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Introduction


If asked to name the poems written by Homer, most of us would come up with the Iliad and the Odyssey without too much trouble. How many people would add the Homeric Hymns to that list? These are not, we might tell ourselves, by Homer in quite the same sense that the epics are by him: they are merely ‘Homeric’, and we do not talk about the ‘Homeric Iliad’ or ‘Homeric Odyssey’. And yet, of course, those epics are more ‘Homeric’ than they are Homer’s, for they almost certainly came into their received forms over a number of generations, at the hands of different schools of composition and performance who became known as ‘Homer’. The Hymns, which mostly derive from such schools a century or two after the bulk of the epics had been consolidated, are by the same ‘Homer’.


This is how things appeared, at any rate, to those who saw Homer’s works through the process of printed publication in the renaissance and after. The first printed edition of Homer in 1489 was of the Opera, the complete works. It was edited in Florence by the scholar Demetrius Chalcondyles (1423– 1511), and included the Hymns as a part of the poet’s whole output; that these were indeed the works of a particular named poet was made all the clearer by the inclusion of three Lives of Homer, beginning with the (pseudo-) Herodotean Life in which Homer’s Epigrams are contained. From then on, Homer had both a biographical identity and a recognized oeuvre: the Iliad and Odyssey, the Epigrams, the Batrachomyomachia (a late mock-epic piece on a war between the Frogs and the Mice), and the Hymns.


It was as Homer’s Hymns, then, rather than the Homeric Hymns, that the poems in the present volume for centuries made their way in the world. For George Chapman, the pioneering (and still perhaps the greatest) translator of Homer into English verse, these were ‘The Hymnes of Homer’ and, far from being pale, late imitations of the genuine article, formed part of The Crowne of All Homers Workes when he published his versions in 1624. As late as P.B. Shelley’s time, these were still Homer’s Hymns, and it was not until 1838 that ‘Homeric’ crept in, when an English article spoke of ‘the Hymn to Apollo … The Hymn to Hermes … The Hymn to Aphrodite and that to Demeter’ as ‘the principal of the Homeric hymns’, adding that ‘these, with the ‘Battle of the Frogs and Mice’, make up the sum of the Homeric poems, genuine and spurious.’1 In this context, from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, ‘Homeric’ could mean, instead of verse characteristic of Homer, Homer of the second order, or something merely Homer-like.


The ancient world itself was perhaps less strict in the rigour of its methods of literary attribution. While someone as close to the originals as the historian Thucydides in fifth century BC Athens could refer to readily (and quote from) ‘Homer in the Hymns’ (see Notes to Hymn 3, page 209), there is a distinct scarcity of surviving evidence about either the nature or the general circulation of that collection. It might, of course, have been something very like the Hymns as we have them (certainly, it contained the Hymn to Apollo), but there are no firm grounds for assuming this; also, we should remind ourselves that allusions to, imitations of, and citations or discussions of the Hymns in antiquity, though they do exist, are many times scarcer than those relating to the Iliad and the Odyssey. The learned Hellenistic poets of the second century BC, notably Callimachus, imitated and elaborated ingeniously upon Hymns that were either the ones we know as Homeric, or something very like them. Oddly, though, the many scholars who commented in detail on classics like the ancient epics, dramas and lyric poetry seem neither to have lavished their attention on the Hymns nor (more remarkably) to have found much need to refer to or quote from them in the course of their editorial and lexicographical labours. Given the obscurity of some of the Greek literature that we know from just these kinds of source, that is all the more curious a thing. Where had the Hymns gone?


Obviously, they had not gone altogether: we possess them now thanks to medieval scribes, who produced the thirty-one surviving manuscripts from the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. They were, in their turn, the beneficiaries of a tradition in which the Homeric Hymns had been transmitted from the ancient world: somebody, somewhere, at some time, had cared enough to preserve them. To judge from these manuscripts, they were transmitted as part of a larger collection, sometimes containing narrative by Homer and others, but more generally containing other Hymns by writers like Callimachus and the supposed ‘Orpheus’.2 Working back from this, it would seem likely that late ancient compilers (possibly in Alexandria) had been gathering together a compendium of Hymns, in which they included as a distinct group the Hymns of Homer.


