, but neither are they rare in the ancient world. 

Another group of vessels which have been called kernoi are the 

so-called "ring vessels", with attachments. In general, these 

are hollow rings thrown on a potter's wheel, with small vessels 

of varying form and number set around the ring. Sometimes, but 

not always, the small vessels are pierced and communicate with 

the hollow ring, thus mixing together whatever might be poured 

into the small vessels. 

In a Demeter sanctuary on Chios 71 were found hundreds 

of fragments of ring vessels with miniature hydriai attached. 

These are dated from the fourth century into the Hellenistic 

period. 

On Thasos, in a Demeter sanctuary72 were found 

many ring vessels with attached hydriai. They vary in the 

number of attachments, from two to as many as thirty. There 

were also many individual miniature hydriai found in the 

sanctuary. The vessels seem to date to the archaic period. 

At Tocra, a sanctuary to Demeter and Kore was 

identified. 73 Over 200 miniature hydriai of local manufac

ture have been catalogued and numerous fragmentary hydriai 

were not catalogued. There was also found a ring vessel with 

attached hydriai, 74 and a large hydria with seven miniature 
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hydriai attached to its shoulder. 75 These were found in 

the archaic deposits at Tocra; the ring vessel is dated to 

the early sixth century, and the hydria with attached minia

tures has been dated to the mid-sixth century. 

There are other examples of hydriai with miniature 

hydriai affixed. At Kos, in a sanctuary of Demeter and Kore, 

one such vessel, dated to the Archaic period, had two minia

tures attached to it. 76 

Another similar vessel was reported from Akragas, 77 

with nine miniature hydriai attached around its shoulder. 

It is not known to what deity this vase was dedicated. 

Ring vessels with attached miniatures of various 

types have been reported from sanctuaries of deities other 

than Demeter. 

At the Temple of Aphrodite at Naucratis, 78 several 

ring vessels were brought to light which the excavator mis

takenly reported as lamps, although he said there was no evi

dence that they had ever been used for burning. These differ 

from the above ring vessels in that the pot is supported 

by three feet. Several globular shapes with large mouths 

are attached, but they seem to sit within the rim, as if set 

on a tray, rather than on top of the ring. They alternate 

with double loops set vertically on edge. The published ex

ample is painted with a white glaze in a guilloche pattern, 

although the other similar vessels are unpainted. These 
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objects date to the fifty-year period preceding the destruc

tion of the temple in 520 B.C. 

A ring vessel dating to the late seventh-early 

sixth century was found at the Athena Temple at Lindos on 

79 Rhodes. It has seven small vessels of varying shape 

attached. 

Also of the same date is a ring vessel reported 

from a subterranean sanctuary at Gela. 80 This painted ring 

vessel, of Early Corinthian Ware, has "globular forms" at

tached to it. Many hydriai were reported from Gela as well. 81 

Finally, a complex ring vessel which is dated to 

ca. 600 B.C. was found in the Hera Sanctuary on Samos. 82 

This fine vessel has three cups attached around its rim, as 

well as the heads of a bull,a ram, a female, and a warrior, 

and a pomegranate, a seated monkey, a frog, and a double shell. 

The cups are pierced so that the offering poured in to them 

would fill up the ring. 83 

As was suggested by Upson, these ring vessels 

appear in sanctuaries dedicated to different female deities, 

and are of varying date. However, in spite of the general 

use of the word "kernos" to describe all these ring vessels, 

some distinctions may be drawn which have bearing on a con

nection between the ring vessels and the vessels called 

kernoi found in cult contexts in Eleusis and Athens. 
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The ring vessels which were found in Demeter sanc

tuaries have hydriai attached to them, while the ring ves

sels found in sanctuaries dedicated to other deities have 

vessels of various shape attached; only one of these vessels 

has a hydria attached and this is only one shape of four. 

Diehl has shown in her study on the hydria that this shape 

84 
is a common votive offering for Demeter, although it is 

offered to other deities as well. 

Furthermore, while these ring vessels with attached 

hydriai appear over a long period of time, from the Archaic 

period into the Hellenistic, the other ring vessels dedicated 

in sanctuaries other than Demeter's are generally of an earlier 

date, late seventh to sixth century, and do not appear after 

the end of the sixth century. 

The ring vessels with attached hydriai suggest the 

ritual known as the hydrophoria, which was a part of the rites 

to Demeter. Terracotta figurines which portray this are corn-

. t . 85 mon in Deme er sanctuaries. This ritual could have pro-

vided impetus for the continuing presence of hydriai and 

related vessels in Demeter sanctuaries, while there is no 

such impetus for the appearance of other types of ring vessels 

in sanctuaries to other deities, and they fell out of use. 

The ring vessels may therefore be divided into two 

separate groups: those carried in the hydrophoria and related 

to Demeter, and those dedicated to other goddesses. Further, 
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the two rites celebrated for Demeter, the hydrophoria, and 

the kernophoria, required the carrying of two distinct vessels. 

The composite vessels from Eleusis with attached cups should 

not be confused with the ring vessels with attached hydriai, 

because they were used in two different rituals, although 

both were dedicated to the same goddess, and the ring vessels 

should, therefore, not be called "kernoi." 

Many of the vessels discussed above have been known 

for a long time. A survey of more recently excavated Demeter 

sanctuaries was made to see if other examples of composite 

vessels had been found which could be related either to the 

ring vessels or to the vessels with cups attached. 

