THE STORY SO FAR

Back story

The makers of Demeter’s Dark Ride - An Attraction are members of an anachronistic  theatrical sect of illusionists. Their ring leader is the ghostly prestidigitator, the dotty Madame Honora D'Ott (pronounced “Dee-ott”), a lady of Irish and French extraction with a past as murky as the cheap horror shows she devises. Descended from one of the greatest showmen of the eighteenth century Phantasmagoria, Belgian optician, balloonist, and physicist Etienne Gaspard Robert
, Madame D’Ott’s life is devoted to the creation of ghostly illusions. In the semi obscurity of a mysterious dim downtown sanctuary in the year 2005 she presides nightly over the highly theatricalised ritual that is Demeter's Dark Ride - An Attraction. Along with her band of unkempt but ingenious phantasmechanics, her unsuspecting but willing audiences are subjected to an endless assault of illusions, imaginary fancies, deceptions and the like. Each night her audiences emerge shivering and shuddering from the murky cavern of her theatrical displays. 

Back Back story

Following the death of her Mother at birth and subsequent abandonment by her Father, Madame D'Ott's childhood was marked by violence and dominated by the patriarchal figures who headed  the institutions of State welfare in which she was raised. Her only escape from the dreadfulness of her early existence was her imagination and though somewhat dark for a child of her age, it was this that saved her from an early demise. Having survived childhood, Madame D'Ott's early adult life was marked by all manner of adventures. She spent much of it traveling to the great cities of both East and West. Fascinated by the ancient wisdom traditions, Madame D’Ott made pilgrimages to the ancient holy sites of Greece, such as the Oracle of Delphi, the Cretan ruins at  Knossos and of course Eleusis itself. On her return she undertook many years of study of the Occult. These years were marked by experimentation of a less salubrious nature and Madame D'Ott was regularly to be found in local taverns where in exchange for money she expounded and developed her theories on Magic and the Occult. As the years passed she sought out stronger and stronger intoxicants from those houses of ill repute whose trade was in such things. Opiates, hallucinogens and Turkish hashish all at last took their toll on a lady all ready weakened by the deprivations of her childhood. It must be said that many long years passed when it seemed that Madame D'Ott was herself just a spectre of womanhood. Her gaunt figure haunted many a late night street. It seemed she was but a sputtering flame not long for this world. However as fate would have it throughout these dark times Madame D'Ott never lost sight of her imaginative yearnings and so it was that each time it seemed her light was to be finally extinguished, she would rise up again, her imagination pricked by some curiosity of life. And so she would live another day.   

As a result of these reckless and dark years, Madame D'Ott developed a most morbid fear of two things. The loss of her imagination and a terrible fear of death. So it was as much for her own sanity and it must be said pecuniary gain that she entered the spectre business. 

The Making of The Ride

Surrounding herself with the finest illusionists she could muster, Madame D’Ott created Demeter's Dark Ride  - An Attraction to confront her twin demons. Unexpectedly, the creation gripped the imagination of the public and became a way of sustaining not only her own coffers but also those of the architects of the illusions. Thus the troupe has now been together for many years.  

An avowed pagan and worshipper of the syncretic religions of the ancient wisdom traditions and steeped in the little known feminine traditions of godhead, Madame D'Ott chose for the theme of her Dark Ride that most ancient of journeys undertaken by the initiates of the Thesmaphoria and the Eleusinian Mysteries. These mysteries celebrated the cycle of birth, death and regeneration that is embodied in the Grecian myth of Demeter and Persephone. As a woman past the flower of youth, it was the journey of the Mother Demeter that Madame D'Ott chose to follow. Unmarried and childless, she kept her personal life strictly private, though it was hinted that she was of a Sapphic persuasion. Nevertheless Madame D'Ott identified strongly with the hell of Demeter's despair for she understood that the loss of her own imaginative spirit was akin to Demeter's loss of her daughter. For Madame D'Ott, the daughters of her imagination were every bit as precious as the flesh and blood daughter of Demeter. She had suffered the agonies of being at a distance from  her own life force at many times throughout her life. Times when she had been unable to delight in her own creations, when they and all that go with them had gone into hiding. In these times Madame D'Ott would seemed gray, motionless and utterly without passion. Her consciousness was sunk so low that she seemed literally perched on the edge of her unconscious
. And so the audiences travel in Madame D'Ott’s and Demeter's Dark ride to the shadowy and cavernous pits of her despair, to the edges of chasms and to desiccated and barren vistas. We glimpse Persephone entrapped in Pluto's underworld kingdom and encounter the ghosts of that land and throughout we also glimpse the twin ghosts of Madame D'Ott's morbid imaginings.  

