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cles, not Herakles); the Greek final -0s has been kept, as in Minos.
Tn doubtful cases we have accepted the spelling given by Gordon
Kirkwood in his Short Guide to Classical Mythology (New York,
1959). We have generally used the Greek forms of names where
there is a separate Latin equivalent (Aphrodite, not Venus); this
rule obviously does not apply in the chapter on Roman Legends.
The index provides cross-references to both the Greek and Roman
names.

We have received help and encouragement from many col-
leagues, students, and friends. Our colleague, the late Professor W.
Robert Jones, until his death in 1968, gave generously to us ol his
time and wisdom, Mr, Gordon Hill and the late Mr. Charles Hillard,
of David McKay’s, were more patient and encouraging than we
deserved; Miss Ellen B. Karge and Mr. Charles A. McCloud were
helpful in providing material for the writing of chapter 24. Dr. Arta
Johnson has provided patient and detailed criticism of the manu-
script and has undertaken the labor of compiling the index. Mrs.
Mark Morford has helped us in selecting the illustrations and in
typing much of the manuscript, while Mrs. Colette Armstrong, Mrs.
Nicholas Genovese and Miss Joann Phillips typed the remaining
parts of the manuscript. To all these persons we extend our thanks.

INTRODUCTION

DEFINITIONS OF MYTH

Webster's Third New International Dictionary gives the following
definition of myth: “a story that is usually of unknown origin and at
least partially traditional, that ostensibly relates historical events
usually of such character as to serve to explain some practice, be-
lief, institution, or natural phenomenon, and that is especially asso-
ciated with religious rites and beliefs.” This indeed is as good a
definition as any, clear and all-inclusive, highlighting the essential
meanings of the word in its most general sense. Many specialists in
the field of mythology, however, are not satisfied with such a broad
interpretation of the term “myth.” They attempt to distinguish
“true myth” or “myth proper” from other varieties, and seek to
draw distinctions in terminology between it and other words often
used synonymously, such as legend, saga, and folk tale.! Thus, for
some, myth must be ancient and of anonymous origin (according to

1. Sometimes fable is also applied as a general term, but it is better to restrict its
meaning to designate a story in which the characters are animals endowed with
human traits, the primary purpose being moral and didactic.
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Gayley, “myths are born, not made™); others demand that they

invariably be concerned with nature and provide explanations for
its phenomena (i.e., real myths are nature stories and aetiological);
still others would expand their definition to include tales dealing
with all circumstances of human life, although they might also in-
sist upon the presence of the divine or supernatural for authentic-
ity. There are those who argue that myths must have once been
believed, although subsequently they come to be regarded as in-
credible. Thus Christian dogma for them may be excluded from
mythological study (although to non-Christians it may be viewed as
incredible),® and so on. Robert Graves, for example, distinguishes
true myth, which for him is “the reduction to narrative shorthand of
ritual mime performed in public festivals, and in many cases re-
corded pictorially on temple walls, vases, seals, bowls, mirrors,
chests, shields, tapestries, and the like,” from twelve other catego-
ries, such as: philosophical allegory, satire or parody, minstrel ro-
mance, political propaganda, theatrical melodrama, realistic fic-
tion.*

The definitions set forth by Rose in his invaluable handbook
have deservedly won wide acceptance. His distinctions are clear,
serviceable, and enlightening; although inevitably artificial per se,
they are by no means intended to be adopted as rigid. In reality the
criteria merge and the lines of demarcation blur. For him, true myth
or myth proper is ultimately “the result of the working of naive
imagination upon the facts of experience.”” It is to be distinguished
from folk tale, whose major function is to present a story primarily
for the sake of entertainment, and from saga, which, however fanci-
ful and imaginative, is rooted in historical fact. Rarely, if ever, do
we find a pristine, uncontaminated example of any one of these

2. Charles Mills Gayley, The Classic Myths in English Literature and in Art (new
ed.; Boston: Ginn & Co., 1939), p. 2.

3. This emphasis upon the unbelievable in myths is reflected in the common associ-
ation of the words “myth” and “mythical” with what is incredible, fantastic, or
untrue.

4. Robert Graves, The Greek Myths (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1955), vol. 1, p. 10.
His interpretation of Greek mythology is based on the assumption that there once
existed an early matriarchal and totemistic system in Europe with the worship of a
Great Mother Deity, the White Goddess, and the subsequent invasion of a patriar-
chal society from the North and East.

5. H. J. Rose, A Handbook of Classical Mythology (6th ed.; London: Methuen,
1958), pp. 12-14., The implications of the word “naive” are discussed on pp. 4-5.
6. “Legend” may be used as a general term like “myth” in its broadest sense. Often,
however, it is defined as equivalent to “saga” and made to refer to stories inspired by
actual persons and events. Rose prefers the German word Mirchen for the designa-
tion of folk tales (fairy tales, of course, belong in this category).
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forms. Yet the traditional categories of myth, folk tale, and saga are
useful guides as we try to impose some order upon the multitudi-
nous variety of classical legends. Myth is a comprehensive (but not
exclusive) term for stories primarily concerned with the gods and
man’s relations with them; saga, as we have seen, has a perceptible
relationship to history. These two categories underlie the basic
division of the first two parts of this book into The Myths of Crea-
tion; the Gods and The Greek Sagas: Greek Local Legends. Inter-
woven with these broad categories of legend are folk tales, which
are often tales of adventure, sometimes peopled with fantastic be-
ings and enlivened by ingenious strategies on the part of the hero.
How loose these categories are can be seen, for example, from the
stories of Odysseus or the Argonauts. In view of the shifting limits
of definitions of myth we could be forgiven for taking refuge in a
vague and comprehensive phrase such as Geoffrey Kirk’s “tradi-
tional tale.” As Kirk points out, this phrase emphasizes that “a myth
is a story, a narrative with a dramatic structure and a climax,” and
that myths “have succeeded in becoming traditional . . . important
enough to be passed from generation to generation.””

THEORIES AND INTERPRETATIONS OF MYTH

The impossibility of establishing a satisfactory definition of “myth”
has not deterred scholars from developing theories on the meaning
and interpretation of myth, which usually provide bases for a hy-
pothesis about origins. Useful surveys of the principal theories are
easily available,?® so that we shall attempt to touch upon only a few
theories that are likely to prove especially fruitful to the student or
are persistent enough to demand his attention. One thing is certain:
no single theory of myth can cover all myths. The variety of tradi-
tional tales is matched by the variety of their origins and signifi-
cance, so that any monolithic theory cannot succeed in achieving
universal applicability.

The desire to rationalize classical mythology arose far back in
classical antiquity, and is especially associated with the name of
Euhemerus {(ca. 300 B.c.), who claimed that the gods were men
deified for their great deeds.” At the opposite extreme are the anti-
rationalists who favor metaphorical interpretations, which stem
from the belief that traditional tales hide profound meanings. At its
best the metaphorical approach sees myth as allegory, where the

7. G.S. Kirk, The Nature of Greek Myths (Harmondsworth and Baltimore: Penguin
Books, 1974), p. 27.

8. See Appendix to the Introduction on p. 22-25.

9. See Chap. 25, esp. pp. 502—03.
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details of the story are but symbols of universal truths. At its worst
the allegorical approach is a barren exercise in cryptology: to ex-
plain the myth of Ixion and the Centaurs (cf. pp. 444—45) in terms of
clouds and weather phenomena is hardly enlightening and not at
all ennobling.

The metaphorical approach has taken many forms in the
present century through the theories of the psychologists, most es-
pecially those of Freud and Jung. Freud’s discovery of the signifi-
cance of dream-symbols led him and his followers to develop the
similarity between dreams and myths. Myths, therefore, in the
Freudian interpretation, reflect waking man’s eftforts to systematize
the incoherent visions and impulses of his sleep world. The pat-
terns in the imaginative world of children, savages, and neurotics
are similar, and these patterns are revealed in the motifs of myth.
One of the earliest and basic patterns is that of the Oedipus story, in
which the son kills the father in order to possess the mother. From
the ensuing sense of guilt and sin emerges the conception of God as
Father who must be appeased and to whom atonement must be
made. In fact, according to Freud, the Oedipus complex has in-
spired the beginning not only of religion but also of all ethics, art,
and society. It is clear that Freud’s connection between dreams and
myths is important, but it is equally clear that such an interpretation
cannot cover all myths. Nevertheless, Freud’s approach is espe-
cially illuminating for some myths, for example, the legend of the
Minotaur or the saga of the House of Atreus, which deal with some
of the most persistent, if repressed, human fears and emotions and,
by their telling, achieve a kind of catharsis.

Freud’s former disciple, Jung, went beyond the mere connec-
tion of myths and dreams to interpret myths as the projection of
what he called the “collective unconscious” of the race, that is, as a
revelation of the continuing psychic tendencies of society. Thus
myths contain images or “archetypes” (to use Jung’s term) that are
the traditional expressions, developed over thousands of years, of
symbols upon which the society as a whole has come to depend.
Such archetypes are the persona (character of the individual), the
animus and anima (respectively man’s idea of woman, woman’s of
man), the old wise man, the great mother, and so on. These appear
in the dreams of individuals or are expressed in the myths of soci-
eties. The great value of Jung’s concept is that it emphasizes the
psychological dependence of all societies (sophisticated as well as
primitive) upon their traditional myths, often expressed also in reli-
gion and ritual; but Jung’s theories are open to the same limitation
as others, that they do not cover all myths.

We have referred to H. J. Rose’s definition of myth as “the

INTR()DUCT]()N = — 5

result of the working of naive imagination upon the facts of experi-
ence.” The word “naive” implies a type of imagination less sophis-
ticated than that, for example, of the articulate and literary Greeks.
This is both instructive and misleading; it is important to realize
that classical mythology developed from something less sophisti-
cated than the form in which we find it in, say, Homer or Euripides,
and if we do this we shall avoid a lot of the romantic nonsense that
has been perpetuated about the nobility and purity of the Greek
imagination, as if the Greeks had no irrational side to their psychol-
ogy.l? On the other hand, it is misleading to press analogies and
parallels in the legends of widely divergent societies, especially
where, as in Greek mythology, even our earliest literary sources
(Homer and Hesiod) appear after a lengthy period of evolution, far
removed from the myths’ primitive origins. It is equally misleading
to posit a “primitive’” mentality as if it were something childlike
and simple, in contrast to the “sophisticated” mentality of more
advanced societies such as the Greeks.!' In fact, anthropologists
have proved how far the myths of primitive societies reflect the
complexities of social family structures; and their tales are far from
being merely alogical and mystical.

Despite these warnings, however, we may assert that the com-
parative study of myths, especially by anthropologists (as opposed
to philologically trained classicists), has been one of the most fruit-
ful approaches to the interpretation of myths. Sir J. G. Frazer’s The
Golden Bough remains a pioneering monument in the field, for all
its faults. Tt is full of comparative data on kingship and ritual, but its
value is lessened by Frazer’s ritualist interpretation of myth (to be
explained below) and by his eagerness to establish analogies be-
tween myths of savage tribes and classical myths. Equally impor-
tant in the development of modern theories is the work of Bronislav
Malinowksi, who was stranded among the Trobriand islanders (off
New Guinea) during the First World War; he used his enforced
leisure to study the Trobrianders and published his “Myth in Prim-
itive Psychology™ in 1926.!2 His great discovery was the close con-
nection between myths and social institutions, which led him to
explain myths not in cosmic or mysterious terms, but as “charters”

10. See, for example, the passage from Rose, Handbook of Classical Mythology, p.
14, quoted in John Peradotto, Classical Mythology: An Annotated Bibliographical
Survey (Urbana: American Philological Association, 1973), p. 11. The best corrective
to this approach is E. R. Dodds’ book, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1951).

11. This was the attitude, for example, of L. Lévy-Bruhl, Primitive Mentality, trans.
Lilian Clare (New York: Macmillan, 1923; orig. Le Mentalité Primitive, Paris, 1922).
12. Reprinted in Magic, Science and Religion (New York: Doubleday, 1955).



6 INTRODUGCTION

of social customs and beliets. To him myths were related to practi-
cal life, and they explained existing facts and institutions by refer-
ence to tradition: the myth confirms (i.e., is the “charter” for) the
institution, custom or belief. Clearly such a theory will be valid for
only certain myths (for example, those involving the establishment
of a ritual), but any theory that excludes the speculative element in
myth is bound to be too limited.

We have referred earlier to three other approaches to myth that
have been important since the nineteenth century, and we end our
survey of general interpretations with a brief summary of each. The
oldest of the three was the theory of Max Miiller (whose essay on
“Comparative Mythology” was published in 1856) that myths are
nature myths, all referring to meteorological and cosmological phe-
nomena. This is, of course, an extreme development of the allegori-
cal approach, and it is hard to see how or why all myths can be
explained as allegories of, for example, day replacing night, winter
succeeding summer, and so on. True, some myths are nature myths,
and certain gods, for example, Zeus, represent or control the sky
and other parts of the natural order; yet it is just as true that a great
many more myths have no such relationship to nature. Further, the
Greeks (as opposed to other myth-making societies) do not seem to
have given as much attention to nature in their myths as this theory
implies. Anyone who attempts to fix the details about Mt. Olympus,
or about the sun-god, will soon see how vaguely defined the con-
cepts of Greek mythology were in these areas.!®

A second universalist theory is that which says that traditional
tales should be interpreted as explanations of some fact or custom.
Hence the theory is called “etiological,” from the Greek word for a
cause (aition). On this theory the mythmaker is a kind of primitive
scientist, using myths to explain facts that cannot otherwise be ex-
plained within the limits of society’s knowledge at the time. This
theory, again, is adequate for some myths (for example, those that
account for origin of certain rituals), but it does not allow for the
imaginative or metaphysical aspects of mythological thought.

The third and final general theory is the ritualist interpretation
of myth, which underlies Robert Graves’ definition of “true myth”
quoted earlier. Stated most bluntly, this theory says that “myth

13. For a balanced assessment of Miiller’s theories and his controversy with the
“cultural evolutionism” of Andrew Lang, see the essay by R. M. Dorson, “The
Eclipse of Solar Mythology,” in Sebeok, Myth, pp. 25-63.
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implies ritual, ritual implies myth, they are one and the same.”!*
True, many myths are closely connected with rituals, and the the-
ory is valuable for the connection that it emphasizes between myth
and religion. But it is patently untenable to connect all myth with
ritual, and an examination of known Greek rituals will soon show
how far Greek mythology fails to be covered by the ritualist the-
ory.!” The conclusion of G. S. Kirk seems inescapable: “On all the
evidence, the great majority of Greek myths were developed with-
out any special attention to ritual.”

More recently the structural theories of Claude Lévi-Strauss
have enriched the anthropological approach to myth, and they in-
vite the student to observe Malinowski’s most important concept,
that is, the connection between myth and society. Lévi-Strauss sees
myth as a mode of communication, like language and music. In
music it is not the sounds themselves that are important but their
structure, i.e., the relationship of sounds to other sounds. In myth it
is the narrative that takes the part of the sounds of music, and the
structure of the narrative can be perceived at various levels and in
different codes (for example, culinary, astronomical, sociological).
From this it follows that no one version of a myth is the “right” one;
all versions are valid, for myth, like society, is a living organism in
which all the parts contribute to the existence of the whole. As in an
orchestral score certain voices or instruments play some sounds,
while the whole score is the sum of the individual parts, so in a
myth the different, partial, versions combine to reveal its total
structure, including the relationship of the different parts to each
other and to the whole. Lévi-Strauss’ method is therefore rigorously
analytical, breaking down each myth into its component parts. Un-
derlying his analytical approach are basic assumptions, of which
the most important is that all human behavior is based on certain
unchanging patterns whose structure is the same in all ages and in
all societies. Second, he assumes that society has a consistent struc-
ture and therefore a functional unity in which every component
plays a meaningful part. Myths are part of the working of this social
machine and are derived ultimately from the structure of the mind.
And the basic structure of the mind, as of the myths that it creates, is
binary. That is, the mind is constantly dealing with pairs of contra-

14. E. R. Leach, Political Systems of Highland Burma (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1954), p. 13, quoted in Kirk, Nature of Greek Myths, pp. 67 and 226.
The best short expositions of the ritualist theory are the essays by Lord Raglan,
“Myth and Ritual,” and S. E. Hyman, “The Ritual View of Myth and the Mythic,” in
Sebeok, Myth, pp. 122-35 and 136-53.

15. This has been conveniently done by Kirk in Nature of Greek Myths, chap. 10,
esp. pp. 228-53.
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dictions or opposites, and it is the function of myth to medi-
ate between these opposing extremes—raw/cooked, life/death,
hunter/hunted, nature/culture, and so on. “Mythical thought al-
ways progresses from the awareness of oppositions towards their
resolutions.”16 Myth, then, is a mode by which a society communi-
cates and through which it finds a resolution between conflicting
opposites.

The theories of Lévi-Strauss have aroused passionate contro-
versy among anthropologists and students of mythology. The only
point that is generally agreed upon is that they are so significant
that no student can afford to ignore them. The best starting-point for
a study of Lévi-Strauss is the Overture to The Raw and the Cooked,
and students of classical mythology should at least read his article
“The Structural Study of Myth,”’!7 which includes his interpreta-
tion of the Oedipus myth. As we have already seen, Lévi-Strauss
likens each element in the structure of the myth to the part to be
played by an instrument in an orchestral score. Thus, by assigning
to each element a number, one achieves a structure analogous to a
musical score, so that at each stage of the myth one or more struc-
tural elements appear together, while the part played by each ele-
ment can be expressed in linear fashion by reading the “score”
from left to right.

