Commentary on the Homeric Hymn to Demeter 90-117

The passage is taken from The Homeric Hymn to Demeter, the longest of its genre and widely regarded as the earliest narration of the Demeter myth, originating between 650-550 BCE.[footnoteRef:1]  Debate about precise dating has been circulatory and detailed, with the best solution being a variable between terminus post quem and terminus a quo.  Exhibiting the Homeric "dactylic hexameter verse," it was possibly "composed for recitation at feasts, poetic contests, and seasonally recurring festivals.”[footnoteRef:2] It was the cornerstone of the Eleusinian Mysteries, which according to Rich, "constituted the foundation of Greek life for two thousand years.”[footnoteRef:3]  This seems surprising since they were likely merely the prologue to “epic recitation.”[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Foley, 1994, p. 29.]  [2:  Foley, 1994, p. 28-9.]  [3:  Rich, 1976, p. 237-240.]  [4:  Richardson, 1974, p. 3.] 

Scholars have divided the Hymn into various sections.  The number of these varies.  Clay says that Hymn falls into three  "the abduction and its revelation to Demeter; the sojourn of the Goddess at Eleusis; and the aftermath, including her subsequent withdrawal and the return of Persephone, which leads to the final reconciliation.”[footnoteRef:5]  Aldernik extends that to four sections; The Rape of Persephone, The distress of Demeter, Demeter at Eleusis and finally, Demeter in her temple and the concession of Zeus.[footnoteRef:6]  Irrespective of these differing delineations, Line 90 is significant for two reasons.  Firstly, it represents a cosmological shift to the mortal sphere, which forms the bulk of the poem.  Secondly, it is a departure from other versions involving a controversial interpretation of merit.  Richardson was convinced that " Demeter's wanderings on Earth and visit to Eleusis have no special purpose.” [footnoteRef:7]  Clay agreed that “For all their inherent interest and even charm, two hundred lines-almost half the poem-seem unrelated to the main story.” [footnoteRef:8]  In the Hymn, Demeter knows the perpetrator of the crime, Κρονίωνι (91), because Helios has already told her (75-80).  In other versions, the stay in Eleusis is more relevant because Demeter comes to Eleusis during her search and is told of Persephone's location by locals.  She rewards them with the gift of agriculture.[footnoteRef:9]  In the Hymn, agriculture has already been established “with all their fertile holdings.”[footnoteRef:10]  Clay is correct to conclude that the Eleusinian episode is a deliberate addition and that the motive for this is to link the myth to the working premise of the Mysteries and the theogonic tradition in which they sit. [footnoteRef:11]  [5:  Clay, 1982, p. 207]  [6:  Aldernik, 1982, p. 1-2.]  [7:  Richardson, 1974, p. 81.]  [8:  Clay, 1982, p. 223.]  [9:  Clay, 1982, p.224.]  [10:  Nagy, n.  93.]  [11:  Clay, 1982, p. 224.] 

What is the narrated impetus for Demeter to descend into the mortal world?  The common theme of wandering the earth to test human generosity is not the motive here, even though the narrator reminds the audience of this practice, “Gods are hard for mortals to see.”[footnoteRef:12]   Demeter herself has utilised this subterfuge before.  An Argive legend tells of the punishment of a mortal for rejecting her during such a test. [footnoteRef:13]  Instead, we are told that she is propelled by grief and hatred of Hades, the abductor.  It appears axiomatic that grief is justified but may also be seen as a transgression of normal laws.[footnoteRef:14]  Perhaps this anger is exacerbated by frustration because Persephone’s marriage has been arranged by two gods whose powers and status are superior to hers.[footnoteRef:15]  Indeed, there is a sense of irony and over-dramatisation in that the Goddess of fertility disguises herself as her own antithesis[footnoteRef:16], a post-menopausal old woman.  Foley hints at further irony.  One of the four daughters of Keleos is the “lovely Demo” Δηµώ τ ̓ ἐρόεσσα (109), which she claims is another form of  Demeter.[footnoteRef:17]  Richardson is also convinced that Demo is a hypocoristic form for Demeter appearing, for example, in Line 47.[footnoteRef:18] However, Line 47 has the alternative as Deo, Δηώ [footnoteRef:19] which is confirmed by other sources. [12:  Nagy, n, 111.]  [13:  Paus.  2.35:3.]  [14:  Hendriksma, 2017, p. 12.]  [15:  Nickel, 2003, p. 70.]  [16:  Foley, 1994, p. 41.]  [17:  Foley, 1994, p. 41.]  [18:  Richardson, 1974, p. 185.]  [19:  Richardson, 1974, p. 167.] 