Thus three to four times a night, Madame D'Ott and her band of phantasmechanics perform their murky meditation on life, death and rebirth. Each night Madame D'Ott presides over her  tacky show and each night her audiences flock to the dark ride to re enter the mother (De - meter, Mother Earth) to  have the living daylights scared out of them and to be remade.  It is Madame D'Ott' s dream that through endless re-enactments of the dark ride and its spectral wonders that she and her audiences may learn to confront death and loss and despair in many forms, that she and they might become familiar with them, that they might face them, that they might learn to cease to fear them. That they might come to understand their cycles. 

Their aim at every turn is to produce a simulacrum of otherworldliness
. They are part of the centuries old tradition linking religion and theatre, both of whom shared a mutual desire to draw the viewer into an astonishing fictive space
. Their methods are varied , some based on historical ghost making techniques of the past and others employ the very latest technology. All the technologies rely on working in ill-lit places and cave-like environments and niches. Below is a copy of the programme of one of Madame D'Ott's recent versions of Demeter's Dark Ride - An Attraction.  

Approaching the Ride

The flash
A tacky but attractive ‘flash’ seduces the public into the ride from the streets: this garishly painted wooden surround displays the words Demeter's Dark Ride - An Attraction and other puffery, referencing the lettering and iconography of the poster (which by now has been advertising the show for some weeks). The flash will hint at the nine separate attractions that make up the Dark Ride. The over-riding aesthetic is low brow, theme park, side show, haunted house styles, incorporating references to 18th century phantasmagoria, Demeter and the Eleusinian Mysteries. A cartoon-like image of Madame Honora D'Ott and her troupe may also feature.    

Outside the attraction Mr. Fennessey, a blind street musician (who also happens to be Madame D'Ott's long lost brother) plays the Wurlitzer and sings popular songs. He is accompanied at different times by Mrs. B. on the calliope and Ms. Z. on the  tom tom. The street cast may also include a getter/spieler/barker/grinder who entices the punters into the attraction i.e.  "Come on in girls and boys. I'll let you in for a dime".  A street vendor sells roasted chestnuts and caramelised peanuts. The aroma of mulled wine and other delectables beckons from within the Pit.

The Riders enter the Pit

Having purchased a real ticket at the box office (operated out of Bats office directly onto the street)   

the Riders now enter the Pit (bar at Bats). Here, in lieu of the Kykeon mint and ergot based hallucinogen taken by the ancient initiates, they are instead coerced to purchase and partake of a delicious punch/mulled wine/sangria (one alcoholic, one non alcoholic). This is the domain of Styx (Barry Lakeman) who dispenses a ride token to the Riders on receipt of their ticket. He also gives them a talismanic piece of white cloth and a small mirror which they are told to take with them on the ride. Styx then proceeds to ply his wares, fleecing the customers of as much money as he can by selling a variety of merchandise including programmes and souvenirs. The environment is carnivalesque/sideshow with low lamps, soft drapings and mirrors akin to a tacky fortune teller’s tent. The iconographic imagery already established in the poster and the flash is also repeated in the furnishings of this antechamber. In this Aladdin’s cave of treasures the Riders are entertained with a preliminary show of optical illusions and scientific oddities. They bond with one another amidst the dimly lit but enticing velvet and satin furnishings. A gothic chanteuse entertains perhaps or a recorded sound track accompanies the scene. From time to time screams are heard from the ride within (pre recorded) which adds to the rising excitement and delicious tension.
Down a dark alley to the hell mouth (or the alley is lit up with fairy lights) 

The riders are now led by two guides, both of whom appear to be blind and walk with white sticks, down an alley to the Ride proper. Here, barely discernable behind a disguising screen in a small booth, sits Madame D'Ott's ghostly double. A hand appears and the Riders in trepidation quickly hand over their token. Now through a small portal they enter the Dark Ride.

Description of Attractions

First Attraction: Hall of Horrors

Optical Technology - Apparatus of the Phantasmagoria - Projections - Magic Lantern - Light 

The Riders (in groups of 5-6) duck and push through the ‘portal’ of the Dark Ride into a very dark and narrow corridor. Things brush their heads and shoulders and crunch beneath their feet as they negotiate the narrow space. A dense and intensive soundscape fills the space, that is as dizzying and disorientating as the labyrinth itself. It is as if they are entering into a human body. They can hear the sound of their own heartbeat and those of others. They are lost in the darkness and disoriented by the flickering shadows, perception-altering and disorienting plays of light, projections and vaporous haze. They are entering  Demeter’s bad trip.