The term Hymn is, for modern audiences, initially rather a misleading one. We think of a hymn as something sung in the course of religious services, but for the Greeks this was not at all the primary meaning of the word. The word hymnos is used for a verse composition in praise of a god, or seeking that god’s sponsorship; it is a performance piece, intended to impress human as well as divine audiences. But another word is also used to describe these compositions, one which helps us come closer to some kind of early context for them: this is prooimion, best translated perhaps as a ‘prelude’. The concept takes us back to the rhapsodic tradition, in which a performing poet would sing to his own accompaniment some epic or heroic narrative, preceding this with a short piece in honour of a god. The god in question might sponsor the performance, in the sense that an event would be taking place in her or his honour; or the god might be particularly associated with the city or town in which the performance was taking place. There is a possible glimpse of this context preserved in epic verse itself, when in the eighth book of the Odyssey the bard Demodocus gives performances in front of Odysseus, and begins ‘from the god’ (Odyssey 8: 499). That is all Homer says, and it is plainly quite enough for an audience to understand him: an initial address to a divinity was conventional, therefore, before the performance of a verse narrative. The Homeric Hymns seem likely to be versions of such opening addresses, the shorter ones more obviously so than the five longer pieces which the collection contains.


The discrepancy in length between those pieces and the others appears odd at first sight. Can the longer poems really have been performed as prooimia? The Hymn to Hermes (Hymn 4), for instance, would require ninety minutes or so, even read briskly; read to musical accompaniment it would probably be a good deal longer. The only way this would be a practical proposition as a prelude would be if the main performance went on for a whole day, or possibly over more than a day. This is perfectly plausible if the Homeric epics (and other slightly later narratives in the so-called ‘epic cycle’, now almost completely lost) were being performed as major events at religious or sporting festivals. It is just as plausible to imagine the shorter prooimia, such as many of the short Homeric Hymns, serving as the manageably brief introductions to less extended runs of narrative verse (the equivalent of two books of Homer, say). For none of this, however, is there anything in the way of proof; and it is possible that the longer Hymns were originally self-standing. The oddity of the collection containing a series of long pieces, followed by a lot of much shorter poems, all under the same generic classification as hymnoi (or prooimia) does seem to imply that, however different they are, these works have some original function in common.


The collection moves from its long poems (the fragmentary Hymn to Dionysus (Hymn 1) is thought to have been around the five-hundred-line mark) to short pieces, some of them markedly compressed and utilitarian. There are poems which do not fit the divided scheme: narrative accounts of Dionysus (Hymn 7) or Pan (Hymn 19) are of ‘middle’ length, and feel self-contained. Towards the end of the sequence, a series of poems of about nineteen lines each in length give the appearance of being more artful compositions (these may well be amongst the latest in date, and could be independent literary productions which, if not themselves Hellenistic, might have appealed to sophisticated taste in the Hellenistic period). From whatever older tradition the medieval copyists drew their source-text of the Hymns, the collection which they inherited seems to have served more than one purpose: it preserved some substantial pieces about major Greek gods, which added to (as they drew upon) material in both Homer and Hesiod, and they included a selection of useable prooimia, collected perhaps at some point after their original function as performed preludes had fallen into neglect, thus rendering them literary curiosities. Although this whole collection was doubtless attributed to ‘Homer’ – which, as an indication of the tradition within which the poems situate themselves, is perfectly fair – there are no very strong indications that the Alexandrian or Byzantine scholars of Greek letters took them very seriously. In this, they were probably following the general pattern of attention paid by the ancient readership: it is indicative of relative obscurity that so few papyrus fragments of the Hymns have turned up, in comparison with the multitudinous fragments of Homeric epic, or classical Greek authors.


So the renaissance Homer, for whom the Hymns were firmly part of his Opera, is not quite the Homer of antiquity. And, it should be added, the Hymns remained relatively easy to pass over for many Homeric enthusiasts from the sixteenth century onwards. In the course of his gigantic project of translation, Chapman came to them last of all, with the Iliad and the Odyssey safely behind him; and his versions were never accorded a great deal of attention, even by his admirers (when Keats first looks into Chapman’s Homer, it is probably not the Hymns that he is reading). In the early eighteenth century, William Congreve declared his admiration for the Hymns, and in particular Hymn 5 (to Aphrodite), which he translated with brilliance. It was at Congreve’s hands that this Hymn was first made into a fully successful piece of contemporary English poetry, as in the delicate, precise account of the lines on Tithonus’ slow decline, and Aphrodite’s (here Aurora’s) tender and deliberate abandonment of her failed experiment:3




Tithonus, while of pleasing youth possess’d,


Is by Aurora with delight caress’d;


Dear to her arms, he in her court resides,


Beyond the verge of earth, and ocean’s utmost tides.


 But, when she saw grey hairs begin to spread,


Deform his beard, and disadorn his head,


The goddess cold in her embraces grew,


His arms declin’d, and from his bed withdrew;


Yet still a kind of nursing care she show’d,


And food ambrosial, and rich cloaths bestow’d:


But when of age he felt the sad extream,


And ev’ry nerve was shrunk, and limb was lame,


Lock’d in a room her useless spouse she left,


Of youth, of vigour, and of voice bereft.





