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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Homeric hymn, transitional phases, and 
gender relations in classics 

 
Introduction with Literature review 

 
Katz notes that Classical Greece stands out in western culture’s history as one of the few 

societies where the “antagonism between sexes occupies so central a place in literature and 

art”1. The epic and exciting Homeric hymn to Demeter is no acceptation to this rule, which 

plays out gender dynamics and conflicts on both the mortal and divine stages.  

The Homeric hymn to Demeter is estimated to have been composed in the late seventh or 

early sixth century B.C.2 and is one of the more notable works of the Archaic poet Homer. 

Whilst Porter highlights the debates within scholarship considering the character, gender and 

even existence of Homer as an individual3, this study does not have the time or length to 

delve into these questions sufficiently. Therefore, the hymn shall be analysed within the 

context of its time, with references to the author being kept to a minimum and only occurring 

where they add to the relevant discussion of the hymn.  

 

This study shall analyse how the hymn depicts gender dynamics of ancient men and women 

through comparison to contemporaneous works, such as plays, poems, and other mythic 

stories. This study shall also compare the content of the hymn to ritual practices, architectural 

and iconographical evidence as well as certain anthropological evidence. Much of the 

evidence considered in this analysis will be focused on Attica, in order to try and keep the 

evidence as culturally similar as possible. Some evidence from other Greek poleis will be 

 
1 Katz. 1994. 214. 
2 Price (1978. 213.) dates it to the Seventh century, whereas Cosmopoulos (2015. 11) dates it to be present on 
the bridge between the seventh and sixth centuries. 
3 Porter. 2004. 327. 
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used when it is either discussed in scholarship or appears within the Pan-Hellenic 

interpretations of the Hymn. The ancient works the Hymn will be analysed alongside are 

predominantly Hesiod’s ‘Theogony’, and Homers other mythic works, including the ‘Iliad’ 

and the ‘Odyssey’. This study will also utilise Classical works to understand the hymns 

reception over time, often coming in the form of Attic theatre, as well as some external poetic 

works from Archaic poets Sappho and Alcman. 

 
Methodology  

 
This study will be primarily engaging with gender, feminist and structuralist theories. Segal 

argues the application of any theory to myth is the attempt to understand its meaning from 

multiple different standpoints, including cultural, psychological, literary and cosmological 

stances4. Structuralism acts as the primary methodology throughout this study, allowing for 

the content of the myth to be considered from different angles within scholarship. Although 

structuralism often focuses on the linguistics of mythic documents5, this study applies it by 

dividing the hymn to Demeter into three thematic transitional phases, and analysing these 

with gender and feminist theories. Firstly, birth, will address concerns of motherhood, giving 

birth, the realm of childhood and elements of rebirth. The second, marriage, will address 

concerns directly related to the expectations of brides and grooms, the origins of marriage 

traditions and the maturing of individuals from a child to an adult. Finally, death, will explore 

both the real-world relation of the hymn to funerary connotations, especially feelings of grief 

and loss in the ancient world. The phases of birth marriage and death are well founded as 

having strong connotations with female deities, mirroring he stages of Maiden, Mother and 

 
4 Segal. 1996. vii, 3. 
5 Ibid. Xiii. 
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Crone6, so this dissertation will have a multitude of evidence to explore, particularly for 

women. This study will, however, face difficulties analysing these phases alongside males, as 

there are fewer schollarly and ancient discussions of men’s emotional links to transitionary 

phases. 

 

Feminist and gender theories are heavily intertwined within scholarship, so this study will be 

using them interchangeably, so as to best match the available scholarship. Feminist and 

gender theory maintain that the split between genders was a fundamental part of ancient 

society7. Gold states that the main aims of these theories were to open classical study to new 

perspectives, to address the deficiencies of studies related to women and those not given a 

voice by male history8. This was done through the exploration of female and male spaces as 

well as through the apparent expectations of men and women in the ancient world9. The 

proceeding chapters of this dissertation will apply these studies to investigate elements of the 

hymn that may not initially be considered, such as, the different expectations of gendered 

behaviour, how the hymn represents cross gendered behaviour, together with how 

interactions between the two genders could have been more analogous to social exchange, 

rather than domination. 

 
 

Issues with methodology and Literary sources 
 
It is important to mention that the Homeric hymn, and the majority of ancient sources that 

this study uses to analyse it, were composed by men, creating bias towards both male’s 

 
6 Foley. 1994. 125 (In her footnote 138). 
7 Golden. 2010. 27. 
8 Gold. 1997. 328. 
9 Golden. 2010. 27-8. 
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perspective and prerogatives10. To combat the disproportionately male description of female 

experiences, this dissertation will analyse sources produced by women in the ancient world11 

as well as iconography and ritual practice belonging to the female spheres. Due to the lack of 

first-hand female evidence, this study will consider why males composers chose to represent 

women in a certain way, and how this reflects expectations of women in the ancient world. 

 

Issues are also present when attempting to place and understand the hymn’s performance 

within the contemporaneous environment of its creation12. The hymn is widely considered an 

oratory piece, but its similarities to epic structure indicate it may have been composed as a 

literary piece, later becoming a part of oral tradition. This dissonance between the hymns 

structure are highlighted in the tonal and linguistic similarities it holds with epic works, such 

as Hesiod’s ‘Theogony’13. This leads into discussions on the identity of the author and how 

the analysis of the hymn would change if the author was known to be either attached to other 

mythic works or be female14. This links to issues surrounding the hymns ritual usage, where 

physical performance could add to understanding to the hymn’s context that is now lost to us. 

The hymns explicit attachment to the Eleusinian Mysteries15 allows scholars to attach rites 

and rituals to the hymns content, however the changes to these rituals over time present 

challenges as cultic practices may have come to have a different meaning to the original text. 

The Mysteries themselves were a secretive cult, originally established as a separate religious 

cult twenty-three kilometres away from the city of Athens16. During the fifth century, 

 
10 Lefkowitz. 1986. 49. 
11 So e.g. the poetry of Sappho (Foley. 1994. 137). 
12 Katz. 1998. 221. 
13 Dowden. 2004. 194. 
14 Hahnemann. 2019. 98. 
15 HHD. 490-5 
16 Mikalson. 2010. 78. 
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however, Athens began to meld its political image with notable surrounding cults, including 

the purposeful incorporation of Eleusis’ religious practices17. If the author and timeline of the 

hymn’s creation are questioned, it becomes unclear if the hymn dates from before or after the 

Mysteries assimilation into Athenian politics. The hymn itself is already changed from the 

Eleusinian version for a wider Pan-Hellenic audience18, so representations of gender 

dynamics transitionary phases had already been distorted through its changes. These issues in 

analysing the hymn are particularly present when using structuralism, as its main basis is 

attempts to find commonalities within different cultures19, rather than the changes different 

cultures make to myth. In order to combat the downfalls of the theory its primary use will be 

the identification of different transitional phases, and applying it to the denizens of Attica, 

rather than to Greece as an entire conglomerate. 

 

Both gender and feminist theories have come under scrutiny in more recent years. Feminist, 

and gender theory is deeply rooted in the feminist movement, and thus its arguments are 

biased towards a cause rather than the understanding of ancient evidence20. This is not to say 

that the theories cannot be useful, pertinent or able to uncover new concepts of the ancient 

world. Nevertheless, their implementation in this study will be accompanied by critical 

analysis of its intent and purpose. 

 
  

 
17 Ibid (82) argues that Athens started setting up their own shrines to Demeter Eleusinia within Athens. Suter. 
(2002. 196-7) also indicates Athenian involvement in the cult, but dates it to as early as the Seventh century. 
18 Mikalson.2010. 81. 
19 Segal. (1996. xiii.) Explains the aims of structuralism whilst Belsey. (2002. Chapter 1) goes into detail 
discussing the benefits and downfalls of using Structuralism as scholarly argumentation. 
20 Gold. 1997. 331. 
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Chapter 2: Women as guardians and representations of liminal spaces 
and transitional phases 

 
Introduction 

 
The Homeric hymns act as a long prayer to their named gods21 and the main concerns of the 

deity are often linked to interpretations of the respective hymns. The Homeric Hymn to 

Demeter is frequently linked to the welfare and fertility of crops, but also later scholars have 

noted that it is equally concerned with the welfare of the dead in the afterlife22, most likely 

linked to the cultic practices at Eleusis23. Both Lyons24 and Foley25 stress that the Homeric 

hymns, and subsequent myths, allowed for mundane issues and concerns to be acted out, and 

explained on a divine level.  