Of the sanctuaries that Pausanias mentioned with 

reference to Mysteries celebrations and/or the rites at 

Eleusis, very few have been explored or excavated. Bathos 

(Paus. VIII,xxix,l) and Basilis (Paus. VIII, xxix,5) were 

86 explored in the late nineteenth century. The reports 

mention female figurines and miniature pots at Bathos, which 

would be appropriate dedications to Demeter, but nothing 

else unusual. 

Other sanctuaries of Demeter have been explored, 

to varying degrees. 

The Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore at Cyrene, which 

dates from the early sixth century B.C. and was in use into 

h h . d h b l · · d 87 t et 1r century A.D. as een recent y 1nvest1gate. 
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Many miniature hydriai were reported amongst the votive ob

jects. The author notes that no kernoi were found, although 

at least one multiple lamp "of the kind occasionally mis

labeled a 'kernos'" was found. 88 

Knossos is another site where multiple-spouted 

89 lamps were found. The sanctuary was used for offerings 

from the eighth century, and a temple was built at the end 

of the fifth century. Multiple lamps were common here, 

often set on tall stems, and there were also many miniature 

hydriai dedicated. 

At Iasos, a sanctuary of Demeter and Kore has been 

identified, mainly from the terracotta figurines found there 90 

The finds, some of which are dated to the last quarter of 

the sixth century (a temple was built at the end of the fifth 

century), include lamps and many miniature hydriai. 

. h . t 91 Excavations at t e Demeter sanctuaries a Naxos, 

and at Pergamon92 have been carried out without finding 

any odd shapes with attachments; miniature hydriai were 

reported from Pergamon. 

A Demeter and Kore sanctuary was excavated on 

the Gulf of Taranto, at Heraclea. 93 There is no mention 

that any odd vessels, like kernoi, were found. 

94 Near Sparta, where a sanctuary to Demeter 

Eleusinia has been identified by inscriptions, no vessels 

with attachments have been found. There are some odd shapes: 
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one is referred to as a "one-drop" vessel, and another has a 

tiny bowl, with a wide flat rim and three handles attached 

to this rim, set upon a high pedestal foot. 95 These have 

been related to finds from the sanctuary of Artemis Orthia, 

and all of the vessels found at the Eleusinion are of Laconian 

manufacture. They have been dated to the fourth and third 

centuries. 

The Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore on Acrocorinth 

is the only sanctuary in which vessels with attachments have 

been found. 96 Hundreds of miniature trays (Pl. 9a), in 

almost every case with three small dishes attached to the 

floor of the tray, were found. 97 In one tray, tiny pieces 

of clay representing grains of wheat were placed in the 

receptacles. (Pl. 9b) These tiny votive objects were most 

probably used for offerings of the first fruits and, although 

they do not resemble the composite vessels from Eleusis, 

they fit the description of kernoi given by Athenaeus (al

though his list of offerings calls for more than three 

separate receptacles). 

Related in function to these small trays are the 

miniature likna with representations of cakes and fruit in 

them which were also found at Corinth. 98 (Pl. 9c,d) Similar 

likna may be seen in some later terracotta figurines from 

h h . 99 . . 
t e At en1an Agora. One figure carries a l1knon on her 

head, and another carries one in front of her. These likna 
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are particularly interesting because the literary testi~onia 

shows that there was some confusion between kernoi and likna 

in the minds of some 9f our sources, 100 and there seems to 

be a similarity in the ritual use of the kernos and the 

liknon. 101 The fact that the kernos and the liknon were 

used in a similar manner, as vessels for carrying offerings 

of the first fruits to be dedicated to Demeter, could easily 

account for the confusion for people who had not been initi

ated in the pagan rites, and therefore did not know of these 

things first-hand. 

Another interesting example of an offering tray 

which may be related to the kernos is one from the sanctuary 

f h th · l O 2 h · h h d . . . f h o t e Mo er at Tro1zen, w 1c sows a 1v1s1on o t e 

interior space into small compartments. There was also 

found here an offering tray with models of fruit attached. 

While the subject of offering trays is a broad 

one, 103 the kernos, as an offering vessel, provides an 

illustration of the way specific shapes were designed to 

comply with specific ritual needs. 
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THE MATERIAL EVIDENCE - FOOTNOTES 

1. See Appendix C for a summary of material presented in 
this chapter. 

2 Philon, the architect (he also designed the Arsenal at 
the Piraeus) worked during the time when Demetrius of 
Phaleron ruled in Athens (317-310) and the porch may be 
dated to the end of the fourth century. 

3 See Philios, £E· cit., supra p. 15 n. 4; von Fritze, £E· 
cit., supra p. 15 n. 5; Rubensohn, £E· cit., supra p. 15 
n. 8; Kourouniotes, Eleusis, ~ guide to the Excavations 
and the Museum (1936) fig. 70, 71; Mylonas, £E• cit., 
supra p. 16 n. 33 (fig. 87). 

4. See Philios, Ibid., Pl. 9 #5; also Rubensohn, Ibid., 
pl 13 #3; also Kourouniotes, Ibid., fig 71, p. 123; 
also Mylonas, Ibid., fig. 87.--

5. Rubensohn, £E· cit., pl. 13 #7. 

6. Ibid., pl. 13 #4; Mylonas, ~- cit., fig. 87. 

7. Mylonas, £E· cit., fig. 87; Rubensohn £E· cit., Pl. 9 #1. 

8. See Kourouniotes, £E· cit., p. 124, fig. 71. 
A similar use of marblefor votive objects is reported 
by H. Goldman, Eutresis (Cambridge, 1931) p. 262. 
Solid marble hydriai and calpis-shaped vessels were 
found. 