The poetic quality of the Greek was, for Congreve, the thing that really mattered, and so obviously merited translation into English poetry. ‘A poem which is good in it self,’ he wrote, ‘cannot really lose any thing of its Value, tho’ it should appear, upon a strict enquiry, not to be the work of so eminent an Author, as him, to whom it was first imputed … The Beauties of this ensuing Poem, in the Original, want not even the name of Homer to recommend ’em’.4 The effort here was to wrest the Homeric Hymns from the clutches of minute scholarly attention, in which they were subjects for philological analysis and dispute, effectively a series of puzzles of attribution and dating, and to make them into current poetry by recognizing their inherent artistic worth. Alexander Pope, who dedicated his enormously consequential Iliad to Congreve, made that poem again (for the first time since Chapman) a touchstone of contemporary English verse; and Congreve might have done the same for the Hymns: but the Hymn to Venus was as far as his project got. This was a major loss, which was not made good for another century, and then only in part.


In 1818, Shelley began to translate some of the Homeric Hymns: beginning with Hymn 33, he worked backwards in the collection to Hymn 30, then tackled Hymn 28; he also began work on Hymn 5 (producing a draft of about 65 lines). If a full translation was in Shelley’s mind, it was put on hold there; and no more translation work on the Hymns was attempted by him until the summer of 1820, when he rendered the whole of Hymn 4 into ottava rima stanzas, as ‘Homer’s Hymn to Mercury’. The 1818 poems are all rendered as rhyming couplets, but their accomplishment is more elegant than it is arresting; the ‘Hymn to Mercury’, on the other hand, is a major achievement, and certainly the best translation of any of the Hymns, whether in Shelley’s time or since. Initially, Shelley’s interest in these poems was probably aroused by the enthusiasm of his friends T.L. Peacock (who himself incorporated a translation of Hymn 7 into his Rhododaphne (1817)), and T.J. Hogg, who called the Hymns ‘miraculous effusions of genius’ when recommending them to Shelley.5 The poetry’s appeal was amply registered in Shelley’s 1818 translations, but it became something different (and greater) in 1820; while the judgement of one modern critic that ‘the feature most likely to attract [Shelley] in the Hymns was their resemblance to his own work’ is going too far, the deep creative connection between these Greek poems and Shelley’s developing art was a real one.6


The ‘Hymn to Mercury’, in its stanzaic translation, presents itself as a modern poem – at first glance on the page, it could be mistaken for a further instalment of (say) Lord Byron’s Beppo (1818) or Don Juan (1819 and after): the work, however, is an alchemical transformation of the Byronic form into something quite new. Liberated from the need to strike a suitable classical register in his formal deportment, Shelley can simultaneously give the Greek poetry its full mischievous dash and use the rhyming dynamics of the stanza form to generate his own kinds of eloquence:7




39


And Phoebus stooped under the craggy roof


Arched over the dark cavern – Maia’s child


Perceived that he came angry, far aloof,


About the cows of which he had been beguiled,


And over him the fine and fragrant woof


Of his ambrosial swaddling-clothes he piled –


As among fire-brands lies a burning spark


Covered, beneath the ashes cold and dark.


40


There like an infant who had sucked his fill


And now was newly washed and put to bed,


Awake, but courting sleep with weary will,


And gathered in a lump hands, feet, and head,


He lay, and his beloved tortoise still


He grasped and held under his shoulder-blade.





One of the gains made by Shelley here is a result of his need to fill up the stanzas’ room: rhyme encourages extra associative energies in poetic style, and here the infant Mercury has ‘sucked his fill’ partly to help the rhymes on their way (for he has done no such thing in the Greek); but without this, Shelley’s attention could hardly have produced ‘gathered in a lump hands, feet, and head’, in which the Greek line ‘in a small space he drew together his head, his hands, and his feet’ is utterly transformed, even while it is being translated, into a moment of direct observation. ‘In a lump’, like the ‘beloved’ Shelley adds to the tortoise without any warrant from the text, suddenly makes Mercury a real baby.8 In a larger sense, the ‘Hymn to Mercury’ becomes also a real poem of Shelley’s at the same time as being a superb translation of the Hymn; and within weeks, both the stanza form and the mercurial power and liberty of the verse had sparked his rapid composition of ‘The Witch of Atlas’, an ‘original’ poem which could never have happened without the translation that preceded and provoked it.