 

When looking at the Homeric hymn to Demeter women are definitely the primary concern 

and focus of the myth26. Women within the hymn are depicted as either divine beings or as 

epic heroines, not faithful representations of real ancient women27. This characterisation of 

women is common throughout mythic works, but despite their disconnection to reality, the 

women of these myths still experience issues that ancient women would have faced and 

related to28. Patterson draws attention to the many debates within modern scholarship, 

 
21 Foley. 1994 28. 
22 Mikalson 2010. 81; Suter. 2002. 4; Morford. 2007. 338. 
23 Cosmopoulos. (2015. 94.) mentions funerary architecture being present at Eleusis. Richardson (2011. 46.) 
explains Demeter’s ties to rebirth and death at Eleusis, & Edmonds (2014. 17) discusses burial practices with 
Eleusis. 
24 1997. 145. 
25 1942 28. 
26 Richardson. 2011. 46. 
27 Lefkowitz. 1986. 52-3. 
28 Lefkowitz. 1986. 30. 
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concerning patriarchal and matriarchal societies, criticising the concept of the two conflicting 

as well as the abundant use of these terms within Classics as a discipline29.  

 

In the time of Homer, and even Hesiod, there is a focus on the opposing nature of the 

masculine and feminine gods30, however as the Archaic world marched forward into the 

Classical one, the gender balance between male and female changed to fit the new socio-

political standing of a democratic patriarchal society31. Katz, along with much of nineties 

feminist scholarship, argue that one of the first areas to display this change over time is 

religious texts and poems, where we see struggles of males coming to dominate female 

spaces in mythology32. We see evidence of male gods overtaking female roles involving 

birth33, which Foley argues is the encroachment of male gods into older female pantheons34. 

Katz develops this argument to combat scholarship from the late nineteen-seventies, which 

argues the emergence of male deities is correlated with the establishment of a “civil society” 

over previous, presumably more uncivil, female oriented societies35. Foley argues that this 

concept cannot be applied to the Archaic works of Homer and Hesiod as women’s freedoms 

during the Archaic period are considered to have been far greater than those belonging to 

women of the Classical and Hellenistic ages36. Given Foley’s argument, it seems more likely 

that male gods’ appearances in works such as the hymn to Demeter is the creolization of 

established mother goddess myths and the newer Hellenistic pantheon. Katz’s argument that 

 
29 Patterson. 1998. 7-8 . 
30 Katz. 1994. 214., Dobson. 1992. 43, Foley. 1994. 168. 
31 Katz. 1994.216. 
32 Ibid. 214. 
33 Foley. 1994. 112. Zeus takes on the role of women by literally consuming a female goddess and producing a 
female heir, Athena. 
34 Ibid. 168. 
35 Katz 1994. 214-5. 
36 Foley. 1992. 116-7. 
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the Archaic mother goddesses are representative of a matriarchal society are, however, 

unfounded and do not make sense within the context of the hymn. 
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Women and Birth 
 

Mother-daughter relationships are rarely discussed in myth37 and until the Homeric hymn to 

Demeter there was a prominent focus on the god’s sexual interactions38. The hymn offered an 

alternative, “more refined and purer concept of motherhood and love”, which would continue 

to prove very popular thought the Archaic and Classical eras39. The Homeric hymn to 

Demeter presents women, on both a divine and mortal standing, as carers for children and 

other women40. Ancient Greek goddesses, known as ‘kourotrophos’, acted as protectors of 

the young; and statutes of them are frequently associated with Demeter and Persephone41. 

The hymn describes women by their relations to one another, normally ‘daughter of’ or 

‘mother of’42. This also applies to women’s relations to men43 with only one line addressing 

women as wives44.  

 

When looking at the transitional phase of birth, motherhood is the most developed theme 

within the hymn, appearing both biologically45, and communally46. Communal motherhood is 

presented many times within the hymn, appearing first in the opening of the hymn, where 

 
37 Lyons. 1997. 62. 
38 Morford & Lenardon. 2014.346. 
39 Ibid 
40 Lincoln. 1979. 225; HHD. (5 – Persephone plays with the Okinids), (50-65- Hekate comforts Demeter), (105-
110 The daughters of Celeus approach and comfort the mourning Demeter). 
41 Price. 1978. 181, Evans. 2010. 103, Artemis generally considered to be the protector of infants and young 
children, and is also associated with the myth in later versions (Lefkowitz. 1986. 44-5). 
42 Suter. 2002.26; HHD (75. Demeter is “daughter of fair-tressed Rheia”) (161.Mataneira is the girls “deep-girt 
mother”). 
43 HHD. (21-Persephone calls for her father) (24. Hekate is the “daughter of Persaios”).  
44 HHD. 156 Eleusinian male elites are suggested to have wives; however, no women who are met in person are 
ever addressed solely as someone’s wife.  
45 HHD. (1-5) Demeter & Persephone (280-285) Metaneira & Demophon. 
46 Evans. 2010. 108, The concept of communal motherhood was common within Attica. 
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Persephone is playing in the fields with the nymph daughters of Oceanus47. Groups of young 

women gathering like this were not uncommon sights in the ancient wold48, appearing 

consistently in Archaic and Classical works describing women in the liminal state between 

childhood and marriage49. Lefkowitz states that these groups allowed women to protect 

themselves from the violence of extraneous males50, and in the hymn the nymphs act as 

defending ‘kourotrophoi’ for Persephone51. In reality, Persephone would be protected by the 

number of women that surrounded her52; but she is a denizen of myth and Hades abduction is 

allowed to violate these social norms53 through extraordinary circumstances54. This 

comradery of women is also seen later within the hymn, with the daughters of Celeus acting 

as protectors of each other at the well55. However, Celeus’ daughters seem to face no 

violence from men, but rather have to protect their younger brother from the anger of the 

enraged Demeter56. This shows that extraneous males are not the only threat to women, as 

Lefkowitz argues, strangers in general are seen as threats to their security. In fact, the 

juxtapositions used by the composer of the hymn, indicate that older generations pose the 

most danger to the young57 is not necessarily violence from their opposing gendered peers. 

 
47 HHD. 5. 
48 Lefkowitz. 1986. 48. Gendered segregation within myth reflect the lives young women in the ancient world. 
49 Foley. 1994. 33; HHD . 105-115; Hom. Odd. 6. 135; Eur. Elec.218-19. 
50 Lefkowitz. 1986. 47.  
51 Foley. 1994. 33. 
52 Lefkowitz. 1986. 45. 
53 Lincoln (1979. 227.) Persephone would not, initially, have felt a direct threat form Hades as uncles were 
traditionally seen as a protector not a sexual partner. 
54 HHD. 15-20, Hades and Zeus have to manufacture an earthquake to abduct Persephone. 
55 Foley. 1994. 41. Wells were mythically associated with marriage, fertility and sex. 
56 HHD. 280-90. Pratt. 2000. 44. 
57 HHD. (100-5, Demeter is specified to be significantly older that the daughters of Celeus), (15-20, 342. Hades 
is described as a Lord and Son of Kronos, implying his age over Persephone). 
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This idea is further cemented by continued protection afforded to youths in myth in both 

Classical and Archaic works58. 