In the Oedipus myth Lévi-Strauss distinguishes four columns
of elements that have common aspects: (1) overrating of blood rela-
tions, (2) underrating of blood relations, (3) killing of monsters, and
(4) names expressive of physical and moral handicaps.!® Thus the
structure shown on p. 9 evolves.

Reading the score vertically, the student sees groups of com-
mon elements in the myth. Reading horizontally, one sees the de-
velopment of an individual’s part in the structure of the myth. From
all this, Lévi-Strauss deduces the elements common to each verti-
cal column (a deduction that we have anticipated in our account);
from column 3 he deduces that the myth concerns “the autochtho-

16. Quoted in G. S. Kirk, Myth: Its Meaning and Function in Ancient and Other
Cultures (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971), p. 44. In fact this state-
ment is a refinement of Rose’s “naive imagination working upon the facts of experi-
ence.” ]

17. In T. A. Sebeok, ed., Myth: a Symposium (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1971), pp. 81-106. For other works by and about Lévi-Strauss, see Appendix
to Introduction on p. 23-25.

18. See below, chapter 15, for details of the Theban legends. Lévi-Strauss himself
admits that the etymologies in column 4 are speculative. His labeling of “left-sided”
as a handicap reflects an ancient and widespread prejudice (cf. French gauche, Latin
sinister) and does not express any value judgment.
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Column
1 2 3 4
Cadmus looks Cadmus kills
for his sister the serpent
Europa
The Spartoi
kill each
other
Oedipus kills Laius
his father (= left-sided),
son of
Labdacus
(= lame)
Oedipus kills
the Sphinx
Oedipus marries Oedipus
his mother, Jo- (= swell-foot)
casta

Eteocles kills
his brother,
Polynices

Antigone buries
her brother,
Polynices,
despite

the king’s
prohibition

Numerically the “score” would be (if one assigned a number to
each vertical column):

1 3
2 4
2 4
3
1 4
2
1



10 INTRODUCTION

nous origin of mankind” (serpents being chthonic symbols) and its
denial (symbolized by killing). He deduces that column 4, because
its names suggest an inability to walk properly or clumsiness, im-
plies the persistence of the autochthonous origin of mankind, be-
cause in mythology “it is a universal character of men born from the
earth that at the moment they emerge from the depth, they either
cannot walk or do it clumsily.” Thus column 4 denies column 3, just
as column 2 contrasts with column 1. So (although Lévi-Strauss
does not draw these conclusions), the Oedipus myth attempts to
mediate between opposites—overrating/underrating of blood rela-
tions; mankind sprung from the earth/mankind sprung from the
union of human parents, and so on. Lévi-Strauss would maintain
that all versions of the myth (including Freud’s use of it) are equally
authentic for a student who is exploring the myth’s structure.
The structure of the myth provides a “logical model by means of
which the human mind can evade unwelcome contradictions,”
according to Edmund Leach, and so provides a means of
“mediating” between opposites that would, if unreconciled, be
intolerable. ‘

Whatever one may think of Lévi-Strauss’ interpretation of the
Oedipus myth (and it has been widely criticized), there is no doubt
that this structural approach can be illuminating for a number of
Greek myths, especially with regard to the function of “mediating.”
But it is open to the same objections as other comprehensive theo-
ries, that it establishes too rigid, too universal a concept of the
functioning of the human mind. Indeed, the binary functioning of
the human mind and of human society may be common, but it has
not been proved to be either universal or necessary. Finally, Lévi-
Strauss draws most of his evidence from primitive and preliterate
cultures, and his theories seem to work more convincingly for
them than for the literate mythology of the Greeks. His approach is
better applied, for example, to the early Greek succession myths
than to the Sophoclean, literate version of the legends of Oedi-
pus and his family. We should all the same be aware of the po-
tential of Lévi-Strauss’ theories and be ready to use them as
we seek to make meaningful connections between the differ-
ent constituent elements of a myth, or between different myths
that share constituent elements. Structuralism has often proved
to be a liberating force and, despite its rigid logic, to be able
to give flexibility to the student, who might otherwise be per-
plexed by conflicting elements within, or conflicting versions of,
a myth,

The structural interpretation of myth was developed long be-
fore the work of Lévi-Strauss by Vladimir Propp in his study of the
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Russian folk tale.’? Like Lévi-Strauss, Propp analyzed traditional
tales into their constituent parts, from which he deduced a single,
recurrent structure, applicable to all Russian folk tales. Unlike
Lévi-Strauss, however, he described this structure as linear, that is,
having an unchanging temporal sequence, so that one element in
the myth always follows another and never occurs out of order. This
is significantly difterent from the pattern in Lévi-Strauss’ theory,
where the elements may be grouped without regard to time or
sequence. A diagram of a Lévi-Straussian structure may be “read”
vertically and horizontally, but Propp’s structure must be read hor-
izontally, left to right. In technical terms, Propp’s structure is dia-
chronic, that of Lévi-Strauss, synchronic.

Propp divided his basic structure into thirty-one tunctions or
units of action (which have been defined by others as “motifemes,”
on the analogy of “morphemes” and “phonemes” in linguistic anal-
ysis). These functions are constants in traditional tales: the charac-
ters may change, but the functions do not. Further, these functions
always occur in an identical sequence, although not all the func-
tions need appear in a particular tale. Those that do, however, will
always be in the same sequence. Finally, Propp states that “all fairy
tales are of one type in regard to their structure.”?

Propp was using a limited number (100) of Russian folk tales of
one sort only, that is, the Quest. Yet his apparently strict analysis
has proven remarkably adaptable and valid for other sorts of tale in
other cultures. The rigid sequence of functions is too inflexible to
be fully applicable to Greek myths that have a historical dimension
(for example, some of the tales in the Trojan cycle of saga), where
the “facts” of history, so far as they can be established, may have a
sequence independent of structures whose origins lie in psycholog-
ical or cultural needs. On the other hand, Propp’s theories are very
helpful in comparing myths that are apparently unrelated, showing,
for example, how the same functions appear in the myths, whatever
the names given to the characters who perform them. As any stu-
dent of mythology soon discovers, mythological names are a strain
on the memory. Merely to master these catalogues is to have
achieved very little, unless they can be related in some meaningful
way to other tales, including tales from other mythologies. The
dreary labor of memorization, however, becomes both easier and
purposeful if underlying structures and their constituent unit can

19. Vladimir Propp, Morfologija Skazki, Leningrad, 1928 and 1969). Translated by
Laurence Scott as Morphology of the Folktale, 2d. ed., revised, Austin, 1968. Chap-
ter 2 (pp. 19-24) is the essential statement of Propp’s methodology.

20. I:ropp’s 31 functions are set out in his third chapter, pp. 25-65. The term “moti-
feme” was coined by the anthropologist Alan Dundes.
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be perceived and can be arranged logically and consistently. A very
simple example would be the structural elements common to the
myths of Heracles, Theseus, Perseus, and Jason, whose innumera-
ble details can be reduced to a limited sequence of functions. It is
more difficult to establish the pattern for, say, a group of stories
about the mothers of heroes (for example, Callisto, Danae, To, and
Antiope). Yet they resolve themselves (as Burkert has shown) into a
clear sequence of five functions: (1) the girl leaves home; (2) the
girl is secluded (beside ariver, in a tower, in a forest, ete.): (3) she is
raped by a god; (4) she suffers punishment or rejection or a similar
unpleasant consequence; and (5) she is rescued, and her son is

born.2!

In concluding this discussion of structural explanations of
myth, we can say definitely that in most cases it is helpful to the
student to analyze a myth into its constituent parts. There should be
four consequences:

1. A perceptible pattern or structure will emerge.

2. It will be possible to find the same structure in other myths, thus
making it easier to organize the study of myths.

3. It will be possible to compare the myths of one culture with
those of another.

4. As a result of this comparison, it will be easier to study the
development of a myth prior to its literary presentation.

Structuralism, then, is basically a means toward establishing a ra-
tional system for studying mythology. Its theories need not be—
indeed, cannot be—applied to all classical mythology, nor need
one be enslaved to either Lévi-Strauss or the more rigid but simpler
structure of Propp’s thirty-one functions. On the other hand, if the
study of mythology is to become something more than the sterile
memorization of names, a student who uses the help of structural
theories will be more likely to discover a rational organization in
mythology.

In 1977 Walter Burkert, in a series of lectures at the University
of California 2 persuasively attempted a synthesis of structural the-
ories with the more traditional approaches to classical mythology.
In defining a theory of myth he developed four “theses,” which are

21. This example is worked out by Burkert (see note 22), pp. 6-7. He points out that
the metamorphosis of the mother (e.g., Callisto into a bear, To into a cow) is not part

of a fixed sequence of functions.
29. Walter Burkert, Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual, (Berke-

ley, University of California Press, 1979).
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in part based upon structural theories and in part meet the objec-
tion that these theories are not adequate for many Greek mythiﬂ as
they have come down to us after a long period of development.
According to Burkert, classical myths have a “historical dimension”
with “successive layers” of development, during which the original
tale has been modified to fit the cultural or other circumstances of
the time of its retelling. This will be less true of a tale that has
sacred status, for it will have been “crystallized” in a sacred docu-
ment—Tfor example, the myth of Demeter in the Homeric Hymn to
Demeter. In contrast, many Greek myths vary with the time of
telling and the teller—for example, the myths of Orestes or Me-
leager appear differently in Homer from their treatment in fifth-
century Athens or in Augustan Rome. Burkert therefore believes
that the structure of traditional tales cannot be discovered without
taking into account cultural and historical dimensions. With regard
to the former, the structure of a tale is shaped by its human creators
and by the needs of the culture within which it is developed.
Therefore the structure of tale is “ineradicably anthropomorphic”
and fits the needs and expectations of the teller and audience. (In-
deed, as Burkert points out, this is why good tales are so easy to
remember: “There are not terribly many items to memorize, since
the structure has largely been known in advance.”) Further—and
here we approach the historical dimension—a tale has a use to
which it is put, or, expressed in another way, “Myth is traditional
tale applied.” This refinement of the structural theory allows for the
development of a tale to meet the needs or expectations of the
group for whom it is told—family, city, state, or culture group, for
example. A myth, in these terms, has reference to “something of
collective importance.”

This further definition meets a fundamental objection to many
earlier “unitary” theories of myth. If myth is a sacred tale or a tale
about the gods, how do we include, for example, the myths of Oedi-
pus or Achilles? Similar objections can easily be made to other
theories that we have been describing. The notions of “myth ap-
plied” and “collective importance” avoid the objection of ri'_.f_zid ex-
clusivity, while they allow for the successive stages in the historical
development of a myth without the Procrustean mental gymnastics
demanded by the theories of Lévi-Strauss.

‘ Here, then, are the four theses of Burkert’s modified synthesis
of the structural and historical approaches:

1. Myth belongs to the more general class of traditional tale.

2. The identity of a traditional tale is to be found in a structure of
sense within the tale itself.
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3. Tale structures, as sequences of motifemes,2 are founded on
basic biological or cultural programs of actions.

4. Myth is a traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to
something of collective importance.

These theses form a good working basis upon which to ap-
proach the interpretation of myth. They make use of the significant
discoveries of anthropologists and psychologists, while they allow
the student flexibility in exploring the structure of classical myths.
Finally, they take account of the historical development of myths
and of the culture within which they were told. It will be useful to
refer back to these theses when studying individual traditional
tales.

Over the last few decades comparative mythology has proved
essential to the understanding of the myths of any one culture.
Greek mythology, largely because of the genius of the authors who
told the stories in their literary form, has too often in the past been
considered as something so unique that it can be set apart from
other mythologies. Indeed, even the ecarliest literary sources for
Greek mythology (Homer and Hesiod) provide artistic presenta-
tions of intellectual and spiritual concepts of the highest order,?
while the sophisticated versions of later Greek and Roman authors
are clearly to be differentiated from many preliterate tales gathered
from other cultures by anthropologists. The work of Lévi-Strauss
and many others has shown that classical myths share fundamental
structures with this latter class of traditional tales. It is important to
be aware of this fact and to realize that there are many successive
Jayers (to use Burkert’s phrase) in the development of Greek and
Roman myths before their crystallization in literary form. Often,
and especially in structural interpretations, the earlier stages of a
myth are discovered to have been rooted in another culture, or at
least show the influence of other mythologies. For example, there
are obvious parallels between the Greek creation and succession
myths and myths of Near Eastern cultures. The myth of the castra-
tion of Uranus by Cronus is better understood if we compare it with
the Hittite myth (first published in 1945) of Kumarbi, in which Anu,
the sky-god, is castrated by Kumarbi, who rises against him. Ku-
marbi swallows Anu’s genitals, spits them out when he cannot con-
tain them, and is finally replaced by the storm-god. The structure of

23. Burkert uses the term coined by Dundes for Propp’s “functions.”

24. See Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality, trans. Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper
& Row, 1963), for a deeply philosophical analysis, interpretation, and definition of
myth.
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this tale is paralleled by the myth of Uranus, castrated by Cronus,
who, in his turn, cannot hold what he has swallowed (in this case,
his children) and is eventually replaced by the sky-god, Zeus. Some
details in the two tales, of course, are different, but the basic func-
tions (kingship, revolt, castration, swallowing, regurgitation, re-
placement by a new king) are the same and occur in the same
sequence. Thus the basic structure is the same and a better under-
standing of the origin and purpose of the Greek myth, as narrated
by Hesiod, is achieved by comparison with the older myth from the
Near Eastern culture. Whether or not direct influence can be
proved (and scholars are not agreed upon this point), the structural
similarities do at least show that Greek myths cannot be studied in
isolation from those of other cultures.

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

As we have already seen, the historical dimension is a prominent
feature of Greek myths, and an outline of the historical background
to many of the traditional tales will be helpful for a fuller under-
standing of them.?> Qur knowledge of the early history of Greece
and the Aegean is constantly changing, thanks to the fresh discov-
eries of archaeologists and other scholars. Consequently our view
of Greek religion and mythology has been (and will continue to be)
modified by new knowledge, not least in the area of traditional tales
that cluster around the sagas of Mycenae and Troy.

The foundations of modern archaeological work in the Myce-
naean world were laid by the brilliant pioneer, Heinrich Schlie-
mann, who, because of his love of Greek antiquity in general and
Homer in particular, was inspired by a faith in the ultimate histori-
cal authenticity of Greek legend.?® Certainly archaeology had ex-
isted in earlier periods, but it usually meant little more than trea-
sure hunting and tomb robbing; Schliemann has rightly earned the
title Father of Modern Archaeological Excavation and Study. In the
1870s he went to Troy, Mycenae, and Tiryns and confirmed the
reality of the wealth, grandeur, and power of the cities, kings, and

25. Emily Vermeule, Greece in the Bronze Age (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1964), offers an excellent survey and contains an important bibliography.
26. Schliemann’s life and career are the material for a bizarre and exciting success
story, He amassed a fortune so that he could prove the validity of his convictions,
which he pursued with passion. Several biographies are available: Emil Ludwig,
Schliemann, the Story of a Gold-Seeker, trans. D. F. Tait (Boston: Little, Brown,
1931); Robert Payne, The Gold of Troy (New York: Paperback Library; originally
published by Funk and Wagnalls, 1959); Lynn and Gray Poole, One Passion, Two
Loves (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1966); and Irving Stone, The Greek Treasure
(New York: Doubleday, 1975).
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heroes of Minoan-Mycenaean saga. Sir Arthur Evans followed at
the turn of the century, unearthing the splendid and grand complex
of the Palace of Minos at Cnossus in Crete. A whole new world had
been opened up.

For a long time it was believed that Greece had not been in-
habited before the Neolithic period. But we know today that the
country was settled in Paleolithic times (before 70,000 B.c.). [With
the present state of excavation and study, the culture of this early
period appears tentative and no direct links can be established with
the later Greeks. Evidence for the Neolithic period (ca. 6000-3000
B.c.)] is more abundant. Archaeology has revealed settled agricul-
tural communities (i.e., outlines of houses, pottery, tools, and
graves). It is conjectured that the Neolithic inhabitants came from
the Fast and the North.?” For our purposes it is noteworthy that
evidence of religion seems apparent; particularly significant are
little female idols, their sexuality exaggerated by the depiction of
swollen belly, buttocks, and full breasts. Male figures also are
found (some ithyphallic), although in far fewer numbers. Was'a
fertility mother-goddess worshiped in this early period, and per-
haps already associated with a male consort?

