1. Examine the Homeric Hymn to Demeter from the perspective of its ability to explain, and its influence on, ritual practices in Greece. 


In this essay, I will explain the influence the Hymn to Demeter has had on ritual practices in Greece. Firstly, I will look at the influence on seasons and the implications that derive from the Hymn. Then I will focus on the views on death and rebirth followed by the aspects of life after death. Followed by how the Hymn has directly influenced the ritual practices of the Eleusinian mysteries, the cult that is dedicated to the Hymn and Demeter herself. Next with a small reflection on the reality of the mysteries. Finally followed by the influence the Hymn has upon marriage as that is the basis for the whole Hymn.

The Hymn to Demeter can be used to explain the seasons. Throughout the hymn we see an underlining development being made. This development allows us to understand how seasons are formed by the Greeks. This is done through the journey of Persephone throughout the Hymn. Allowing us to see how the Greek practices are influenced by such events. The key area to look at first is the beginning of the kidnapping. The description is that “She was picking flowers: roses, crocus and beautiful violets”.[footnoteRef:1] This would imply to the Greeks that she had been taken at Spring, with all the flowers being in full blossom. The hymn therefor allows us to imply that as the Goddess of Spring she would be depicted in such a manner.  [1:  Nagy, G. Hymn to Demeter. 6.] 

The next part of the Hymn that shows the influence of the seasons onto the Greeks is the actions of Demeter. In the Hymn, it states that “She is performing a mighty deed, to destroy the tribes of earth-born humans, causing them to be without menos, by hiding the seed underground.”[footnoteRef:2] The implication on a Western society would be Demeter, has caused Winter. But on the contrary, in Greece this is the implication of Summer, as the heat prevents anything to grow. Then the further implication of the seasons is created through the act of Hades. He “gave her, stealthily, the honey-sweet berry of the Pomegranate to eat.”[footnoteRef:3] The act committed by Hades meant that Demeter must remain in the Underworld for a period of time each year. This shows the influence of the seasons in their full circle. Demeter halts any life when her daughter is in the Underworld, representing the Summer season. Then once Persephone returns life grows again under Demeter, and Persephone as she too is the Goddess of Spring. So, the overall influence and explanation from the Hymn can be clearly used. It shows how Greek rituals regarding the seasons can be developed. Allowing the Greek nations to develop and create a sense of order, on a social scale that can be replicated throughout and through the influence of the Hymn. [2:  Nagy, G. Hymn to Demeter. 350-354.]  [3:  Nagy, G. Hymn to Demeter. 372.] 


Death is symbolised in the Hymn to Demeter through the Seasons. Influencing the seasonal aspect of Greek rituals. It is the coming and going of Persephone that symbolises the life cycle of Agricultural food products. For most who enter with Hades are to remain within the Underworld, and never leave. So, for Persephone to leave the Underworld it symbolises new life, hence the Agricultural seasons. Then to go on a tangent from the original point. The results at the end of the festivals within the Mysteries were apparently life changing. As the Hymn focuses on the theme of life after Death and we take it as the seasonal cycle. It can also be seen with the context of life after death.  It is argued that this is influenced from Egypt. As the two nations were traders and that Egyptians viewed life after death to be a true belief, dating back to the Early Dynastic Period, the peoples shared their ideologies? Implying that the Hymn itself may have been influenced by an external force.[footnoteRef:4] Meaning that the views that influenced the Greeks and their rituals may have been influenced by an external factor to begin with. But with the belief it allowed a concept of dealing with the unknown and natural fear in man. [4:  Mark 2012.] 


