Critically discuss and analyse the gendered portrayal of male characters in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter

Intro 

The homeric hymn to Demeter is a piece of ancient Greek poetry from an unknown author that follows the activities of Demeter after the abduction of her daughter, Persephone. This poem would have originally been part of an oral tradition, spoken to audiences rather than read. This needs to be taken into account when considering the author within any critical discussion.

Whereas the majority of poetry and literature from the ancient greek world is presented from the male perspective, the hymn to Demeter is a rare example of a poem from the female perspective. This means we have a different way of understanding both male and female characters. Like many societies, Ancient Greece was patriarchal. Although it was seen as a democracy, this was limited to male citizens over the age of eighteen. Women were under the authority of their male guardian. Typically viewed as a “man’s world”, the sources we have about the society of ancient Greece are largely male produced and therefore present the male perspective.

One significant question that comes with the homeric hymn to Demeter is to do with the author. Since the hymn is part of an oral tradition it is unknown who the original author is as the narrative is likely to have developed from a number of threads within a shared tradition. Speculation that comes from this unknown has led to the idea that the hymn to Demeter may have been composed by a woman or women, perhaps telling the story within the domestic sphere before being committed to text. Much scholarship for the Hymn to Demeter makes use of feminist readings and critiques because of the subject matter and based on the assumption that it is a piece of male-produced literature. However, is it possible that the author could have been a woman and if so, how does this impact the understanding of the portrayal of the male characters?

Beyond this contention the gender of the author does not need to dominate the discussion of the characters or the poem in general. Consideration of the reader response and reception of the poem can be useful approaches regardless of the author’s gender. Traditional narrative critique can also ask questions of the portrayal of male characters. What is unusual about the portrayal of the male characters in this poem is that they are not the central subject of the poem. They still maintain authority within the poem although they are not central characters, however this authority is challenged.

Myths are a special genre of literature and the forms and features of myths must also be considered. The mythic form affects the purpose of the story; myths provide a backstory to society and often take the form of origin stories explaining the nature of the world. Myths are different to other pieces of literature with their relevance being unquestioned.

In this rare example of literature presenting a female perspective, the portrayal of male characters shows them in typical patriarchal positions of authority however they are forced to have a supporting, peripheral role with the female characters taking a central and active position.There are a number of literary techniques used to achieve the contentious gender dynamic within the text.

Main Body

The use of direct and indirect speech in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter has an effect on the way the audience understands the characters in different ways.
Deborah Beck, 2001 examines the use of direct and indirect speech as a literary technique to place characters in relation to each other.
· At the start of the hymn when Persephone is abducted, the incident is explained through the use of indirect speech. On line 21 the text reads “Then she cried out shrilly with her voice”. This use of indirect speech shows the audience how helpless Persephone is to stop the abduction from taking place as it explains the situation as a retelling of the event rather than explaining as the incident occured. This is in contrast to the end of the hymn where Persephone uses direct speech to give her perspective on the abduction. On line 433 we see the same line but it is written in a speech given by Persephone. It reads: “then I cried with a shrill cry”. As it comes from direct speech it is much more personal and active within the scene. This parallel between the two displays how Persephine has  matured from child-like maiden to married woman.
· Demeter’s use of direct speech changes as she learns about the abduction of her daughter. The more she learns about what has happened the more direct speech is used. This reflects her gaining more understanding and information. In comparison, when we are first introduced to Helios he uses direct speech to inform Demeter of what has happened. This could reflect how he heard and knew what had happened to Persephone. The use of direct speech shows how the characters are active within the narrative.
· The perspective of Zeus is written in indirect speech. Beck suggests this is to show how he does not wish to be involved with the situation. On line 28 it reads: “But he was sitting aloof, apart from the gods”. This displays distance in two ways. The first, and more obvious way, is the description of the physical distance. By him sitting away from the gods it shows he is more concerned with himself than by what is happening, even though it is his doing. The second way distance is displayed is by using indirect speech. By describing Zeus as distant and aloof it gives him a more passive presence in the story and indicates his position on the abduction.

The literary technique used in direct and indirect speech guides the audience to place the characters in particular relationships with each other.
· Beck described how direct speech is used to show the importance of the mother/child bond and is placed in direct contrast to indirect speech, which is used to show the unemotional response from male relatives. 
· This works, perhaps, because of the collective understanding of the gender dynamic within greek society. The relationship between women, such as that between a mother and daughter, would have been a significant relation. This can be seen with the hymn when Demeter’s relationship with Persephone is mentioned as well as when Demeter comes into contact with the daughters of Celeus. The use of direct speech to reflect this relationship can be clearly seen on line 120 where Demeter talks to the daughters saying “Hail, dear children, whosoever you are of woman-kind”. Her speech to the girls displays the type of relationship we may expect to see between women. This is a contrast to how Demeter and other female characters talk to the male characters. As seen in line 295 (“they told powerful Celeus all things without fail”) where Demeter’s commands are delivered as a retelling of what Demeter has said rather than as a direct quote. This shows that the relationships between male and female characters were not held in the same importance as the inter-female relationships and further presents the authority of men without having to openly state it.