 

The concepts of shared motherhood within the Homeric hymn is not limited to groups of 

women alone, but also to singular females. Hekate consistently presents as a caregiver and 

companion to both Demeter and Persephone, and later becoming Persephone’s attendant in 

the underworld59. Hekate approaches Demeter with sympathy and is the only god who 

suggests talking to Helios for answers60. It is pertinent to note here that, in the hymn, 

Demeter wandered the earth for nine days before Hekate approached her61, an element that 

has been highly debated within scholarship. Foley62 suggests Hekate’s absence and delay in 

confronting Demeter as part of her role associated with the changing of the moon cycles. In 

opposition to this Katz, argues that this line of argumentation does not stand as Hekate’s 

associations with the moon do not appear till the Hellenistic era63. Hekate’s absence is more 

likely connected to the part of the nine-day procession that was part of Eleusinian religious 

rites64, and its lack of explanation within the hymn is likely a side effect of the myth’s 

conversion from a local account to a Pan-Hellenic one65. Once the goddesses reach Helios the 

conversation depicts how different genders desire different outcomes for a child of the 

community. Whilst Helios acknowledges Persephone’s resistance, he overall views match as 

beneficial, whereas as Demeter and Hekate do not see the gaining of honours Hades offers as 

 
58 Felson-Rubin & Deal. 1994. 196. 
59 HHD (50-65- Hekate comforts Demeter),(88-90 Hekate accompanies Demeter up until her withdrawal from 
the realm of the gods) (438-440 Hekate present at reunion and becomes attendant) . Foley. 1994. 124. 
60 HHD. 51-65. 
61 HHD. 46-7. 
62 1994. 39. 
63 Katz. 1994. 221. 
64 Morford & Lenardon. 2014. 341, 343. 
65 Pomeroy. 1998. 34. 
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a good enough exchange for the mother and daughters suffering66. Hekate therefore reflects 

female communities’ involvement, in a young girls coming of age, in a time where males 

were primarily concerned with the maintenance of a prosperous oikos67 and women were 

concerned about familial relationships68. Hekate’s role as a female objector is undermined by 

her referring to Kore as ‘Persephone’, indicating her acceptance of the marriage. Lincoln 

argues to ignore the presence of Hekate within the hymn, so as to separate Persephone’s dual 

identity and elevate some of the hymn’s thematic dissonance69. However, the removal of 

Hekate removes key elements of the hymn, that we know were important to both the 

Eleusinian mysteries, as well as the progression of the hymn.70. 

 

 
66 HHD. 74-87; Foley. 1994. 38. 
67 Rudhardt. 1994. 205; Pomeroy. 1998. 23. 
68 Katz. 1994. 226. 
69 Lincoln. 1979. 229. 
70Fig 2: There are numerous other depictions, that date from the Classical period, however most of these are 
located within Athens, or Attica’s provinces; Fig 1. 

Figure 2. Terracotta bell-krater depicting Persephone’s ascension 
from Hades. Attributed to the Persephone Painter. Ca. 440 BC. 

Found at metmuseum.org 

Figure 1 Marble statues of Demeter (left) and Persephone (right) from 
the eastern Parthenon pediment. Attributed to the sculptor Phiedias. ca. 

438-42 BC. Found at: britishmuseum.org 
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Women within the hymn also have a close connection to concepts of fertility and rebirth. 

Hekate’s role is often that of a supporter, enhancing the symbolism and powers of the 

goddesses surrounding her71. The connections to fertility and rebirth are more strongly 

connected to Demeter and Persephone, who were worshiped at Eleusis in exchange for 

blessings in the afterlife72. Mikalson notes that Demeter’s chthonic role as a fertility goddess 

is intertwined with her role of Persephone’s mother, as is through the goddess’s relationship 

with each other that they gain their powers related to the transitional phase of birth and 

rebirth73. Rebirth is one of the primary concerns of the Eleusinian mysteries, with the myth 

explaining the secrecy of these rites is tied to the mother of the infant Demophon interrupting 

Demeter’s attempt to immortalise him74. Rebirth is a specifically female focused concept in 

the Greek world, most likely a reflection of women’s ability to give birth75. Rebirth 

permeates the ritual practices of Eleusis, where the rebirth of crops, and the continued 

blessing in the afterlife are the main concerns of the cultic activity found there76. However as 

Lincoln and Dobson note the iconography associated with goddesses of Eleusis, narcissus, 

wheat, pomegranate, and cockerel, represent both concepts of rebirth and death77 

  

 
71 Foley. 1994. 126. Lyons. 1997. 116. 
72 Cosmopoulos. 2015. 14; HHD. 475-85; Foley. 1994. 202. 
73 Mikalson. 2010. 38. 
74 Morford& Lenardon 2014. 338; HHD. 280-85. 
75 Morford & Lenardon 2014 346. 
76 Parker. 1991. 13. Mikalson (2010. 83) mentions rebirth rituals relating to the sacrificing of piglets at Eleusis 
and Athens concerning rebirth of crops and Demeter. 
77 Pomegranate (Lincoln. 1979. 324) Narcissus and other agricultural symbolism (Dobson. 1992. 45) for both of 
these sources’ fertility is equally applied to agriculture and reproductive fertility. 
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Women and Marriage  
 
The Homeric Hymn to Demeter is undoubtably linked to wedding rituals in both Archaic and 

Classical Greece, and it is easiest to draw comparisons between the actions taken within the 

hymn, to commonplace marriage rituals of ancient Greece. It is simplest to start with both the 

first, and most well-known element of the hymn, Persephone’s abduction by Hades78. Despite 

the violence of the abduction scene’s description79. Pomeroy and Lincoln argue that elements 

of the kidnapping were similar to the procession of a new bride to her husband’s home80. We 

can see the popularity the abduction scene in figure 3, a vase dated to around 340-330 B.C, 

depicting the abduction of Persephone81. In contrast to the hymn’s language, the painting is 

serene in its depiction of the event, with Persephone showing little distress, and the closest 

gods to them being Aphrodite and Eros, emphasising Hades desire and the fertility associated 

with the scene82. This depiction is highly similar to a series of clay reliefs, found at Locri that 

also show Hades’ abduction of Persephone, in a more romantic and subdued light83. Whilst 

abduction as a motif of marriage appears to be popular within Attica, it does not appear to 

 
78 HHD. 15-21. 
79 HHD. 19-20. 
80 Pomeroy. 1998. 36; Lincoln. 1979. 227.  
81 Figures 3&4. 
82 metmuseum.org. 2020; HHD. (19. “snatched the unwilling maid”), (20 “screamed in a shrill voice”).  
83 Sourvinou-Inwood 1978. 103-4. 

Figure 4:Terracotta hydria depicting the abduction of Persephone, surrounded by gods, 
340–330 B.C. Found at:  metmuseum.org 

Figure 3 
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have been a common practice in either the Archaic or Classical periods rather elements of a 

mock kidnapping were interwoven with marriage rituals84. One area of Greece where 

scholars do find evidence of ritualised kidnapping being part of marriage rituals is Sparta85, 

however despite the connections drawn between this practice and the hymn86, there is no 

evidence of the Homeric hymn directly impacting Sparta’s marriage traditions as it does 

within Attica87. The elements of kidnapping we see interwoven in Attic weddings are 

notional rather than the active practice seen in Sparta. One of the key elements that is often 

focused on is the grooms feeding of the bride88. Intended to evoke the scene where Hades 

feeds Persephone pomegranate seeds89, Foley argues asserts the male’s dominance over the 

woman, indicating her acceptance of the marriage and the union as a whole90, although she 

offers no direct evidence for this claim.  

 

Virginity of the bride was important to ancient marriages91, a concept intricately focused on 

throughout the hymn. The hymn itself takes great pains to emphasise the pain of losing 

virginity in the eyes of women92. This aggressive removal of virginity is emphasised by 

scholars reading of Demeter’s own anguish at her daughters loss, with Dobson noting that the 

myth was likely accepted as the painful transition of Persephone from virgin to bride 

mirrored that of the change between seasons93. This concept is further emphasised by 

 
84 Jenkins. 1983.137. 
85 Figueira. 2010. 273; Plut.lyc.15.1,3-7. 
86 Foley. 1994. 107. 
87 Sourvinou-Inwood 1978. 102. 
88 Foley. 1994. 108. 
89 HHD. 370-374. 
90 Foley. 1994. 108; Felson-Rubin & Deal. 1994. 191. Force-feeding within the hymn is directly linked to the 
ownership of a child by an outsider. 
91 Jenkins. 1983. 141. 
92 Katz. 1994. 220, here referencing the poems of women mourning the loss of their virginity.  
93 Dobson. 1992. 43. 
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Persephone’s companions at the beginning, being the nymph daughters of Oceans94, who are 

frequently seen as the victims of sexual violence within Homeric literature, and are normally 

depicted as virgins and sexually pure95. The loss of virginity is seen by feminist scholarship 

as the oppression of the patriarchy, with Katz arguing that the unwilling kidnap of virgins 

from the fields of beauty and young women acts as the metaphorical removal of a girl’s 

childhood when she is married at a young age96. Whilst older scholarship focuses on the 

aspects fertility associated with virginity in the hymn97, Foley argues that the Homeric hymn 

to Demeter acted as education on sexuality and marriage for young women, especially when 

tied to Demeter’s festival, the Thesmophoria98.Examples from both Sappho and Alcman 

show us that the sexual education through religious rites and poetry were not uncommon in 

 
94 Lefkowitz. 1986. 48; Foley. 1994. 33 argues the presence of Artemis and Athena in orphic works emphasise 
Persephone’s virginity. 
95 See. Homer: Iliad, Homeric hymns; Hesiod: Theogony. 
96 Katz. 1994. 221. 
97 Lincoln. 1979. 231 
98 Foley. 1994. 137.  