9. Rubensohn, £E· cit., p. 283. 

10. See Philios, £E· cit., pl. 9 #8a: around the base, 
and #8b: at top of lid. 

11. As one can see from the fact that the vessel noted 
above, n. 3, has been published twice without any 
lid, and twice with different lids. 

12. von Fritze £E· cit., col. 163-174. 

13. Ibid., col 165. 
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14. Ibid. , col 166. These vessels closely resemble 
two vessels labeled "kernoi" that were found in 
houses at Olynthos. See Robinson, Excavations at 
Olynthus XIII (Baltimore, 1950) #1021, pl. 246 -
early fourth century, and #1022, pl. 247 - first 
half of the fourth century. 

15. Rubensohn, ~- cit., pp. 283-284. 

16. Upson,~- cit., pp. 72f. 

17. Ibid., p. 96f. 

18. Rubensohn, ~- cit., p.287. 

19. Upson,~- cit., p. 94-96. 

20. Thompson,~- cit., p. 448 n. 4 

21. See Philios, ~- cit., pl. 9 # 5, 6; Rubensohn, ~
cit., pl. 13 #1,6. 

22. Simon,~- cit., p. 88. 

23. H. Thompson,~- cit., p. 448 n. 4 reports that "Dr. 
Kourouniotes informs me that some of the kernoi found 
here may well belong to a filling made in Periclean 
times." It is unfortunate that the excavation notes 
are not more specific. 

24. Simon,~- cit. p. 87. 

25. H. Thompson,~- cit., B27 (p. 340, fig. 20); Sparkes 
and Talcott, Agora 12 #1364 (pl. 44, p. 183). 

26. Sparkes & Talcott,~- cit., p. 183, note that this 
piece and the other related black-glazed examples were 
not found in any decisive association with the Eleusinion 
in Athens. And they also note that no vessels of the 
black class have been reported from Eleusis. However, 
this piece quite similar in shape to the Eleusinian 
vessels. 

27. See Mylonas, ~- cit., fig. 87. 

28. T. Leslie Shear, "The Campaign of 1938", Hesperia 8 
(1939) p. 209, fig. 7, 8; also p. 219, fig. 15. 
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29. Ibid. p. 208. The shape may be compared with that of 
the central cup in Philios ~- cit., pl. 9 #8, although 
the sides on the Agora vessels are inturning, rather 
than straight. 

30. H. Thompson,~- cit., A40 (p. 321 fig.6), B9, B10, 
B28 (p. 340-41, fig. 21). 

31. As proposed by von Fritze and Philios. 

32. Rubensohn, ~ cit. p. 290. Thompson says they are of 
"doubtful significance" ~ cit., pp. 449 n.2, "that it 
should have been intended for ventilation ••• seems improb
able in view of the absence ••• of any trace of the burning 
which must have been left by the flame of a lamp confined 
in a vessel so small." 

33. Upson,~ cit., p. 46. 

34. See Josephine Shear, "The Coins of Athens" Hesperia II 
(1933) 262-264 for review of the arguments. Some scholars 
(Cavaignac, Tresor sacre d'Eleusis, [Paris, 1908] p. 79-80; 
Svoronos, Corpus of Ancient Coins of Athens, [Chicago, 
1975 edition] pl. 104) contend that Eleusis issued 
this coinage during periods of independence from Athens, 
or (Head, Historia Numorum, [London: Spink & Son, Ltd., 
reprint, 1963]) when Athens allowed Eleusis to issue such 
coins, while others (Babelon, Traite III [Paris, 1914] 
p. 135 #96; J. Shear,~ cit.; M. Thompson, The New Style 
Silver Coinage of Athens [New York, 1961] p. 605-607) say 
that the coins were issued by Athens for use during the 
celebrations of the Greater Mysteries. 

35. As a "plemochoe", by Babelon, Svoronos; as a "kerchnos" by 
Head, Thompson. "Kerchnos" is used by these authors as a 
spelling variant of "kernos." 

36. B. Head,~ cit., p. 376. 

37. Ibid. 

38. J. Svoronos, ~ cit., see pl. 104. 

39. Ibid., p. 377. 

40. Engel, "Choix de Tesseres Grecques en plomb" BCH 8 (1884) 
1-21. pl. I #17, Pl. VI #183, 187, 189, 190,--r91. 

41. Ibid., Pl. VI, #189. 
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42. See Svoronos, ~ cit., pl. 104 #1-23. 
See also Engel, ibid., pl. VI #187, 190, 191. 

43. Svoronos, ibid. 

44. See Babelon, ~ cit., pl. 193 #25. 

45. Svoronos, ~- cit., pl. 104 #1,2. 

46. Ibid., pl. 104 #8. 

47. See Engel,~- cit., Pl. VI #187; Svoronos ~- cit., 
pl. 104 #8-23. 

48. Engel,~- cit., pl. I #17, pl. VI #187, 189; 
Svoronos, ~- cit., pl. 24 #34-40; 
Babelon, ~- cit., pl. 193 #25. 

49. See M. Thompson,~- cit., pl. 1 #4a, 4b, Sa, 6a, 7a; 
pl. 12 #95-l0lc; pl. 128. also Svoronos, ~- cit., 
pl. 75 #1-10. 

