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The idea for this exhibition was formed in the fall of 2017. That autumn the voices of 
#MeToo rose up and reawakened memories of both my own past and of my fascination with 

a lyric composed some thousands of years ago. I heard myself in a chorus of young women and 
ancient Greek voices decrying these crimes of gender, committed in the name of patriarchal desire, 
as not normal or right.

Crimes of the Gods brings my recent paintings together with works created in the 1980’s. The 
older painting and prints are illustrative of an ancient Greek narrative, The Homeric Hymn to 
Demeter while the recent pictures are self-portraits made from direct observation. I have al-
ways thought the two bodies of work to be very different both in form and content, but when 
I was able to see them side by side I realized that they were related.

Last September I had to move my early work out of storage and into the studio, not having 
seen the paintings or prints in over 25 years. When I saw them alongside the more recent 
self-portraits I felt the closing of a circle, a tale and its tellers. The portrait faces seemed to me 
to be watching, listening, whispering to past works. They showed me that both my artistic 
and worldly concerns were closely intertwined. And the work I thought I left behind has been 
carried forward picture by picture.

What is the provenience of these two bodies of work? Could it begin with Florence Hill, 
the second-grade teacher who brought a pomegranate to class? She told us a uniquely 



gynocentric tale, one which showed me that although bad experiences cannot be 
undone, regeneration is possible. Certainly, a major influence was the beautiful 
translation by Apostolos Athanassakis of The Homeric Hymn to Demeter (published 
in 1979) and my desire to illustrate it. In it one hears about the criminal behavior 
of patriarchs; Zeus and his brother Hades (aka Host of Many Guest of None). 
Even the story’s lesser gods aid and/or abet the misdeeds of their overlords. 
Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? There are other Homeric Hymns to the Olympians, but 
Demeter’s is the one that has little good to say about most of these gods. When in 
the 1980’s I read Athanassakis’ translation I was inspired by it and began a series 
of gestural large scale, illustrative paintings and woodcuts. For almost a decade 
I painted, printed and drew from this mythic world. But in 1990 my studio work 
abruptly changed focus onto the series of self-portraits that I am still involved 
with. I felt like a different artist. But now I see that many issues connected the 
two bodies of work. Although the portraits show only one protagonist, my aim 
in these small mask-like pictures has always been to tell a story that isn’t mine 
alone. Brave mothers who strive to resurrect the assaulted, daughters caught in 
dark places, bold liars, witnesses who come forward or don’t, prodigal daughters, 
foolish innocents, skeptics, kindly crones, and abstracted elementals. I have seen 
them all through the mirror of my portraits. Now I see that the tale told in The 
Homeric Hymn is more of an ongoing truth than a myth and that all of my art has 
been involved with its lessons.
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Host of Many
1989, oil on canvas, 60 x 48 inches
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If fate is everything that can happen, the Hymn to Demeter 
shows us an array of possible women’s fates. Women’s 
fate, women’s subjectivity, and women’s agency are at the 

center of each of these scenes. 
Young girls are picking flowers in a meadow when the 

lord of the underworld comes surging up out of the earth to 
snatch Persephone away as she reaches for a flower that was 
placed there as a lure. 

By the time Demeter finds out from Helios what hap-
pened to her daughter, the narrator has said three times that 
Zeus, god of justice, had promised Persephone in marriage to 
Hades.  

What kind of justice is this? God of the clouds indeed!
Demeter is already angry; but when Helios tells her what 

an eligible “marriage” this abduction is, her anger becomes, 
well, Titanic. It seems to take all the gods by surprise; ap-
parently they all took Zeus’s view of the matter, that the girl 
Persephone was disposable, “available.” It had never occurred 
to any of them that Demeter’s consent was to be asked for. 

The power of consent is an absolute; it isn’t reducible to 
tradable advantages; it isn’t something to justify or explain. 
For Demeter to countenance the presumption is, in effect, 
to give away not only her daughter but more importantly, 
all her own power of consent and refusal. It’s impossible to 
keep company with the other gods on those term

And then, she is so angry! It makes all of them a little 
nervous.

She leaves to wander the earth, in grief and rage, 
neglecting the duties by which she keeps life on earth fertile 
and flourishing. Her anger launches a slow-burning cata-
clysm that threatens the gods themselves.

She makes her way, disguised as a childless old woman, 
an out-of-work household manager, to the town of Eleusis, 
which is dedicated to the cult of Demeter, site of the Ele-
usinian mysteries. 

She waits near the well, and the four daughters of 
Keleus, bringing copper vessels to fetch water, find her 

there; she tells them a made-up story about herself; she was 
abducted by human traffickers, and managed to escape, (we 
may assume) because she wasn’t valuable enough for them 
to bother pursuing her. The girls run home to give news of 
the stranger and then they come back to fetch her.

Her hosts offer her wine, but wine isn’t what she 
wants. She wants the drink made of barley-meal and water, 
so that is fetched for her. She’s given what she wants, not 
what they think she should have.