Figure 6. Pinax from Locri depicted Hades and Persephone 
enthroned, ca. 5th Century BC. Found at commons.wikimedia.org 

Figure 5 Terracotta pomegranate, from Greece, 
ca.5th - 4th BC. From metmuseum.org 
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the Archaic and Classical periods99, but if this stance is applicable then the hymn would have 

had relevance to women regardless of their inclusion in the mysteries. 

 

Whilst Persephone herself is closely tied to marriage within the hymn, there is little evidence 

of Persephone acting as a marriage goddess within Attica. Some of the strongest evidence 

Persephone assuming this role is at Locri, a Greek polis in the south of Italy, where 

Persephone is worshiped alongside her Husband Hades as well as Aphrodite as a patron of 

marriage100. Here we see Persephone is depicted alongside the iconography found within the 

Homeric hymn, namely the flowers and stalks of grain101, as well as small terracotta 

pomegranates102 akin to figure 5. Locri show that Demeter’s association with her daughters 

marriage was minimal103, indicating that Persephone gains powers through her union with 

Hades and more specifically through her separation from her mother. Burton notes that the 

interpretations of the pinakes are highly controversial, with deliberations in scholarship based 

on both the identification of the gods within the reliefs and whether the pinakes themselves 

pertain to funerary or marriage rituals, both of which pertain to the Homeric myth104. The 

pinakes show how Persephone’s religious and gendered roles change throughout the 

Mediterranean. Outside of Eleusis Persephone takes on the role of a marriage goddess, akin 

to the role of Hera in other parts of Greece. When seen with Hades the divine couple’s 

separation from the other gods of Olympus is a frequent occurrence, with the few depictions 

we see of the pair often having them sat apart from their surroundings105. When compared to 

 
99 Ibid. 
100 Sourvinou-Inwood. 1978. 101. 
101 Ibid. 107; Figure 4. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 118. 
104 Burton 2011. 4. 
105 Figures 7, 8 & 9. 
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the hymn, it is clear that the iconographical separation, and isolation of the married couple 

indicate not only their roles as a combined element, but also of the separation of the 

underworld from all other realms106.  

 
106 Rudhardt. 1994. 203. 

Figure 8, Kylix exterior, attributed to Kodros Painter, ca. 430 BC. 
Found at: britishmuseum.org 

Figure 9, Kylix interior, Attributed to Kodros Painter, ca. 430 BC. 
Found at: Wikimedia commons 

Figure 7 Fragment of a limestone relief ft Hades and Persephone. South 
Italy, Tarentum. 4th-3rd BC. Found at: metmuseum.org 
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Women and Death 
 

 
The transitionary phase of death within the hymn is present throughout the entirety of the 

hymn, and completes the hymn’s theme of cyclical phases107. Women’s connection to death 

in the Homeric hymn to Demeter is also complex and multifaceted. Generally, it can be 

broken down into three main interpretations by modern scholars, funerary rituals and rites, 

how women dealt with the loss of a female relative or child, and the cycle of death and 

rebirth within the Eleusinian mysteries108.  

 

When looking at how the Homeric hymn reflected funerary rituals, much of the evidence is 

drawn from the actions of and women within the hymn, primarily Demeter 109. Demeter’s 

actions within the hymn are generally considered to align with ritual mourning and funerary 

practices within the ancient world110. The physical appearance of Demeter is often the 

simplest, if briefest, element covered. Foley, argues that Demeter tearing her veil off, after 

Persephone is kidnapped111, is part a ritual mourning known as a ‘goos’112, a behaviour also 

seen in the Homeric work of the Iliad.113. Despite the commonality of this argument114, 

Håland, argues that the connection between the tearing of the veil and ‘goos’115 is strictly 

linguistic and would not have been named as such in either Archaic or Classical funerary 

 
107 Dobson. 1992. 43. 
108 The relationship between women and the death of their freedoms and choices will be discussed in chapter 
three alongside the impact of males within the hymn. 
109 Lord. 1994. 185. 
110 Foley.1994. 37; 128. 
111 HHD. 40. 
112 Foley. 1994. 37. 
113 Hom. Il. 22.405. 
114 Morris. 1987. 199; Rehm. 1994. 40-1. 
115 Here Håland. 2014. 218, 234 equates the ‘goos’ to a more “verified” version of the threnos which is a lyrical 
lament seen in Greek tragedy. Examples of these laments are seen in in later Greek tragedy (Else. 1977.77). 



 24 

rites. The terms ‘goos’ and the ‘threnos’ have also been questioned by Gerard Else as modern 

literary identifications, rather than an actual ritual practice116, however, he also fails to offer 

an alternative explanation as to why women’s veils are persistently depicted differently in 

relation to death or marriage117. This change in Demeter’s veil, is often conflated with her 

donning of darker clothes118Whilst the donning of darker clothes may seem an indication of 

mourning to a modern audience119 Foley notes that the darker robes was not exclusively 

linked to mourning, rather having a connection to Chthonic female deities, like the furies and 

Erinyes120. This could be an indication to listeners of the hymn that during her separation 

Persephone, Demeter acts within a Chthonic role, rather than an Ouranic one121. When 

looking into real world practices, darker robes did not seem to be an element of female 

mourning, in fact Solons reforms regarding funerary practices is only concerned with the 

elaborate nature of female dress as funerals, rather than its colour122, indicating this factor 

was unlikely mandatory within the ancient world. 

 

Another part of Demeter’s behaviour that is thought to be linked to funerary practices is her 

nine days of silent searching for Persephone, before Hekate comes to speak to her123. As 

discussed in chapter one these nine days of wandering are linked with many themes within 

the hymn, but when related to death it is often compared to funerary processions in other 

 
116 Else. 1977. 70. 
117 Rehm. 1994. 38, 40. 
118 HHD. 42. 
119 Håland. 2014. 202. 
120 Foley. 1994. 37. 
121 Mikalson (2010. 38) mentions that Demeter is one of the few goddesses that operates in both Ouranic and 
chthonic roles. The change in appearance may be used to indicate which version of Demeter was being 
worshiped. Foley (1994. 37) also mentions that an in arcadian myth a “black Demeter” is associated with the 
Chthonic deities of the underworld. 
122 Pomeroy. 1997. 101. 
123 HHD. 47. 
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Homeric works124. When looking into contemporary ritual practices, however, the 

significance of the nine-day period does not appear a strong connection with specific funerary 

rites. Within Homers Iliad women collect wood for nine days for Hectors funeral125, however 

within Athens the ninth day of mourning was only the day that the family visited the tomb of 

the deceased126. The Eleusinian mysteries, who were thought to have connections to both 

marriage and funerary rites, had nine-day rituals 127, but there is no clear correlation between 

any of these practices. It seems likely that the period of nine days was an important for many 

religious rites, with funerary rituals occasionally featuring this element. 