50. Built after 50 B.C. See Mylonas, ~- cit., pp. 159f. 
Compare with M. Thompson,~- cit., pl. 128 #1150. 

51. Kerenyi thinks this shows influence of metalwork, 
~- cit., p. 181, also p. 215 n. 6. 

52. See Svoronos, ~- cit., pl. 104 #9, or #15-17, where 
this is particularly clear. 

53. As did amphoras, or hydriai; the shapes seem to 
become more refined, taller and slimmer. 

54. [published] 

55. See Svoronos, ~- cit., pl. 106 #30, 45-46, 48-51, 76-83; 
pl. 77 #15; pl. 107 #1-11. 

56. See J. Shear,~- cit., p. 261, Group K "l-2. 
#1 has head of Artemis on obverse; #2 has head of 
Athena on obverse. 

57. Compare Svoronos, ~- cit., pl. 104 #8 with two vessels 
published by von Fritze,~- cit., col. 166. These 
latter vessels also stand apart from the other vessels 
found beneath the Porch of Philon by their sharp lines, 
and loop handles which seem metallic in inspiration. 
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58. First reported by Dawkins, "Excavations at Palaikastro 
III", BSA X (1903-4) 222; published with photographs 
by Xanthoudides, BSA XII (1905-06) 16-20, fig. 4,5. 

59. Xanthoudides, Ibid., p. 19. 

60. Or see Mylonas, QE_. cit., fig. 87. 

61. Contrary to an assertion by Upson, QE_. cit., p. 58, 
Xanthoudides, QE_. cit., does not say that this was 
found in a sanctuary of the Cretan goddess of agricul
ture Diktynna or Britomartis. He says she was wor
shipped "in many parts of Crete and among them in this 
district", p. 19. 

62. Upson, QE_. cit., p. 73. Reported in Notizario 
Archeologico III (1922) p. 95, fig. 12. 

63. E. Breccia, Le necropoli di Shatbi (Cairo, 1912), 
pl. 58 #131; E. von Sieglin, Expedition~ von Sieglin 
II 3, p. 11-12, fig. 17. 

64. Rubensohn, QE_. cit., pl. 13 #4. 

65. H. Thompson, _QE cit. p. 450. 

66. J. Boardman, QE_. cit., pp. 30-31, 175; pl. 66 #904-6. 

67. See Philios, QE_. cit., pl. 9 #8. 

68. One was also found in a grave in Chics town; 
Boardman, QE_. cit., p.31. 

69. Ibid., p. 175. 

70. Ibid, p. 30; agreeing in principal with the series 
proposed by Upson which related the simplified for~ 
to a change in ritual. 

71. J. M. Cook & John Boardman, "Archaeology in Greece, 1953", 
JHS 74 (1954) 162; "Chronique des Fouilles en 1952; Chics" 
BCH 77 (1953) 232; Boardman, Chics (BSA Supp. #6, 1967) 
~31. 

72. Claude Rolley, Q.P_. cit., pp. 441-483; esp. pp. 471-477, 
fig. 32-36. 

73. John Boardman and John Hayes, Excavations at Tocra, 
(BSA Supp. #4 and #10, 1966). 
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74. BSA Suppl. #4: i, 1826, p. 148, pl. 94. 

75. BSA Suppl. #10: ii, 2289, p. 34, pl. 34. 

76. R. Herzog, "Bericht uber eine epigraphish-archaeologische 
Expedition auf der Insel Kos im Sommer 1900", AA 1901 
(131-140} p. 136, fig. 6. 

77. E. Diehl, Die Hydria, (Mainz, 1964} p. 191, pl. 50 #1. 

78. E.A. Gardner, Naucratis II (London, 1888} p. 4l("h"}, 
pl. VI I. 3. 

79. Blinkenberg, Lindos I (Berlin, 1931} col. 333, fig. 48. 
Attached are four amphorae, one hydria, one kylix, one 
pitcher. 

80. P. Orsi, Mon. Ant. 17 (1907} 629-631, fig. 446. 

81. W. Fuchs, "Archaeologische Forschungen und Funde in 
Sizilien von 1955 bis 1964", AA 1964, col. 739-40. 

82. Walter & Vierneisel, "Heraion von Samas. Die Funde der 
Kampagnen 1958 und 1959" AM 74 (1959} 10-34, esp. p. 29, 
pl. 67. Vierneisel, "NeueTonfiguren aus dem Heraion 
von Samas" AM 76 (1961} 25-59, pl. 24-33. 

83. J.V. Noble, "Some trick Greek Vases", Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society, vol 112 #6 (1968} 371-378. 

84. Diehl,~- cit., pp. 187-193. 

85. At Tegea, Hermione, Priene, Halikarnassus, Knidos; Ibid., 
p. 189 - 191. The figures carry simple hydriai, not ring 
vessels. Also at Eutresis; see Goldman,~- cit., 
p. 247-257. 

86. A.G. Bather, and v.w. Yorke, "Excavations on the probable 
sites of Basilis and Bathos", JHS 13 (1892-93} 227-231. 

87. Donald White, "Cyrene-Excavations in Sanctuary of Demeter 
and Persephone (1973} (3rd Preliminary Report} AJA 79 (1975} 
33-34; "Excavations in the Sanctuary of Demeter and Perse
phone at Cyrene. 4th Preliminary Report", AJA 80 (1976} 
165-181.; "Archaic Cyrene and the Cult of Demeter and 
Persephone", Expedition 17 (1975} 2-15. 