The Stone Age gave way to the Bronze Age in Greece, Crete,
and the Islands with an invasion from the East (the movement was
from Asia Minor across the Aegean to the southern Peloponnesus
up into Greece). This people was responsible for the building of
the great Minoan civilization of Crete. The Bronze Age is divided
into three major periods: Early, Middle, and Late; these periods are
also labeled according to geographical areas. Thus the Bronze Age
in Crete is designated as Minoan (from the tradition of King Minos);
for the Islands the term is Cycladic (the Cyclades are the islands
that encircle Delos); in Greece it is called Helladic (Hellas is the
Greek name for the country). The Late Bronze Age on the mainland
(i.e., the late Helladic period) is also identified as the Mycenaean
Age, from the citadel of power (Mycenae) dominant in Greece dur-

ing this period. The chronology with the terminology is as fol-
lows: 2

3000—2000 B.c. Early Bronze Age Early Minoan,
Cycladic,
Helladic

97 Some scholars prefer to speak of a progressive movement of cultural ideas rather
than an actual migration and invasion of peoples for this and subsequent periods.
98. More precise chronology and further subdivisions within the periods estab-
lished by the specialists are not reproduced here.
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2000-1600 B.c. Middle Bronze Age Middle Minoan
Cycladic,
Helladic

1600-1100 B.c. Late Bronze Age Late Minoan
Cycladic,
Helladic;
also the
Mycenaean Age

The Minoan civilization grew to maturity in the Middle Bronze
Age and reached its pinnacle of greatness in the following period
(1600-1400). The palace at Cnossus was particularly splendid (al-
though another at Phaestus is impressive, too). The excqvqtio(l'
confirm the tradition (as interpreted later, for example by( T(huc1 t
dides) that Cnossus was the capital of a great th‘dl'dSS()Cl":lcy and thit
M1n0a1'1 power ‘extended over the islands of the Aegean and even
the ma'mland of Greece. Tribute was in all probability exacted from
her allies or her subjects; the complex plan of the palace at‘CDOSS
suggests the historical basis for the legend of the Minotaur ’I“heka':zst
that Cnossus had no walls (unlike the fortress citadels o'f Hell(as)
sugg(.est.s that her security depended upon ships and the sea. Th
sophlist.lc.ation of Minoan art and architecture implies much ;1bouet
the civilization, but more particularly the painting and the artifact
reflect ghighly developed sense of religion, for example, the im 'S
tance of the bull in ritual, the dominant role of a snake-g,oddess pt(})ll-
sacred. significance of the double ax.?” It seems fairly clear thalé the
worship of a fertility mother-goddess was basic in Minoan 1'eligione
. About 1400, Cretan power is eclipsed (archaeology 1'eveals.
signs of fire and destruction) and the focus of civilization shifts t
the mainland of Greece. Did the Greeks overthrow Cnossus ang
usurp Fhe Minoan thalassocracy? Was an earthquake solely respo
sible f.or the eclipse of this island power? Theories ab())/tlnéipbz’;
t}?e.re is no general agreement except insofar as scholars may be
df{v;lded into two groups: those who stress the dominant infltclz::nce
?het dez)‘l)\v/h?(ﬁnz 01? the mainland civilization and refuse to attribute
o ; nfall of Crete to a Mycenaean invasion as against those who
gue for Mycenaean (Greek) encroachment and eventual trol of
the island. -

Recent excavations on the island of Thera (modern Santorini

29. 4 « - . . . .

naear1‘10~r il' rr.101e detailed interpretation of the evidence in terms of Minoan-Myce-

in Theleclag:'?;;iilee VX K: C. (I;iuthrie, “The Religion and Mythology of the Greeks,”
ge Ancient Hist od.: Ne T O P . I

Press, 1973), vol. 2, chap. 40. ey (e e Ne Terls il Univendy
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about seventy miles northwest of Crete) have indicated signs of
destruction by earthquakes in the Minoan-Mycenaean period; it is
conjectured that these same earthquakes were responsible for the
disintegration of power on the island of Crete. In particular the
discovery in the 1960s of a palace at Zakros in eastern Crete has
indicated that perhaps it was destroyed at the same time as the
disturbances on Thera. Thus archaeologists have turned to the
mythical tale about Atlantis (recorded by Plato in his Critias and
Timaeus on the authority of Egyptian priests), a great island culture
that vanished into the sea; conflict between Atlantis and Attica for
control of the sea had broken out when earthquake and flood
caused the astonishing disappearance of Atlantis. Does this Pla-
tonic legend reflect in any way the actual destruction of Thera, or
Crete itself, and the subsequent encroachment of Mycenaean
power?3

On the mainland of Greece, the Middle Bronze Age (or Middle
Helladic period) was ushered in by an invasion from the North and
possibly the East. These Nordic Indo-Europeans are the first
Greeks (i.e., they spoke the Greek language) to enter the peninsula;
gradually they created a civilization (usually called Mycenaean)
that reached its culmination in the Late Helladic period (1600-
1100).3! They learned much from the Minoans; their painting, pal-
aces, and pottery are strikingly similar, but there are some signifi-
cant differences. Schliemann was the first to excavate at Mycenae,
the kingdom of the mythological family of Atreus, corroborating the
appropriateness of the Homeric epithet, “rich in gold.” Cyclopean
walls typically surround the complex palace of the king and the
homes of the aristocracy; the entrance to Mycenae was particularly
splendid, graced as it was with a relief on which two lions or lion-
esses flanking a column were sculptured—presumably the relief
was of political and religious significance, perhaps the emblem of
the royal family. A circle of shaft graves within the citadel, set off in
ritual splendor, has revealed a hoard of treasures—masks of beaten
gold placed on the faces of the corpses, exquisite jewelry, and beau-
tifully decorated weapons. Larger (and later) tholos tombs (also
typical of Mycenaean civilization elsewhere and confirming a be-
lief in the afterlife) built like huge beehives into the sides of hills
below the palace complex were dramatically and erroneously iden-

30. For a survey of the excavations at Thera, its relationship to Crete, and theories
about Atlantis, see Christos G. Doumas, Thera, Pompeii of the Ancient Aegean
(London: Thames & Hudson, 1983).

31. Some believe that a later wave of invaders (ca. 1600) are to be specifically
identified as the Achaeans in Homer; for all intents and purposes it is better to
consider Achaeans virtually an equivalent term for the Mycenaean Greeks.
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tified by Schliemann as both the treasury of Atreus and the tomb of
Clytemnestra.

Schliemann’s discoveries established the certainty of a link
petween the traditional tales of Greek saga, especially those con-
tained in the Homeric poems, and the actual places named in the
poems, for example Mycenae. Archaeologists have proved that
these places were prosperous centers in the Mycenaean age, but
the distinction must be maintained between the traditional tales of
heroes associated with Mycenaean palaces (Agamemnon at Myce-
nae, Heracles at Tiryns, Oedipus at Thebes, and Nestor at Pylos, to
name four such heroes) and the actual world revealed by archaeo,lo—
gists. Carl Blegen’s discovery of the Mycenaean palace at Pylos
settled once for all the controversy over its site, and established the
plan of the pala_ce with its well-preserved megaron (i.e., central
room with an open hearth). However, in giving the title The Palace
of Nestor at Pylos to his book, Blegen confused history and myth-
ology.

In religion there were important differences between the Mi-
noans and the Mycenaeans. The northern invaders of 2000 B.c.
worshiped in particular a sky-god, Zeus, and in general their reli-
gious attitudes were not unlike those mirrored in the world of
Homer’s celestial Olympians. How different from the spiritual at-
mosphere of the Minoans dominated by the conception of a fertility
mother-goddess, with or without a male counterpart! At any rate
Greek mythology seems to accommodate and reflect the union oi'
these two cultures, as we shall see in Chapter 1.

Clay tablets inscribed with writing have been found on the
mainland (an especially rich hoard was found at Pylos). These tab-
lets were baked hard in the conflagrations that destroyed these
Mycenaean fortresses when they fell before the onslaught of the
invaders.3? The key to the decipherment of the Linear B tablets
was discovered in 1952 by Michael Ventris, who was killed in 1956
in an automobile accident. His friend and collaborator, John
Chadwick, has written for the layman a fascinating account of their
painstaking and exciting work on the tablets, one of the most signifi-
cant scholastic and linguistic detective stories of this or any other

32. Linear A tablets (Linear B is derived from the Linear A script) have been found
on Crete but have not yet been deciphered; apparently Minoan Linear A is not
Greek. Linear B tablets (which we now know are written in an early form of Greek)
have also been found at Cnossus with provocative implications for historical recon-
struction. A recent assessment of the controversial evidence and a hostile criticism of
Evans” methods and attitudes are offered by Leonard R. Palmer, Mycenaeans and
Minoans (2d ed.; New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1965). ’
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age.® Important for our study is the finding of the names of familiar
deities of classical Greece, Zeus and Hera (listed as a pair), Po-
seidon, Hermes, Athena, Artemis, Eileithyia (Eleuthia in the tab-
lets), and the name Dionysus (a startling discovery, since it has
usually been assumed that the worship of Dionysus did not come to
Greece until later): also identified is an early form of the word
Paean, which was later applied as a title or epithet for Apollo.
Similarly, Enualios appears, a name identified in classical times
with Ares. The word Potnia (mistress or lady) is frequent, and thus
support is added to the theory that the Mycenaeans as well as the
Minoans worshiped a goddess of the mother-fertility type, and the
concept of chthonian deities that this imples was merged with that
of the Olympians. The gods are listed in the tablets as the recipi-
ents of offerings, which suggests ritual sacrifice and ceremonial
banquets, for example, of animals, olive oil, wheat, wine, honey,
and so forth.

Schliemann and Wilhelm Déorpfeld were pioneers at Troy. Ble-
gen has continued work at the site and the results have been pub-
lished in a series of learned volumes.?* Troy was settled in the
Early Bronze Age and survived until the time of Constantine the
Great (fourth century A.p.). Nine major settlements can be distin-
guished, of which Troy 1-5 are of the Early Bronze Age and 6-7 of
the Middle and Late Bronze Ages. Troy 2 is especially interesting
because of a series of caches or “treasures’ that Schliemann discov-
ered. The remains suggest that this settlement was significantly
wealthy—a fact possibly accounted for by trade in pottery, timber,
and woolen textiles (8000 to 10,000 terra-cotta whorls or buttons
have been unearthed); perhaps tolls also were levied on those who
traversed the territory of the Trojans by water or by land. The vari-
ous settlements in the early period, despite numerous earthquakes
and fires, bear witness to the tenacious survival of the inhabitants of
the site.

Troy 6 marks the beginning of the Middle Bronze Age; the
technique of pottery and the use of the horse indicate that the
founders of this settlement were Greeks, the earliest to set foot in
Asia Minor, a branch of those invaders who were the first Hellenes
to enter the peninsula of Hellas and introduce the culture of the

33. John Chadwick, The Decipherment of Linear B (2d ed.; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1958).

34. Like the reports of Blegen's excavations at Pylos, they are a monumental testi-
mony to the scientific precision of modemn archaeological procedures. Blegen has
provided a readily accessible and highly readable account of the excavations at Troy
for the general reader: Carl W. Blegen, Troy and the Trojans, Ancient Peoples and
Places, vol. 33 (New York: Praeger, 1963).
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Middle Helladic period. The monumental fortification walls of
Troy 6 are particularly impressive, and Dorpfeld identified this
settlement as the great city of King Priam. According to Blegen,
however, Troy 6 was destroyed by an earthquake, and it is Troy 7
(Troy 7a, to be exact) that is Priam’s city, since (among other things)
signs of a siege and fire can be detected, indicative of the Trojan
War. The historical date of the fall of Troy is placed around 1250,
some years earlier than that of the most commonly accepted tradi-
tion, that is, 1184.35 The destruction of Troy 7b (ca. 1100) marks the
troublesome period of transition from the Late Bronze Age to the
age of Iron throughout the eastern Mediterranean.

Archaeology, then, has established that Troy was destroyed by
human agents around the time of the traditional date of the Trojan
War. In the epic cycle of saga, the great leaders of the Mycenaean
kingdoms banded together to sail against Troy, but the historical
facts remain a matter of conjecture. Indeed, some historians now
assign the destruction of Troy 7a to invaders from the east and
entirely dissociate Troy from the history of Mycenaean Greece.36
Yet the romance of poetic saga has a reality, too. We have a right to
believe that there was once an Agamemnon and a Nestor, an Achil-
les and a Hector, who lived and died, no matter how fictitious the
details of the legend that they inspired. Is it incurably romantic to
cling to the belief that handsome Paris and beautiful Helen ran
away together in the grip of Aphrodite, providing the inciting cause
for a great war that has become immortal?

According to the Homeric legend, the Greeks returned from
Troy in triumph. As we have seen, this may be no more than leg-
end. There is no controversy, however, over the fact that not long
after the destruction of Troy 7a, the Mycenaean age in Greece was
brought to a violent end. The widely held theory, that the destruc-
tion was entirely the work of Dorians invading from the North and
East, has been questioned. Some historians now associate the de-
struction of the Mycenaean kingdoms with the “sea peoples” men-
tioned in an Egyptian inscription put up by the pharoah Rameses
IIT in the twelfth century B.c., but there is still no certainty about
the details of the end of the Bronze Age in Greece. Darkness de-
scends upon the history of Greece, a darkness that is only gradually
dispelled with the emergence of the two great Homeric epics, the

3.5. Not everyone is convinced by Blegen’s chronology and historical reconstruc-
tion; some view the remains of Troy 7a as too insignificant for the glorious tradition
of Priam’s city and would look back to the earlier identification of Troy 6 as more
likely and by no means impossible.

36. M. I. Finley, Early Greece (rev. ed.; New York: Norton, 1981), discusses the fall
of Troy and associated problems in “The End of the Bronze Age,” pp. 56—66.
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Iliad and the Odyssey, in the ninth and eighth centuries B.c. The
stories of the earlier period were kept alive by oral recitation, trans-
mitted by bards like those described in the epics themselves.
“Homer” almost certainly belongs to Asia Minor or one of the is-
lands (e.g., Chios) off the coast. In the cities of this area in this
period, we find that monarchy is the prevailing institution; signifi-
cantly enough the social and political environment for the bard of
this later age is not unlike that of his predecessors in the great days
of Mycenae.

Most important for the appreciation of the cumulative nature of
the growth of the legends is the realization that there were two
major periods of creative impetus, respectively before and after the
destruction of Mycenaean civilization. The Homeric poems main-
tain the fiction of the Bronze Age, but they portray far more their
own age of iron. To mention but one example, archaeology shows
us that burial was prevalent in the Mycenaean age, but in Homer
cremation is common. The saga of the Argonauts reflects an interest
in the Black Sea that is historical—but was this interest Mycenaean
or do the details belong to the later age of Greek colonization (ca.
800—600)? The legend as we have it must be a composite product of
both eras. The Theseus story blends in splendid confusion Minoan-
Mycenaean elements with facts of the later historical period of
monarchy in Athens.

The Homeric poems were eventually set down in writing; this
was made possible by the invention of an alphabet. The Greeks
borrowed the symbols of the Phoenician script and used them to
create a true alphabet, distinguishing by each sign individual vow-
els and consonants, unlike earlier scripts (such as Linear B) in
which syllables are the only linguistic units. This stroke of genius,
by the way, is typically Greek in its brilliant and inventive simplic-
ity; surely no one of our countless debts to Greek civilization is
more fundamental. Is the invention of the Greek alphabet and the
setting down of the Homeric epics coincidental? Presumably the
dactylic hexameter of epic cannot be reproduced in the clumsy
symbols of Linear B. At any rate, when tradition tells us that Cad-
mus taught the natives to write, we may wonder whether he is
supposed to have instructed them in Mycenaean Linear B or the
later Greek alphabet.

Appendix to the Introduction

Among the principal ancient sources for classical mythology are the works
of Homer, Hesiod, Pindar, and the Greek tragedians, all readily available
in paperback translations. The Homeric Hymns are also valuable for the
legends of the gods, and we have translated extensive passages from them
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in Chapters 3-12. Excerpts from Herodotus are used in Chapter 4 to illus-
trate the meaningful_connectit:ms that are to be found between myth and
history; and the profound use of mythology for philosophical purposes is
parﬁcularly apparent in the selections from Plato’s depiction of Eros
quoted in Chapter 7. Of later works, far and away the most valuable and
influential is Ovid's Metamorphoses, a Latin collection of legends (mostly
Greek in origin) written in the time of Augustus (ca. A.p. 8); the translation
by Rolfe Humphries (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1961) is the
most readable, Finally, two late Greek works contain many myths: the
handbook ascribed to Apollodorus called Bibliotheca (Library), dating pos-
sibly from ca. A.D. 120; and the Periegesis (or Description of Greece) of
Pausanias (ca. A.D. 150). Both have been excellently translated and anno-
tated by Sir J. G. Frazer in the Loeb series (Harvard University Press).

The modern bibliography on classical and comparative mythology is
endless and we offer a few of the more helpful works here.

General Bibliography

PeRrADOTTO, JOHN, Classical Mythology: An Annotated Bibliographical
Survey. Urbana: American Philological Asseciation, 1973. An invalu-
able and inexpensive book in which the subject is neatly categorized
and books are fairly summarized and evaluated. This book should be
the starting point for further study.

Comprehensive Collections

Graves, RoBerT, The Greek Myths. 2 vols. Baltimore: Penguin Books
1960. T_horough]y entertaining and lively and equally unreliable inI
evaluating its sources and interpreting myths. The opposite of Rose’s
restrained work.

PriTcHARD, JAMES B., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old
Testament, 3rd ed., Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969
(usually abbreviated in references as ANET). The most authoritative
collection of texts for Near Eastern mythology, in readable English
translation. A selection of texts, mostly taken from ANET, is available
in paperback in the same editor’s The Ancient Near East, 2 vols.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958 and 1975.

Rosg, H. J. A Handbook of Greek Mythology: Including Its Extension to
Rome, 6th ed. London: Methuen, 1958; and New York: Dutton, 1959,
The most reliable and informative compendium, but dull and unin-
spiring for the student interested in the broader aspects of myth.

Trompson, StitH. Motif-index of Folk-literature. 6 vols. Bloomington: In-
dla;l‘? University Press, 1966, The basic reference book for folk tale
motifs.