Very soon however the narrow tunnels open into a larger but still murky space. They walk among a shadowy thicket of columns. The place breaths and sighs. It is dark but they can dimly perceive things hidden in the shadows. Ghostly apparitions sweep in and out again and some hover above. Phantoms appear to be coming towards the Riders, increasing in size as they careen in and then winking and mocking the Riders as they retreat. Images merge with one another forming disturbing animal and human combinations. A contraption triggered by the proximity of a Rider suddenly and violently rises into the air (Stuart Shepherd’s sculpture). This chamber is creepy but fun.

The Riders have to negotiate their way through this maze in the best possible way. They encounter dead-ends and false leads; they may lose ground or be forced to go over old ground; they may find themselves (as both a leader and a follower); and they may lose their way al(l)together. They must make leaps of faith.  At times the pace is that of the speed of light and sound  - at other times the movement is infinitesimal and time has all but stopped. They confront real and imagined fears, encounter territorial boundaries. There are no-go areas and areas impossible to resist. They are amazed and amaze themselves - and each other. All the time they are walking. All the time they are taking part in an ancient ritual. They are alone, together. Although at first it may seem that the way out is uncertain, the Riders eventually find their way through the maze. This is done by either ghostly projections, lighting or sound clues or the real guides indicating the ways through. 

Although the guides on occasions contribute to the ghostly atmosphere by making sudden and seemingly impossible appearances in different parts of the chamber at different times, it is all part of the fun and the Riders must know that the guides are there to help if help is required. The guides ultimately control the time the Riders spend in this area. At the end of this labyrinth a light, a scent, a vision beckons. The Riders are compelled towards it, glad to escape at last this hellucinogenic hall of horrors. 

Second Attraction - The Maiden Well -  A Disappearance 

Optical Technology - Catoptrics (Mirrors) 
As the riders emerge one by one from the maze, they enter a new area through one or two  overlapping screens. What greets them on the other side is an optical illusion that completely alters their sense of balance. This is all done with mirrors and projections. It is as if a chasm has opened up, as if the Riders are falling - vertigo rushes in. It is uncertain what is up and what is down. 

The Riders behold a vision of loveliness, a glorious vision which disappears the instant they reach it. In their altered state, the image appears to disappear, reappear and vanish again. It is impossible yet it is so. The image may be a real person or object or a projection of an object or a person. It is unresolved at this point if the Riders experience this attraction together (in either one large group or in small groups) or one by one. It depends on what is invented for this attraction and what is possible from a design point of view.

This is the Maiden Well, the first of Demeter's stopping places. Like the Laughless Rock and the Omphalos to come, it is a place where the underworld and the upperworld intersect. Demeter now knows for sure that her precious daughter has been taken from her.
 There one minute so full of life and gone the next with no explanation, no word of farewell.

In terms of the psychology of the creative process we reach out for the right words, equipment, paint, medium, image to express what is in our hearts - but inspiration has vanished. That inspired and glorious moment, vision, phrase has escaped us once again. 

The sound during this attraction reflects the sense of curious displacement. Ventriloquism, surprising placement of sound. 

Third Attraction - The Laughless Rock – Nocturnal Cabaret

Optical Technology - Shadowography 

And so begins Demeter's 'grievous wandering'. In Nor Hall's terms it is the time "when woman does not know that she is also who hunts for herself" (Hall quotes Charles Olsen: “ …when Demeter has to be looked for….Oh, Woman:…That you may have cause again to seek yourself, to go out among flowers crying "Kore! Kore! Knowing the king of Hell also has you”).  The metaphoric location of this is the Laughless Rock, another of Demeter's stopping places on her harrowing journey. "The goddesses' weary depression is a paradigm of psychological depression " (Nor Hall). Here the Riders enter a phantom filled cavern, the realm of cast shadows and shadow play. Here the ghosts of creative despair dance a clumsy waltz on the cavern's walls. Dark scary shadows that overwhelm, haunt and taunt. Exaggerated shadows and great beasts. Anamorphic distortions thrust on a distant wall. "… naked satyrs, bearded antediluvian giants brandishing clubs, and tiny horned demons controlling a dog all in the enactment of some fantastic rite …" (from Devices of Wonder pg 66). A nightmare now for all to share. The cave as "nocturnal cabaret, alive with gesticulating and misshapen figures". Here Demeter hunts herself. And then images of trees, flowers, plants, fields of wheat mowed down, wilting, dying, the earth's bounty shriveling up. Yet at the very end of this ghastly play of shadows out of a milky bucket a single image of ……… slowly emerges and slowly sinks again.
  