Many English poems issued from the Homeric Hymns in the later nineteenth century, and into the twentieth, although none of them (including even work by Tennyson and Swinburne) fully matches Shelley, Congreve, and Chapman. Hymn 2 (to Demeter) tended to speak a little too readily to half-formed mystical aspirations in Victorian poetry, and too temptingly to mythologically over-excited purveyors of twentieth-century and contemporary verse. Greek poetry of the classical and the early periods in general is not ‘mystical’ in any modern sense, and poets attempting to make it so end up looking faintly ridiculous in their ancient fancy-dress. Nor, it would be useful to add, should Greek poetry be presumed to be relevant to the pressing and worthy concerns which a modern poet may share with her or his contemporary readership. There is a line, one maddeningly difficult to draw, between the kind of poetic translation that results in originality, and that which fails to be anything more than merely poetic. In general, when a poet’s translation resembles too closely (and that can also mean too pleasingly, too satisfyingly or easily) that poet’s original verse, something is going wrong. The Homeric Hymns present the poetic translator with a profound and challenging otherness; in this, at least, they are undoubtedly like ‘Homer’. For a poet translating them, the question is not what you will do with that otherness, but what it will do with you. An ancient poet does not uncannily prefigure the brilliance of his or her modern translators, endorsing from the deep past their sensitivity, wisdom, and fine feelings. And the point about the ancient world in a larger sense is not that it resembles (in this way or that) our own.


We should be very careful, then, about labelling the Homeric Hymns as ‘religious’, and believing that word is self-explanatory. The poems are about Greek gods, it is true, and they pay those gods various kinds of reverence; but they are not expressions of religious devotion as that concept is known in modern European history, and such religious experiences as they figure have nothing at all to do with the personal enlightenment or salvation of the narrating poet. At best, the Hymns might serve their ancient narrators well in bringing a certain amount of divine sponsorship to bear, whether in the winning of contests or more general prosperity. The complex patchwork of religious beliefs which they represent is the very loosest kind of unity, and is not some kind of ancient ‘scripture’ on which to found a theology. Instead, the poets of these Hymns are often in the business of telling stories, and these stories are narrated with sometimes extreme levels of sophistication. It is impossible to regain access to the full range of nuance and allusion which the Hymns must have contained; we can, however, still see how frequently, and with what subtlety of effect, they touch the texts of Homeric epic, as well as that other strand of epic literature represented by Hesiod. To a greater or lesser extent, all of the Hymns are poems full of reference, packed with the literary language, the stories, the named divine personalities, and the places known to its audiences from a large body of old, but still living, oral literature.


Assuming that the bulk of the Hymns originate from a period between roughly the end of the seventh century BC and the end of the fifth (which is the modern scholarly consensus), we can think of them as fragmentary records from the culture of professional recitation in which performers travelled between different parts of Greece with their repertoires of epic material. The Ionian coast, the Aegean islands, and the Greek mainland would all be places on the touring circuits of numerous performers, some of whom we know claimed a kind of family connection to their great original by calling themselves Homeridai, the Sons of Homer. The very language of the Hymns – like that of the Homeric epics – seems designed for travel, for although it incorporates elements from all the major dialect regions (along with consciously archaic elements), it is not in itself the language spoken in one particular locality. The Hymns also build in a great deal of geographical range, and at a time when few people apart from those involved in merchant shipping would have travelled far from their home towns, this adds a vital dimension.


In part, the awareness of a Greece beyond immediate localities is connected with the whole meaning and understanding of an Olympian pantheon, for which the Hymns are important instruments. Any theology for the culture in which these poems are rooted begins with geography: gods have places of origin (commonly, each god has several), places of special association, and the ability to move rapidly between such locations. Some of the more intensely topographic passages in the Hymns may indeed seem alien to modern tastes, but they must have been challenging and (in a stimulating way) stretching for many ancient imaginations too. Even when translated across huge tracts of time and culture, effects like these can still be real. Few of Chapman’s early readership had ever gone much beyond their native counties in England, and this somehow underwrites his superbly confident translation of one detailed Greek itinerary in Hymn 3 (to Apollo):9




[…] all mortalls liue in thy commands.


Who euer Crete holds; Athens; or the strands


Of th’Ile Aegina; or the famous land


For ships (Euboea:) or Eresia;


Or Peparethus, bordering on the sea.


Aegas; or Athos, that doth Thrace diuide


And Macedon. Or Pelion, with the pride


Of his high forehead. Or the Samian Ile;


That likewise lies neare Thrace; or Scyrus soile;


Ida’s steepe tops. Or all that Phocis fill:


Or Autocanes, with the heauen-high hill:


Or populous Imber: Lemnos without Ports;


Or Lesbos, fit for the diuine resorts;


And sacred soile of blest Aeolion.


Or Chius that exceeds comparison


For fruitfulnes; with all the Iles that lie


Embrac’t with seas. Mimas, with rocks so hie.


Or Loftie-crownd Corycius; or the bright


Charos: or Aesagaeus dazeling height:


Or watery Samos. Mycale, that beares


Her browes euen with the circles of the spheares.