Interpretation of Myth

BurkERrT, WALTER, Structure and History in Greek Mythology and Ritual.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979 (paperback edition,
1982). By far the best explanation of the significance of structural
theories for mythology.

FoNTENROSE, J. The Ritual Theory of Myth. Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1971.

Jung, C. G, ET AL. Man and His Symbols. New York: Dell, 1968. The best
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introduction to Jung’s approach to mythology; only the first essay
(“Approaching the Unconscious™) is by Jung,

Kirg, G. S. Myth: Its Meaning and Function in Ancient and Other Cul-
tures. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970. Also valuable
for its comparative criticism, especially the chapter on Lévi-Strauss.

. The Nature of Greek Myths. Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1974, Ls-
pecially useful for its critical survey of different approaches to Greek
myth.

Leacn, E. Claude Lévi-Strauss. New York: Viking, 1970, A good critical
exposition of Lévi-Strauss; the chapter on “The Structure of Myth”
includes a structural treatment (by Leach) of several Greek myths.

LEvi-STrAUSS, C. The Savage Mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1966; French original, 1962.

. The Raw and the Cooked, trans, J. and D. Weightman, New York:
Harper & Row, 1969; French original, 1964, Volume I of the four
volumes of Mythologiques; its “overture” is the best introduction to
Lévi-Strauss’ ideas.

Mavinowski, B, Magic, Science and Religion. New York: Doubleday, 1955.
Includes “Myth in Primitive Psychology™ (1926).

Provp, VLADIMIR, Morphology of the Folktale. 2d. ed. Trans. Laurence
Scott. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968 (original in Russian,
Leningrad, 1928). The pioneer work in the structural theory of myth.

SkBEOK, T. A., ed. Myth: A Symposium. Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1971. A good collection of essays on the major approaches to
the interpretation of myth.

Myth and Greek Religion

Dobbs, E. R. The Greeks and the Irrational. Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1951.

ELIADE, M. Myth and Reality, trans. Willard R. Trask. New York: Harper &
Row, 1963.

Gurunrie, W. K. C. The Greeks and Their Gods. Boston: Beacon Press,
1955. The best introductory survey of Greek religion for the general
student.

. “The Religion and Mythology of the Greeks.” Chap. 40 in vol. 2 of
the revised Cambridge Ancient History. Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1973. .
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CREATION

There were many myths about the creation among the Greeks and
Romans, and many parallels to them may be found in other mythol-
ogies, such as Egyptian, Sumerian, Babylonian, and Hebraic.
Homer (ca. 800 B.c.)! has Oceanus and Tethys responsible for the
origin of the gods (Iliad 14. 201) and reflects a primitive belief in
the geographical nature of the universe as a flat disc with hills,
touched at its rim by the vast dome of the heavens. The deity
Oceanus is the stream of ocean that encircles the earth. But Homer
does not by any means provide a complete account of genesis.
Hesiod (ca. 700), as far as we can tell, was the first to give literary
expression to a systematic explanation of how the gods, the uni-
verse, and mankind came into being. At any rate his is the earliest
account that has survived, and it may be considered the classic
Greek version in many respects; the genealogical scheme is pre-
sented in his Theogony, while his Works and Days adds significant
details.

Hesiod invokes the Muse in the manner of epic, but his text is
steeped in a religious aura of divinely inspired revelation (Theog-

1. All dates given henceforth will be B.c. unless otherwise indicated.
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Figure 1. Descendants of Chaos.

ony 108 f£.)2: “Tell me how first gods, earth, rivers, the boundless
sea . . . the shining stars, and the wide heavens above came into
being.” His answer is that first of all Chaos came into being. The
Greek word Chaos means a “yawning.” For Hesiod, then, Chaos is
a void. How close we are in spirit to the investigations of the early
pre-Socratic philosophers who sought a primal world substance is a
difficult question. Thales (ca. 540) seems to provide a startling
break with mythological and theological concepts when he claims
water to be the source of everything, with shattering implications
for both science and philosophy. Hesiod is not so revolutionary.
From Chaos, Hesiod continues, came Gaea, or Ge (Earth), Tartarus
(a dim place in the depths of the ground), Eros (Love), Erebus (the
gloom of Tartarus), and dark Night.

Love naturally appears early, and quite typically is a potent

2. Hesiod tells how the Muses appeared to him and gave him the authority of divine
inspiration to reveal the truth of what was and what is to be. Theogony 22-35.
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force in tales of creation and. more especially proereation. Hesiod
characterizes Eros by one of his many des‘(rriptive touches, which
strive to lift his didacticism to the realm of poetry (Theogony 120—
93): “most fair among the immortal gods, who loosens the limbs and
OVercomes judgment and sagacious counsel in the breast of gods
and men.” '

Another myth of creation is found in The Birds, a comedy by
the fifth-century playwright Aristophanes, For all its mock heroism
and burlesque of religious philosophical speculation and vocabu-
lary, this account reflects earlier theory and illustrates both the
multiplicity of versions and the primacy of Eros. A chorus of birds
proves that the birds are much the oldest of all the gods by the
following tale (683 ft.):

Chaos, Night, black Erebus, and broad Tartarus were
first. But Ge, Aer [the lower atmosphere], and Uranus
[Sky] did not exist. In the vast hollows of Erebus first of
all black-winged Night, alone, brought forth an egg, from
which Eros, the desirable, burst forth like a swift whirl-
wind, his back glistening with golden wings. He mingled
in broad Tartarus with Chaos, winged and dark as night,
and hatched our race of birds and first led it to light.
There was no race of immortals before Eros caused all
things to mingle. From the mingling of couples, Uranus,
Oceanus, Ge, and the immortal race of all the blessed gods
came into being.

The Eros responsible for this fury of procreation may very well
be the same Eros who is in the later tradition appropriately called
Phanes (the one who first shone forth or gave light to creation) and
Protogonus (first-born). If so, we have in Aristophanes a parody of a
myth that was the basis of a religion ascribed to Orpheus in which
the world-egg was a dominant symbol. Orphism has as its funda-
mental features a dogma, ritual, and a belief in purification with an
afterlife of reward and punishment. Orpheus and Orphism will be
discussed in their proper place and with them other religions simi-
lar in nature, designated generically as mystery religions.? The link
between myth and profound religious thought and experience in
the ancient world is a continuing and fascinating theme.

Ovid, a Roman poet of the Augustan Age, and thus writing
some seven hundred years after Hesiod, provides another classic

3. For the Orphic myth of creation in particular, see pp. 290-91,
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account of genesis, different in important respects from that of He-
siod. Ovid is eclectic in his sources. Not only Hesiod but also the
speculations of later Greek and Roman thought are definite influ-
ences, in particular those of Empedocles (a fifth-century philoso-
pher) with his theory of four basic elements (earth, air, fire, and
water) as the primary materials of the universe. Ovid’s Chaos
(Metamorphoses 1. 1-75) is not a gaping void but rather a crude and
unformed mass of elements in strife from which a god (not named)
or some higher nature formed the order of the universe.* Ovid’s
poem Metamorphoses, which concentrates upon stories that in-
volve transformations of various sorts, could very well provide a
basic text for a survey of mythology. We shall on occasion repro-
duce Ovid’s versions, since it is often his poetic, sensitive, and
sophisticated treatment that has dominated subsequent tradition.
But we must remember that Ovid is Roman and late, and that his
mythology is far removed in spirit and belief from that of earlier
conceptions. Mythology for him is little more than poetic fodder,
however attractive the end product may be. The poetic and the real
world of Hesiod and Ovid are poles apart.

But let us return to Hesiod (Theogony 123-38). Night and Ere-
bus (both sprung from Chaos) united and produced Aether (the
bright upper atmosphere) and Day. Ge (also sprung from Chaos)
first of all brought forth Uranus (Heaven or Sky) “equal to herself so
that he might surround and cover her completely and be a secure
home for the blessed gods forever.” Ge thus produced Uranus
alone, without Love the desirable, and also brought forth Moun-
tains and Pontus (the sea). But then she lay with Uranus and bore
the Titans.

The personification and deification of sky and earth as Uranus
and Ge and their physical union represent basic recurring themes
in mythology. Uranus is the male principle, a god of the sky; Ge,
the female goddess of fertility and the earth. Worship of them may
be traced back to very early times; sky and rain, earth and fertility
are fundamental concerns and sources of wonder to primitive agri-
cultural peoples. The rain of Uranus might, for example, be imag-
ined as his seed that fertilizes the hungry earth and makes her
conceive. Thus develops the concept of a sacred marriage (the
Greek phrase hieros gamos is the technical term), and the sky-god
and the earth-goddess (for example, Uranus and Ge, Cronus and
Rhea, and Zeus and Hera) appear again and again under various
names and guises to enact this holy rite.

4. The concept of god creating something out of nothing is not found in the Greek
and Roman tradition.
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The worship of the female earth divinity has many important
facets, and she may assume the dominant role in the partnership
with her male consort. But whatever her name and however varied
her worship, she is significant in all periods, either maintaining her
own identity or lurking behind, ii'lﬂll‘ti‘l.}cillg, and coloring more
complex and solﬂlisljuated concepts of female deity. Ge, Themis,
Cybele, Rhea, Hera, D_e_meter, and Aphrodite are all, either wholly
or in part, divinities of fertility, Indeed some scholars are ready to
find Ge’s presence in every goddess and are deeply suspicious of
even the most circumspect virgin deities. Certainly the emotional,
Dhilosophicu], religious, and intellectual range of the worship of
the mother-goddess is vast. It may run the gamut from frenzied
orgiastic celebrations with the castration of her devoted priests to a
sublime belief in spiritual communion and personal redemption;
from a blatant emphasis upon the sexual attributes and potency of
the female to an idealized vision of love, motherhood, and virgin
birth.”

The Titans, offspring of Uranus and Ge, are twelve in number:
Oceanus, Coeus, Crius, Hyperion, lapetus, Theia, Rhea, Themis,
Mnemosyne, Phoebe, Tethys, and the last-born, Cronus, “wily and
most terrible, who hated his lusty father” (Theogony 137-38). They
are for the most part deifications of various aspects of nature, impor-
tant for their progeny, although a few assume some significance in
themselves. In the genealogical labyrinth of mythology, all lineage
may be traced back to the Titans and to the other powers originat-
ing from Chaos. From these beginnings Hesiod proceeds to create a
universe both real and imagined, physical and spiritual, peopled
with gods, demigods, deified or personified abstractions, ani-
mals, monsters, and men; we cannot list them all here, but it is
from his system that we shall select the most important figures.
At the moment it is expedient only to define the nature of some
of the early deities and to describe their more influential oft-
spring. Several of the Titans are best considered in pairs, since
the six brothers must mate with their six sisters, at least in the
beginning.

Oceanus and his mate, Tethys, produced numerous children,
the Oceanids, three thousand daughters and the same number of
sons, spirits of rivers, waters, and springs, many with names and
some with mythological personalities. Hesiod provides an impres-
sive list, but he admits (Theogony 369-70) that it is difficult for a

5. Cf. Erich Neumann, The Great Mother, An Analysis of the Archetype, trans.
Ralph Manheim (2d ed.; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963).
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mortal to name them all, although people know those belonging to

. a6
their own area.

The Titan Hyperion is a god of the sun, more important than
his sister and mate, Theia. They are the parents of Helius, Selene,
and Eos. Helius, like his father, is a sun-god. Duplication of divini-
ties is common in the early scheme of things; they may exist side by
side, or their names and personalities may be confused. Very often
the younger generation will dominate the older and usurp its
power.

The conventional picture of the sun-god is in harmony with the
Homeric conception of geography described before. The sun-god
dwells in the East, crosses the dome of the sky with his team of
horses, descends into the stream of Oceanus in the West and sails
back to the East, chariot and all. Mimnermus, a Greek poet of the
seventh century, provides a description (fr. 10):

Helius has as his lot toil day after day and there is
never any rest either for him or his horses, when rosy-
fingered dawn (Eos) leaving the stream of Ocean makes
her way up into the sky. But a beautiful hollow cup,
winged and of precious gold, fashioned by the hands of
Hephaestus, bears him, sleeping deeply, from the land of
the Hesperides to the country of the Ethiopians, where he
makes his swift chariot and horses stand, until rising dawn
comes. Then the son of Hyperion mounts his chariot.

A well-known story concerns Phaethon, the son of Helius by
one of his mistresses, Clymene. According to Ovid’s account (Meta-
morphoses 1. 747-79, 2. 1-366), Phaethon was challenged by the
accusation that the sun was not his real father at all. His mother,
Clymene, however, swore to him that he was truly the child of
Helius and told him that he should, if he so desired, ask his father,
the god himself. Ovid describes in glowing terms the magnificent
palace of the sun, with its towering columns, gleaming with gold
and polished ivory, splendid in both material and workmanship.
Phaethon, awed by the grandeur of his surroundings, is prevented
from coming too close to the god because of his radiance; Helius,
however, confirms Clymene’s account of Phaethon’s parentage,
lays aside the rays that shine around his head, and orders his son to
approach. He embraces him and promises on an oath sworn by the

6. Included are many important rivers such as the Nile, Alpheus, and Scamander, to
mention only three in this world, and the Styx, an imaginary one in the realm of
Hades. The patronymic Oceanid regularly refers to a daughter of Oceanus and not a
son.
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river Styx that the boy may hluvc any gift that ]1(‘..“;{(35 s0 that l'?c. may
dispel his doubts once and h‘Jr alll: l’h:uﬂhfan t]mlckb: and dc—:cm:ytj—:l,\’
asks that he be allowed to drive his f;.lﬂl(--.al' s chariot for one day. The
sun tries in vain to dissuade him, but Phaethon in his eagerness
pay$ 10 attention. Helius must ahid(_‘..l)y his dread oath and reluc-
tantly leads the youth to his chariot, fashioned exquisitely by Yul—
can,’ of gold, silver, and jewels that reflect the brilliant light of the
god. The chariot is yoked; Helius anoints his son’s face as protec-
tion against the flames, places the rays on his head, and with heavy
heart advises him on his course and the management of the horses
and tries for the last time to dissuade him.

Phaethon, young and inexperienced, is unable to control the
four winged horses who speed from their usual path. The chariot
races to the heights of heaven, creating havoc by the intensity of the
heat, then hurtles down to earth. Ovid delights in his description of
the destruction and transformations that result. (Two examples
from many must suffice. On earth, because of the heat at this time,
the Ethiopians acquired their dark skins and Libya became a des-
ert.) Earth herself is ablaze and unable to endure her fiery anguish
any longer. Jupiter in answer to her prayer hurls his thunder and
lightning and shatters the car, dashing Phaethon to his death. The
river Eridanus receives and bathes him, and nymphs bury him with
the following inscription upon his tomb: “Here is buried Phaethon,
charioteer of his father’s car; he could not control it, yet he died
after daring great deeds.” His sisters (daughters of the sun) in their
mourning for Phaethon are turned into trees, from whose bark tears
flow, which are hardened into amber by the sun and dropped into
the river. Away in Liguria his cousin, Cycnus, mourns for him, and
he, too, changes and becomes a swan.

Selene, daughter of Hyperion and Theia, is a goddess of the
moon. Like her brother Helius, she drives a chariot, although hers
usually has only two horses. Only one famous myth is linked with
Selene, and that concerns her love for the handsome youth Endy-
mion, who is usually depicted as a shepherd. On a still night Selene
saw Endymion asleep in a cave on Mount Latmus (in Caria). Night
after night, she lay down beside him as he slept. There are many
variants to this story, but in all the outcome is that Zeus granted
Endymion perpetual sleep with perpetual youth. This may be rep-
resented as a punishment (although Endymion is given some
choice) because of Selene’s continual absence from her duties in
the heavens, or it may be the fulfillment of Selene’s own wishes for

her beloved.

7. When a Roman version of a myth is recounted, the Roman names of the original
text will be used. Vulcan is Hephaestus, Jupiter is Zeus, etc.
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Many stories about the god of the sun, whether he be called
Hyperion, Helius, or merely the Titan, were transferred to the great
god Apollo, who, although in all probability not originally a sun-
god, was considered as such in the classical period. Thus Phaethon
may be the son of Apollo. The confusion is caused for several rea-
sons. The sun-god and Apollo share the same epithet, Phoebus,
which means “bright.” Apollo’s twin sister, Artemis, became asso-
ciated with the moon, although originally she probably was not a
moon-goddess. Thus Selene and Artemis merge in identity, just as
do Hyperion, Helius, and Apollo. Artemis, like Selene, as a moon-
goddess is associated with magic, since the link between magic and
the worship of the moon is close.® Apollo and Artemis themselves
have a close link with the Titans. The Titan Coeus mates with his
sister Phoebe, and their daughter Leto bore Artemis and Apollo to
Zeus. Coeus and Phoebe are little more than names to us, but
Phoebe is the feminine form of Phoebus, and she herself may very
well be another moon-goddess. Phoebe became an epithet of Ar-
temis, just as Phoebus is applied to Apollo. Again the identification
of Apollo and Artemis with the sun and the moon is evident and
confirmed by genealogy.