 The influences of the Hymn to Demeter can be seen to be directly influencing the Eleusinian
Mysteries. The Mysteries are clearly formed around the Hymn. The biggest example is that the Demeter is to have said “Let a great Temple, with a great altar at its base, be built…”.[footnoteRef:5] This puts Demeter at the heart of influence when regarding the Mysteries. Key examples that support this are mimicked from the Hymn. A walk from Athens to Eleusis is undergone known as the ‘sacred way’. They would go with torches and barley as Demeter once did. Once at Eleusis the fasting was started by the Well were Demeter once sat and then finally, drink a “barley and mint beverage called Kykeon”.[footnoteRef:6] This is all symbolic to the initiates and members as they undergo what Demeter had for her travelling when looking for Persephone. Then after the beverage, participants would enter the ‘Telesterion’. This is where they would do a “symbolic re-enactment of the ‘death’ and rebirth of Persephone”.[footnoteRef:7] Prominent members of society had been initiates within the Eleusinian Mysteries such as, Plato and Socrates.[footnoteRef:8] Cicero, Thucydides and Herodotus all talk about the Mysteries within their works. [5:  Nagy, G. Hymn to Demeter. 270.]  [6:  Mark 2012.]  [7:  Mark 2012.]  [8:  Mark 2012.] 

Little is known of the Eleusinian Mysteries, as it was kept to secrecy and any who talked of it would be punished by death. The Hymn shows this when Metaneira barges in on Demeter. She was trying to make the kings son, Demophon “ageless and immortal” through putting him in the fire.[footnoteRef:9] The impact of being seen infuriates Demeter, hence the building of a Temple. It’s influence on the Greek rituals is simple. Don’t watch or enter a holy act unless invited. The Divines work is secret and by creating the Mysteries, it allowed for a cognito cult. [9:  Nagy, G. Hymn to Demeter. 244.] 


Another way in which the Hymn can show a direct influence is by looking at the reality. The Mysteries where real. Influential members of society in the Ancient world wrote about Eleusis such as Thucydides and Herodotus.[footnoteRef:10]  Proving the location to be real. Therefor the Hymn did have a real influence. The religious festivals by the Mysteries are prominent through Greece but also well maintained to keep their actions a mystery. Hence why so little is known and the title is as it is. Members were of all backgrounds with the key factor being linguistically based. All we know is members had to speak Greek, not have killed and payed a small fee of 15 Drachma. It was in a sense a purist pool, but allowed men and women to partake. A change from being gender based, as society was.  [10:  Thucydides. History of the Peloponnesian War. 2. 19.; Herodotus. The Histories. 5. 74. ] 


The influence of the Hymn can be used to explain marriage and reflect its influence on Greek ritual practices. Marriage is a ritual in Greece which binds two people together. Persephone picking a bouquet of flowers in the meadows is symbolic, especially the Rose. The Rose is seen among the bouquet as the sign of coming of Age, Fertility and Adulthood. It 
This can there for be linked directly to the start of the Hymn with Zeus and Hades where the two make an agreement of marriage, also symbolic to Persephone’s fertility.[footnoteRef:11] Marriage was often done through the hands of the men. This is clearly shown as the Hymn states “Demeter did not take part in this…”. [footnoteRef:12] This can be seen as an influential position regarding gender roles for Greece’s rituals when based upon marriage. After all, society was male driven and men realistically viewed women as objects. The Hymn to Demeter gives the explanation of marriage and its influence on ritual practices. Showing how marriage should be potentially conducted through the actions of the Gods. The key example is with the abduction of Persephone. The men would ride the bride to her new house in a chariot traditionally. This could be due to the influences of the Hymn and why the Greeks rode a chariot on their wedding day. However, it is argued that “many red figure depictions of wedding processions… depict the bride and groom on foot”.[footnoteRef:13] Showing the spiritual belief in the ‘chariot procession’ but not a physical practice. Showing that the Hymn had multiple areas in how it influenced weddings, rituals and gender roles when about marriage. [11:  Nagy, G. Hymn to Demeter. 2-3.]  [12:  Nagy, G. Hymn to Demeter. 4.]  [13:  Reynolds 2006.] 


To conclude. The Hymn to Demeter can be used to explain its influence within Greek ritual practices. The Seasons are derived from the metaphorical death and rebirth of Persephone. Also with how when Persephone is gone, that Demeter will cease all life to grow. The influence of death is symbolic to the seasons and to the beliefs within the cult. Then the influence of the Mysteries rituals is definitively clear to be a cult to Demeter, with evidence to support it as a genuine cult. Then the influence on marriage as a ritual is symbolic imagery. Using flowers to show fertility in women, the role of men to plan marriages. So, the Hymn to Demeter is prominent in certain areas of Greek rituals, and plays a role in the structure in which the Greeks culturally followed and structured their lives.
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