88. D. White, AJA 80 (1976} 168. 
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89. J.N. Coldstream, Knossos: The Sanctuary of Demeter 
(BSA Suppl. #8, 1973) esp. pp. 183-184. 

90. D. Levi, "La Mission archeologique italienne de Iasos" 
Turk Arkeoloji Dergisi XVII,l (1968) 117-119. 

91. AA 1972, p. 323, 341. 

92. Carl Helmut Bohtz, and W-D. Albert, "Die Untersuchungen 
am Demeter Heiligtum in Pergamon" (1967-79) AA 1970, 
391-412. -

93. Bernard Neutsch, Herakleiastudien, Part II (Heidelberg, 
1967). 

94. J.M. Cook, "Laconia. Kalyvia Sokhas" BSA 45 (1950) 
261-281; esp. p. 275. 

95. Ibid., see. pl. 27 #19. 

96. R. Stroud, Hesperia 39 (1965) 1-24; pl. llc, d. 

98. "The excavator, Nancy Bookidis, said that kernoi were 
absent from this sanctuary," Coldstream, Knossos, 
p. 184 n 1. She must mean that no vessels which closely 
resemble those from Eleusis were found. 

98. See Stroud, .2E· cit., p. 23; pl. lle, g. These date to 
the first half of the sixth century or earlier. 

99. D. Thompson, .2E· cit., (see supra p. 30 n. 42) pp.97-98; 
pl. 22 #T431 (end of third century), T 1547 (fourth 
century). 

100. Such as Pollux, and the scholiast to Plato's Gorgias. 

101. See Athenaeus. 

102. BCH 29 (1905) 269-315, fig. 30 p. 311. 

103. See D. Thompson, .2E· cit., p. 97; G. Davidson and D.B. 
Thompson, Small Objects from the Pnyx: I (Hesperia Suppl. 
#VII, 1943) p. 109, p. 156 fig. 106. 
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V. CONCLUSIONS 

While kernoi have been identified in the past 

throughout the Mediterranean at diverse sanctuaries, this 

study has attempted to illustrate that these vessels do not 

form a homogeneous group. A single label "kernos" is there

fore not acceptable because it does not convey that fact that 

useful distinctions may be drawn amongst these various vessels. 

It has been shown that the written evidence is 

inconclusive in terms of providing a concise definition of 

the kernos. Furthermore, the information that is given about 

this cult vessel might lead one to the conclusion that the 

kernos was not of uniform shape. 

However, the vessels which have been identified in 

the past as kernoi fall into two distinct groups: vessels 

with a basic bowl shape and ring vessels with various attach
! ments. 

It has been shown that the cult vessels which use a 

ring as a base for attachments were found through the sixth 

century B.C. at various sanctuaries, but that only at Demeter 

sanctuaries did they continue in use into the Hellenistic 

period. These vessels, from Demeter sanctuaries, incorporated 

attached hydriai uniformly, while ring vessels found at the 

sanctuaries for other deities used other shapes, including 

figures of animals. 
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It is notable that the ring vessels with attached 

hydriai were not found in the same Demeter sanctuaries as the 

vessels with attached cups. This might indicate that the 

composite vessels were used in the same rite and the different 

shapes were merely due to local variation. However, hydriai 

were used to carry liquids (usually water) and kotyliskoi 

are more suitable for carrying dry offerings. 2 

The hydrophoria and the kernophoria are two distinct 

rites, and it is logical to assume that different vessels were 

carried in each. There are representations of figurines carry

ing hydriai, although these are always single vessels rather 

than the ring vessels. Nevertheless, it may be suggested that 

the ring vessels with attached hydriai were used in the hydro

phoria while other vessels, the kernoi, were carried in the 

kernophoria. 

The list of vessels which may therefore be accepted 

as kernoi is much smaller than has been previously thought. 

The vessels from Eleusis form the core group, based on the 

connection between them and the description of a kernos given 

by Athenaeus. The large group of vessels from Athens may also 

be included in the list of kernoi, because of their relation

ship, by virtue of similarities in shape, to the Eleusis group. 

Considering the close political connection between Athens and 

Eleusis, it would be more surprising if such vessels had not 

been found in the excavations at Athens. 
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There are a handful of scattered examples of similar 

vessels from other sites: at Hagios Nikolaos, at Budrasc, 

and at Alexandria. However, the rare occurrence of these 

vessels outside of Attica is emphasized by the fact that no 

other examples of similar composite vessels have been recovered 

in excavations at Demeter and Kore sanctuaries around the 

Mediterranean. 

The only other place where composite vessels were 

recovered is in the Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore on Acro

corinth. These trays, while not similar in shape to the 

vessels found at Eleusis, nevertheless were used in the same 

way, as offering vessels of the First Fruits. They even fit 

the description of kernoi given by Athenaeus, for he merely 

says that the kernos is a ceramic vessel with cups attached 

to it, which these trays are. 

These small votive trays from the Acrocorinth may 

further be used to illuminate the confusion which has been 

apparent in the written evidence between kernoi and likna. 

These votive examples of trays show that these vessels were 

used in the same way as the liknon, as evidenced by the 

miniature votive likna which also appear in this sanctuary. 

Both the tray with attached cups and the liknon basket were 

flat, with low sides and handles, and both were used to hold 

offerings of the First Fruits. 
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The vessels from Eleusis and Athens, therefore, 

stand apart as a group by virtue of their dating, their shape 

and their close connection with the sanctuary at Eleusis. 