Eos, the third child of Hyperion and Theia, is goddess of the
dawn, and like her sister Selene drives a two-horsed chariot. Her
epithets in poetry are appropriate, for instance, rosy-fingered and
saffron-robed. She is an amorous deity. Aphrodite, the goddess of
love, caused her to long for young mortals perpetually because she
caught her mate Ares in Eos’ bed. Orion, Cleitus, and Cephalus
were all beloved by Eos, but her most important mate is Tithonus, a
handsome youth of the Trojan royal house. Eos carried off
Tithonus; their story is simply and effectively told in the Homeric
Hymn to Aphrodite (5. 218-38):

Eos went to Zeus, the dark-clouded son of Cronus, to
ask that Tithonus be immortal and live forever. Zeus nod-
ded his assent and accomplished her wish. Poor goddess,
she did not think to ask that her beloved avoid ruinous old
age and retain perpetual youth. Indeed as long as he kept
his desirable youthful bloom, Tithonus took his pleasure
with early-born Eos of the golden throne by the stream of
Oceanus at the ends of the earth. But when the first gray
hairs sprouted from his beautiful head and noble chin, Eos
avoided his bed. But she kept him in her house and

8. Hecate, goddess of the moon, ghosts, and black magic, is but another aspect of
both Selene and Artemis.
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tended him, giving him food, ambrosia, and lovely gar-
ments. When hateful old age oppressed him completely
and he could not move or raise his limbs, the following
plan seemed best to her. She laid him in a room and
closed the shining doors. From within his voice flows
faintly and he no longer has the strength that he formerly
had in his supple limbs.

Later writers add that eventually Tithonus was turned into a
grasshopper.

By far the most important Titans are Cronus and Rhea, but
pefore we consider them we must again take up Hesiod’s account
(Theogony 139-210). In addition to the Titans, Uranus and Ge bore
Brontes (Thunder), Steropes (Lightning), and Arges (Bright), who
were called Cyclopes (Orb-Eyed) because they each had only one
eye in the middle of their forehead. They in their might and skill
forged the thunder and lightning,” Uranus and Ge also bore Cottus,
Briareus, and Gyes, who were even more overbearing and mon-
strous than the Cyclopes; they each had a hundred arms and hands
and fifty heads and were named the Hecatonchires (hundred-
handed or -armed). Hesiod says that these were the most terrible
children of Uranus and Ge, and from the beginning their own father
hated them. His account is worth reproducing in full:

As each of his children was born, Uranus hid them all
in the depths of Ge and did not allow them to emerge into
the light. And he delighted in his wickedness. But huge
Earth in her distress groaned within and devised a crafty
and evil scheme. At once she created gray adamant and
fashioned a great sickle and confided in her dear children.
Sorrowing in her heart she urged them as follows: “My
children born of a presumptuous father, if you are willing
to obey, we shall punish his evil insolence. For he was the
first to devise shameful actions.” Thus she spoke. Fear
seized them all and not one answered. But great and wily
Cronus took courage and spoke to his dear mother: “I
shall undertake and accomplish the deed, since I do not
care about our abominable father. For he was the first to
devise shameful actions.” Thus he spoke. And huge Earth
rejoiced greatly in her heart. She hid him in an ambush
and placed in his hands the sickle with jagged teeth and
revealed the whole plot to him. Great Uranus came lead-

9. These Cyclopes are distinct from the Cyclops Polyphemus and his fellows.
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ing on night and desirous of love lay on Ge, spreading
himself over her completely. And his son from his ambush
reached out with his left hand and in his right he seized
hold of the huge sickle with jagged teeth and swiftly cut
off the genitals of his own dear father and threw them so
that they fell behind him. And they did not fall from his
hand in vain. Earth received all the bloody drops that fell
and in the course of the seasons bore the strong Erinyes
and the mighty giants (shining in their armor and carrying
long spears in their hands) and nymphs of ash trees (called
Meliae on the wide earth). And when first he had cut off
the genitals with the adamant and cast them from the land
on the swelling sea, they were carried for a long time on
the deep. And white foam arose about from the immortal
flesh and in it a maiden grew. First she was brought to
holy Cythera, and then from there she came to sea-girt
Cyprus. And she emerged a dread and beautiful goddess
and grass rose under her slender feet. Gods and men call
her Aphrodite, and the foam-born goddess because she
grew amid the foam, and Cytherea of the beautiful crown
because she came to Cythera, and Cyprogenes because
she arose in Cyprus washed by the waves. She is called
too Philommedes (genital-loving) because she arose from
the genitals,!® Eros attended her and beautiful desire fol-
lowed her when she was born and when she first went
into the company of the gods. From the beginning she has
this honor, and among men and the immortal gods she
wins as her due the whispers of girls, smiles, deceits,
sweet pleasure, and the gentle delicacy of love.

The stark power of this passage is felt even in translation. Its
brutal and transparent illustration of basic motives and forces in
man’s nature provides fertile material for modern psychology: the
youngest son whose devotion to his mother is used by her against
the father, the essentially sexual nature of love, the terror of castra-
tion. The castration complex of the Freudians is the male’s uncon-
scious fear of being deprived of his sexual potency, which springs
from his feeling of guilt because of his unrecognized hatred of his
father and desire for his mother. Hesiod provides literary documen-
tation for the elemental psychic conscience of mankind.

In this view is it Hesiod’s art that gets to the essence of things?

10. Perhaps an intentional play upon the word philommeides, laughter-loving, a
standard epithet of Aphrodite.
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Or is it that he is close to the primitive expression of the elemental
in man’s nature? It is a commonplace to say that although elements
of the more grotesque myths may be detected in Greek literature,
they were humanized and refined by the Greeks and transformed
by their genius. Yet it is also true that these primitive elements
were retained deliberately and consciously because of the horror,
shock, and revelation that they contain. The Greeks did not sup-
press the horrible and horrifying; they selected from it and used it
boldly with profound insight and sensitivity. Thus Hesiod’s ac-
count may reflect a primitive myth, the ultimate origins of which
we can never really know, but his version gives it meaning with an
artistry that is far from primitive.!!

Aphrodite and Eros will be considered more fully in a later
chapter, and the Erinyes (spirits of vengeance for blood-guilt) will
subsequently play an important role. Now we must return to He-
siod’s account of how Cronus and his sister Rhea usurped the
powers and the functions of their parents, Uranus and Ge.

Hesiod tells of the union of Cronus and Rhea and the birth of
their important offspring: Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Hades, Poseidon,
and Zeus, and how Cronus devoured all these children, except
Zeus. Hesiod relates (Theogony 453—506):

Great Cronus swallowed his children as each one
came from the womb to the knees of their holy mother,
with the intent that no other of the illustrious descendants
of Uranus should hold kingly power among the immortals.
For he learned from Ge and starry Uranus that it was fated
that he be overcome by his own child. And so he kept
vigilant watch and lying in wait he swallowed his chil-
dren. A deep and lasting grief took hold of Rhea and when
she was about to bring forth Zeus, father of gods and men,
then she entreated her own parents, Ge and starry Uranus,
to plan with her how she might bring forth her child in
secret and how the avenging fury of her father, Uranus,
and of her children whom great Cronus of the crooked
counsel swallowed, might exact vengeance. And they read-
ily heard their dear daughter and were persuaded, and
they counseled her about all that was destined to happen
concerning Cronus and his stout-hearted son. And they
sent her to the town of Lyctus in the rich land of Crete
when she was about to bring forth the youngest of her

1.1. Hesiod’s myths of divine succession have many parallels in Phoenician, Babylo-
nian, Hurrian, and Hittite texts.
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children, great Zeus. And vast Ge received him from her
in wide Crete to nourish and foster. Carrying him from
there Ge came first through the swift black night to Dicte.
And taking him in her hands she hid him in the deep cave
in the depths of the holy earth on thickly wooded Mt
Aegeum.'? And she wrapped up a great stone in infant’s
coverings and gave it to the son of Uranus, who at that
time was the great ruler and king of the gods. Then he
took it in his hands, poor wretch, and rammed it down his
belly. He did not know in his heart that there was left
behind, in the stone’s place, his son unconquered and
secure, who was soon to overcome him and drive him
from his power and rule among the immortals.

Cronus and Rhea are once again deities of sky and earth, dou-
blets of Uranus and Ge, and like them their union represents the
enactment of the universal holy marriage. But in the tradition
Cronus and Rhea have a more specific reality than their parents.
Cronus appears in art as a majestic and sad deity, sickle in hand. He
rules, as we shall see, in a golden age among men, and after he is
deposed by Zeus, he retires to some distant realm, sometimes des-
ignated as the Islands of the Blessed, one of the Greek conceptions
of paradise.

Rhea, too, has a definite mythological personality, although
basically she represents another one of the many names and guises
of the all-pervading and important mother-goddesses of earth and
fertility. She sometimes is equated with Cybele, an Oriental god-
dess who intrudes upon the classical world; worship of her in-
volved frenzied devotion and elements of mysticism; her atten-
dants played music on drums and cymbals and her myth involves a
handsome young lover subordinate to her, named Attis.

It is of great significance that Hesiod places the birth of Zeus
on the island of Crete and we can detect in his version some of the
basic motives in the creation of myth.!® Variations and additions
occur in later writers who state that after Rhea brought forth Zeus in
a cave on Mt. Dicte, he was fed by bees and nursed by nymphs on
the milk of a goat named Amalthea. Curetes (the word means
“young men”) guarded the infant and clashed their spears on their
shields so that his cries would not be heard by his father, Cronus.
These attendants and the noise they make suggest the frantic devo-

19. There is trouble in the text concerning Hesiod’s identification of the mountain
as Dicte or Aegeum.
13. Another version places the birth on the mainland of Greece in Arcadia.
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tees of a mother-goddess: Ge, Rhea, or Cybele. The myth is etiolog-
ical in its explanation of the origin of rites connected with her
worship.

This story may also reflect history: the amalgamation of at least
two different peoples or cultures in the early period. When the
inhabitants of Crete (ca. 3000) began to build their great civilization
and empire, the religion that they developed (insofar as we can
ascertain) was Mediterranean in character, looking back to earlier
Eastern concepts of a mother-goddess. The Northern invaders who
entered the peninsula of Greece (ca. 2000) bringing with them an
early form ot Greek and their own gods (chief of whom was Zeus)
built a significant Mycenaean civilization on the mainland, but it
was strongly influenced by the older, more sophisticated power of
Crete. The myth of the birth of Zeus reads very much like an at-
tempt to link by geography and genealogy the religion and deities
of both cultures. Zeus, the Nordic male god of the Indo-Europeans
is born of Rhea, the Oriental goddess of motherhood and fertility.,

Two dominant strains in the character of subsequent Greek
thought can be understood at least partly in terms of this thesis.
W.K.C. Guthrie identifies this dual aspect of the religion of classical
Greece in the contrast between the Olympian gods of Homer and
the cult of the mother-goddess Demeter at Eleusis. His clear and
forceful explanation is worth quoting.

The Mother-goddess is the embodiment of the fruitful
earth, giver of life and fertility to plants, animals and
men. Her cult takes certain forms, involving at least the
more elementary kinds of mysticism, that is, the belief in
the possibility of a union between the worshipper and the
object of his worship. Thus the rites may take the form of
adoption as her son or of sexual communion. Orgiastic
elements appear, as in the passionate, clashing music and
frenzied dancing employed by the followers of Rhea or
Cybele. . . . What an essentially different atmosphere we
are in from that of the religion of the Achaean heroes
described by Homer. There we are in clear daylight, in a
world where the gods are simply more powerful persons
who might fight for or against one, with whom one made
bargains or contracts. The Achaean warrior did not seek
to be born again from the bosom of Hera. He was indeed
the reverse of a mystic by temperament.!*

14. WK.C. Guthrie, The Greeks and Their Gods (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955), p. 31.
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We can detect the ramifications of this paradox again and ggain
in many places, but perhaps we feel it most clearly in the mysticism
and mathematics that permeate Greek philosophical attitudes: the
numbers of Pythagoras and the immortality of the soul in Orphic
doctrine; the dichotomy of Platonic thought and Socratic character
in the search for clarity and definition through rational argument
coupled with the sound of an inner voice, the depths of a trance,
and divine revelation in terms of the obscure and profound symbols
of religious myth. God is a geometer and a mystic.

CHAPTER

ZEUS RISE

to

& POWER.
%, The Creation of Man

When Zeus had grown to maturity, Cronus was beguiled into bring-
ing up all that he had swallowed, first the stone and then the chil-
dren. This very stone was exhibited at Delphi in ancient times; it
was not large and oil was poured over it every day, and on festival
days unspun wool was placed upon it. Zeus then waged war against
his father with his disgorged brothers and sisters as allies: Hestia,
Demeter, Hera, Hades, and Poseidon. Allied with him as well were
the Hecatonchires and the Cyclopes, for he had released them from
the depths of the earth where their father, Uranus, had imprisoned
them because of his hatred. The Hecatonchires were invaluable in
hurling stones with their hundred-handed dexterity, and the Cy-
clopes forged for him his mighty thunder and lightning. On the
other side with Cronus were the Titans with the important excep-
tion of Themis and her son Prometheus, both of whom allied with
Zeus, But Atlas, the brother of Prometheus, was an important
leader on the side of Cronus.

The battle was of epic proportions, Zeus fighting from Mt.
Olympus, Cronus from Mt. Othrys. The struggle was said to have
lasted ten years, the traditional length for a serious war, be it this
one or the famous conflict of the Greeks against the Trojans. An
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lapetus m. Clymene ?

| |
Prometheus Epimetheus Atlas Menoetius
Deucalion m. Pyrrha
Hellen
1 | L
Dorus Aeolus Xuthus
lon Achaeus

Figure 2. The family of Prometheus.
a The mother of Prometheus is Ge-Themis according to Aeschylus,

excerpt from Hesiod will convey the magnitude and ferocity of the
conflict (Theogony 678-721).

The boundless sea echoed terribly, earth resounded
with the great roar, wide heaven trembled and groaned,
and high Olympus was shaken from its base by the on-
slaught of the immortals; the quakes came thick and fast
and, with the dread din of the endless chase and mighty
weapons, reached down to gloomy Tartarus. Thus they
hurled their deadly weapons against one another. The
cries of both sides as they shouted reached up to starry
heaven, for they came together with a great clamor.

Then Zeus did not hold back his might any longer,
but now immediately his heart was filled with strength
and he showed clearly all his force. He came direct from
heaven and Olympus hurling perpetual lightning, and the
bolts with flashes and thunder flew in succession from his
stout hand with a dense whirling of holy flame. Earth, the
giver of life, roared, everywhere aflame, and on all sides
the vast woods crackled loudly with the fire. The whole of
the land boiled, and as well the streams of Ocean, and the
barren sea. The hot blast engulfed the earth-born Titans
and the endless blaze reached the divine aether; the flash-
ing gleam of the thunder and lightning blinded the eyes
even of the mighty. Unspeakable heat possessed Chaos.
The sight seen by the eyes and the sound heard by the
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ears were as if Earth and wide Heaven above collided; for
the din as the gods met one another in strife was as great
as the crash that would have arisen if Earth were dashed
down by Heaven falling on her from above. The winds
mingled the confusion of tremor, dust, thunder, and the
flashing bolts of lightning (the shafts of great Zeus) and
carried the noise and the shouts into the midst of both
sides. The terrifying clamor of fearful strife arose, and the
might of their deeds was shown forth. They attacked one
another and fought relentlessly in mighty encounters until
the battle was decided. Cottus, Briareus, and Gyes, insa-
tiate of battle, were among the foremost to rouse the bitter
strife; they hurled three hundred rocks, one right after
another, from their staunch hands and covered the Titans
with a cloud of missiles and sent them down far beneath
the broad ways of the earth to Tartarus and bound them in
harsh bonds, having conquered them with their hands
even though they were great of spirit. The distance from
Eartﬁ to gloomy Tartarus is as great as that of Heaven from
Earth.

The Hecatonchires guarded the Titans imprisoned in Tartarus.
Atlas was punished with the task of holding up the sky. Some say
that after Zeus became secure in power he eventually relented and
gave the Titans their freedom.

Another threat that Zeus had to face was from giants that Earth
produced to challenge the new order of the gods, or that had been
born when the blood from the mutilation of Uranus fell upon the
ground; these monstrous creatures are called Gegeneis, which
means earth-born. Details of the battle are many and varied, but it
is generally agreed that the struggle was fierce, ending with the
imprisonment of the giants under the earth, usually in volcanic
regions where they betray their presence by the violence of their
natures. Thus, for example, the giant Enceladus writhes under Mt.
Aetna in Sicily. One of the most vicious of the monsters who op-
posed Zeus was Typhoeus, or Typhon. He sometimes joins others
in their conflict with the gods or he may do battle alone, as in
Hesiod’s account (Theogony 820-80).

When Zeus had driven the Titans from heaven, vast
Gaea brought forth the youngest of her children through
the love of Tartarus and the agency of golden Aphrodite.
The hands of the mighty god were strong in any undertak-
ing and his feet were weariless. From the shoulders of this
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frightening dragon a hundred snake heads grew, flickering
their dark tongues; fire blazed from the eyes under the
brows of all the dreadful heads, and the flames burned as
he glared. In all the terrible heads voices emitted all kinds
of amazing sounds; for at one time he spoke so that the
gods understood, at another his cries were those of a
proud bull bellowing in his invincible might; sometimes
he produced the pitiless roars of a courageous lion, or
again his yelps were like those of puppies, wondrous to
hear, or at another time he would hiss; and the great
mountains resounded in echo.