The generosity that rules in Keleus’s house is related 
to the most essential characteristic of living nature: the 
prodigality of forms and strategies that are an expression of 
the energy of each living thing (“Energy is eternal delight”—
William Blake). Demeter’s power over agriculture is related 
to our 21st century idea of sustainability, except our idea is 
so small and cheap—just an afterthought to the plunder—
compared to what Demeter represents. She represents a far 
more rich and powerful idea of sustainability. It holds the 
flourishing of all life as the end of all husbandry, of all labor, 
of all art, and of all connection. It honors the living crea-
ture’s delight in its own generative, transformative energies 
and potential. Everything is more beautiful than it needs  
to be.

Demeter is this life-sustaining and life-generating 
ethical principle, toward which hospitality, kindness, beauty, 
generosity of spirit, converge. When it is denied, the world 
begins to starve.

The members of this rich and blessed household treat 
the destitute old woman like a guest who has the little bit 
of divinity that we all have in us (the little bit is infinite, 
though). In this they are following the liberality of the 
goddess Demeter’s rule over living things. When the visitor 
is given what she asks for, is that because of the cult? Is 
that the cult coming into being? If such scenes and tableaus 
are re-enacted as ritual performances, is that more or less 
real than any act motivated by this ethics of delight? It’s all 
ambiguous; it can’t be known for sure. 

Demeter and Persephone
Kia Penso



At last the gods agree to review this bad bargain. Perse-
phone and her captor are summoned from the underworld. 
Mother and daughter are reunited and Demeter is very keen 
to know whether Persephone has eaten anything while under-
ground.  She has: a couple of pomegranate seeds . She has 
accepted hospitality, and that consent is enough to transform 
her from a captive to a guest (she’s a goddess, she’s not in dan-
ger of starving to death, this is about intention). Demeter can’t 
undo Persephone’s consent; she can’t now violate the principle 
for which she went on that year-long strike. This story adds 
the idea of consent to the sum of human (and divine) knowl-
edge; it grounds it in the most elemental sense of life, in what 
all living things have in common, the urge to enjoy their own 
will, energy, being, and declares it an irreducible, nonnego-
tiable absolute. The origin story is that one woman got angry 
enough to nearly bring down the whole shooting match and 
wouldn’t be satisfied with anything but justice.

Reading the Hymn to Demeter this time I notice partic-
ularly how it compels the reader (the poet would have had 
listeners) to think visually, as if the act of conceptualizing 
the physical or visual is essential to getting the story, and 
yet what is “seen” is so simple and carefully selected: the 
light of attention pauses on scenes and objects and they sort 
of fill up with meaning, and there is a high art that makes 
them simple, uncluttered, iconic, and yet still somehow able 
to stand for the weight of existence, a convergence of the 
metaphoric and the actual.

The challenge is to not “illustrate” these conceptual 
exercises but to be possessed by them. 

That’s what Susanna Coffey’s woodcuts look like to me, 
they look possessed by the emotional energies of this poem: 
the sum of all women’s anger the way the hymn is a sum of 
all of women’s fates, most of those fates still hidden in its 
shadows. I look at these images and feel like I don’t need to 
see another nymph decorating a picturesque ruin with her-
self ever again. The energies at work in the story sizzle across 
the darkness in these woodcuts. All the meanings are loaded 
up in those simple things, and so there’s an immanence in 
these ordinary objects: the cup, the pomegranate. As in the 
story, the image pauses the narrative, it pauses time.

For this task the costume shop and the knicknackeries 
won’t do, because the poem is treating of elemental matters. 

I can well believe that the Homeric Hymns fed Coffey’s 
painting for nearly a decade; you can order the world with 
the Hymn to Demeter, and its ambiguities are so generative, 
so fertile of ideas you find yourself wanting to feed your own 
experience into them—and that is transformative too.

Maybe that’s why her paintings from after that decade 
still seem to be informed by the experience of the Homeric 
Hymns—in the specificity of each self-portrait and the 
range of variation in the backgrounds that aren’t really 
backgrounds. I mean, they may have begun as backgrounds 
but what is a background, anyway? More and more, the 
backgrounds look like being, imagined, with such prodigal-
ity as to imply infinite possibilities of relationship with the 
subject, and, consequently, of the subject’s relationship to 
everything. I don’t know if you can set out intending to do 
this. I think it accumulates, each one of the moments repre-
sented here being the one, like the eleventy-fourteen thou-
sand pirouettes I did when I was studying dance. For each 
instance, a just balance, a just account of the relationship 
between the central thing and what is around it, is sought 
and is completely unique. Somehow that uniqueness can 
imply the possibility of everything. 

It’s not like “Stand here next to the potted plant,” 
but you could get the potted plant in there because it feels 
as though you could get anything into the space around 
that central object: everything is already latent there, to be 
revealed in the act of painting.  

I’m like the most traditional person in the world, and 
I am really interested in the genres! I like that connec-
tion to the past that the traditional genres provide. 
People are moving away from tradition and the weight 
of history, and I’d rather bear that weight and feel it. 
Even though everything has been done, it hasn’t been 
done by me. And particularly for women artists, it is 
not a very long tradition. The culture in the United 
States is also not that old. So I don’t want to throw it 
off; I want to get engaged with history, and fight with 
it, and compete with it. 

(Susanna Coffey, in interview with Jennifer Samet, 
Hyperallergic, January 26, 2013)
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