Critically discuss and analyse the gendered portrayal of male characters in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter
The Homeric Hymn to Demeter is the second hymn in a collection of songs [Foley. 1994. Pg. 28]. This hymn depicts the struggles of Demeter, having lost her daughter to the clutches of Hades. The hymn reads very much as an opposition of men and women, in a world in which the men already hold the power. It can be argued that the men within the hymn have an attitude about them in which they assume they will be fine belittling the power and feelings of the women – at least until it undermines their authority, as we see with Demeter and Zeus. This can be observed throughout the hymn for each male character during their interactions with women and a hierarchy of importance can be inferred between each of the male characters.
Firstly, looking at Zeus, we can observe a distinct power advantage and superiority in relation to this god. Not only is he the most powerful god, he is also the father of Persephone. This becomes quite important in his involvement with the plan for Persephone to end up in Hades’ hands [Clayton. 2017. Pg.133]. The kyrios, or male head of the family, will always have direct control over the rest of the family; this includes who a daughter is to be wed to – regardless of the female’s welfare [Patterson. 1998. Pg.19; Foxhall. 1989. Pg.32]. To concur with the work of Sienna Schiano the way in which men are written in this hymn would have only solidified the conviction that this was acceptable behaviour for men to partake in, influencing the Mediterranean and Western mindset for years to come [Schiano. 2018. Pg.7]. In the modern western world, this way of thinking and behaving is no longer such a common occurrence, allowing women to have an autonomy over their marriage.
Epithets are a quick way of creating informed conclusions about the status of a character in ancient texts [Foley. 1994. Pg.28]. “Cloud-Gathering” [79] and “loud-thunderer” [460] are a direct reference to Zeus’ control of thunder and lightning. “Cloud-gathering” has active verbs in it, which shows his role as not only a powerful individual but also in reference to how he is an active member of the plot, regardless of how often he appears personally. In comparison, with Demeter there is often a focus on her beauty rather than her power – “rich crowned” or “lovely crowned.” All of Zeus’ epithets seek to portray his power and importance over others [Foley. 1994. Pg.35] In instances in which he is called “father Zeus” [321, 349, 364]: Shows his importance in relation to the other gods, much as “the king” would. In this text when he is referred to as “father Zeus,” it is implied that his actions are done in support and as a way of looking after the other gods under his rule. We can draw comparisons to this fatherly behaviour in The Odyssey, in which he takes a mediating role between Athena and Poseidon over the fate of Odysseus. 
“The King,” [359] is more of an assertive epithet used to show his importance and power over the other gods. This is more assertive and empowering than “father,” it displays his power over all, not just his house. Not only this, but it is from the perspective of Hades – “And Aidoneus, ruler over the dead, smiled grimly and obeyed the behest of Zeus the king,” [358-359] There is a sense of duty that Hades upholds, when Zeus asks for something he shall receive, due to his station as highest ranking among the gods – regardless of personal wishes hence the use of “grimly.” There is a distinct difference between Zeus and Hades’ epithets despite both being rulers of different domains, we can see the use of Βασιλεύς (basilhos) for Zeus and ἄναξ (anac) for Hades. Hades is never referred to as king of the underworld, only ever lord, despite his position. However, the two brothers are both referred to as “son of Kronos,” on multiple occasions, which belies the power both of them have as brothers, yet due to his station, Hades was not well received and barely worshipped due to his station [Foley. 1994. Pg.35].