Now on that day of his birth an irremediable deed
would have been accomplished and he would have be-
come the ruler of mortals and immortals, if the father of
gods and men had not taken swift notice and thundered
loudly and fiercely; the earth resounded terribly on all
sides and as well the wide heaven above, the sea, the
streams of Ocean, and the depths of Tartarus. Great Olym-
pus shook under the immortal feet of the lord as he rose
up and Earth gave a groan. The burning heat from them
both, with the thunder and lightning, scorching winds, and
flaming bolts reached down to seize the dark-colored sea.
The whole land was aboil and heaven and the deep; and
the huge waves surged around and about the shores at the
onslaught of the immortals, and a quake began its tremors
without ceasing. Hades who rules over the dead below
shook, as did the Titans, the allies of Cronus, in the bot-
tom of Tartarus, from the endless din and terrifying strug-
gle. When Zeus had lifted up the weapons of his might,
thunder and lightning and the blazing bolts, he leaped
down from Olympus and struck, and blasted on all sides
the marvelous heads of the terrible monster. When he had
flogged him with blows, he hurled him down, maimed,
and vast Earth gave a groan. A flame flared up from the
god as he was hit by the bolts in the glens of the dark
craggy mountain where he was struck down. A great part
of vast earth was burned by the immense conflagration and
melted like tin heated by the craft of artisans in open cru-
cibles or like iron which although the hardest of all is soft-
ened by blazing fire and melts in the divine earth through
the craft of Hephaestus. Thus the earth melted in the

flame of the blazing fire. And Zeus in the rage of his anger
hurled him into broad Tartarus.
From Typhoeus arise the winds that blow the mighty
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rains; but not Notus, Boreas, and Zephyr! that brings good
weather, for they are sprung from the gods and a great
benefit for mortals. But the others from Typhoeus blow
over the sea at random; some fall upon the shadowy deep
and do great harm to mortals, raging with their evil blasts
They blow this way and that and scatter ships and destm);
sailors. Men who encounter them on the sea have no de-
fence against their evil. Others destroy the lovely works of
men born on the earth over the vast blossoming land, fill-
ing them with dust and harsh confusion.2 ’

The attempt of the giants Otus and Ephialtes to storm heaven
by piling the mountains Olympus, Ossa, and Pelion upon one an-
other is sometimes linked to the battle of the giants or treated as a
separate gttack upon the power of Zeus. In fact there is Considér-
able confusion in the tradition concerning details and characters in
the battle of the giants (Gigantomachy) and the battle of the Titans
(Titanomachy). Both conflicts may be similarly interpreted as (1'el
flecting the triumph of the more benign powers of nature over the
more wild powers or the victory of civilization over savagery, At
any rate they very likely represent the historical fact of conq{leqt
and amalgamation when, in about 2000, the Greek-speaking i1~1-
vaders brought with them their own gods, with Zeus as their chief.
and triumphed over the deities of the existing peoples in the penin-‘
sula of Greece.

Thus far in the creation and ordering of the universe no men-
tion has been made of man. Several versions of his birth existed in
the ancient world side by side. Very often he is the creation of Zeus
alope, or Zeus and the other gods, or both immortals and mortals
spring from one and the same source. An important tradition de-
picts Prometheus as the creator of man and sometimes woman is
ﬁ'lshu‘n_]ed later and separately through the designs of Zeus.

) After he has described the creation of the universe and animal
l{ie out_uf the elements of Chaos, Ovid goes on to tell about t};e
:;:;rtlh ulf man, del?icting the superiority and lofty ambition of this

ghest creature in the order of things (Metamorphoses 1. 76-88).

Until now there was no animal more godlike than
these and more capable of high intelligence and able to

!\ Entns is tlj.c South Wind; Boreas, the North Wind; and Zephyr, the West Wind

;., ]altter versions l‘mve it that Heracles was an ally of Zeus in the battle: the giants'

pr::(;u m:]]y be deiea]ted “1:1 the gods had a mortal as their ally. In addition Earth
ced a magic plant that would make the giants invincible; 7

; 2 e; Z ac i

stratagem plucked it for himself, cus by e clever
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dominate all the rest. Then man was born; either the crea-
tor of the universe, originator of a better world, fashioned
him from divine seed or earth, recently formed and sepa-
rated from the lofty aether, retained seeds from its kindred
sky and was mixed with rain water by Prometheus, the son
of Tapetus, and fashioned by him into the likeness of the
gods who control all.> While other animals look down to
the ground, man was given a lofty visage and ordered to
look up to the sky and fully erect lift his face to the stars.
Thus earth that had been crude and without shape was
transformed and took on the figure of man unknown be-

fore.

Ovid goes on to describe the four ages of man: gold, silver,

bronze, and iron. But we shall excerpt rather Hesiod’s earlier ac-
count of these ages, which for him are five in number, since he feels
compelled to include an age of heroes. After he has recounted the
story of Pandora and her jar, his introduction to the description of
the five ages suggests the multiplicity of versions of the creation of
man and man’s early career, and the futility of even attempting a
reconciliation of the diverse accounts (Works and Days 106—201).

If you like, I shall offer a fine and skillful summary of
another tale and you ponder it in your heart: how gods
and mortal men came into being from the same origin. At
the very first the immortals who have their homes on Olym-
pus made a golden race of mortal men. They existed at
the time when Cronus was king in heaven, and they lived
as gods with carefree hearts completely without toil or
trouble. Terrible old age did not come upon them at all,
but always with vigor in their hands and their feet they
took joy in their banquets removed from all evils. They
died as though overcome by sleep. And all good things
were theirs; the fertile land of its own accord bore fruit
ungrudgingly in abundance. They in harmony and in
peace managed their affairs with many good things, rich in
flocks and beloved of the blessed gods.

But then the earth covered over this race. Yet they
inhabit the earth and are called holy spirits, who are good
and ward off evils, as the protectors of mortal men, and are
providers of wealth, since they keep watch over judgments

3. A fragment attributed to Hesiod (no. 268, Rzach; 382, Merkelbach and West) adds
that Athena breathed life into the clay. At Panopea in Boeotia stones were identilied
in historical times as solidified remains of the clay used by Prometheus.

ZEUS’ RISE TO POWER: THE CREATION OF MAN = 49

and cruel deeds, wandering over the whole earth wrapped
in air. For they have these royal prerogatives. Then those
who have their home on Olympus next made a second
race of silver, far worse than the one of gold and unlike it
both physically and mentally. A child was brought up by
the side of his dear mother for a hundred years, playing in
his house as a mere baby. But when they grew up and
reached the measure of their prime they lived for only a
short time and in distress because of their senselessness.
For they could not restrain their wanton arrogance against
one another and they did not wish to worship the blessed
immortals or sacrifice at their holy altars, as is customary
and right for men. Then in his anger Zeus the son of
Cronus hid them away because they did not give the
blessed gods who inhabit Olympus their due. Then the
earth covered over this race, too. And they dwell under
the earth and are called blessed by mortals, and although
second, nevertheless honor attends them also.

Father Zeus made another race of mortal men, the
third, of bronze and not at all like the one of silver; terri-
ble and mighty because of their spears of ash, they pur-
sued the painful and violent deeds of Ares. They did not
eat bread at all but were terrifying and had dauntless
hearts of adamant. Great was their might, and unconquer-
able hands grew upon their strong limbs out of their
shoulders. Of bronze were their arms, of bronze were their
homes, and they worked with bronze implements. Black
iron there was not. When they had been destroyed by
their own hands, they went down into the dark house of
chill Hades without leaving a name. Black death seized
them, although they were terrifying, and they left the
bright light of the sun.

But when the earth covered over this race, too, again
Zeus the son of Cronus made still another, the fourth on
the nourishing earth, valiant in war and more just, a god-
like race of heroic men, who are called demigods, and
who preceded our own race on the vast earth. Some evil
war and dread battle destroyed under seven-gated Thebes
in the land of Cadmus as they battled for the flocks of
Oedipus; the end of death closed about others after they
had been led in ships over the great depths of the sea to
Troy for the sake of Helen of the beautiful hair. Some fa-
ther Zeus, the son of Cronus, sent to dwell at the ends of
the earth where he has them live their lives; these happy
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heroes inhabit the Islands of the Blessed with carefree
hearts by the deep swirling stream of Ocean. For them the
fruitful earth bears honey-sweet fruit that ripens three
times a year. Far from the immortals Cronus rules as king
over them; for the father of gods and men released him
from his bonds. Honor and glory attend these last in equal
measure,

Far-seeing Zeus again made still another race of men
who live on the nourishing earth. Oh, would that I were
not a part of the fifth generation of men, but either had
died before or had been born later. Now indeed the race
is of iron. For they never cease from toil and woe by day,
nor from being destroyed in the night. The gods will give
them difficult troubles, but good will be mingled with
their evils. Zeus will destroy this race of mortal men, too,
whenever it comes to pass that they are born with gray
hair on their temples. And a father will not be in harmony
with his children nor his children with him, nor guest
with host, nor friend with friend, and a brother will not be
loved as formerly. As they grow old quickly they will dis-
honor their parents, and they will find fault, blaming them
with harsh words and not knowing respect for the gods,
since their right is might. They will not sustain their aged
parents in repayment for their upbringing. One will de-
stroy the city of another. No esteem will exist for the one
who is true to an oath or just or good; rather men will
praise the arrogance and evil of the wicked. Justice will be
might and shame will not exist. The evil man will harm
the better man, speaking against him unjustly and he will
swear an oath besides. Envy, shrill and ugly and with evil
delight, will attend all men in their woe. Then Aidos and
Nemesis both* will forsake mankind and go, their beauti-
ful forms shrouded in white, from the wide earth to Olym-
pus among the company of the gods. For mortal men
sorry griefs will be left and there will be no defense
against evil.

The bitterness and pessimism of this picture of his own age of

iron are typical of Hesiod’s general crabbed, severe, and moral
outlook. But his designation of the five ages reflects a curious blend
of fact and fiction. Historically his was the age of iron, introduced

4. Aidos is a sense of modesty and shame; Nemesis, righteous indignation against
evil.

LEUS’ RISE TO POWER: THE CREATION OF MAN 51
into Greece at the time ,ni' the ill\u’i-l.‘-iif:}llh' that I_n'nughl the age of
bronze to a close. Hesiod’s insertion of an age of heroes reflects the
fact of the Trojan War, which he cannot ignore.

This conception of the deterioration of the human race has
peen potent In subsequent literature, both ancient and modern.
The vision of a paradise in a golden age when all was well inevita-
bly holds fascination for some, whether imagined as long ago or
merely in the good old days of their youth. Vergil in his fourth
eclogue celebrates gloriously the return of a new golden age ush-
ered in by the birth of a child. The identity of this child has long
been in dispute, but the poem itself was labeled Messianic because
of the sublime and solemn nature of its tone, reminiscent of the
prophet Isaiah.

It would be wrong to imply that the theory of man’s degenera-
tion was the only one current among the Greeks and Romans. Pro-
metheus’ eloquent testimony in Aeschylus’ play, translated on pp.
58-59, of his gifts to men rests upon the belief in progressive stages
from savagery to civilization. A similar but more sober and scien-
tific statement of human development, made by some of the Greek
philosophers and Lucretius, the Roman poet of Epicureanism, pro-
vides a penetrating account of man’s evolution that in many of its
details is astoundingly modern.?

In the Theogony (507-616) Hesiod tells the story of Pro-
metheus and his conflict with Zeus, with man as the pawn in this
gigantic clash of divine wills, and of the creation of woman.

Iapetus led away the girl Clymene, an Oceanid, and
they went together in the same bed; and she bore to him a
child, stout-hearted Atlas; she also brought forth Me-
noetius, of very great renown, and devious and clever Pro-
metheus, and Epimetheus® who was faulty in judgment
and from the beginning was an evil for men who work for
their bread. For he was the first to accept from Zeus the
virgin woman he had formed. Far-seeing Zeus struck arro-
gant Menoetius with his smoldering bolts and hurled him
down into Erebus because of his presumption and exces-
sive pride. Atlas stands and holds the wide heaven with
his head and tireless hands through the force of necessity

5. De Rerum Natura 5. 783-1457.

6. Aeschylus has Themis as the mother of Prometheus, sometimes identified as Ge-
Themis, to show that she is a goddess of earth, who possesses oracular power and is
associated with justice. The name Prometheus means “forethinker,” or “the one
who plans ahead”; Epimetheus means “afterthinker,” or “the one who plans too
late.” Prometheus is often called merely “the Titan,” since he is the son of Iapetus.
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at the edge of the earth, and in the sight of the clear-
voiced Hesperides; this fate Zeus in his wisdom allotted
him. And he bound devious and wily Prometheus with
hard and inescapable bonds, after driving a shaft through
his middle; and roused up a long-winged eagle against
him that used to eat his immortal liver. But all the long-
winged bird would eat during the whole day would be
completely restored in equal measure during the night.
Heracles the mighty son of Alemene of the lovely ankles
killed it and rid the son of Iapetus from this evil plague
and released him from his suffering, not against the will of
Olympian Zeus who rules from on high, so that the re-
nown of Theban-born Heracles might be still greater than
before on the bountiful earth. Thus he respected his fa-
mous son with this token of honor. Although he had been
enraged, the mighty son of Cronus gave up the anger that
he had held previously because Prometheus had matched
his wits against him.

For when the gods and mortal men quarreled at Me-
cone,” then Prometheus with quick intelligence divided
up a great ox and set the pieces out in an attempt to de-
ceive the mind of Zeus. For the one group in the dispute
he placed flesh and the rich and fatty innards on the hide
and wrapped them all up in the ox’s paunch; for the other
group he arranged and set forth with devious art the white
bones of the ox, wrapping them up in white fat. Then the
father of gods and men spoke to him: “Son of lapetus,
most renowned of all lords, my fine friend, how partisan
has been your division of the portions!” Thus Zeus whose
wisdom is immortal spoke in derision. And wily Pro-
metheus answered with a gentle smile, as he did not for-
get his crafty trick. “Most glorious Zeus, greatest of the
gods who exist forever, choose whichever of the two your
heart in your breast urges.” He spoke with crafty intent.
But Zeus whose wisdom is immortal knew and was not
unaware of the trick. And he foresaw in his heart evils for
mortal men, which would be accomplished. He took up in
both his hands the white fat, and his mind was enraged,
and anger took hold of his heart as he saw the white bones
of the ox arranged with crafty art. For this reason the races
of men on earth burn the white bones for the immortals on
the sacrificial altars. Zeus the cloud-gatherer was greatly
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7. An early name of Sicyon.

angered and spoke to him: “Son of Tapetus, my fine friend,
who know thoughts that surpass those of everyone, so you
have then not yet forgotten your crafty arts.” Thus Zeus
whose wisdom is immortal spoke in anger. From this time
on he always remembered the deceit and did not give the
power of weariless fire out of ash trees to mortal men who
dwell on the earth.

But the noble son of Iapetus tricked him by stealing
in a hollow fennel stalk the gleam of weariless fire that is
seen from afar. High-thundering Zeus was stung to the
depths of his being and angered in his heart as he saw
among men the gleam of fire seen from afar. Immediately
he contrived an evil thing for men in recompense for the
fire. The renowned lame god, Hephaestus, fashioned out
of earth the likeness of a modest maiden according to the
will of the son of Cronus. Bright-eyed Athena clothed and
arrayed her in silvery garments and with her hands ar-
ranged on her head an embroidered veil, wondrous to
behold. And Pallas Athena put around her head lovely
garlands of budding flowers and greenery. And she placed
on her head a golden crown that the renowned lame god
himself made, fashioning it with his hands as a favor to his
father Zeus. On it he wrought much intricate detail, won-
drous to behold, of the countless animals which the land
and the sea nourish; many he fixed on it, amazing crea-
tions, like living creatures with voices; and its radiant
loveliness shone forth in profusion. When he had fash-
ioned the beautiful evil in recompense for the blessing of
fire, he led her out where the other gods and men were,
exulting in the raiment provided by the gleaming-eyed
daughter of a mighty father. Amazement took hold of the
immortal gods and mortal men as they saw the sheer trick,
from which men could not escape.

For from her is the race of the female sex, the ruinous
tribes of women, a great affliction, who live with mortal
men, helpmates not in ruinous poverty but in excessive
wealth, just as when in overhanging hives bees feed the
drones, conspirators in evil works; the bees each day the
whole time to the setting of the sun are busy and deposit
the white honeycombs, but the drones remain within the
covered hives and scrape together the toil of others into
their own belly. Thus in the same way high-thundering
Zeus made women, conspirators in painful works, for mor-
tal men; and he contrived a second evil as recompense for

53
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the blessing of fire; whoever flees marriage and the trou-
blesome deeds of women and does not wish to marry
comes to ruinous old age destitute of anyone to care for
him. He does not lack a livelihood while he is living but
when he has died, distant relatives divide up the inheri-
tance. And again even for the one to whom the fate of ac-
quiring a good and compatible wife in marriage falls as his
lot, evil continually contends with good throughout his
life. Whoever begets mischievous children lives with a
continuous sorrow in his breast; in heart and soul the evil
is incurable. Thus it is not possible to go beyond the will
of Zeus nor to deceive him. For not even the goodly Pro-
metheus, son of Iapetus, got out from under his heavy
wrath and a great bondage held him fast, even though he
was very clever.

Once again Hesiod’s dominant note is despair. He provides

another equally dismal account of Prometheus in the Works and
Days (47—105); despite some minor repetitions it is worth quoting
for its elaboration of the theft of fire and its variations on the crea-
tion of woman. The evil is now specifically named; she is Pandora,
which means “all gifts,” and she has a jar.?

