Discuss and analyse the use of gender in literary instantiations of the Persephone myth. Use no more than three texts.


The myth of the abduction of Persephone is one that has been critiqued throughout history, particularly when considering the portrayal of gender within the myth, and how the characters of Demeter and Persephone are treated in comparison to the male characters that are explored. Ovid’s Fasti 4 and his Metamorphoses 5 are interesting examples of how contemporaries of his time would have perceived the myth and the treatment of Persephone.  
Due to the times that the two poems were written in, it can be said that we should not interpret the pieces to be gender commentaries on the rape and marriage of Persephone, or of young women of those times who would have had a similar experience concerning marriage. It is, however, the modern perspective that allows us to be critical of how the abduction of Persephone is portrayed and the consequences that follow. Ovid wrote both pieces during the Roman empire and reign of Augustus Caesar, and thus it would have been normal for young women of this time to marry young and leave home, such as Persephone does in being taken from her mother and marrying Hades. Despite both texts having differing purposes for which they were written, I will argue that his treatment of women and their experiences are largely influenced by the expected gender roles of his time, and his female characters are often left as victims to the actions of the male characters with little choice in their own story. Throughout this essay, I will be discussing Ovid’s interpretations of the myth of Persephone within Fasti 4 and Meta. 5, and critiquing the power imbalance that is portrayed within his interpretations of gender roles in the ancient divine world. 

From the very onset in both poems, and throughout the majority of the texts, Demeter and Persephone are left ignorant to the meaning of the situation that has affected them both, and thus suffer from the actions of the male characters. Demeter has no say or knowledge of the decision of losing her own daughter to Hades and is left to try and find her without the help or input from the male characters who have orchestrated the abduction. This introduces us to the significant power imbalance from the very beginning and continues to play a role throughout the rest of the poems. Ovid explores Demeter’s agonizing grief in his Meta. 5 as she searches for answers about her daughter, all the while Zeus, Persephone’s father, intends to refrain from telling Demeter as to avoid interference. Furthermore, although the myth is centred around her abduction, we as the reader hardly see Persephone’s perspective while in the underworld, and what she experiences, only being told that she has eaten the fruits of the underworld and thus must stay for parts of the year. Persephone has very little influence on what happens to her, and as one of the main female characters in the myth, she lacks a voice throughout the poem until the end. Furthermore, despite Ovid highlighting Demeter’s rage and suffering throughout the poem, we are still told through other characters that Persephone’s rape is not a terrible occurrence, but rather something she will benefit from. When Demeter is talking to Arethusa within page three, she tells Demeter that, upon seeing Persephone with hades, that ‘she seemed sad indeed…but yet she was a queen’. This suggests that Ovid is portraying her rape almost as a necessary evil, that her character must suffer in order to allow Hades and Zeus to succeed in their motives. Despite what a contemporary audience may see as a positive for Persephone to have the position as queen, this description of Persephone sends Demeter into an ‘overwhelming frenzy’ (pg.3), perhaps to be portrayed as an irrational character, or a controlling mother. This is further instated when she comes before Zeus to plead for Persephone’s return, only for Zeus to be seemingly unmoved by this and respond that ‘this is no harm that has been done’ (pg.3). The connotations of portraying Persephone’s father as satisfied with the circumstances of his daughter’s marriage (compared with the reaction of her mother) could suggest that Ovid is portraying his female characters as irrational figures, whilst the male characters are more inclined to know what is best. From this it can be said that it is very much a reflection of the female experience of contemporaries. Usually, the father would arrange the marriage of their daughter with the groom, rather than gaining insight from their female relatives. Furthermore, in Ovid’s Fasti 4, Demeter is portrayed to mourn Persephone once she hears she has eaten the pomegranate as she ‘grieved no less than if her daughter had just been reft from her’ pg. 3. This suggests that Demeter views the marriage between Persephone and Hades as a sentence to death for her daughter, as she suspects she will never see her again. Another interpretation of the two texts is that female characters cannot exist within their own myths without suffering. The scholar Sharrock suggests in their ‘Gender and Transformation’ that within Ovid’s Meta., it is not simply all about changing form, nor is its themes of gender strictly about transforming from one gender to another, in fact she suggests that ‘there are many other examples of women who undergo a metamorphosis in which they clearly keep their gender—usually with its associated suffering.’ (pg. 40) I would interpret this to mean that their suffering is often pivotal to the story in both instances of Ovid’s work, and a resolution to their suffering is often unnecessary in order to tell their stories. Sharrock adds that Ovid’s Meta. 5 is an ‘instantiation of abusive power, of which women are predominantly the victims.’ (pg. 47). I would agree with this statement, as although it can be said that perhaps Persephone accepts her position in the underworld, and Demeter ends the famine she brought upon mortals due to her rage, both mother and daughter are still separated for a large part of the year, and they still lack the power to be in charge of their own choices despite the compromise that Zeus allows them in the end. Ultimately, the male characters are still benefiting significantly more than the female characters who were made to suffer most.  