Miletus; Cous; That the Citie is


Of voice-diuided-choice humanities.


High Cnidus; Carpathus, still strooke with winde;


Naxus, and Paros; and the rockie-min’d


Rugged Rhenaea.





The translation here both inherits things from the previous generation in English poetry and passes them on, decisively altered, into the next. In this, the very otherness of the Greek is not softened, or made reassuringly familiar; instead, it is the whole point. The manner of Chapman here will feed directly into the catalogues of ancient and far-fetched places and names in John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), but part of it is brought from the past, and Christopher Marlowe:10




[One brings a Map.]


Here I began to martch towards Persea,


Along Armenia and the Caspian sea,


And thence unto Bythinia, where I tooke


The Turke and his great Empresse prisoners,


Then martcht I into Egypt and Arabia,


And here not far from Alexandria,


Whereas the Terren and the red sea meet,


Being distant lesse than ful a hundred leagues,


I meant to cut a channell to them both,


That men might quickly saile to India.


From thence to Nubia neere Borno Lake,


And so along the Ethiopian sea,


Cutting the Tropicke line of Capricorne,


I conquered all as far as Zansibar.


Then by the Northerne part of Affrica,


I came at last to Grœcia, and from thence


To Asia, where I stay against my will,


Which is from Scythia, where I first began,


Backeward and forwards nere five thousand leagues.





The ancient breadth of reference in the Homeric Hymn is repeated by Chapman as translator, but its English poetic idiom, the backbone of its diction, was already available to him, in the blank verse of the English stage. In the process, something new and (for Milton, at any rate) viable is added to the language’s poetic capacity.


Perhaps, in this respect, things for the ancient Greek authors of these poems were not so very different. Taking, adding, and passing on were all essential parts of the process of composition itself; considered as a whole, all these things could, by common consent, for a time constitute an author called ‘Homer’. Like the Olympian gods, Homer had a plurality of origins, and of places in the world, which became more elaborate with the passing of time. And eventually, once biographical thinking became (however slowly) distinct from poetic myth-making, Lives of Homer came to have an appeal. The present volume (like early editions of Homer’s Works) includes one such biography, a Life written by someone probably in the late first or early second century AD; someone, moreover, who is passing himself off as the historian Herodotus, from a good six centuries earlier. In this narrative, there are numerous inserted short poems: these became known as Homer’s Epigrams, and were duly added to the sum of his Works. Yet they date from long before the compilation of the Life itself, and in all likelihood from long before the real Herodotus. Some are very slight things indeed, others more substantial; yet all of them need the supporting narrative framework to make complete sense. The Life could well have been written partly to explain the poems.


All of this is another way of saying that the existence of ‘Homer’ is something dependent wholly on Homeric poetry. Just as the fact that the gods Apollo and Hera, Athene and Hermes never existed takes nothing away from the complex and lively reality of the mythology they generated when they were believed in, so the near certainty that there was never a single individual who composed the Iliad and the Odyssey, the Hymns and the little constellation of Epigrams and minor poems does nothing to render insubstantial the palpable presence of a poet called Homer.


Such a presence can be made solid in poetic translations – as for Chapman, and much later for Shelley, it was undoubtedly touched and proven there. My own task in tackling the Hymns has been to make them, as well as I am able, contemporary poems; and inevitably, this means the kind of contemporary poems I am able to write. So, I expect these versions bear strong marks of my own time and background – the cadence and diction of their English, for example, have a Northern Irish inflection, and their sense of line and form generally accords with the work of somebody whose own poetry has long been (for better or worse) indebted to the resources of both rhyme and metre. On the whole, the versions are ‘faithful’ (to use the established and interesting metaphor) to the diction and syntax of the Greek. But in making them (as I hope) poems rather than versified cribs, I have been ready to intervene from time to time: not just in compressing and occasionally suppressing epithets, but in formal ways too, sometimes breaking up the longer narratives into formally distinct sections, and turning some Hymns into stanzaic verse. Given all this, it will be obvious that I do not believe myself capable of finding an imitative equivalent, in the metres and rhythms of English verse, for the dactylic hexameter in which these poems uniformly are composed; and I suspect that the efforts expended in finding such supposed equivalents are often a kind of misplaced ingenuity. At all events, I have attempted to turn the Greek into the kind of English poetry I know how to write.