Zeus angered in his heart hid the means of human
livelihood because wily Prometheus deceived him. And so
he devised for men sorrowful troubles. He hid fire. Then
the good son of Iapetus, Prometheus, stole it for men from
wise Zeus in a hollow reed, without Zeus who delights in
thunder seeing it. But then Zeus the cloud-gatherer was
roused to anger and spoke to him: “Son of Iapetus, who
know how to scheme better than all others, you are
pleased that you stole fire and outwitted me—a great mis-
ery for you and men who are about to be. As recompense
for the fire I shall give them an evil in which all may take
delight in their hearts as they embrace it.”

Thus he spoke and the father of gods and men burst
out laughing. He ordered renowned Hephaestus as quickly
as possible to mix earth with water and to implant in it a
human voice and strength and to fashion the beautiful and
desirable form of a maiden, with a face like that of an im-
mortal goddess. But he ordered Athena to teach her the
skills of weaving at the artful loom, and golden Aphrodite

8. The name suggests a link with the typical conception of the fertility mother-
goddess.

to shed grace about her head and painful longing and
sorrows that permeate the body. And he commanded the
guide Hermes, slayer of Argus, to put in her the mind of a
bitch and the character of a thief.

Thus he spoke and they obeyed their lord Zeus, son
of Cronus. At once the famous lame god molded out of
earth the likeness of a modest maiden according to the
will of Zeus. Bright-eyed Athena clothed and arrayed her,
and the Graces and mistress Persuasion adorned her with
golden necklaces. The beautiful-haired Seasons crowned
her with spring flowers, and Pallas Athena fitted out her
body with every adornment. Then the guide and slayer of
Argus contrived in her breast lies and wheedling words
and a thievish nature, as loud-thundering Zeus directed.
And the herald of the gods put in her a voice, and named
this woman Pandora, because all who have their homes on
Olympus gave her a gift, a bane to men who work for their
bread.

But when the Father had completed this sheer impos-
sible trick he sent the swift messenger of the gods, the
renowned slayer of Argus, to bring it as a gift for Epi-
metheus. And Epimetheus did not think about how Pro-
metheus had told him never to accept a gift from Olym-
pian Zeus but to send it back in case that in some way it
turned out to be evil for mortals. But he received the gift
and when indeed he had the evil he realized.

Previously the races of men used to live completely
free from evils and hard work and painful diseases, which
hand over men to the Fates. For mortals soon grow old
amidst evil. But the woman removed the great cover of the
jar with her hands and scattered the evils within and for
men devised sorrowful troubles. And Hope alone re-
mained within there in the unbreakable home under the
edge of the jar and did not fly out of doors. For the lid of
the jar stopped her before she could, through the will of
the cloud-gatherer Zeus who bears the aegis. But the other
thousands of sorrows wander among men, for the earth
and the sea are full of evils. Of their own accord diseases
roam among men some by day, others by night bringing
evils to mortals in silence, since Zeus in his wisdom took
away their voice. Thus it is not at all possible to escape
the will of Zeus.

The etiology of the myth of Prometheus is perhaps the most
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obvious of its many fascinating elements. It explains procedure in
the ritual of sacrifice and the origin of fire; in the person of Pandora
the existence of evil and pain in the world is accounted for. Pro-
metheus himself is the archetype of the culture god or hero ulti-
mately responsible for all the arts and sciences.” The theme of the
theft of fire springs from a widespread notion that fire originally
belonged in heaven, not on earth. Prometheus is also the archetype
of the divine or heroic trickster (cf. Hermes and Odysseus).

The elements in the myth of the creation of woman also reveal
attitudes common among early societies. Hesiod’s version is in
keeping with his insular and suspicious nature. But the implica-
tions of his story have wider ramifications. Pandora, like Eve, for
example, is created after man and she is responsible for his trou-
bles. Why should this be so? The answer is complex, but inevitably
it must lay bare the prejudices and mores inherent in the social
structure. But some (like Hesiod?) detect as well the fundamental
truths of allegory and see the woman and her jar as symbols of the
drive and lure of procreation, the womb and birth and life, the
source of all our woes. 1’ ‘

Details in the story of Pandora are disturbing in their tantaliz-
ing ambiguity. What is Hope doing in the jar along with countless
evils? If it is a good, it is a curious inclusion. If it too is an evil, why
is it stopped at the rim? What then is its precise nature, whether a
blessing or a curse? Is Hope in the last analysis the one thing that
enables man to survive the terrors of this life and inspires him with
lofty ambition? Yet is it also by its very character delusive and
blind, luring him on to prolong his misery? It is tempting to see in
Aeschylus’ play Prometheus Bound an interpretation and elabora-
tion; man was without hope until Prometheus gave it to him along
with fire. But the hope bestowed is called blind; is the epithet
merely ornamental or deliberately descriptive? The pertinent dia-
logue between Prometheus and the chorus of Oceanids runs as

follows (248—52):

PROMETHEUS: [ stopped mortals from foreseeing their fate.
cHORus: What sort of remedy did you find for this plague?
PROMETHEUS: [ planted in them blind hopes.

cHORUS: This was a great advantage that you gave mortals.
PROMETHEUS: And besides I gave them fire.

9. He was worshiped by the potters in Athens alongside Hephaestus, with whom he
has several things in common.

10. For a comparison of Eve with Pandora and female deities throughout the ages,
see John A. Phillips, Eve, The History of an Idea (New York: Harper & Row, 1984),
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Fundamental to the depictions of both Hes_.iml um} Aesuhy]nx is
the conception of Zeus alS.l'he oppressor of mankind zm_('l.P.m--
metheus as mankind’s benelactor. In Aeschyl us the cle?sln of divine
wills echoes triumphantly through l‘lu“zlges.hi-hs portrait, more ‘t]‘mn
any other, offers the towering image uf’the. T 1ta)n, the In‘mg(—zr of fire,
the vehement and weariless champion .ngm]lst (fppressmn, the
mighty symbol for art, literature, and music of ill! hme.'

" Aeschylus” play Prometheus Bound begins with Kratos
(Si-wngth) and Bia (Force), brutish servants of an autogratic Zens,v
having brought Prometheus to the remote and uninhabited land of
Seythia. Hephaestus accompanies them. Krﬂtos. urges Hcphuest%as
to obey the commands of Father Zeus and bind Pl‘()n‘letheus in
bonds of steel and pin him with a stake through his cheit to the
desolate crags. It was Hephaestus™ own In'i]]ian.t “Hower nf‘ﬁtrt:,,
deviser of all the arts that Prometheus stole, and for this error ( sin
is not an inappropriate translation) he must pay to all the gods “so
that he might learn to bear the sovereignty of Zeus and abandon his
love and championship of man.”

Aeschylus, with great skill and economy, provides us with the
essentials for the conflict and the mood of the play. The struggle
between a harsh, young, and angry Zeus is pitted violently against
the defiant determination of a glorious and philanthropic Pro-
metheus. Aeschylus even manages to characterize the brutish Kra-
tos, the unreasonable and monstrous henchman of a tyrannical
Zeus. Kratos is the willing and anxious supporter of a new regime
rooted in might, the one thing that he can understand; to him force-
ful power is the key to all: “Everything is hard except to rule the
gods. For no one except Zeus is free.” Hephaestus by contrast is a
foil. He is sensitive, humane, curses his craft, hates the job he has to
do, and pities the sleepless torment of Prometheus.

An important theme is echoed by Hephaestus in his realization
that Zeus has seized supreme rule of gods and men only recently:
“The mind of Zeus is inexorable; and everyone is harsh when he
first comes to power.” The contrast is presumably with the later
Zeus who will have learned benevolence through experience, wis-
dom, and maturity. Certainly Zeus, fresh from his triumphant de-
feat of his father and the Titans, might indeed be uneasy and afraid.
He may very well suffer the same fate as Cronus or Uranus before
him. And Prometheus, his adversary, knows the terrifying secret:
Zeus must avoid the sea-nymph Thetis in his amorous pursuits, as
she is destined to bear a son mightier than his father. In his knowl-
edge lies Prometheus’ defiant power and the threat of Zeus’ ulti-
mate downfall.

The first utterance of Prometheus after Kratos, Bia, and
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Hephaestus have done their work is glorious, capturing the univer-
sality of his great and indomitable spirit:

O divine air and sky and swift-winged breezes,
springs of rivers and countless laughter of sea waves,
earth, mother of everything, and all-seeing circle of the
sun, I call on you. See what I, a god, suffer at the hands of
the gods.

In the course of the play Prometheus expresses his bitterness
because, although he with his mother fought on the side of Zeus
against the Titans, this is his reward. It is typical of the tyrant to
forget and turn against his former allies. Prometheus lists the many
gifts that he has given to mankind for whom he suffers now (442—
506):

PROMETHEUS: Listen to the troubles that there were among
mortals and how I gave them sense and mind, which they did not
have before. I shall tell you this not out of any censure of mankind
but to explain the good intention of my gifts. In the beginning they
had eyes to look, but looked in vain, and ears to hear, but did not
hear, but like the shapes of dreams they wandered in confusion the
whole of their long life. They did not know of brick-built houses
that face the sun or carpentry, but dwelt beneath the ground like
tiny ants in the depths of sunless caves. They did not have any
secure way of distinguishing winter or blossoming spring or fruitful
summer, but they did everything without judgment, until I showed
them the rising and the setting of the stars, difficult to discern.

And indeed I discovered for them numbers, a lofty kind of
wisdom, and letters and their combination, an art that fosters mem-
ory of all things, the mother of the Muses’ arts. I first harnessed
animals enslaving them to the yoke to become reliefs for mortals in
their greatest toils, and I led horses docile under the reins and
chariot, the delight of the highest wealth and luxury. No one before
me discovered the seamen’s vessels which with wings of sail are
beaten by the waves. Such are the contrivances I, poor wretch, have
found for mortals, but I myself have no device by which I may
escape my present pain.

CHORUS: You suffer an ill-deserved torment, and confused in
mind and heart are all astray; like some bad doctor who has fallen
ill, you yourself cannot devise a remedy to effect a cure.

PROMETHEUS: Listen to the rest, and you will be even more
amazed at the kinds of skills and means that I devised; the greatest
this: if anyone fell sick, there existed no defense, neither food nor
drink nor salve, but through lack of medicines they wasted away
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antil 1 showed them the mixing r)i"sot'»thit_lg remedies by which l_'hey
free themselves from all diseases. I set forth the many ways of the.
pmphetic art. I was the first to determine whi‘ch dreams W(flf{d of
necessity turn out to be true and I established for them the dli‘hcult
interpretation of sm_m(lsb:-md omens 0! the road and distinguished
the precise meaning of the flight of birds with crooked talons,‘
which ones are by nature lucky and propitious, and what mode of
life each had, their mutual likes, dislikes, and association; the
smoothness of the innards and the color of the bile that would meet
the pleasure of the gods, and the dappled beauty of the liver’s lobe.
I burned the limbs enwrapped in fat and the long shank and set
mortals on the path to this difficult art of sacrifice, and made clear
the fiery signs, obscure before. Such were these gifts of mine. And
the benefits hidden deep within the earth, copper, iron, silver, and
gold—who could claim that he had found them before me? No one,
I know full well, unless he wished to babble on in vain. In a brief
utterance learn the whole story: all arts come to mortals from Pro-
metheus.

When Hermes, Zeus’ messenger, appears in the last episode,
Prometheus is arrogant and insulting in his refusal to bow to the
threats of more terrible suffering and reveal his secret. The play
ends with the fulfillment of the promised torment; the earth shakes
and cracks, thunder and lightning accompany wind and storm as
Prometheus, still pinned to the rock is plunged by the cataclysm
beneath the earth; there he will be plagued by the eagle daily
tearing his flesh and gnawing his liver. Prometheus’ final utterance
echoes and affirms the fiery heat and mighty spirit of his first invo-
cation: “O majesty of earth, my mother, O air and sky whose cir-
cling brings light for all to share. You see me, how I suffer unjust
torments.”

Any dogmatic interpretation of Aeschylus’ tragedy is impos-
sible. We know that it was part of a trilogy, the other plays of which
have survived only in name and fragments. We have the titles of
three additional plays on the Prometheus legend attributed to Aes-
chylus: Prometheus the Fire-Bearer, Prometheus Unbound, and
Prometheus the Fire-Kindler. This last may be merely another title
for Prometheus the Fire-Bearer, or possibly it was a satyr play be-
longing either to the Prometheus trilogy itself or another on a dif-
terent theme. We cannot even be sure of the position of the extant
Prometheus Bound in the sequence. Thus details in the final out-
come as conceived by Aeschylus are unknown. It seems certain that
Heracles, probably through the agency of Zeus (as in Hesiod), was
responsible for the release of Prometheus, who yielded his fatal
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secret to Zeus. Conflicting and obscure testimony has Chiron, the
centaur, involved in some way, as Aeschylus seems to predict;
Chiron wounded by Heracles gives up his life and immortality in
the bargain for the release of Prometheus.!!

As we have seen, the growing maturity of Zeus and eventual
wisdom of Prometheus was very likely a dominant theme in the
Prometheus trilogy. In this way the character of Zeus can most
easily be reconciled with the power and justice of his deity that we
knew from other plays of Aeschylus. In the series of exchanges
between Prometheus and the various characters who come to wit-
ness his misery, the scene with Io is particularly significant in terms
of eventual reconciliation and knowledge. She herself tells of her
suffering and wanderings for which Zeus is ultimately responsible.
But Prometheus, with the oracular power of his mother, foretells
the final peace that Io will find in Egypt with the birth of her son
Epaphus.!2 Secure in power, Zeus has now become the supreme
and benevolent father of both gods and men.

Prometheus had a son, Deucalion, and Epimetheus had’ a
daughter, Pyrrha. Their story is told by Ovid. Jupiter tells an assem-
bly of the gods how he, a god, became a man to test the truth of the
rumors of man’s wickedness in the age of iron. There follows an
account of Jupiter’s anger at the evil of mortals, the flood, the salva-
tion of Deucalion (the Greek Noah) and his wife Pyrrha, and the
subsequent repopulation of the earth (Metamorphoses 1. 211-
421).13

“Reports of the wickedness of the age had reached my
ears; wishing to find them false, I slipped down from high
Olympus and I, a god, roamed the earth in the form of a
man. Long would be the delay to list the number of evils
and where they were found; the iniquitous stories them-
selves fell short of the truth. I had crossed the mountain
Maenalus, bristling with the haunts of animals, and Cyl-
Iene, and the forests of cold Lycaeus; from these ridges in
Arcadia I entered the realm and inhospitable house of the

11. Chiron possibly dies for Prometheus and bestows his immortality upon Hera-
cles.

12. ForIo’s story see pp. 375—78; the name Epaphus means “he of the touch,” for he
was conceived merely by the gentle touch of the hand of the god.

13. In addition to the Bible, the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh offers interesting
parallels to the flood story. See The Epic of Gilgamesh, an English trans. with an
introduction by N. K. Sandars (New York: Penguin, 1960), pp. 105-110. Cf. also
Alexander Heidel. The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels (2d ed.; Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1949).

1
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tyrant Lycaon, as the dusk of evening was leading night
on. I gave signs that a god had come in their midst; the
people began to pray but Lycaon first laughed at their
piety and then cried: I shall test whether this man is a
god or a mortal, clearly and decisively,” He planned to kill
me unawares in the night while I was deep in sleep. This
was the test of truth that suited him best. But he was not
content even with this; with a knife he slit the throat of
one of the hostages sent to him by the Molossians and as
the limbs were still warm with life, some he boiled until
tender and others he roasted over a fire. As soon as he
placed them on the table, I with a flame of vengeance
brought the home down upon its gods, worthy of such a
household and such a master. He himself fled in terror,
and when he reached the silence of the country he howled
as in vain he tried to speak. His mouth acquired a mad
ferocity arising from his basic nature, and he turned his
accustomed lust for slaughter against the flocks and now
took joy in their blood. His clothes were changed to hair;
his arms to legs; he became a wolf retaining vestiges of his
old form. The silver of the hair and the violent counte-
nance were the same; the eyes glowed in the same way;
the image of ferocity was the same.'* One house had fallen
but not only one house was worthy to perish. Far and
wide on the earth the Fury holds power; you would think
that an oath had been sworn in the name of crime. Let all
quickly suffer the penalties they deserve. Thus my verdict
stands.”

Some cried approval of the words of Jove and added
goads to his rage, others signified their assent by applause.
But the loss of the human race was grievous to them all
and they asked what the nature of the world would be like
bereft of mortals, who would bring incense to the altars,
and if Jupiter was prepared to give the world over to the
ravagings of animals. As they asked these questions the
king of the gods ordered them not to be alarmed, for all
that would follow would be his deep concern; and he
promised a race of wondrous origin unlike the one that

had preceded.

14. Ovid provides his version of a tale about a werewolf that appears elsewhere in
the Greek and Roman tradition. The name Lycaon itself was taken to be derived
from the Greek word for wolf. The story may reflect primitive rites in honor of
Lycaean Zeus performed on Mt. Lycaeus.
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And now he was about to hurl his bolts against the
whole world, but he was afraid that the holy aether and
the long axis of the heavens would catch fire from so many
flames. He also remembered that in the decrees of Fate, a
time was destined to come when the sea, the earth, and
the realm of the sky would be overwhelmed by flames and
the complex mass of the universe labor in sore distress.!?
He laid down the weapons forged by the hands of the
Cyclopes; a different punishment pleased him more: to
send down from every region of the sky torrents of rain
and destroy the human race under the watery waves.
Straightway he imprisoned the North Wind, and such
other blasts as put storm clouds to flight in the caves of
Aeolus, and let loose the South Wind who flew with
drenched wings, his dread countenance cloaked in dark-
ness black as pitch; his beard was heavy with rain, water
flowed from his hoary hair, clouds nestled on his brow,
and his wings and garments dripped with moisture. And as
he pressed the hanging clouds with his broad hand, he
made a crash, and thence thick rains poured down from
the upper air. The messenger of Juno, Iris, adorned in
varied hues, drew up the waters and brought nourishment
to the clouds. The crops were leveled and the farmers’
hopeful prayers lay ruined and bemoaned, the labor of the
long year in vain destroyed.