[bookmark: _Hlk117278264]Furthermore, it can be said that the narrative structure also seems to reflect the gender imbalance at times. Although both poems follow Demeter as she grieves and seeks out her daughter following the abduction, it can be said that Persephone as a character, and as a victim, has very little focus in terms of her experience and perspective. Persephone lacks a voice in Ovid’s Fasti 4, as she does not appear again in the poem after her initial abduction. Rather than including the moment where Demeter and Persephone are reunited with one another that is depicted in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, we are simply left with the knowledge that she may return to heaven for ‘twice three months’, yet we are given no knowledge of her characters actual reception of her situation. Although Persephone lacks a voice within the Meta. 4 as well, it can be said that there is more of a positive portrayal of her situation when we are told of her consumption of the pomegranate seeds, as she is depicted as alone in her choice to eat them and thus, we can infer that it was also her choice to stay in the underworld. However, she still lacks a significant influence in the telling of her own myth. This problem is discussed within Dixon’s chapter on Sex and Married Women in Ancient Rome, in which she discusses the female voice or lack thereof in ancient literature, posing the question of ‘whether and how we can retrieve a female voice, let alone lived female experience’ (pg. 116) with the texts of that time. Perhaps it is wrong to try and interpret Ovid to be writing the female experience, as it would be diminishing of the female experience if we thought it possible for him to understand the complexities of it, being a man himself. Instead, we can regard it as a male’s interpretation of the female experience, an interpretation that does little to give the female characters a voice. 

However, it can be argued that in both texts, Demeter does eventually hold power over the male characters within the myth, as her choice to cause the famine and reject the gods eventually leads to Zeus having to compromise and allow Demeter to see Persephone. Yet ultimately, Demeter does not completely get Persephone back and thus does not win- it is still the male characters that have succeed in their motives. One way to interpret a positive portrayal of the female gender inn both texts it is alluded to that Persephone eventually eats the food of the underworld by her own accord. If we examine the poems from this perspective, it becomes possible that Persephone has some semblance of power in her situation. Although it is not her choice to be abducted in the beginning of both myths, by eating the fruit knowingly, it is her decision to stay with Hades in the underworld as his queen. However, we cannot truly consider this as Persephone, a female character, having as much power as the male characters along side her. Perhaps this is an example of her merely submitting to the situation that her male counterparts have put her in. Ultimately, it is difficult to be completely critical towards the text, as if we are to interpret every ancient text through a modern lens, it could take away from their historical impact on the development of literature and culture. It is possible to consider that, in both instances of the myth, Ovid does eventually give both Persephone and Demeter a sense of redemption by including the compromise of allowing them to spend time with one another during some months of the year, and thus the poems aren’t entirely written to demonstrate their suffering influenced by their genders. 