 

For women the most notable emotional struggle is the themes of loss and death, more 

specifically how mothers reacted to the loss of child128. This is highlighted by Demeter’s 

actions within the hymn mirroring the cycles of grief129 and acceptance130. Persephone’s 

abduction and marriage clearly alludes to the concept of death131, but it is Demeter’s reaction 

that gives modern scholars insight into how mothers dealt with the loss of a child through 

death or marriage132. The hymn depicts mothers’ and daughters’ pain of separation and 

violent removal133, rather than the pain of a communal family134. The abduction, organised 

between Zeus and Hades happens privately from both the goddesses concerned, and the 

 
124 Foley. 1994. 37. 
125 Morris. 1987. 46. 
126 Pomeroy. 1997. 107. 
127 Morford (2014. 341.) The Mysteries did perform rites for nine days linked to ritual mourning; Katz (1994. 
228.) Eleusinian rites may be a nod to ritualistic mourning, or could have part of mourning outside of Eleusis.  
128 Lefkowitz, 1986. 50. 
129 Jenkins. 1983. 139. 
130 Rudhardt. 1994. 203. 
131 Felson-Rubin & Deal 1994. 191. 
132 Parker. 1991. 6.; Dobson. 1992. 44. 
133 Dobson. 1992. 44. 
134 Rudhardt. 1994. 205; Felson-Rubin & Deal. 1994. 191. 
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audience of the hymn135. Demeter’s grief and pain likely reflects ancient women’s reactions 

to marriages, where men organised marital unions, without women’s presence or consent 

towards the decision136, and the close bond between mother and daughter would have been 

disrupted. It is through Demeter’s reaction to the marriage that we see potential allegories for 

the stages of grief and acceptance that women in the ancient world experienced during a 

mourning period. Firstly, Demeter rejects the decision made by her male counterparts she 

gives up her godhood137, perhaps representative of women’s withdrawal from society during 

mourning periods138. During Demeter’s grieving in the land of the mortals, her status is 

lowered, and she acts as a destructive force, both to her environment through the barren 

lands139, but also to those around her140. She is consumed by the loss of her daughter and, 

within the original Homeric work, is isolated from even the mortals she took refuge with141. 

Within this isolation Demeter begins to accept small parts of the patriarchy through her 

interactions with the baby Demophon142, whose failed immortalisation brings her to accept 

the inevitability Hades and the concepts of death that he represents, and we see some of 

godhood her partially return143. Felson-Rubin & Deal argue that once Demeter accepts that 

Persephone is attached to the realm of the dead she is fully allowed to re-join the gods on 

Olympus144. Despite convincing elements of this argument, it fails to address the fact that 

Demeter never fully accepts Persephone’s abduction, and starves the earth and the gods until 

 
135 HHD. 5-10; 30-33, the abduction is only referenced by Homer as an agreement that has happened before the 
hymn began. 
136 Pomeroy. 1997. 170-2. 
137 HHD. 91-4. 
138 Freidman. (1982. 66-7) argues that the process of withdrawal during mourning periods is common in many 
societies and is evident in the ancient world through parts of Homer’s ‘Iliad’. 
139 HHD. 310-14. 
140 Felson-Rubin & Deal 1994. 191; HHD. 250-265. She hurts the baby Demophon and intimidates his mother. 
141 HHD. 300-5. 
142 HHD. 250-320. 
143 Foley. 1994. 96; Felson-Rubin & Deal 1994. 196. 
144Felson- Rubin & Deal 1994. 191;Hom. HH 2. 460-470. 
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her daughter is returned to her145. Demeter’s resistance to accept the loss of her daughter is 

further emphasised by Dobson’s summarisation of the Eleusinian’s rites done in honour of 

the myths content: 

 

“The ultimate goal of the Mysteries is not the acceptance of the natural cycles of death and 

rebirth figured in agriculture, but rather, the overcoming of this cyclic pattern and the 

attainment of a permanent afterlife”146 

 

Persephone’s own link with the transitionary phase of death is well known throughout the 

Greek world as a goddess of the underworld147. These links are well established throughout 

scholarship, so they shall only be covered very briefly. Persephone’s change from a maiden 

goddess to one of the underworld is linked directly the interventions of Hades and Zeus148. 

Evidence exist of Persephone’s association with death in iconography from across all the 

Mediterranean. Figure 4 from Locri shows Persephone assuming her role as an underworld 

goddess alongside her husband Hades, she is presented alongside a multitude of chthonic 

imagery, including cockerels and pomegranates149, which had associations with male virility 

and the dangers of death and the underworld150. All of these, including the pomegranate151 

frequently appear alongside the Chthonic couple in both Attica, Eleusis, and Sparta152. 

 
145 HHD. 310-313. 
146 Dobson.1992. 49; Lefkowitz (1986. 50) also argues that the mourning rituals at Eleusis could have directly 
linked to the tragic pain of losing a child to marriage or to an early death. 
147 Mikalson. 2010. 38; Lyons 1997. 59. 
148 Rudhardt. 1994. 205 . 
149 Sourvinou-Inwood. 1978. 105. 
150 Ibid. 108. 
151 Lord. 1992. 189; See chapter 3 men and death for more info on the pomegranate’s associations. 
152 Sourvinou-Inwood. 1978. 108. 
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Persephone’s presence at Locri shows us that her role as a god of the underworld is 

undeniably linked to her role as a marriage goddess and with sexuality153. 

 

 

  

 
153 Rehm. 1994. 39. 
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Chapter 3 Men’s entrance into women spaces and their role in change 
 

Background 
 

Male oriented transitional phases, and male patron gods of these phases, did exist in the 

ancient world154 but men’s presence in transitional phases is rarely talked about within 

Homeric literature, with favour often falling upon female deities and heroines155. Transitional 

phases of birth, marriage and death did apply to the men of the ancient world, however, their 

relationship to them is markedly different to that of women. Golden states that trends in 

modern scholarship emphasise that ancient men and women were deliberately separated into 

distinct social spheres, applying to religious, public and private roles156. Non-feminist 

scholarship often dictated ancient men as more violent and logically minded than their female 

counterparts157, being seen as preeminent in politics, war and manual labour158. Feminist 

scholarship challenges these established notions by giving voices to women, who had 

previously been pushed aside159. The Homeric hymn to Demeter does not always benefit 

from this feminist questioning of masculinity, as its function as a religious piece gives it 

multifaceted gendered connotations that are to prominent to be ignored by scholarship, but 

too complex to divide into strict male and female spheres160. Feminist solutions to this issue, 

see males of the hymn often being resigned older gender roles, as threats to women’s safety 

or as allegorical depictions of an oppressive patriarchy161, whilst occasionally being credited 

 
154 Mikalson. (2010.125), Zeus Herkeios is a protector of the house frequently associated with the father and 
was worshiped alongside Hestia at the entrance of a new bride; H. Hom. 24. 5. Hestia and Zeus are evoked 
together implying their religious connection extends outside the home. 
155 Lefkowitz. 1986. 49. 
156 Golden. 2010. 27. 
157 Nortwick. 2008. 1;  Penrose. (2020. 31) argues intelligence is also seen as masculine. 
158 Golden. 2010. 27. 
159 Foxhall. 2013. 1. 
160 Golden. 2010. 27. 
161 Dobson. 1992. 45. 
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with positive functions, a classification mainly given to children162. In order to overcome 

these obstacles seen in scholarship, this study will evaluate men’s roles alongside women in 

addition to wider society. This chapter will address the phase of birth through absent fathers, 

men’s role in rebirth and chthonic fertility. It will examine concepts of patriarchal influences 

over women, male agency and male seduction in marriage. Finally, it will look at the 

emergence of male chthonic deities, how the appearance of males in female spheres acts as 

the metaphorical death of women’s rights and the relationship between men and death in 

Archaic and Classical eras. 

 
 
 
  

 
162 Felson-Rubin & Deal. 1994. 192; Lyons. 1997. 59. 
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Men and Birth 
 

For men in the hymn immortality does not affect relationships with children163. Zeus, who 

acts as both the direct father of Persephone164 and the metaphorical father of the Olympic 

gods165, is depicted fairly similarly to real fathers of the ancient world. King Celeus also 

mirrors this depiction, but his relative absence from the narrative as a whole makes his 

actions harder to scrutinise166. Both Zeus and Celeus are seen as heads of their own oikos, 

having authority over the household, particularly its female members167. Zeus’ oikos is 

difficult to determine, as the specific limitations of his powers and domain are never 

cemented in any myth168. Although Persephone, as his biological daughter, would come 

under the control of his oikos169, she is taken from the earth, a realm not directly governed by 

Zeus170; that is firmly associated with the powers of her mother171. Celeus, on the other hand, 

has a clear distinguished oikos, and implement his control over it effectively and without 

question172. The hymn itself depicts women, specifically Demeter, Persephone and Hekate, 

resisting the established rule of the oikos in order to find a better role for themselves173. The 

women of the mortal realm have accepted the rules of men’s, where the goddesses do not174. 