Fourth Attraction - Evidence at the Omphalos   

Optical technology - the diorama 

The Riders are now led by the guides into a small raked auditorium and invited to sit. Two separate seats of the chamber are inhabited by eighteenth century gowns. The guides insist that the audience sit alongside these spectres despite their unsettling presence.

Before them, Demeter appears amongst the middens, white with anger, like some forensic archaeologist of old, obsessively brushing away layer upon layer of soil from the site of the Omphalos, searching ever more desperately for clues of Persephone's disappearance. Behind her, a terrifying volcanic landscape recedes into the distance, its basalt hills bereft of any living thing, the barren earth's crust a symbol of her thunderous and vengeful rage at being so cruelly dispossessed of that which she loves most. The light of the diorama shows the subtle changes from dawn to dusk and dawn again as Demeter searches relentlessly day after day after day. She meticulously labels and catergorises the objects of her excavations that are of no use to her and places them on a small table for the Riders to view when the lights of the diorama finally are dimmed. Labels such as First Find, Hades’ Shell, Lost Soul, and From the Future. Finally Demeter finds what she has been looking for: a fragment of Persephone’s garment, proof positive that she has indeed been abducted and that it is in the Underworld that her daughter now resides.     

Fifth Attraction - Wunderkammern 

Leaving their seats, the Riders move into a narrow passage lined with Wunderkabinets. Here, 

Demeter's prize find is exhibited alongside other curiosities from her excavation including a skeleton head with the remains of six pomegranate seeds stuck in its teeth. These and many other objects are arranged in such a way as to evoke the passion of wonder. Guides discourage the first Riders from lingering at these kabinettes but to move on now to the Bridge of Jests. Those that come after may linger longer for there is much to see. The final kabinettes to be viewed  are amusing and witty so that by the time the Riders reach the Bridge of Jests they are beginning to shed the heaviness of the previous attractions and are now in a more light hearted mood.  

Sixth Attraction - The Bridge of Jests - Baubo's Bakery 

Optical Technology – Costume and lights 

As the Riders pass over the Bridge of Jests (another of Demeter's stopping places) in groups of three or four, a bizarrely and highly comic costumed figure (Baubo in disguise) invites them to select from a tray of freshly baked pastries shaped like pigs, penises and vaginas. The guides encourage them to take what is offered as they must not be empty handed when they come face to face with the inhabitant of the next attraction. Having made their selection, the Riders pass over the bridge, and as they do so their attention is briefly caught by what they can only conclude is a bearded lady.

Seventh Attraction - Divination – enter Lady Sybil Line

Optical Technology - magnification or enageia and the mirror (projections on flour)  

The Riders arrive where Lady Sybil Line sits on the factory floor of her flour mill
. The agricultural tableau is framed by the semi circular outline of a gypsy wagon
. Here she sits in the midst of a gigantic pile of flour around the base of which are arranged sheaths of wheat. The environment is pure white, almost surgical. The floor and surrounds are covered with a fine powdering of flour. It is a luminous site. At Lady Sybil's request each Rider deposits their sacrificial pastry in the appropriate box. Without moving from her mountain of flour, Lady Sybil manipulates a small contraption from which is ejected a fortune cookie, also painted white and containing some ancient wisdom. This is a transitional moment. A powdery double of Demeter, Lady Sybil shares with the Riders the wisdom that comes from being down so low. 

Having received this wisdom, the Riders are dismissed in oracular fashion by the grand lady and requested to make their way up the staircase. And so we pass from underworld to upper world, downstairs to upstairs, from the world of the dark ride to the dimly lit but cavernous Masonic chamber that is the laboratory of Madame Honora D'Ott and her phantasmechanics. For it is here that the miracle of Persephone's restoration is to take place.  

Beware though of bogus charm, distorting enchantments and charismatic hucksters.

Eighth Attraction - The Restoration 

Technology  - Low Tech Science and Magic. 