It is important to remember how myth legitimises the perspectives and actions in society, and in this case the hymn to Demeter presents a patriarchal society that is mirrored and validated in the world of the gods. While the Greek audience would recognise the gender dynamic, they are not a homogenous group and women hearing the story would be unlikely to have the same response as men hearing the story.
· With this idea in mind it is useful to use reader response theory to create an understanding of the text and the portrayal of the characters. It is the reader's response to what is written that can produce meaning for the text. As Stanley Fish explains, a reader will never approach a piece of literature in isolation. The reader is part of a wider community and for Fish it is this community that produces the meaning of text, not the text itself. Taking this into account, it is possible to apply this theory to ancient Greek society. If the meaning of a story is produced by a community then the meaning of the hymn would be produced by ancient Greek society and the social norms that are a part of it.
· DeBloois shows how an awareness of different gendered interpretative communities who would form the audience is demonstrated in the twin themes of marriage and death that run concurrently through the hymn. Gender stereotypes can clearly be seen throughout the hymn in the depictions of the male characters and in contrast to the female characters. This links to Judith Butler’s ideas concerning hetero-normative stereotypes, such as male authority and lack of relationship between fathers and daughters. Children listening to the story may recognise their own gender position within the story.

The story shows the different realms in which the gods operate.
· Roberta Gilchrist provides the concept of gendered space within her work Gender and Archeology in which she explains how men and women operate in different areas within a home. This concept can be expanded to incorporate wider society and the realm of the gods within the ancient Greek world.
· During the Eliseusian episode of the hymn Demeter distances herself from the gods in every way she can, going as far as to not drink wine she is offered as a way to show separation from aspects of life she has no control over. This is a direct parallel to earlier in the hymn when Zeus has distanced himself from the gods. In Demeter’s situation she is distancing herself due to her pain from losing her daughter and places herself into the female sphere, interacting with the mother of the household and her daughters. Whereas in the case of Zeus, he places himself in his temple where he receives prayers and offerings. This reflects the different areas of life that men and women held control over.
· This concept is shown further through Demeter moving from the female to the male sphere. During her time in Celeus’ household she resides within the domestic sphere, under the care of Metaneira. However when she reveals herself to be a goddess her demands are given to Celeus as the duty of carrying them out would come under his control.

The relationship between male and female gods and between gods and humans is shown through the narrative.
· Stocking explains how Demeter bargaining with Zeus by withholding the crops shows that she is not without leverage. Up until this point her pleading is ignored and it is only when she threatens to take the fertility of the land away that her demands are listened to. While ultimately the female gods have to bend the will of the male gods, this shows how the patriarchy is dependent upon female cooperation for access to fertility. The narrative clearly portrays the male characters as having different areas of interest when compared to the female characters.

A changing of the active and passive elements in the narratives can give a different understanding to the hymn.
· There has been a lot of feminist work done on the hymn to Demeter. Suter explains how this work has, however, been conducted with a wider patriarchal framework within the study of classics that assumed the majority of written work was produced by me and also saw Hades and Zeus as the active participants and Persephone as a helpless victim and Demeter as fighting against male control. This work has also focused on marriage as a patriarchal model where the woman is exchanged from one man to another (in this case from Zeus to Hades). She views the hymn in a different light in which Persephone actively participates in the hymns events and Hades is a reactor to what Persephone is doing. According to Suter, when Persephone picks the narcissus flower she initiates the hymns narrative. This is further backed up by Persephone not accepting the pomegranate seed from Hades until after a deal is struck for her to return to her mother. However, all of this does take place at the will of Zeus, meaning that it is still a man who is in control of the overarching situation.
· Showalter’s discussion of feminist critque gives ways to analyse a piece of literature with the understanding that it is written from the perspective where woman is the reader of male-produced literature. She also introduces the concept of gynocritque where women is the reader of female-produced literature. The discussion of the author being male or female could impact the way in which character portrayal is understood as it could influence which type of critique is believed best to use in an analysis of the text.

The male characters are peripheral and the female characters are central. This is unusual as it is the opposite of the typical “hero cycle” and there is a gender subversion with Demeter fulfilling many of the aspects that are common to the hero narrative.
· Joseph Campbell’s concept of the hero cycle gives the typical narrative that is seen within epic myth. The cycle explains how the hero moves through the story and the obstacles they encounter along the way. Although not epic poetry, the hymn to Demeter does fit within the hero cycle as she travels on a journey to restore her life to as it was before Persephone was abducted.
· Demeter becoming the central hero makes the male characters peripheral. This demonstrates the female perspective of the world where men are peripheral and the relationships between women are more important central concerns. This supports the idea that the hymn could be composed by a female author or have female influence within the oral shared origins of the story as a woman would understand the feelings of being in Demeter’s position. 

Conclusion
