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 be discussing How the Hymn to Demeter has effecting the founding of cults, such as the mysteries and their practices. I will also be discussing how the Hymn to Demeter affected festivals at different points in the year and how the hymn was used as guideline for how ceremonies and rituals should be performed. Finally, I will discuss how the Hymn to Demeter affected of the Grecians views and understanding of the events that dictated their lives, such as agriculture, seasons and the concept of death and the afterlife.

Francis Walton describes the Hymn as “the earliest and, for us, the single most important literary record of the Eleusinian Mysteries”.[footnoteRef:1] This being notable in both Demeter’s founding of the cult[footnoteRef:2], and in the similarities within the hymn and the known practices of the mysteries. The founding act of the Mysteries, where Demeter demands a “great temple”[footnoteRef:3] be built in her honour is the generally regarded the cults origins, and is the reason for the existence of the mysteries. The actual practices are generally unknown, but the hymn itself can be used to explain the inherent secrecy of the cult. The Hymn describes how Metaneira witnessed Demeter trying to grant immortality to Demophhon.[footnoteRef:4] By her innocent act of witnessing such a sacred ritual, the boy remained mortal and the ceremony failed. The secrecy afforded to the cult may be in relation to this failed ritual, as the belief that Demeter’s power must be kept secret in order to for it to work.  [1:  Francis Walton, 1952, 105]  [2:  Hymn to Demeter, 207-275]  [3:  Hymn to Demeter 271]  [4:  Hymn to Demeter 230-250] 


Much like the founding and secrecy, the cults rituals were also heavily influenced by the Hymn to Demeter. The procession, which can be seen in Fig.1, may have been the Mysteries way of emulating the different trials that Demeter experienced within the Hymn. The torches, shown in Fig.1, are carried by individuals wearing wreaths and holding sheaths of barley. The torches carried in the procession to emulate the torches carried by Demeter in the nine days that she spent roaming the earth.[footnoteRef:5] They may also represent the torch Hecate carried when she confronted the Goddess about her daughter’s disappearance.[footnoteRef:6] Mara Lynn Keller mentions that a one of the most informative sources on the mysteries, from Classical Athens, specifies that the festival takes exactly nine days.[footnoteRef:7] This showing that the Hymn was most likely used by the mysteries as a guideline for their ritual practices. Walton describes that the Hymn was well known and popular. This may have been necessary due to the fact that initiates would have made oaths of felicity which were “performed separately for each individual, and it may therefore have included some instruction.”[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Hymn to Demeter, 50-54]  [6:  Hymn to Demeter, 54-55]  [7:  Keller 1998.50]  [8:  Walton, 1952,105] 


Other aspects of the precession also emulate Demeter’s struggles through the Hymn. One example of this is the offensive slurs that would have been yelled at the initiates in the procession. This may have been done so that the members could live through parts of the myth, specifically where Demeter is made to laugh for the first time by the young maidens who mocked men’s sexual abilities.[footnoteRef:9] However, in certain translation the Maidens are only depicted as making “many a quip and jest to smile and laugh and cheer her heart.”.[footnoteRef:10] This difference in translation may be due to an earlier translator finding the scene more offensive than modern translators. [9:  Hymn to Demeter, 200]  [10:  Hymn to Demeter, 204] 


There are also some rituals outside of the Mysteries that the hymn of Demeter clearly had an effect on. Sarah Iles Johnston describes that the reason for this may be is that “Demeter’s festivals were polyvalent” and that the Hymn from which many were based holds elements that were important across many cultures and points in an individual’s life. Johnston describes that the similarities between the rituals, festivals and cults are down Demeter “as having the potential to fulfil four (and, pretty much, only four) desiderata”[footnoteRef:11] The four needs being agricultural success, fertility, a good afterlife and the need for female only religious events, all of which are descried in the Hymn This means that Festivals such as the Thesmophoria, the Proerosia  and the Chthonia may share similar practices, because the rituals would have been based on Demeter’s experiences, within the hymn.  An example being that in the Thesmophoria the women are described as imitating the loss of Demeter in order to gain favour with the goddess. Johnston describes that “highlight of the festival is said by our ancient sources to be directed toward agricultural fertility”[footnoteRef:12] This would have been achieved by throwing piglets into a pit, possibly to emulate the idea of Persephone being dragged down into Hades. Once rotted, the piglets would have been brought back to the surface “mixed together on an altar with some of the seed corn for the year, an act that was understood to guarantee the harvest.”[footnoteRef:13] The belief of this being routed in the idea that once Persephone was returned to her mother, the world would have been fertile and the crops would have been able to grow [11:  Johnston 2013,376]  [12:  Johnston 2013,377]  [13:  Johnston 2013,377] 