This struggle to accept the lot of the gods is demonstrated in the struggles that happen 

 
163 Lincoln. 1979. 227. 
164 Beck. 2001. 53. 
165 Evans. 2010. 103. 
166 Celeus only appears directly at (HHD. 295), and possibly at (475). 
167 Pomeroy. 1998. 20-1. 
168 Rudhardt. (1994. 198-9). Mentions Zeus is known as the leader of the heavens throughout myth, and the 
distributor of the gods ‘timai’, granting the oceans and underworld to his brothers. The earth appears to be a 
common land shared by all the gods without Zeus’ direct control.  
169 Lincoln. 1979. 226. 
170 Rudhardt. 1994. 199. 
171 Foley. 1994. 84. 
172 HHD. 295-300; Beck. 2001. 56. 
173 Katz. 1994. 216. 
174 Foley. 1994. 88. 
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between different realms, the consequence of which is permanent change in reality and 

cosmology175. Katz argues that this change is caused by matriarchal resistance to patriarchal 

powers176, however Foley argues that the hymns overall narrative shows Demeter and 

Persephone must accept some degree of male dominion177, either that of Zeus or Hades. Spitz 

expands on both of these ideas, arguing it is the results of both genders accepting one another 

that causes positive change178.  

 

All males within the Homeric hymn are notably distant from the females that surround 

them179, with Zeus being no exception to this rule180. He is distant in his physical treatment of 

Persephone, not consulting her on her marriage181, not replying to her cries for help upon her 

abduction182, only speaking through messengers183, and failing in joining her in her return 

from Hades184. This appears to reflect father’s treatment of daughters within the ancient 

world as a whole, who are rarely documented as having much interaction with their daughters 

besides their birth and their dowries185. Despite recent progression of feminist scholarship to 

show ancient women’s lives as more complex than originally considered plausible, there is 

still a lack of substantial evidence concerning fathers-daughter relationships186. There is a 

focus of the father’s social role to find his daughter a suitable husband that would benefit the 

 
175 Ibid. 35. 
176 Katz. 113. 216. 
177 Foley. 1994. 80. 
178 Spitz. 1990. 418. 
179 Felson-Rubin & Deal. 1994. 196.  
180 Spitz. 1990. 412. 
181 Felson-Rubin & Deal. 1994. 192. 
182 Beck. 2001. 58. 
183 HHD. 40, 314, 335, 441. 
184 HHD. 384-6. 
185 Mikalson. 2010.125-9. 
186 Pomeroy. (1998. 35.) here discussed very little of the father daughter relationships outside of the concepts 
that they were not incestual and that that the father was considered the one to organise a marriage. 
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oikos, a fact that is highlighted in Persephone’s marriage to Hades187. There is little 

accounting for emotional connection between fathers and daughters in myths188, with the few 

we have often being negative or outright aggressive189. 

 

Despite the Homeric hymns close examination of young girls in scholarship, comparatively 

little is done in regard to young males. Lyons explains this was due to the Homeric hymn 

primary consumption by female audiences190, and possibly its use to expressly educate young 

girls on the transitional phases of life191. It is clear that the males within the hymn, both 

young and mature, act a symbolic stand in for males of the Archaic and Classical societies192. 

This is truer of the men of Eleusis, who not only established the cult of Demeter193, but were 

also the first initiates of the mysteries194. However, Pomeroy notes that the hymn is believed 

to be a Pan-Hellenic version of the local Eleusinian myth195, so arguing that the hymn 

excludes males based on its audience is baseless and does not corroborate with the religious 

practices it is tied to. This may be the side effect of feminist scholarship focusing on 

previously dismissed religious festivals that pertained to women196, but at the expense of 

male inclusive festivals. 

 

 
187 Morford & Lenardon. 2014. 346. The marriage benefits the cosmological balance of Zeus’ powers and as 
Helios notes Hom. HH 2. 80-6 Hades was seen as an eligible and wealthy match for the young goddess. 
188 Morford. 2014. 346. 
189 Lyons. 1997. 58-61. 
190 Ibid. 116. 
191 Foley. 1994. 137. 
192 Ibid (112.) argues male god represent male insertion into female spaces in political and social worlds. 
193 HHD. 294-300. 
194 HHD. 470-80. 
195 Pomeroy. 1998. 34. 
196 Mikalson (2010. 81) notes the all-female Thesmophoria as a popular focus of Eleusis, mentioned also by; 
Morford & Lenardon. 2014.345; Lyons. 1997. 116. 
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The Demophon episode is the main aspect of the hymn where we see males interacting 

directly with women. Lincoln predominantly focuses on how Demophon treatment by 

Demeter changes over time, with later depictions of Demeter’s rejection of Demophon 

becoming violent, with one version existing where Demeter kills him197. Lincoln mentions 

little on how these changes depict gender relations within the hymn, but there is however an 

interesting discussion on the aetiological implication of Demophon representing failed 

initiation, to contrast Persephone’s successful one198. Whilst this theory has credit, it does not 

indicate to us what male initiates could have learnt from this part of the hymn. The failed 

initiation is not a story of male exclusion from the hymn, as males were allowed entrance 

from the mysteries very foundations199. Lincoln’s argument is also somewhat limited as there 

is wide acceptance that the secret rites, including initiations, would not have been so plainly 

told within the hymn200. There is also no guarantee that the Mysteries would have considered 

Persephone’s journey ‘successful’, as it caused grief to their patron goddesses201.  

 

Later studies from the nineties agree that the Demophon episode parallels the Persephone 

myth202, but stress the importance of gender dynamics surrounding the hymns representations 

of rebirth and eternal life203. Demophon himself is directly linked with Demeter’s gifts of a 

blessed life that were granted to the Eleusinian’s204, arguing that the nourishment Demophon 

received as a baby is a metaphorical depiction of the blessings received by the goddess205. 

 
197 Lincoln. 1979. 231-2.  
198 Ibid. 232. 
199 HHD. 470-80. 
200 Morford & Lenardon . 2010. 343. 
201 HHD. 30, 40. 
202 Rudhardt. 1994. 205. 
203 Dobson. 1992. 43. 
204 Lloyd-Jones. 2001. 459. 
205 Parker. 1991. 8. 
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Evans further argues that the child initiates acted as replications of Demophon’s original 

initiation, combining a goddess with a young mortal boy206 

 

  

 
206 Evans. 2010. 124. 



 36 

Men and Marriage 
 
The Homeric Hymn to Demeter shows males roles in marriage are linked to the coming of 

age for women in the ancient world207. Archaic and Classical Athens, had women’s main 

marker of adulthood being marriage208. Males during this period reached this maturity 

through their political, social and war faring achievements209. It is not until the Classical 

period that we see males start to become defined by their marital status, with their graves 

being marked by a ‘loutrophoros’, a vase used to carry the water for nuptial baths, previously 

associated with the graves of unmarried women210. Although we know that the Eleusinian 

Mysteries were performed from before the Archaic era all the way through the Hellenistic 

period211, the hymn itself was solidly routed in the Archaic traditions212, with males’ roles 

surrounding marriage reflecting the social norms of the time.  

 

Rehm shows it was the goal of many women to be married, with the groom in the situation 

offering the ability obtain maturity and elevated status for the bride213. The Homeric hymn 

reflects this by depicting Persephone as a young nubile woman214 introduced to maturity by 

the fully matured Hades. Feminist scholars such as Foley, and particularly Katz argue that the 

hymn’s main focus is Demeter and Persephone’s acquisition of honours (timai) as a 

consequence of Hades actions215. This fails to account for the content of the other Homeric 

 
207 Lyons. 1997. 59. 
208 Rehm. 1994. 31. 
209 Ibid. 32. 
210 Ibid. 
211 Foley. 1994. 88. 
212 Ibid. 79-80. 
213 Rehm. 1994. 31-2; Foley. 1994. 96. 
214 Lincoln. 1997. 224. 
215 HHD. 480-90; Felson-Rubin & Deal. 1994. 194. 
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hymns, which explain how different gods received their roles or ‘timai’216. The Hymns to 

Aphrodite and Apollo show that the honours received do not just apply to the named god of 

the hymn, but also other gods present in the hymn217. The hymn to Demeter shows both 

Demeter and Persephone’s gaining of honours, as well as Hades, Demophon and possibly 

others. Despite abundant research into the honours Demeter and Persephone receive, Hades 

new honours are rarely discussed in detail. Before the hymn we understand that Hades is in 

need of a wife218 to complete the oikos of his own realm. Once he is unified with Persephone, 

Hades connotations with fertility are amplified and he begins to have a minor presence in the 

cult activity at Eleusis219. This counters the beliefs that Hades had no cultic activity dedicated 

to him220, rather it shows that the possible honours he received through is marriage in the 

hymn is the possibility to receive worship as a fertility and marriage deity, as seen in Locri221 

 
216 Parker. 1991. 2. 
217 Ibid. 3-4. 
218 Foley. 1994. 107.  
219 Fig 10. 
220 Lyons. 1997. 116. 
221 Sourvinou-Inwood. 1978. 106. 

