Choose one of the following gobbets and comment on its context and content in an essay of 1000 words.
Homeric Hymn to Demeter 90-117

Emily Hughes


The passage of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter 90-117, we see Demeter grieving the kidnapping of her daughter Persephone. In her anger we see her shun her godly duties and turn her back on Olympus and the other gods. In Demeter’s grief she travels the cities of humans, dressed in a disguise. There are symbolic messages in the texts such as the ‘Well’ we see Demeter stop at, "She sat down... at the well called Parthenion"[footnoteRef:1] (lines98-99). In the Eleusinian Mysteries, they recognise this as the Kallichoron[footnoteRef:2], or the Well Around Which to Dance. In the passage 90-117 of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, we see Demeter stop to rest and weep for her daughter. The Well is in Eleusis and during the Eleusinian Mysteries festival the initiates would dance around this well in honour of the goddesses. We are told of her travels into Eleusis ‘she came to the House of bright minded Keleos, who was at that time ruler of Eleusis.’ Which is a very significant location regarding the religious aspect of Demeter and her cult. The deme of Eleusis becomes the home of the Eleusinian Mysteries, a mystery cult that celebrates Demeter and Persephone, and whose cult practice represented the abduction myth of Persephone. A mystery cult is self-explanatory, its rites are kept a secret and is only known to members and initiates. Throughout the Hymn to Demeter, we see cult practices that the cult would’ve observed in the myth as passing things that Demeter did. In the earlier part of the Hymn, we see Demeter carrying a torch, given to her by Hecate, so she can continue her search for Persephone. In the religious parade they would parade from Eleusis, to Eleusinion, which is a temple at the base of the Acropolis in Athens. In the parade there are many different participants, and some of them have vital roles such as the dadouchos (torchbearers), which represents Demeter searching for Persephone in the Abduction Myth. The myth is a fundamental part in understanding cult practices and helps understand any other practices they might have done.  [1:  Homeric Hymn to Demeter translation: G. Nagy. Lines 98-99]  [2:   "Kallichoron: Well of Demeter (Eleusis, Greece)." https://classicalgreece.omeka.net/items/show/35] 


Furthermore, we then see Demeter take shade under an Olive Tree[footnoteRef:3], the olive tree symbolic of Athena, and represents peace and friendships which completely juxtaposes everything that Demeter is feeling as we see her feeling angry and betrayed by Zeus and Hades who planned her daughter’s kidnapping. Despite being completely shaded and covered by this sign of peace, we never see Demeter truly at peace until her daughter is returned to her. Or it could represent what is in store for Demeter, soon peace is reached, and an agreement is made for her daughter’s safety and return, yet with the agreement that Persephone must return to the Underworld for a few months in the year. The tree completely shading her could represent this security of her daughter’s future and Demeter’s own peace. The agreement between Demeter and Hades, is the aetiological reason for seasons to the Ancient Greek world, the months that Persephone leaves her mother, causes agriculture to not grow, however when her daughter is returned, agriculture thrives. Demeter has also disguised herself, ‘She went away, visiting the cities of humans, with all their fertile landholdings, shading over her appearance, for a long time. And not one of men, looking at her, could recognize her’, this is almost a moment of peace for Demeter, she is resting by a symbol of peace where no one can recognise her, and is a moment to herself we see her get, as throughout the Hymn we see her in a frantic state of looking for Persephone and fighting for her daughter back. We see her meeting the daughters of the king, ‘here were four of them, looking like goddesses with their bloom of adolescence: Kallidikê, Kleisidikê, and lovely Dêmô. And then there was Kallithoê, who was the eldest of them all.’ Who treat her with kindness and lets her stay in a palace despite not knowing she is a goddess, which can be symbolised as a new peaceful friendship has formed between the goddess and the family. [3:  Homeric Hymn to Demeter translation: G. Nagy. Line 100.] 


	Despite grieving for her daughter’s loss, Demeter is angry, and it is shown when the writer describes the anger as ‘the Hounds of Hades’. The Hounds of Hades is Hades’ three headed dog which guards the gates of the Underworld to prevent the dead from leaving. In mythology we see Heracles capture Cerberus for his 12-Labours. So, to be described as almost beast-like demonstrates the goddess’s anger. Furthermore, we are told that she ‘shunned the company of gods and lofty Olympus’[footnoteRef:4], a wrathful defection from her home, where her family are, and we later see Demeter refusing Zeus’ request to come back to Olympus, which belittles his power of King of the Gods and Olympus. Which suggests that a woman’s anger is considered a scary thing, especially since it was compared to Cerberus. There is this repeated referencing to Demeter’s anger and is consistently reminding you that she is a grieving and angry goddess. Women’s anger throughout this myth and other myths are always mentioned and are often compared to something monstrous. We see the goddess Eris in other myths inadvertently start the Trojan War, when she throws the apple of discord during the wedding of Peleus and Thetis because she was not invited, which then sparks dispute between Hera, Athena and Aphrodite, three women who are competing to be the fairest, which was inscribed on the apple. The anger of women in Greek myth is not something to take lightly, as Demeter’s anger has caused famine, Eris’s causes war. Through wrath and anger, Demeter eventually gets her daughter back, but at a price. Persephone must return to Hades after a certain amount of time. To gain her daughter back Demeter has caused famine to the human world, because in her depression an anger agriculture is not thriving, the domain which Demeter presides over, which means sacrifices from mortals to gods would be less because they do not have much to offer to their gods. The consequence of Zeus’ actions has caused Demeter to flee Olympus and once again the humans must face the consequences of the actions of the gods [4:  Homeric Hymn to Demeter translation: G. Nagy. Line 92.] 





 