They range in date from the mid-fifth century B.C. to the 

end of the fourth century, although a chronological arrange

ment is not possible at this time. Although Kourouniotes 

has reported that some vessels may be associated with a 

Periclean fill, it has been shown that kernoi with attached 

cups date to the same period as the plain kernoi. It appears 

then, even allowing for the appearance of some of these 

Eleusinian vessels in the earlier fill, that vessels of 

disparate shape (simple and complex) were buried at the same 

time. These vessels were cleared out of the sanctuary, and 

buried in the fill which formed the foundation of the Porch 

of Philon. Thereafter, no such vessels were used in the 

sanctuary at Eleusis. The end of the fourth century seems 

to mark a change in the rites at Eleusis for, in one spring 

cleaning, these odd vessels were swept from the sanctuary 

and buried, and similar vessel were not used thereafter. 

If the kernophoria continued to be a part of the rituals 

at Eleusis, vessels of another shape were used for the 

offerings. 

Subsequently, it has been claimed, the kernos 

appears on coins from Athens as a symbol, on issues into the 

first century B.C. But it has been shown that the vessel 
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portrayed on these coins does not have the same shape as the 

ceramic vessels of the fourth century. If there were later 

vessels from Eleusis which relate to these earlier kernoi, 

perhaps a development of shape might be illustrated. However, 

such is not the case. The coins with vessels used as adjunct 

symbols may be common, but there are no ceramic vessels 

recovered that compare to these coin symbols. 

Similarly unfortunate is the fact that, although 

the kernos is well attested as a cult vessel in the tauro

bolium and in Cybele cult, there are no vessels which have 

been identified with this cult which qualify as a kernos. 

This contrasts markedly with the situation at Eleusis where 

there is abundant material evidence for the use of the 

kernos in Demeter's ritual, but a dearth of written evidence. 

The ceramic vessels from Eleusis, which may be 

called kernoi, therefore appear to have had a limited period 

of use in Eleusis and Athens, after which time they were 

buried. The kernos was important enough in ritual practice 

to be included with the symbols in a mystic formula, and to 

remain in use as a cult vessel into the fourth century A.D. 

However, the kernos, as a cult vessel at Eleusis, seems to 

have fallen out of use at the end of the fourth century B.C. 
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CONCLUSIONS - FOOTNOTES 

1. It is unfortunate that no kernoi have been identified 
for use in the taurobolium rites of the 3rd-4th c. A.D. 
Offering trays with cakes, identified as "kernoi" by 
Tudor (See supra p. 5 n.5), may be compared with the 
function of the kernos in the Eleusinian rites and with 
the votive offering trays from Acrocorinth, but they are 
hardly suitable for the part ascribed to the kernos by 
Duthoy: as receptacles for the blood of the sacrifice. 
(See Duthoy, supra p. 30 n. 43.) 

2. Although Athenaeus mentions wine and oil amongst the 
offerings placed in the kernos. 
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APPENDIX A* 

Alexander Aetolus, epigram to Alkman: 
, I ')' > ),_ ~~-ptcEs ~~c:xtOI.L, TfOl.7€-/tAlV IIO;,-to5, 6L ,µ~v f,J U~l'I 

ITfUfol"°""} K.:pl/Ol.5 ~..,. TlS t...; ~ -a~KE1'0<.5 

Xfurof:tos /vrr(J"""w'I/ K.ot.A~ TJ;«TTotilot.." 

Nikander, Alexipharmaka 217: 
C 

P6c1s 

Scholiast to Nikander, re: Alexipharmaka 217: 
/ 

t::.€.fl/o~ipos '] TO~S ~fo<T1f01..S f'"fOUO-ol... (€/J6l.f:I..... IC~f'IIOU5 
\ ' " I ~6<.f fotrl Tou.S )"-UO'"T~OLJS f(.fOI.T!]fOlS J €cf W./ AvfvOLJS 

·rt8€:10l.(JL. ;:,<...of05 s~ 1 \/€:(;t}Ko';,os /(.ll(t ;Jw/A/r::r,fL<x.. 
c/ '\ t CJ I 

1c. l~f~c.<x.. ,,,s ,:..f.pvofopov rlot.. s · 

Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus II,14: 
(( , ,, 

€1'- TUJA-7Tr:x.l/OU 

., 
l!: 1T( o V 

> , 
f: K.E: f 110 fop 1 \TOI.. • 

C. " 
OTTO 

\ 

7fCXIJ" TO v 

Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus II,18: 

~Jve~fr)I.._ 
.... '>' 

' To v {),t'Jl.po-1 ~ I) I{. f vJ I/ oL / 

I 
j(t>L ,l_ 0( 80 ,/ 

* See bibliography for modern editions used. 
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Pollux, Onomasticon IV,103: 

Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae XI,476: 
(citing Ammonius, Altars~ Sacrifices) 

K.[rNO~: ~it~{O'f /(~/' acr£ouv I fyov ~I/ ~~ r~ TfoA>-.o~S 
toru>..t'o:r~o>J5 l(_~~oAA,r/votJ5 1 l.11 ols flJ'T: 11 1 ;,<1Jl<,.J1I-E5 