After the Hymns in this edition, I have included the pseudo-Herodotean Life (with the Epigrams), and a couple of appendices in which I have translated lengthy passages from Homer and Hesiod that are of particular relevance to some of the poems. In the Notes, I have supplied a brief essay on each of the longer Hymns, together with a commentary. This will be enough, I think, to point interested readers towards some of the main areas of discussion in the modern study of the Homeric Hymns, and will provide a certain amount of comparative material that will deepen the experience of reading these ancient texts. As far as I could, I have tried to make sure that the main currents of modern interpretation are accounted for; the Notes should also make it clear when I have departed from the original texts, and what has thereby been missed out. Whatever kinds of licence have been exercised in the translations, none has been presumed upon in the commentary material; I have doubtless made mistakes there, but I have not consciously told any fibs on the spurious grounds of a poet’s privilege.


It is usually a sign of egotistic eccentricity to change the name of a literary work from something that is already widely known and accepted: hence, this book is what would reasonably be expected, The Homeric Hymns. There is a case, all the same, for returning these poems to their remote and many-lived author, and thinking of them as The Hymns of Homer. They add, just as generations of readers once thought, to our sense of the Iliad and the Odyssey by enabling us to experience the full range of possible approaches to their many gods – who are at the same time like and unlike women and men, interested in and scornful of humanity, parts of a real world and still gleefully beyond it: and this experience is everywhere in the poetry, whose movements can be so nimble and so dazzling. Homer without the Hymns is less than Homer.
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The Homeric Hymns






Hymn 1


To Dionysus


[four fragments]


A.


             ] for


some say, Bull-god, a god from birth,


Drakanos was the place on earth


Semelē bore you to great Zeus;


some say that it was by the side


of Alpheios’ deep-running tide;


exposed Ikaros, others; or choose


Naxos, or else claim that the place


was Thebes: wrongly, in every case,


for Zeus found somewhere far from men


to be your proper birthplace when


he hid you well out of the reach


of Hera’s pale arms, a place where each


peak of the range is topped with trees,


called Nysa, a far spot that lies


in Phoenicia, almost as far


as where the Egyptian waters are,


where nobody can come by sea,


for there’s no harbour that allows


ships with their curly sterns and prows


to ride at anchor; all around


a huge cliff rises to high ground


where splendid and delicious things


grow in abundance [by fresh springs,


and where the river cuts a deep


glen in the forest, and flowers keep


back from the rushing water there,


to thrive with only nature’s care


not far from perfect grazing land]


*


B.


                     and vines] weighed down


with large grape-clusters of their own [


*


C.


‘… [is what you want: what more


could you go through, or I deplore


than this? For when Hephaestus left


under his own steam, he was deft


enough, as everyone will know,


to trick you, and leave you a show


for all and sundry then, my dear,


done up and totally trapped here


in devilish straps and locks and chains.


And who could set you free? Around


your middle one great belt is wound,


while he has gone, and set his face


against both pleading and disgrace.


Sister, you have a cruel son;


cripple though he may be, he’s one


crafty customer; it’s no good


falling at his feet, for he would


still be this wild and furious;


so the one thing left now for us


is to see if he’s really made


of iron, for these two sons of mine


are clever enough to combine


to help you – first, Ares is here


to brandish his war-sharpened spear,


and then there’s Dionysus too,


with plenty of tricks he can do.


As for Hephaestus, he’d be wise


to keep himself from giving rise


to some quarrel with me, unless


he wants to feel the sore distress


that I can cause, taken from all


sweet pleasures and condemned to fall


again, while Dionysus, this


young lad ] …’


*


D.


‘…and in his temples they will raise


statues galore to show his praise,


while for these three things, every three


years people will come in to see


offerings made in sacrifice.’


As soon as he had said this, Zeus


inclined his head and dark brows down,


and the hair blazed out from his crown,


shaking massive Olympus; so


saying, he simply bowed his head.


And now Dionysus, Bull-god,


you who can send the women mad,


look kindly on us all who sing


before we start, and when we bring


our stories to an end, of you:


there is no way to mind a true


song without minding you as well.


So, Bull-god, Dionysus, take


this tribute also for the sake


of Semelē your mother, she


whom people still call Thyonē.





Hymn 2


To Demeter


 


 


This is about Demeter, the long-haired goddess


Demeter, and about her child, a skinny-legged


little girl who was just taken away


one morning by Hades, Death himself, on the say-so


of his brother Zeus, the deep- and wide-bellowing God.


She was apart from her mother, and from Demeter’s


protecting sword, made all of gold, when he came;


she was running about in an uncut spring meadow


with her friends, the daughters of the god Ocean,


and picking flowers here and there – crocuses and wild roses,


with violets and tiny irises, then hyacinths


and one narcissus planted there by Gaia, the Earth,


as Zeus demanded, and as a favour to Death,


to trap the girl, whose own eyes were as small and bright


as the buds of flowers: it blazed and shone out


with astonishing colours, a prodigy as much for


the immortal gods as for people who die.