The penultimate attraction in each dark ride is a visit to Madame D'Ott's laboratory, situated in the shabby quarters she rents off the local sect of freemasons known as the Royal Order of the Antedelluvian Buffaloes. It is here that she and her ghostly colleagues practise their craft. It is here that they invent the contraptions and apparatus that are nightly employed in the various haunts, shadow plays and spectral splendours of Demeter's Dark Ride - An Attraction. In this phantasmechanical laboratory the air is often thick with the acrid after burn of lightning sparks and artificial electrical storms, with the vaporous fumes of pyrotechnic and ectoplasmic experiment. Here a delightful demonstration takes place as the Riders are let into the secrets behind some of the attractions they have just witnessed. But these magical and scientific displays, though delightful, and it must be said as attractive and accessible to children as they are to adult members of the public, prove to be just more conjuring, more leger demain, more sleight of hand. It becomes obvious that this band of conjurors will never give up their secrets for so small a price as they can charge for a single sideshow. However, in a final act of showmanship, Madame D'Ott explains all that is left to be explained of the story and in a last but spectacularly grand illusion she raises Persephone from the dead and reunites her with her grieving Mother, a spectacle that leaves the  unsuspecting Riders wide mouthed in astonishment. With a final flurry she exits the stage leaving her hard-working phantasmechanics to protect and guard the apparatuses of illusions from prying eyes and too close inspection.
     

Ninth Attraction: The Illumination

Guides usher the Riders from the chamber and as each individual spectator begins their descent they enter a stairwell so utterly transformed by light that they are once again struck dumb with wonder. Slowly and in a kind of reverie they descend the staircase and make their way out via a small enclosed theatre lobby where at this point they could be instructed to turn, to observe a filmy projection of all the phantasmechanics standing in a long descending line down the staircase, taking a much deserved bow.      

� This is a real person – for further research check the DDR web site.


� Nor Hall, “The Moon and The Virgin”


� Barbara Maria Stafford, “Devices of Wonder”


� Barbara Maria Stafford, “Devices of Wonder”


� The story (of Demeter and Persephone) gets its initial impetus from the heat and speed of the rape. Kore is dancing with her friends in the flowering fields. Persephone especially became enraptured by an incredible exaggeration of beauty in the one hundred -blossomed narcissus. As she reached out for it, the earth yawned and the Dark God of the underworld rapt her away. (The Moon and the Virgin, Nor Hall)





"This captivation being "taken" by another, seduced, raped or enraptured  - opens a door that was never there before, into a limitless and often terrifying basement, where gravity of a kind defined by Chesterton is suspended. He calls the law of gravitation "that mad quickening rush by which all earth's creatures fly back to her heart when released" (The Moon and the Virgin, Nor Hall)





Like the Omphalos The Maiden Well is also associated in my mind as a place of disappearance into the ground below. Think how morbid is the fear of falling into a dark well!. But paradoxically it is also called 'the well of flowers'. (the flowering of the depth took place here). It was the place where the girls of Eleusis came to draw water. I put this information here because I think it evokes a 'mirror' image of things falling and rising up. (Madeline)


� Following are all quotes from Nor Hall:





"her sorrow halts nature in its path; nothing grows, life is dead. She has hardened her heart. A pallor has come over her . A dark cloud covers her shining hair. Nothing of her fruitfulness is revealed, for her creativity (represented by the maiden) has gone into hiding".  





All the stopping places of Demeter are points where two worlds meet and where one can be cut off - literally , the cord has been cut and the daughter is gone. 





This like the Maiden's Well and the Omphalos is a place where the underworld and the upperworld intersect. Each seat Demeter sinks down onto in her desperation is a seething seat under which something is cooking or welling up. 





Before any period of creative awakening, there is, as we have seen, an incubation period that feels grey, motionless, and utterly without passion. There is no horizon, no promise of its ending. 





It is a normal condition of the creative personality that before some new piece of work in art or a scientific idea, etc people usually pass through a period of listlessness and depression and waiting; life is stale. …the energy is accumulating in the unconscious, evidenced in a feeling of depression and emptiness.. these periods of sterility mean that something specific is in preparation in the unconscious.


� Aleuromancy is an ancient method of divination from the Greek word 'aleuron' which means roughly flour. As with other forms of divination involving small particles, some of the forms this divination took probably involved casting of the substance or examining the residue in bowls after water evaporates. Flour also being a cooking ingredient provides another outlet for this form of divination. In this method, one would write sentences on small pieces of paper which were then added to balls of flour and then given to individuals seeking their fortune. This tradition continued up until the 1800's in remote areas of Europe, and can still be seen today in the form of fortune cookies.


� “The gypsy wagon is the last possible way to give an image to the idea of a roving temenos. A temenos is a scared enclosure, a sanctuary, a square or ovular space where individuating or unfolding life is protected. These spaces must be "roving" now that our orientation toward spirit and the search for meaning are no longer attached to specific sacred stones, groves, mountains, or altars where the god dwells.” Nor Hall. Chap 8


� “There are holy things that are not communicated all at once. Eleusis always keeps something back to show those who come again.” Seneca