A~UK-o:, 7TUfOL I K:.jJ,13,,_~, rrc.iro~, )...~ &up<"- 1 Jfftll 1/11<1(..u~ 

[llu1
11.µ0L ,j~<.&1..~, J3fo~os 1 7Tb(.A;6to.1 1 ~t:At, €AOl..t.ov 1 oTvos]~ 

{('' f J ,,If' \ I I / e 
a O it /3 0( rr ,rx '1" 0( S" 0.. u TO O LO " I\ l \,(, VO f Of 1 rT"'OI.. ~ IO O T .,., ✓ ct e cJ ~ ....... L I tJ s 

("-.r-Tot~< Apr,;v,os ;, i rrE-ft /Jw;,tWV J(r:1-( euru~v· 
Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae XI,478: 

(citing Polemon, On the Sacred Fleece) 

7/oA~wv t' ;, /~ TT"~fl rov At'oc.J J(.W~C.
1
OV frio-: 11 fl€,;.__ 6t:' 

' \ ,. C"', '> I 
'T0<.VTO(_ T~V 16A~T,.,\I TTOl~C. /COU °'-lfll ro<. fie: ,~s 0()().~1~ 

\ I' Cf >'- '°;' T ' 1 . I • "" 
K-o<.( '11€:.JA-f:L O(JOL 01.'{ WQ'"t To K€,fl/05 Tr~fl~V11/ofc'T,5 TO<Jio 
(') ) "' , " " ')I ') C 'I 
c ~rT1v 0<..t~E-C.ov' /l~poyuovv €:.f-""' ~ ✓ cx.v--r'f 7ToA.Ao~s 

l I , )I ) ') ' "" (, ,; 

(.oTO LV-~u.s ~~~OAA,,,..~11011.s • €1/€((T"l r~v OlcJtOLS otl"'(.'/()i.,f"?,:.t..Jo/~.S 

>,.~U~o:, -rrupo(, J<../L0ot.(, 7rlfJO:, ;._;eu;oL) Z11ot I fO(f(()~ I 1<J0t.,,uoL, 
3 I j), I ' I) , >I "" t 
,,~ t01..t, ;...,>fOJA05, rrod, at t:tt.0-1, /Ai:).__C., 6A6l(o.,. 1 ot.v'a.s,, xo<Ao( d[o-1 
~ :>t I C C" ' I'\ 1 '"' (J ) I c:f l

1
ov l)l...1r11..U"7"' · o o~ TouTo /3°'-'1"TOl'1""°'-S OL.o-✓ >-..t~vofof?(TtX~ 

,ou,w-1 !6-U6TOi...l · 

Athenaeus, Deipnosophistae XIV,629e: 

f } '> \ > I 

fAt><.lllt,JSGcs S ELr,v Off~ rJ"l:lS 

' / 

(J;;-..t 9 ef f-c:1.. v rrrp ls. 

* These appear in a manuscript variant. 
)I 

+ Rubensohn, p.246, reads" ~iW II 
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,, 

Scholiast to Plato's Gorgias 497c: 

Cc.TT~ ~" -,~ ~tJrr 1 1f(ei.. Try, ~ t)~v'o.Lod I Cfl( l T~ JI'/" 
/J-'-ft--/~ ;,c..o1A~Zro, ~rr~l ev- ~l'J'"1!l ;,:.>....ouv 1 ,~ J'f )"-£Y~Ao<., 
;;__TT€f '£).<:=u<r~v'L ~i~,o · K0<1. 11;/n~fov /Ste. 7~ j'-<-'t</d... 

/Lu1G{i«-l, !.cio{ ~~ /!(~Ao(.' 0:>v\ws s: rwv 1-4,:rJAwv 
,t'-~r~cr--y.flv o~J(.. ~v' 8t:l"'-';i. Jr~A.c-~7o ti T«uTo<. jT'' 
/(«l. t:.of(l I tr{ 7otu'T1v /'-;V llAoi•n..>v ?7!o<J~l.~V I .61a; 
S ~ )A- 'K ~ <7 Lt:: u's 61/ ol s 7roA>.':x. )"~ v ~ 1Tf o/;7~ To 

~ t cy- Y J :i J t-A; V ~TO s )_ 1f .0 ~ .S ,.. , -\ r-r "'- 4 t:"" 1 Tw v ,;l'- Uoc;/" G'IWI/ 70(.Vi "'\. · 

;/JO{[o" I €:J<. JLtljA/);Acl) r.,, l.DV 
L. ' \ ' "- (' I J II u ,ro ,o v- 7Tour TD v' U71 €/ ~ o uo 11,a · 

) , 
£1'- Tol'no1.vou 
, , 
~ JCG-f Va f af 7 ~O( • 

,c1. t T ~ ; !i'j . 
I / "-

(._ 6 f NO 'V • T~ A.1t~.vov, o 
I 

'fTTUOV. 

Hesychius, Lexicon: 

1<.E'PNEA 

:) ... 
~O OE<. o(. 1apo<.pl o( 

Firmicus Maternus, De Errore Profanarum Religionum, 18.1: 
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Source 
& Date 

Alexander Aetolus 
c. 315 - 1st 1/2 

of 3rd c. B.C. 

Nikarrler 
fl. 2nd c.B.C. 

Clement of Alexandria 

Pollux 
late 2nd c. A.D. 

Athenaeus 
fl.c. 200 A.D. 