A hundred flower-heads sprung from the root


with a sweet smell so heavy and overpowering


that the wide sky and the earth, even the salt waves


of the sea lit up, as though they were all smiling.


The girl was dazzled; she reached out with both hands


to gather up the brilliant thing; but then the earth


opened, the earth’s surface with its level roads


buckled, there on the plain of Nysa, and up from below


rushed at her, driving his horses, the king of the dead.


He snatched her up, struggling, and he drove her away


in his golden chariot as she wailed and shrieked


and called out loud to her father to help her,


to Zeus, the highest of high powers;


yet nobody – not one god, not one human being,


not even the laden olive-trees – paid heed to her;


but from deep in a cave, the young night-goddess


Hecatē, Perses’ daughter, in her white linen veil,


could hear the child’s cries; and so could the god Helios


– god of the Sun, like his father Hyperion –


hear the girl screaming for help to Zeus, her own father:


Zeus, who was keeping his distance, apart from the gods,


busy in a temple, taking stock there of the fine


offerings and the prayers of mortal men.


For all her struggling, it was with the connivance of Zeus


that this prince of the teeming dark, the god with many titles,


her own uncle, with his team of unstoppable horses


took away the little girl: she, as long as she kept in sight


the earth and the starry night sky, the sun’s day-beams


and the seas pulled by tides and swimming in fish,


still hoped, hoped even now to see her mother again


and get back to her family of the eternal gods.


From the mountain tops to the bottom of the sea, her voice


echoed, a goddess’s voice; and, when her mother heard


those cries, pain suddenly jabbed at her heart: she tore


in two the veil that covered her perfumed hair,


threw a dark shawl across her shoulders, and shot


out like a bird across dry land and water,


frantic to search; but nobody – neither god, nor human –


was ready to tell her what had happened, not even


a solitary bird would give Demeter the news.


For nine whole days, with a blazing torch in each hand,


the goddess roamed the earth, not touching, in her grief,


either the gods’ food or their drink, ambrosia or nectar,


and not stopping even to splash her skin with water.


On the tenth day, at the first blink of dawn, Hecatē


came to help her, carrying torches of her own,


and gave her first what news she could: ‘Royal Demeter,


bringer of seasons, and all the gifts the seasons bring,


what god in heaven, or what man on this earth


can have snatched away Persephone, and broken your heart?


I heard the sound of her crying, but I couldn’t see


who it was; I’m telling you everything I know.’


Hecatē said this, and received not one word in reply:


instead, Demeter rushed her away, and the pair of them


soon reached Helios, the watcher of gods and men.


Demeter stopped by his horses, and spoke to him from there.


‘If ever I have pleased you, Helios, or if ever


I have done you a favour, do this one for me now:


my daughter’s voice was lost on the trackless air,


shrill with distress; I heard, but looked and saw nothing.


You gaze down all day from the broad sky,


and see everything on dry land and the ocean:


so if you have seen who forced away my child


from me, and who went off with her, whether


a man or a god, please, quickly, just tell me.’


She said this, and the son of Hyperion replied:


‘Holy Demeter, daughter of Rhea with her long hair,


you are going to hear it all – for I think highly


of you and, yes, I pity you, grieving as you are


for the loss of your skinny-legged little girl. So:


of all the immortal gods, none other is responsible


than the master of the clouds, Zeus himself, who gave her


to Hades his brother to call his own


as a beautiful wife. Hades with his team of horses


snatched her, and dragged her to the thickening dark


as she cried and cried. But come now; you are a goddess:


call an end to this huge sorrow; be reasonable:


there is no need for such uncontrollable rage.


Hades, the lord of millions, is hardly, after all,


the worst son-in-law amongst the immortals,


and he is your own flesh and blood, your own brother.


As for his position – well, he has what was allotted


originally, when things were split three ways,


the master of those amongst whom he dwells.’


So saying, Helios took up the reins, and his horses


were away all at once, bearing up the chariot


like birds with slender wings. And now grief fastened


– a harsher, a more dreadful pain – at Demeter’s heart.


Furious with the black cloud-god, the son of Cronos,


she abandoned the gods’ city, and high Olympus,


to travel through rich fields and the towns of men,


changing her face, wiping all its beauty away,


so that nobody, neither man nor woman, when


they saw her could recognise her for a goddess.


She wandered a long time, until she came to the home


at Eleusis of the good man Celeus, master there.


Heartsore, heart-sorry, Demeter stopped by the roadside


at the well they called the Maiden’s Well, where people


from the town would come for water; sat in the shade


cast over her by heavy branches of olive,


and looked for all the world like a very old lady,


one long past childbearing or the gifts of love,


just like a nurse who might care for the children


of royalty, or a housekeeper in their busy house.