The Hymn also explores the Hellenic concept and understanding of marriage, from both a male and female perspective. Demeter takes an unusual amount of control in her daughter’s marriage agreement, using her power over the mortals as a way to show her anger at losing her daughter. It is, however, Zeus, described as the “Father”[footnoteRef:14], who initially grace Persephone to Hades and who, ultimately makes the decisions to allow Persephone to return to Olympus with her mother. This may explain the and feelings surrounding women and marriages in the Grecian world. It is clear that women are generally viewed as a man’s property, and the hymn demonstrates this on a divine platform.  It would have been common for Greeks to take their myths seriously and the idea that even the Goddesses are property of their male counterparts would have reflected upon their own lives.  [14:  Hymn to Demeter,364] 

The specific details of Persephone’s abduction, and the results that stem from it, did seem to affect the way in which marriage ceremonies were viewed in ancient Greece. On many wedding vases the precession includes a chariot that would be used to transport a bride from the house of the father to the house of her husband. This is likely symbolic of the chariot that Hades stole Persephone away on, however most precession would be done either on foot, so the inclusion on such gift is more of a spiritual belief in the hymn, over a physical practice. There is also the affect the hymn has on the idea of a female’s name and identity once she is married. Persephone is known as Kore before her marriage. A word simply meaning ‘the maiden’. This could again symbolise that Persephone doesn’t even become real to the society around her till she is married. The mysteries emulated this into their own ceremonies by shedding their past selves to be accepted into the mysteries. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mara Lynn Keller describes how some scholars believe that the abduction rape and marriage of Persephone by Hades was in fact a symbol of death. Keller also describes how some scholars believe the mysteries had a ‘secret’ core ritual where there would be the rape and/or murder of a young maiden. However, there is no archaeological evidence for such a ritual at any religious sights for these goddesses.[footnoteRef:15] It is more likely that the Grecians, including the mysteries, used the hymn of Demeter as a way of understanding death, and how to obtain a good after life. Keller continues to discuss that the Persephone’s Journey to the underworld “may also have symbolised the individuals healing journey into the shadow of the psyche”[footnoteRef:16] However m historians such as Johnston believe that the descent of Persephone to the underworld was a literary tool to help the Grecians comprehend the reasons behind food shortages and seasons writing that “Demeter, struck humanity with famine” after the Zeus denied that he daughter could return to her.[footnoteRef:17] Keller, however, notes that Persephone’s abduction by Hades is more focused on explaining “the Cycle of seasons and crops”[footnoteRef:18] with a tangent on explaining patriarchal marriages over the concept of famine. [15:  Keller.1998.28]  [16:  Keller 1998.50]  [17:  Johnston 2013,381]  [18:  Keller 1998.44] 

In conclusion, the Hymn to Demeter gave an understanding and order major societal events, especially agriculture and the process of death.  this allowed the ancient Greeks to Create festivals and ceremonial events derived from the hymn as a way of attempting to affect the natural occurrences around them. These influences could be seen from larger influence of the Mysteries that focused on honouring and emulating Demeter so that famine could be avoided and agricultural, physical and spiritual fertility could prevail. The influence of the hymn can also be seen in the way that the ancient Greeks practiced marriage and patriarchal households, to the idea of how their lives on earth would affect their after-life
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Fig.1
Image from - https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NAMA_Myst%C3%A8res_d%27Eleusis.jpg
Ninnion Tablet
370 BC,
Rediscovered in Eleusis, Attica in 1895
National Archaeological Museum of Athens.
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