APPENDIX B 

Work 

epigram to 
AlJanan 

Alexi;e_harmaka 217 

Protrepticus II,14 

Onomasticon IV,103 

Deipnosophista~ XI,476 

(citing Ammonius-2nd c.B.C, 
Altars~ Sa~~iflces) 

Deipnosophistae XI,478 

(citing Polemon-2nd c.B.C.,) 
(On the Sacred Fleece 

Form of 
Word used 

I 

t:..efv()l.._5 

f 

K.~ I' vof o po s 

) / 

6 ~€:-f vof of, (J"°"-. 

I 

K'.Gf vo 1o po v' 
I 

/(._Gf ✓ r:J... 

I 

f..€-f v'0.5 

, 
K.~fvo.5 

Description 
of vessel 

something that 
is carried 

winna .. .ring fans, 
hearths 

clay vessel; 
attached cups 
containing 
offerings 

clay vessel; 
attached cups 
containing 
offerings 

Description 
of Ritual 

used at an altar 
in Sardis; with 
the tympanum 

carried; with 
reference to a 
temple servant of 
Rhea 

formula: drink 
fran the drum; eat 
fran the cymbal; 
carry the kernos; 
creep under chamber. 

carried in a [line] 
dance 

the one who carries 
this tastes the 
offerings, like the 
liknon-bearer 

the prie~t distributes 
things fran the shrine 
to the kernos-bearer, 
who tastes these things, 
like the liknon-bearer 

I 
\0 
\0 
I 



source 
& Date Work 

Athenaeus Deipnosophis~ae XIV,629e 
fl.c. 200 A.D. 

Inscriptions, 
Mactar, Rome, Utica 
Tauoroliurn & 
Crioboliurn 
225-319 A.D. 

Scholiast to 
Nikander 
5th c. A.D.? 

Scholiast to 
Plato's Gorgias 
5th/6th c. A.D.? 

Hesychius 
5th c. A.D. 

Euteknios 

Inscriptions: 
CIL II, 179 

re: Alexip_harmaka 217 

Gor_g_ias 497c 

Lexicon 

Metaphrasis 
Alexip_harmakon 217-219 

Form of 
Word Used 

r 

J<.€ f voc{Jo f D> 

{O ff Y) r;--lS ) 

cernorurn 
cerno 
caerno 

/ 

t~p vo cpopo s 

tC f:·p v o .; 

':> I 

e--K..€-f vo cpo f1 IJ'Ol 

I 

Up V05 

K.~pvo ~£ po-5 
I 

~Gf 1/6-rx.. 

cernophora 

Description 
of vessel 

a cr&ter, in 
which are 
lights 

a liknon, 
a ptuon 

ceramic vessel; 
a crown 

those who gather for 
sacrifices 

offerings to the 
M::>ther of the Gods 

a sort of lamp 

Description 
of Ritual 

a crazy dance, 
like the "moggas" 
& "thermaustris" 

involves "handing 
over", and 
"accepting" 

carried by bearer, 
who carries the 
sacred things 

formula: drink 
fran drum·; eat fran 
cymbal; carry the 
kernos; creep under 
the chamber 

"cernophora matris 
deurn" 

I 
r---
1.0 
I 



APPENDIX C 

Shape Provenance Association Date Published 

numerous bowls Eleusis Demeter mid 5th - Philios, 
on high feet, Eleusinia late 4th c. Rubensohn, 
with attachments; Mylonas, 
similar bowls von Fritze, 
without attachments; Kourouniotes, 
similar bowls Kerenyi 
of marble, 
bronze, gilded, 
painted 

1 black-glazed Athens Agora; late 4th c. H. Thanpson 
bowl on high foot near the (1934), 
with 9 (?) cups; Metroon Sparkes & 
numerous small Talcott, 
cups with flange, Shear 
on high feet 

1 bowl on a Alexandria von Seiglin 
foot 

1 bowl on a Shatbi cemetery Breccia 
high foot, with 
domed lid 

1 bowl with Hagios Nikolaos, Dawkins, 
middle flange, Crete Xanthoudides 
9 cups attached 

goblets on Emporio, Athena 2nd 1/2 Boardman, 
high foot, Chios Temple of 4th c. BSA S.#6 
central flange 

goblet on Chios cemetery Boardman 
high foot, Town BSA S. #6 
central flange 

ring vessel + Chios Demeter 4th c., JHS 74, 
hydriai Hellenistic BCH 77 

Boardman 
BSA S. #6 

ring vessel + Thasos Demeter Archaic Rolley 
hydriai (Thesmophoria ?) (6th c.) 
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Shape Provenance Association Date Published 

ring vessel+ Tocra Demeter Archaic Boardman 
hydriai (early 6th) BSA S. #4,10. 

hydria with Tocra Demeter Archaic Boardman 
9 attached (mid 6th) BSA S. #4,10. 
hydriai 

hydria with Kos Demeter Archaic Herzog 
2 attached 
hydriai 

hydria with Akragas ? ? Diehl 
9 attached (later than 
hydriai archaic?) 

ring vessel Samos Hera c. 600 B.C. Walter, 
with cups Vierneisel 
and figures 

ring vessel Lindos, Athena late 7th- Blinkenberg 
with 7 assorted Rhodes early 6th 
vessels attached; (Early Corinthian) 
other ring 
vessels 

ring vessels Gela Subterranean late 7th- Orsi 
with oups ( ?) Sanctuary early 6th 
attached, (Early Corinthian) 

circular trays(?) Naucratis Aphrodite mid 6th. Smith 
on 3 feet, with 
vessels and 
rings, painted 
and unpainted 

flat trays with (Acro)Corinth Demeter Stroud 
3 small dishes 
attached 
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