The daughters of Celeus caught sight of her as they came


that way to draw water, and carry it back


to their father’s place in great big pitchers of bronze:


Callidicē and Clisidicē, beautiful Dēmō


and Callithoē, the eldest girl of all four,


more like goddesses in the first flower of youth.


They had no idea who she was – it’s hard for people


to recognise gods – so they came straight up to her


and demanded, ‘Madam, where have you come from


and who, of all the old women here, are you?


Why is it that you’ve walked out past the town


and don’t go to its houses? Plenty of ladies


the same age as you, and others who are younger,


are there now, in buildings sheltered from the heat,


to welcome you with a kind word and a kind turn.’


When they had done, the royal goddess replied:


‘Good day to you, girls, whoever you may be;


I’ll tell you what you want to know, for it’s surely


not wrong, when you’re asked, to explain the truth.


I am called Grace – my mother gave me that name –


and I have travelled on the broad back of the sea


all the way from Crete – not wanting to, but forced


to make the journey by men who had snatched me,


gangsters, all of them. In that fast ship of theirs


they put in at Thoricos, where the women


disembarked together, and they themselves began


making their supper down by the stern-cables.


But I had no appetite for any meal that they made,


and when their backs were turned I disappeared


into dark country, and escaped from those men


before they could sell me, stolen goods, at a


good price, bullies and fixers that they were.


That’s how I arrived like a vagrant, and I


don’t know what country it is, or who lives here.


May the gods who have their homes on Olympus


send you good husbands and plenty of children


to please the parents; but now, spare a thought


for me, like the well brought-up girls that you are,


and maybe I can come to one of your houses


to do some honest work for the ladies and gentlemen


living there, the kind of thing a woman of my age


does best: I can nurse a new baby, and hold


him safe in my arms; I can keep the place clean;


I can make up the master’s bed in a corner


of the great bedchamber, and give all the right


instructions to serving women in the house.’


It was the goddess who said this; immediately


the girl Callidicē, loveliest of Celeus’ daughters,


spoke back to her, calling her Grandma, and saying:


‘Whatever the gods give, however grievous the hardship,


people put up with it, as they must, for the gods


are that much stronger: it’s just how things are.


But something I can do is tell you the names


of men who have power and prestige in this town,


who keep its walls in good shape, whose decisions


count for much, and whose advice is listened to here:


wise Triptolemus and Diocles, that good man


Eumolpus, then Polyxeinus, and Dolichus,


and our own dear father of course, all have


wives kept busy with the care of their houses;


not one of them would take a dislike to you


and turn you away from the door – they would welcome


you in, for there is something special about you.


Stay here, if you will, and we’ll all run back


to tell our mother, Metaneira, the whole story,


then see whether she’ll suggest that you come


to ours, and not go looking for another home.


She has a new baby in the house now, a son


born later in life, hoped for and prayed for:


if you were to take care of him, and see him through


to manhood, you would be the envy of any


woman, so well would that childcare be paid.’


Demeter simply nodded her head, and the girls


filled their shiny pitchers up with fresh water


and carried them away, their heads held high.


Soon they were at the family home, where they told


their mother all they had seen, all they had heard.


She ordered them to hurry back, and request this woman


to come and work for a good wage. So then


like deer, or like young calves in springtime,


happy and well-fed, running around in the fields,


they pulled up the folds of their long dresses


and dashed down the cart-track: the long hair,


yellow as saffron, streamed back over their shoulders.


They found Demeter where they had left her, by the road,


and they led her then towards their father’s house


while she walked a little way behind, troubled at heart,


her head veiled, and with the dark dress fluttering


this way and that over her slender legs.


They got back to Celeus’ house, and went in


through the hallway, where their mother was waiting,


seated by a pillar that held up the strong roof,


with her child, the new son and heir, at her breast.


The girls ran straight to her: slowly Demeter placed


a foot over the threshold, her head touched the rafters,


and around her the entire doorway lit up.


Astonishment and draining fear together shook


Metaneira; she gave up her couch to the visitor


and invited her to sit. But Demeter, who brings


the seasons round, and brings gifts with the seasons,


had no wish to relax on that royal couch, and she


maintained her silence, with eyes fixed on the floor,


until Iambe came up, mindful of her duty,


and offered a low stool, which she had covered


with a sheep’s white fleece. The goddess


sat down now, and with one hand she drew


the veil across her face; and there she remained,


sunk in her quiet grief, giving to no one


so much as a word or a sign, sitting on there


without a smile, accepting neither food nor drink


for an age, as she pined for her beautiful daughter,


until Iambe, resourceful as ever, took


her mind off things with jokes and funny stories,


making her smile first, then laugh, and feel better,
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