 Whilst the Hymn avoids one ‘story pattern’, it adheres to others.  Hendriksma points out that the descent of Demeter and her subsequent withdrawal are ‘story patterns’ with parallels throughout Greek literature.  Achilles’ refusal to fight after Briseis has been taken as the same ‘story pattern’ as Demeter’s withdrawal from Olympus.[footnoteRef:20]  Similar patterns also exist outside Ancient Greece, such as the Sumerian myth of Inanna's descent into the underworld, a much older version of the same theme.[footnoteRef:21]   [20:  Hendriksma, 2017, p. 5.]  [21:  Hendriksma, 2017, p. 7.] 

The passage is full of nuances that reinforce the range of translation possible.  Κύντερον (91) is used to describe Demeter's grief as 'more dog-like'.  However, according to Richardson, Homeric usage  may imply "of things that are shameful."[footnoteRef:22] or In the Odyssey, go further as a "term of censure of women.”[footnoteRef:23]  In this respect, the audience might have the impression that whilst wronged, Demeter's withdrawal was a transgression of normal laws.[footnoteRef:24]  Conversely, the meaning may be less misogynistic, such as its use in line 305 to describe the famine inflicted upon the earth by Demeter.  βαθυζώνων τε γυναικῶν  is used adjectively to describe mortal women.  “Girdles low-slung" is an interesting description to employ and, as Richardson points out, often reserved for women of captured cities.[footnoteRef:25]  This may be an innocent description given that it is used again for Metaneira (161) and Persephone.  (201)[footnoteRef:26]  Clearly, there were nuances all too familiar to a contemporary audience but lost to modern translators. [22:  Richardson, 1974, p. 176.]  [23:  Richardson, 1974, p. 176.]  [24:  Hendriksma, 2017, p.. 12. ]  [25:  Richardson, 1974, p. 177. ]  [26:  Richardson,1974,  p. 177.] 

 Much discussion revolves around the insight into Greek society provided by line 114.  Kallithoe, in the only direct speech element of this passage, questions Demeter about her venturing away from the protection of the "polis" (114).  This seems to run counter to the perceived behavioural pattern at the time, characterised by Hyperides’ statement; “A woman who travels outside her house should be old enough so that people ask whose mother she is, not whose wife she is.”[footnoteRef:27]  The implication is post-menopausal women are of little use and thus had freedom of movement.  Why then, is Kallithoe so surprised at Demeter being far from the polis?  Pratt is at pains to seize on this dichotomy and spends some time debunking the works of Bremner and Garland, who maintained that older women had freedom of movement simply because their value to society had ceased.[footnoteRef:28]  Kallithoe treats Demeter’s  unescorted travel outside the city in her guise as an old woman (113-117) as “peculiar and requiring explanation.”[footnoteRef:29]  “Thus although the evidence is complex and not as unequivocal as one would ideally like, I suggest that in its presentation of Dosos movements as undesirable and atypical, the Hymn presents an ideology of feminine movement that may conform more closely to social reality than Hyperides’ oft cited remark.” [footnoteRef:30] [27:  Hyp. Fr. 204.]  [28:  Pratt, 1974, p. 42.]  [29:  Pratt, 1974, p. 43.]  [30:  Pratt, 1974, p. 54.] 

On the one hand, the passage represents a component in the recognised and formulaic sequence of offence, withdrawal and recovery.  However, it also signals a departure from that formula by involving and linking the third cosmological dimension, the mortal world, with those of Olympus and Hades and places female characters at the centre of that relationship rather than at the periphery.
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