Figure 10 Stone relief of Hades and Persephone from Eleusis, ca. 2nd BC. Found 
at commons.wikimedia.org 
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This is most clear in the involuntary sexual awakening of the young Persephone in the Nysian 

plain222. She is surrounded by known floral aphrodisiacs223, elements fully organised by 

Zeus224 in an attempt to awaken his daughter’s sexuality, and prepare her for a marriage with 

his brother225. Foley argues that Persephone’s plucking of the narcissus represents her active 

agency in leaving behind her childhood and accepting adult sexuality226. This is supported by 

Katz who argues the picking of the narcissus is a metaphor for the acceptance of sexual 

maturity227. Dobson also supports this line of reasoning, arguing the representation of the 

narcissus as a ‘toy’ or ‘plaything’ emphasises Persephone’s enthusiasm acceptance of its 

magical associations with transformation228. Persephone lack of fear towards her husband229 

aides this interpretation, especially considering the distress of being separated from her 

mother is quickly forgotten in the acceptance of the honours230 Hades offers through the 

consumption of pomegranate seeds231. Albinus argues the Mysteries mirror this sexual 

awakening through the consensual union between the hierophant and priestess of Demeter 

during secretive rites232. 

 

These arguments, despite their convincing stances, are flawed, as they ignore evidence found 

both within the hymn, as well as in secondary sources. Spitz acknowledges the symbolism of 

 
222 HHD. 17. 
223 Foley. 1994. 34, Specifically it is the narcissus, crocus and violet that are mentioned as possessing 
aphrodisiac qualities. 
224 Lincoln. 1979, 225. 
225 Spitz. 1990. 412. 
226 Foley. 1994. 127. 
227 Katz. 1994. 220. 
228 Dobson. 45-6. The narcissus flower directly relates to the “vulnerable, beloved youths, whose deaths are 
correlated with a mirroring, identifying love.” 
229 Lefkowitz. 1986. 46. HHD. 20-5. 
230 HHD. 370-5. 
231 HHD. 270-5. 
232 Albinus. 2000. 186. 
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the narcissus is linked to the sexual curiosity in Persephone233, but argues instead that the 

flower was planted to take advantage of her childlike fascination, in order to take her against 

her will234. Spitz’s arguments take into account the associations of the narcissus, but 

emphasise the unknowing nature of Persephone’s interest, as well as the perverse intentions 

of the males who are responsible for its appearance235. Her ‘seduction’ is not described as 

willing, or consensual, with Lincoln noting the verb “harpazein”236 is normally associated 

with violent actions comparable to “pillage and thievery” not consensual elopements237. 

Persephone’s cries for help for mother and father238 emphasise her unwillingness to concede 

to the actions of males around her239. Her eventual consumption on the pomegranate seeds is 

not explicitly consensual with the secrecy of being applicable to both Persephone as the 

consumer, but also to Hermes the witness240. Secrecy from Persephone makes little sense as 

an argument, as she seems aware of it by the time of her arrival with her mother241, it is more 

likely that this action was hidden to Hermes, who here is an agent of Zeus and Demeter, and 

done with some level of aggression towards Persephone242, as this would allow Hades to keep 

Persephone through cosmological laws that neither of Persephone’s parents could override. 

  

 
233 Spitz. 1990. 225. 
234 Ibid, shows a clear link between the childlike actions of young girls being linked to the sexual desirability, as 
viewed by men. The romanisation of virginity is discussed more by (Katz. 1994. 220; 222), and the appeal of 
virgins in relation to confirmed parency of children is discussed by (Lefkowitz. 1986. 48.) (Pomeroy. 1998. 37). 
235 Spitz. 1990. 225; HHD. 9. 
236 HHD. 19. 
237 Lincoln. 1979. 225. 
238 Spitz (1990. 225.) There is tragic irony as Persephone is calling out to her father to save her, even though he 
has planned this, indicating his actions are truly unwelcome to Persephone. 
239 Resisting Hades romantic advancements (HHD. 440-5), the condemning of his treatment when seeing her 
mother, (HHD. 405) and her active choice to spend time with her mother rather than her new husband, defying 
both his and Zeus’ original intentions (HHD. 460-70). 
240 HHD. 372. 
241 HHD. 411-2. 
242 HHD. 413 “and compelled me against my will and by force to taste it”. 
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Men and Death 
 
The Homeric hymn to Demeter shows us that males’ roles surrounding death, mourning and 

funerary rituals are limited, with Demophon and Hades being the preeminent males 

interacting with these concepts243. Men are depicted as agents of death and loss, particularly 

with women for whom they represent metaphorical ‘death’ of a previous phase of life 

‘rebirth’ into another244. Often males’ relation to death is represented throughout symbolic 

gestures or thematic tropes that permeate Archaic and Classical literature and culture. One 

factor that has received a lot of analysis is the conflation of marriage and funerary rituals, a 

poetic contrast that is elegantly explored by the Homeric hymn to Demeter245.  

 

Sourvinou-Inwood suggests that the presentations of abduction scenes at Locri were directly 

tied to young women on the brink of marriage, as well as young women who die early246. 

Within Attica we see the abduction scene become synonymous with the gesture of a male 

grasping a veiled woman’s wrist and leading her to a new realm, frequently seen as assertion 

of dominance over the female247. The gesture itself becomes synonymous with both 

marriage248 and underworld depictions249 particularly in depictions of Hermes250. The gesture 

itself has connections to both marriage and death, most likely due to the Greek belief that the 

events held similar cosmological and ritual meanings251. In spite of the gesture’s underworld 

 
243 Foley. 1994. 86 (Demophon) Foley. 1994. 82 (Hades). 
244 Rudhardt. 1994. 202. 
245 Foley. 1994. 81. 
246 Sourvinou-Inwood. 1978. 104. 
247 Edwards 313; Jenkins. 1994. 36. 
248 Dillon. 1999. 72. 
249 Rehm. 1994. 36; Jenkins. 183. 140. 
250 Jenkins. 1994. 142; Rehm (1994. 35-7). Both mention Hermes taking souls by the wrist in both 
iconographical and literary depictions. 
251 Jenkins. 1994. 142. 
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connections in other myths and literature252, the gesture is seemingly absent from depictions 

of Hades and Persephone. Those from Locri depict the divine couple enthroned together253, 

but they do not perform this gesture. Depictions of the gods from within Attica are also 

devoid of this gesture. It is possible that this gesture became synonymous with those able to 

travel between realms, such as Hermes254, rather than those whom he transported between 

them. It is also possible that depictions of Hades and Persephone performing this gesture do 

not survive to us either at all in or in complete forms, such as the stone relief255 from Eleusis, 

where damage to the relief may affect our reception of its meaning.  

 

Hades and Persephone’s iconography consistently holds duality in its nature, frequently 

depicting both elements of death and fertility, life and death256. The pomegranate becomes 

synonymous with the divine pairing appearing alongside depictions of them Locri257 and 

beyond258. The pomegranate is associated with the fertility of the land, but also of a woman’s 

womb259. Interpretations of its meanings often link it to fertility first, and to death second260. 