Similarly, we can observe the word ἄνασσα (anassa) used for Demeter, which is the feminine version of ἄναξ. This is done in a somewhat dismissive tone by Helios [75], coming across as inconvenienced, as if Demeter is overreacting about the loss of her daughter. This is a commonly observed behaviour in the ancient world’s view towards women We can draw comparisons to the treatment of women in Plato’s Phaedo in which a woman’s crying is viewed as overdramatic yet expected. [Plato. Phaedo. 59d-60a]. There exists the belief that women should not have been gifted autonomy and freedom due to their irrational and emotive nature [Aristotle. Politics. 1254A20; Fox. 2006. Pg.208-209]. Helios certainly seems to conform to this belief. Despite Zeus often patented with the epithets of “far-seeing,” [460] or “all-seeing,” [1] due to his omniscience, he does not put this to use for the benefit of Demeter finding Persephone – it is Hecate who offers the most help. Having Hecate as the reason in which she has any knowledge about her daughter, shows the distinction between the female and male divide in the story. He already knows where she is and yet, even knowing Demeter’s plight, does not deign to tell her this. Zeus only gets involved again when he has to form a compromise so that Demeter does not go overboard in her anger [299-356]. This is when he begins to lose his power and the first point in the text in which he focuses on what Demeter wants. Having the fertility of the land and crops stripped, his power is undermined, causing him problems. As such, it is only natural for him to want to gain back his power by reaching a suitable compromise with Demeter [Stocking. 2017]. Not only this, but for Zeus – this powerful figure, head of the gods of Olympus – to have a wife undermine his authority shows a lack of control over his oikos. So, not only does she undermine his authority in the mortal world but having her act out like this would damage his reputation as a kyrios also [Foxhall. 1989. Pg.30]. His compromise with Demeter ensures that his control is not further challenged, allowing him to remain more powerful.
Indeed, the plot is built upon Zeus and his compromises. The original giving of Persephone to Hades was brought about because Zeus took pity on the fact that Hades had a rather unfortunate lot, being ruler of the underworld [29-31]: “So he, that son of Cronos, of many names, who is Ruler of Many and Host of Many, was bearing her away by leave of Zeus on his immortal chariot —his own brother's child and all unwilling.” His actions concur with the earlier conclusion based from Schiano’s work that a father can remain ignorant to the unhappy state of his married daughter – his concern is merely with his own agreement with Hades [Schiano. 2018. Pg. 7]. 
Hades, painted as the villain of this tale, initially comes across as fair and forgiving in nature when it comes to the later parts of the hymn. However, as a modern audience, this does not to absolve him of his bad behaviour. We do open the hymn with the stealing of Persephone – authorised by her father – which was done “unwillingly,” (ἀεκαζόμενος) [30]. Yet, when he is visited by Hermes, with word of Zeus, we can see his immediate relinquishing of Persephone “For he straightway urged wise Persephone, saying: ‘Go now, Persephone, to your dark-robed mother, go.’” [359-360]. Persephone is completely submissive in the entire play, she is taken “unwillingly,” from the field calling out as she is taken and after line 340, we see that the only one who addresses Persephone is Hades whilst in the underworld, Hermes does not address her at all – he talks to Hades. This shows how little power she has among the gods, even her mother is capable of swaying the other gods and having them address her and answer her questions – Persephone does not have this power, it is only the men that have power. We have also observed the hierarchy between Zeus, Hades, and Hermes.
Until 370, when she is considered “wise,” she is presented essentially as a child. Observe the opening to the hymn in which she is playing in the field and picking flowers. The relationship between Hades and Persephone is not connected by eros (love) it is connected by kindness and a sort of friendship – “feel kindly in your heart towards me,” [360]. However, despite this wish for an amicable relationship as a husband, he tricks her by forcing upon her the pomegranate seed, tying her to him and the underworld. The act which is done in secret/by stealth (λάθρῃ) is a way of keeping his claim over Persephone and also meaning that even though Zeus has asked for her return, he still holds power over her. This is a power move over Zeus, Demeter, and Persephone – something which Demeter picks up on when she questions whether Persephone ate anything from the underworld [395-405]. “But he [secretly/by stealth] put in my mouth sweet food, a pomegranate seed, and forced me to taste against my will,” [411-414]. Persephone is never seen to have any power when it comes to the world of men – she is always unwilling or forced to do something – we only see her truly happy again when reunited with her mother. It is also the joining of Hades and Persephone that we see this switch from her simply being a child and into a woman. This links to how a female is passed between males from her father to her husband. Once a marriage has been agreed the female becomes the property of the husband, exiting the realm of a child and into womanhood [Fantham, et al. 1994. Pg. 102-103; Foley. 1994. Pg.32]. Whilst we do not see anything sexual within the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, we do see the removal of Persephone’s innocence and childhood by Hades following her abduction and in the way that Zeus gives her to Hades.