In order to analyse the use of gender within Ovid’s instantiations of Persephone within myth, we must also examine the purpose of the texts and how this could affect his portrayal of female characters. Ovid’s Fasti 5 is part of a calendrical poem dedicated to the Goddess Venus, Demeter and Cybele. During the time of writing the poem, it is alleged that Ovid was in exile due to his erotic poetry that was regarded as offensive and crude by the emperor Augustus Caesar. It was dedicated to the emperor Germanicus who was a descendant of Augustus, and thus we could assume that Ovid wouldn’t try to frame Venus in a negative gender biased light, as she was said to be a divine relative of the Julii family. Due to the tensions between Ovid and the emperor Augustus in the past, it would be unlikely that he would try and criticise them even further, perhaps in an attempt to return from exile and reconcile with the current emperor. However, this is not to say that he would have also given the same treatment to his other female characters such as Demeter and Persephone, as is clear with the portrayal of their characters throughout the myth. Furthermore, Ovid’s Meta. is about exhibiting a change or transformation within his characters. If we look at it through the lens of the poems purpose, maybe we can interpret a metaphorical shift in the role of gender between the male and female characters. If we consider that, at first, both Persephone and Demeter are helpless to the situation, we can argue that in the end Demeter is able to gain back her power by causing the famine, giving her power over the situation in place of the men. As well as this, if we do decide to interpret Persephone eating the fruit as her personal choice, we can infer that Persephone changes in a positive way, from a girl to a woman through her marriage. Yet can we really consider these as a positive transformation for the women of the myth? Are they truly the characters that benefit from their metamorphosis, and if not, can we argue that Ovid forces these female characters to suffer for a change they did not ask for. Furthermore, it is not only Demeter and Persephone who experience a transformation, but also Cyane, who had been ‘changed to water’ after trying to prevent Hades from abducting Persephone. Her character is an interesting embodiment of how Ovid treats gender throughout the poem, as when she tries to protest against Hades actions, she is punished for speaking up and interfering. We later see Cyane wishing to help and tell Demeter news of Persephone’s abduction, but her metamorphosis disallows her, and thus she is another silent and helpless female character without a voice. 

Another important factor to consider when examining Ovid’s use of gender within both texts is the actual female experience of contemporaries during these times. For women of these times, it would not have been abnormal for a similar situation to the myth of Persephone to occur.  A young girl would often be sent away from home, and away from the comfort of their mothers, to be married to man most often a stranger and in an unfamiliar place. This would often be orchestrated by the father and the husband without consulting the mother or daughter on the matter, which is very much a theme within both Ovid’s Fasti 4 and Meta.5. The scholar Dixon also discusses within their Sex and Married Women in Ancient Rome the idea that marriage in the ancient world often forces the ‘Roman woman as victim of an archetypal patriarchal system’ (pg. 113). From this, we can interpret Persephone to be a victim of her societal expectations as a woman, much like the contemporary women of this time. This is not to say, however, that Ovid is critiquing it, but merely implementing it in his story. However, the scholar argues that it is not necessarily correct to interpret all roman marriages as a ‘loveless’ (pg114) thing, and it is in fact merely our modern perspective that frames it that way. Although Persephone is forced to marry hades, we cannot assume that it is a completely loveless relationship from that point onwards. Although this idea of marital expectations would be the norm for a contemporary audience, a modern reader could easily be able to critique this interpretation of gender roles and the choices (or lack thereof) that women had when considering marriage. Can we again interpret that Persephone perhaps choosing to eat the pomegranate is a positive outcome to the process of marriage, as it tells the audience that she eventually does not oppose to the arrangement, which could not be said for many women of that time. We can also acknowledge the fact that she can return and see her mother for some time of the year is a lot more than what a lot of young contemporary women would be allowed, as they would often only see their families for weddings or funerals and other such important occasions. Moreover, it is important to consider the contemporary perspective of both texts when trying to critique it through a modern standpoint. 

To conclude, both Ovid’s Fasti 4 and Meta. 5 are instantiations of the myth of the abduction of Persephone that explore the significance in gender roles and the impact they have upon the story. Throughout the narrative, there is a strong sense of imbalance and divide between the two genders, the poems often pulling influence from the contemporary expectations of marriage and the lack of power a woman typically possesses when discussing the topic. Both texts write with a different intended purpose, and thus has an effect on the style of the poem, however it can be said that both provide an interpretation of the myth that can be easily critiqued from a modern perspective, pushing gender to the forefront of its retelling, and reinstating the suffering of its female characters in order to present the message of the myth. 
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