The pomegranate itself is the cementation of the sexual union between Hades and 

Persephone, but also of the death of Persephone’s bond with her mother Demeter261. It is odd 

then, that we see the fruit being eaten within rites of Eleusis262. The narcissus flower was 

 
252 Rehm. 1994. 35. 
253 Fig 6. 
254 Rudhardt. 1994. 203. 
255 Fig 10. 
256 Fertility: (Lincoln. 1979. 234) Death: (Foley. 1994. 131). 
257 Sourvinou-Inwood. 1978. 107. 
258 Burton. 2011. 2. 
259 Lincoln. 1979. 234. 
260 Foley. 1994. 109. 
261 Spitz. 1990. 412, 414. 
262 Håland. 515. Håland mentions the mysteries rites of the Thesmophoria and how they ate pomegranate seeds, 
but if one was dropped, it “belonged to the dead”. 
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banned at the Thesmophoria, due to its links to Persephone’s abduction and the offense it 

caused Demeter263. What causes the pomegranate to be exempt from this rule, for it surely 

held more taboo as the fruit that stole her daughter away from her264. Scholarship offers no 

explanation on this, and this study lacks the ability to consider this further, but the 

pomegranate’s symbolism at Eleusis should be considered more than it is currently. 

 

Demophon’s connection to death in the hymn is far different to that of Hades. Where Hades 

represents the death and rebirth within marriage, Demophon offers insight into male 

perception of death and rebirth ae Eleusis265. Katz uses the psychodynamic approach to 

explain Demophon’s role in the hymn as the stimulus for Demeter’s acceptance of masculine 

influences and that it would teach women listening and enacting the hymn about the 

consequences of defying masculine influences266. This argument is a highly reductive 

understanding of the episode, as it fails to account for male understanding of the hymn, as we 

know there were male initiates within the Eleusinian mysteries267. Demophon’s young age 

and vulnerability allows initiates of Eleusis, from all genders, to associate with the 

transitional phase of death and rebirth268, but as the only male who directly interacts with 

Demeter269, Demophon is uniquely placed to help scholars understand how male initiates 

would have understood their relation to their patron goddess. Whilst female initiates could 

relate to the transitional phases Persephone goes through, specifically the movement from 

 
263 Foley. 1994. 34. 
264 HHD. 410-5. 
265 Lincoln 1979. 226. 
266 Katz. 1994. 230-1. 
267 Mikalson. 2010. 83. 
268 Morford & Lenardon. 2014. 338. 
269 Hades remains in the underworld after the initial abduction(HHD 360-70), and Zeus only sends messengers 
(HHD. 40, 314, 335, 441). 
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childhood to adulthood270, Demophon seemingly goes through no such transitional phase, 

remaining a child and gaining no secret knowledge through his nursing by Demeter271. 

However, Demophon is the first to receive Demeter’s honours related to the underworld272, 

and his major transitional phase is the withdrawal of his divine caregiver and the loss of 

immortality273. Demophon and Persephone both being attached to the word ‘thalos’ 

emphasizes their similar meanings to a multi gendered audience274. Male initiates may have 

assimilated the grief of Demophon’s loss, as women within the Mysteries assimilated 

Demeter’s mourning for her daughter Persephone275. Males may have also participated in 

some ritual related to Demophon’s divine honours of the afterlife, but due to the secrecy of 

the Mysteries there is no way to confirm this. However it is likely that Demophon was 

closely tied to the dispensing of Demeter’s secret knowledge as we see in later versions of the 

myth Demophon becomes brother of Triptolomus, traditionally considered to be the man who 

received Demeter’s wisdom of Agriculture, and taught it to those within Eleusis and the 

wider world276 

 
  

 
270 Katz. 1994. 220. 
271 HHD. 250-5 
272 HHD. 260-65. 
273 HHD. 290-5; Chaddie (2012) discusses how the ambrosia Demeter feeds to Celeus literally translates to 
‘immortal’, indicating that this consumption may be tied into initiates rites. 
274 HHD. 187, 263. 
275 Morford & Lenardon. 2010. 341; Lefkowitz. 1986. 49. 
276 Morford & Lenardon. 2010. 340. 
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Conclusion 
 
This dissertation has shown that the gender dynamics within the Homeric hymn to Demeter 

are complex and face multiple issues. By separating out the myths core themes into birth 

marriage and death, this study has been able to analyse each component of the hymn in detail, 

without experiencing the downfalls of structuralism. Structuralism is beneficial for the 

analysis of myths as it allows it to be broken down into its composite parts, so as to analyse 

the wider place of the work within its own society277. This is done to attempt to understand 

the myth from its original context, often thorough anthropological comparison to other 

similar cultures and societies278. By keeping the themes to concepts experienced by most 

cultures, particularly by choosing those with biological connotations such as birth and death, 

this study has overcome issues surrounding subjective understanding of religious works. 

 

That is not to say this dissertation did not have issues when applying theories, the Homeric 

hymn to Demeter, nor that structuralism is the best way to analyse concepts of gender 

dynamics. These issues are clear in both the chapters dedicated to women and men. The 

chapter on women experiences fewer issues, with women being the primary focus of much of 

scholarship, due to the rise of feminist scholarship279, however is still problematised with 

issues of separating male and female experiences. By separating the transitional phases by 

gender, it makes discussion including both genders hard to place within a cohesive argument. 

Aspects of Hekate’s and Helios’ roles as a reflection of a combined community280 are 

difficult to discuss when the separate gendered understanding are interwoven within the 

 
277 Walter.1996. 299. 
278 Willis. 1996. 315. 
279 Foley et al. 1994; Suter. 2002; Lefkowitz 1986; Patterson 1998; Pomeroy. 1998. 
280 Foley. 1994. 38. HHD. 74-87. 
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argument. This issue also presents in arguments surrounding marriage, where aspects of 

consent and pre- and post- nuptial rituals are highly important to both genders, but as a 

combined element281. Death as a transitional phase appears to be less encumbered by these 

issues, but this is mainly due to the lack of emotional evidence we have on this subject, 

instead looking primary at iconographical evidence, such as grave markers, for evidence of 

gender differences and dynamics282. 

 

Whilst Katz’s quote pertaining to the division of genders in the ancient world283 does have 

validity there is much of the hymn that remains unexplored by scholarship due to its inability 

to be easily split between the genders. Feminist scholarship prides itself on its ability to 

smash traditional disciplinary boundaries and concepts in order to establish new viewpoints 

of understanding for all kinds of ancient evidence284. However, it is still very narrow minded 

in its analysis of its of ancient evidence, especially literary works such as the hymn. It is clear 

that classics as a discipline is biased towards males285, so feminist and gender theory appear 

more rooted in the feminist movement, rather than the understanding of ancient evidence. 

This is not to say that the theories can’t be useful, pertinent or even able to uncover new 

concepts of the ancient world, it is just that its implementation should come with the critical 

analysis of its intent and purpose286 

 

 
281 Dillon (1999. 73.) discusses how brides and grooms would sacrifice to the same deities and perform similar 
rituals despite gender differences. 
282 Weller. 1970. 222; Rehm. 1994. 32. 
283 Katz. 1994. 214. 
284 Gold. 1997. 330. 
285 Bryce. 2001. 327. 
286 Gold. 1997. 331. 
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The hymn itself is diffidently attached to concepts of birth marriage and death. Its links to 

Eleusinian mysteries proves that these transitionary phases were understood both physically 

and emotionally as the transitional phases were worked into cultic activity based on the 

hymn287. All three phases were celebrated at the Thesmophoria celebrations, marriage was 

tied in through the collection of flowers by girls on the cusp of puberty288. Themes of sexual 

maturity were tied into this by sexual education performed in secret by women289. These 

secret rites were also tied to death through women’s emulation of Demeter’s mourning, done 

in order to bring about the rebirth of the land in their reunion290 . Foley argues that this ritual, 

amongst others, adds a cyclical nature to the Homeric hymn to Demeter291.  

 

In conclusion, this study the gender dynamics of the Homeric hymn to Demeter are mainly 

concerned with the harmonies reached between male and female in order that achieve the 

permeant cycles of birth marriage and death. The coalition of genders must happen on both a 

mundane and cosmological level in order to achieve a harmonious cycle. The hymn teaches 

all audiences, regardless of gender or inclusion in the mysteries about why social and gender 

dynamics exist and how to navigate them to achieve prosperity 

  

 
287 Morford & Lenardon. 2010. 341. 
288 Foley. 1994. 34. 
289 Foley. 1994. 137; Lincoln. 1979. 231. 
290 Katz. 1994. 228. 
291 Foley. 1994. 132-3. 
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