Mortal men, whilst not holding power over the gods, do hold power over other mortal women. Much like the male gods, they are said to hold power – “But now I will teach you clearly, telling you the names of men who have great power and honour here and are chief among the people, guarding our city's coif of towers by their wisdom and true judgements: there is wise Triptolemus and Dioclus and Polyxeinus and blameless Eumolpus and Dolichus and our own brave father,” [149-155]. We are presented with these adjectives such as “wise,” or “brave,” holding “great power and honour,” when describing the men and then the women are, in the same paragraph described as those who “manage the house,” [155-159]. There is a distinct dichotomy in power between the male and females within the mortal world – as observed before, the male-female power dynamic is not just limited to mortals or immortals [Waterfield. 2018. Pg.100]. However, we can see that there are differences between the way in which mortal and immortal women are expected to act [Konstan. 2014. Pg.40]. Whilst Demeter has leave to exhibit her μῆνις (wrath) and travel, which causes problems for both the mortals and immortals, the mortal women are confined to their domestic sphere, and cannot leave this household environment [Foxhall. 1989. Pg.22-24]. 
[bookmark: _Hlk62048287]When changing from the guise of an old woman and into her natural form, after Metaneira has begun to panic about the state of her child, the mortal’s viewpoint of Demeter changes. Whilst the women are all very much homebound, and in charge on managing the home [155-159; Foxhall. 1989. Pg.22-24; Fantham et al. 1994. Pg. 103], Demeter transcends this and sits more within the realm of men. This is due to the fact that she, as a goddess, has more freedom of agency than the females of the mortal realm [White. 2017. Pg. 32]. Her removal from the women’s world and into the world of men is a direct foreshadowing to how she later undermines Zeus and exserts her power [299-356; Stocking. 2017]. Demeter does not express her anger until she sheds this guise of an old woman. It is not until Zeus directly deals with the situation, having recognised her power, that she settles [White. 2017. Pg. 32]. Virginia White raises an interesting point about the subject of children within the Homeric Hymns and mythology in general. When it is a male – usually Zeus – who produces an offspring alone, the child is seen as perfect and virtuous; such is the way of Athena in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo. However, when Demeter produces an offspring by herself – it is done out of rage and there is either a failure to complete the task – as we see with Demophoon in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter – or the child is defective in some way – as we see with Hera when she creates Hephaestus in The Homeric Hymn to Apollo and also the monstrous being she produces [White. 2017. Pg. 33]. To concur with this, we are then brought back to the way in which women are viewed within society in regards to emotions and irrationality. Being given this reputation of beings with an overactive emotional state, which drives them to commit irrational actions is what presents them as lesser [Fox. 2006. Pg.208-209]. We especially see this with Demeter when it comes to the Homeric Hymn and anything to do with childrearing. Despite her definition as the goddess of fertility she is seen as having a string of unfortunate events when it comes to children within the Homeric Hymns due to her impulsive actions – whether they be born of love or out of anger to her husband.
To conclude this analysis, within the Homeric Hymn to Demeter we can observe that the portrayal of male characters within the play is primarily that of control and power over women. Compared to men, we see a lot of passive women characters namely the women of the mortal realm and Persephone. Demeter is all but ignored by the men of the text up until she undermines Zeus’ authority by causing damage to the crops, forcing his hand, lest further problems arise for him and his reputation be damaged. The behaviour of men within the text is a direct reflection of the 8th-7th century BCE society’s views on women at the time. This corresponds to roles within the oikos, marriage, the roles and expectations of women, and hierarchy. 
Anon, 4th Century BCE. The Rape of Persephone. Fresco. Vergina, Macedonia Tomb I. Hades abducts the Goddess Persephone, carrying her off in his chariot. One of her attendant Nymphs cowers in fright. Accessed 20/01/2021: 
https://www.theoi.com/Gallery/F14.1.html 
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