Nor was the wrath of Jove content with his realm, the
sky. His brother Neptune of the sea gave aid with waves
as reinforcements. He called together the rivers and, when
they had entered the dwelling of their master, said: “Now
I cannot resort to a long exhortation. Pour forth your
strength, this is the need—open wide your domains, and
all barriers removed, give full rein to your streams.” This
was his command. They went back home and opened
wide their mouths for their waters to roll in their unbri-
dled course over the plains. Neptune himself struck the
earth with his trident; it trembled and with the quake laid
open paths for the waters. The streams spread from their
course and rushed over the open fields and swept away,
together and at once, the trees and crops, cattle, men,

15. A reflection of the Stoic doctrine of the Great Year (Magnus Annus) when the
sun, moon, and the planets returned to their original positions. At the end of each of
these periods came the conflagration, and all was reduced to elemental fire and then
born again. A repetition of the pattern and the details of the previous cycle would
follow.

T
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houses, and their inner shrines with sacred statues. If any
house remained and was able to withstand being thrown
down by so great an evil, yet a wave still higher touched
its highest gables, and towers overcome lay submerged in
the torrent.

Now earth and sea bore no distinction; all was sea and
besides a sea without shores. One occupied a hill, another
would sit in his curved boat and ply the oars in the place
where he had recently ploughed, another sailed over the
crops and the roof of his submerged villa, another caught a
fish in the upper branches of an elm. Anchor was dropped
in a green meadow, if chance so ordained, or the curved
keels scraped the vineyards that stretched below. And now
the places where graceful goats had plucked grass were
occupied by ugly seals. The Nereids wondered at the
groves and cities and homes under water and dolphins
possessed the woods and ran into the high branches and
shook the oak trees as they swam against them. A wolf
swam among sheep, the waves carried along tawny lions
and swept away tigers. The power of his lightning thrust
was of no advantage to the boar nor his fleet limbs to the
deer, as they were carried off. Wandering birds searched
long for a spot of land where they could light and with
wearied wings fell into the sea. The vast and unrestrained
surge of the sea overwhelmed the hills, and billows un-
known before beat against the mountain peaks. The great-
est part of life was swept away by water; those whom the
water spared were overcome by slow starvation because of
lack of food.

The territory of Phocis separates the terrain of Thes-
saly from that of Boeotia, a fertile area when it was land,
but in this crisis it had suddenly become part of the sea
and a wide field of water. Here a lofty mountain, Parnas-
sus by name, reaches with its two peaks up to the stars,
the heights extending beyond the clouds. When Deucalion
with his wife was carried in his little boat to this mountain
and ran aground (for the deep waters had covered the rest
of the land) they offered worship to the Corycian
nymphs,6 the deities of the mountain, and prophetic
Themis, who at that time held oracular power there. No
man was better than Deucalion nor more devoted to jus-
tice, and no woman more reverent towards the gods than

16. That is, nymphs of the Corycian cave on Mt. Parnassus.
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his wife Pyrrha. When Jupiter saw the earth covered with
a sea of water and only one man and one woman surviving
out of so many thousands of men and women, both inno-
cent and both devout worshipers of deity, he dispelled the
clouds and, after the North Wind had cleared the storm,
revealed the earth to the sky and the upper air to the
world below. The wrath of the sea did not endure and the
ruler of the deep laid aside his trident and calmed the
waves. He summoned the sea god Triton, who rose above
the waters, his shoulders encrusted with shellfish; he or-
dered him to blow into his resounding conch shell and by
this signal to recall the waves and the rivers. Triton took
up the hollow horn which grows from the lowest point of
the spiral coiling in ever widening circles. Whenever he
blows into his horn in the middle of the deep its sounds
fill every shore to east and west. Now too as the god put
the horn to his lips moist with his dripping beard and gave
it breath, it sounded the orders of retreat and was heard by
all the waves on land and on the sea, and as they listened
all were checked. Once more the sea had shores and
streams were held within their channels, rivers subsided,
and hills were seen to rise up. Earth emerged and the
land grew in extent as the waves receded. And after a
length of time the tops of the woods were uncovered and
showed forth, a residue of mud left clinging to the leaves.
The world had been restored. When Deucalion saw the
earth devoid of life and the profound silence of its desola-
tion, tears welled up in his eyes as he spoke to Pyrrha
thus: “O my cousin, and my wife, the only woman left,
related to me by family ties of blood, then joined to me in
marriage, now danger itself unites us. We two alone are
the host of the whole world from east to west; the sea
holds all the rest. Besides assurance of our life is not yet
completely certain. Even now the clouds above strike ter-
ror in my heart. What feelings would you have now, poor
dear, if you had been snatched to safety by the Fates with-
out me? In what way could you have been able to bear
your fear alone? Who would have consoled you as you
grieved? For I, believe me, would have followed, if the
sea had taken you, dear wife, and the sea would have
taken me with you. How I wish I might be able to repop-
ulate the earth by the arts of my father and infuse the
molded clods of earth with life. As it is, the race of mortals
rests in just us two—thus have the gods ordained—and we
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remain as patterns of mankind.” Thus he spoke and they
wept.

They decided to pray to the goddess Themis and seek
help through her holy oracles with no delay. Together
they approached the waves of the river Cephisus, which,
although not yet clear, was cutting its accustomed course.,
When they had drawn water and sprinkled their heads and
clothes, they turned their steps from there to the temple of
the goddess; its pediments were discolored with vile moss
and its altars stood without fire. As they reached the steps
of the temple both fell forward on the ground, and in
dread awe implanted kisses on the cold stone. They spoke
as follows: “If the divine majesty is won over and made
soft by just prayers, if the anger of the gods is turned
aside, tell, O Themis, by what art the loss of the human
race may be repaired and give help, O most gentle deity,
in our drowned world.” The goddess was moved and gave
her oracle: “Go away from my temple, cover your heads
and unloose the fastenings of your garments and toss the
bones of the great mother behind your back.” For a long
time they were stupefied at this; Pyrrha first broke the
silence by uttering her refusal to obey the orders of the
goddess; with fearful prayer she begged indulgence, for
she feared to hurt the shade of her mother by tossing her
bones. But all the while they sought another explanation
and mulled over, alone and together, the dark and hidden
meaning of the obscure words given by the oracle. Then
the son of Prometheus soothed the daughter of Epi-
metheus with pleasing words: “Unless my ingenuity is
wrong, oracles are holy and never urge any evil; the great
parent is the earth; I believe that the stones in the body of
earth are called her bones. We are ordered to throw these
behind our backs.” Although the Titan’s daughter was
moved by the interpretation of her husband, her hope was
still in doubt; to this extent they both distrusted heaven’s
admonitions. But what harm would there be in trying?
They left the temple, covered their heads, unloosed their
garments, and tossed the stones behind their steps as they
were ordered. The stones (who would believe this if the
antiquity of tradition did not bear testimony?) began to
lose their hardness and rigidity and gradually grew soft
and in their softness assumed a shape. Soon as they grew,
and took on a more pliant nature, the form of a human
being could be seen, in outline not distinct, most like
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crude statues carved in marble, just begun and not suffi-
ciently completed. The part of the stones that was of earth
dampened by some moisture was converted into flesh;
what was solid and unable to be so transformed was
changed into bone; what once had been a vein in the
stone remained with the same name; in a short time,
through the will of the gods, the stones hurled by the
hands of the man assumed the appearance of men, and
those cast by the woman were converted into women.
Hence we are a hard race and used to toils and offer proof
of the origin from which we were sprung.

The earth of her own accord produced other animals
of different sorts, after the moisture that remained was
heated by the fire of the sun; and the mud and soggy
marshes began to swell because of the heat, and fertile
seeds of things began to grow nourished by the life-giving
earth, as in a mother’s womb, and gradually took on a cer-
tain form.

Deucalion and Pyrrha had a son Hellen, the eponymous ances-
tor of the Greek people; for the Greeks called themselves Hellenes
and their country Hellas.!” Hellen had three sons: Dorus, Aeolus,
and Xuthus. Xuthus in turn had two sons: Ion and Achaeus. Thus
eponyms were provided for the four major divisions of the Greeks
on the basis of dialect and geography: Dorians, Aeolians, Ionians,
and Achaeans.

There are many parallels to be found in the Babylonian, Hurr-
ian, Hittite, and Phoenician literature that have their counterparts
in Hesiod’s account of genesis. One of the most striking is the
archetypal motif known as the Succession Myth. In the Babylonian
epic of creation that begins with the words by which it is entitled
(Enuma Elish, “When Above”), three of the ruling gods, Anu, Ea,
and Marduk, play roles similar to those of Uranus, Cronus, and
Zeus in the conflict for power; and Marduk, like Zeus, attains ulti-
mate control by defeating a monster, Tiamat, who thus resembles
Typhoeus. Likewise among Hurrian-Hittite stories, two known as
Kingship in Heaven and Songs of Ullikummi reveal common the-
matic patterns; especially startling is the episode which tells how

17. The names Greeks and Greece came through the Romans who first met a group
of Hellenes called the Graioi, participants in the colonization of Cumae just north of
Naples.
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Kumarbi defeats Anu by biting off his genitals, a brutal act not
unlike the castration of Uranus by Cronos."

Finally, among the many themes inherent in the character and
career of Zeus himself, the following deserve special emphasis.
Like that of many another god or hero, his life as an infant is both

recarious and charmed and progresses in accordance w_ith the mo-
tif of the Divine Child. He grows up close to nature and the world
of animals, and with special care and training, he emerges to over-
throw his father and face all his challenges. Very special on the list
of his triumphs is the slaying of a dragon. By the killing of
Typhoeus, the supreme god, Zeus, may be proclaimed as .the arche-
typal dragonslayer—one of the most real and symbolic of all divine
and heroic achievements.

18. See Samuel Noah Kramer, Sumerian Mythology (rev. ed.; New York: Harper &
Row, 1961); S. H. Hooke, Middle Eastern Mythology (New York: Penguin, 1963);
and The Poems of Hesiod, trans. with introduction and comments by R. M. Frazer
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1983). These Eastern texts are from J. B.
Pritchard, trans. and ed. Ancient Near Eastern Texts (3d ed.; Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1969).



CHAPTER

THE TWELVE
OLYMPIANS:
Zeus, Hera, and
Their Children

Thus Zeus is established as lord of gods and men. He is supreme
but he does share his powers with his brothers. Zeus himself as-
sumes the sky as his special sphere; Poseidon, the sea; and Hades,
the underworld. Sometimes the three are said to have cast lots for
their realms. Zeus takes his sister, Hera, as his wife; she reigns by
his side as his queen and subordinate. His sisters Hestia and Deme-
ter share in divine power and functions; the other major gods and
goddesses are also given significant prerogatives and authority as
they are born.

And so a circle of major deities (fourteen in number) is
evolved: Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Hades, Hestia, Hephaestus, Ares,
Apollo, Artemis, Demeter, Aphrodite, Athena, Hermes, and Diony-
sus.! This list was reduced to a canon of twelve Olympians by
omitting Hades (whose specific realm is under the earth) and re-
placing Hestia with Dionysus, a great deity who comes relatively
late to Greece.

1. The order is to a large extent arbitrary; the Roman equivalents (Jupiter, Juno,
Neptune, Pluto, Vesta, Vulcan, Mars, Apollo, Diana, Ceres, Venus, Minerva, Mer-
cury, and Bacchus) are discussed on pp. 466-85.
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Cronus m. Rhea

I
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Hestia Hades Poseidon Demeter Hera Zeus

Zeus m. Hera Zeus m. Metis
M | 1

Hebe Hephaestus Ares Athena

Zeus m. Leto Zeus m. Maia
Apollo Artemis Hermes
Zeus m. Semele Zeus m. Dione
Dionysus Aphrodite

Figure 3. The lineage of major deities.

Although Hestia is important, her role and function are rela-
tively limited and therefore she may be briefly discussed here. Her
mythology is meager. She rejected the advances of both Poseidon
and Apollo and vowed to remain a virgin; like Athena and Artemis,
then, she is a goddess of chastity. But she is primarily the goddess
of the hearth and its sacred fire; her name Hestia is the Greek word
for hearth. Among primitive men fire was obtained with difficulty,
kept alive, and revered for its basic importance in daily needs and
religious ceremony. The hearth too was the center of the family and
then of the larger political units, the tribe, the city, and the state.
Transmission of the sacred fire from one settlement to another rep-
resented a continuing bond of sentiment and heredity. Thus both
the domestic and the communal hearth were designated as holy,
and the goddess herself presided over them. Hestia often gained
precedence at banquets and in sacrificial ritual, for as the first born
of Cronus and Rhea she was considered august, one of the older
generation of the gods. But when the other gods went to a feast, she
alone stayed at home and eventually it was easy to squeeze her out
of the Olympian canon of twelve.

Zeus is an amorous deity; he mates with countless goddesses
and mortal women, and his offspring are legion. Most genealogies
demanded the glory and authority of the supreme god himself as
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their ultimate progenitor. Along with this necessity emerged the
character of a Zeus conceived and readily developed by what may
be called a popular mythology. This Zeus belonged to a monoga-
mous society in which the male was dominant; however moral the
basic outlook, the standards for the man were different from those
for the woman. Illicit affairs were possible and even if not officially
sanctioned were at least condoned for the one, but under no cir-
cumstances tolerated for the other. Thus Zeus is the glorified image
of the husband and father but, as well, the lover; his consort Hera is
the wife and mother who with matronly severity upholds the sanc-
tity of marriage. As the picture evolves, Zeus’ behavior may be
depicted as amoral or immoral or merely a joke; the supreme god
can stand above conventional standards; at other times he will act
in harmony with them and more than once must face the shrewish
harangues of his wife and pay at least indirectly through pain and
suffering wrought by his promiscuity. Ultimately the depiction de-
pends upon a certain period and the intent and purpose of an indi-
vidual author. As we shall see, the conception of deity is infinitely
varied and complex, and this characterization of Zeus is merely one
of many that have yet to be considered.

We shall not catalogue the gamut of Zeus  conquests here.
They will provide a recurrent theme throughout this book. Two of
his affairs are pertinent now for the universal significance of their
progeny. Zeus mates with the Titaness Mnemosyne (Memory), who
gives birth to the Muses, the patronesses of literature and the arts;
thus allegorically Memory with divine help produces inspiration.
Their home is often located in Pieria in northern Thessaly near Mt.
Olympus 2 or about the fountain Hippocrene on Mt. Helicon in
Boeotia. The Muses (their name means the Reminders) may origi-
nally have been water spirits with the power of prophecy and then
inspiration, imagined from the babbling of waters as they flow.
They are supreme in their fields, and those who dare to challenge
them meet with defeat and punishment. In this respect they resem-
ble Apollo, with whom they are often associated. The number of
the Muses is not consistent, but later authors usually identify nine
of them, with specific functions, although assignments will vary.
Calliope presides over epic poetry; Clio, history (or lyre playing);
Euterpe, lyric poetry (or tragedy and Hute playing); Melpomene,
tragedy (or lyre playing); Terpsichore, choral dancing (or flute play-

2. The Muses are sometimes called the Pierides, but Ovid (Metamorphoses 5. 295—
678) tells a story of nine daughters of Pierus of Pella in Macedonia who were also
called Pierides. They challenged the Muses to a musical contest, lost, and were
changed into magpies, birds that imitate sounds and chatter incessantly.
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ing); Erato, love poetry (or hymns to the gods and lyre playing);
Polyhymnia, sacred music (or daneing); Urania, astronomy; Thalia,
comed)"

Zeus is sometimes said to be the father of the Fates (Moirae) as
a result of his union with Themis;? or Night and Erebus may be the
parents. The Fates are originally birth spirits and often came to be
depicted as three old women responsible for the destiny of every
individual. Clotho (the Spinner) spins out the thread of life, which
carries with it the fate of each human being from the moment of
birth; Lachesis (the Apportioner) measures the thread; and Atropos
(the Inflexible), sometimes characterized as the smallest and most
terrible, cuts it off and brings life to an end. On occasion they can
be influenced to alter the fate decreed by their labors, but usually
the course of the destiny that they spin is irrevocable.

Often Fate is thought of in the singular, Moira, in a conception
that is much more abstract and linked closely to a protound realiza-
tion of the roles played by Luck or Fortune (Tyche) and Necessity
(Ananke) in the scheme of human life. The relation of the gods to
destiny is variously depicted and intriguing to analyze in the litera-
ture. According to some authors Zeus is supreme and controls all,
but others portray a universe in which even the great and powerful
Zeus must bow to the inevitability of Fate’s decrees. The depth of
this feeling of the Greeks for the working of Moira or the Moirae
cannot be overemphasized. It provides a definite and unique tone
and color to the bulk of their writing. One thinks immediately of
Homer or Herodotus or the tragedians, but no major author was
untouched by fascination with the interrelation of god, man, and
fate and the tantalizing interplay of destiny and free will.#

The union of Zeus and Hera represents yet another enactment
of the holy marriage between the sky-god and earth-goddess; this is
made clear in the lines from Homer (Iliad 14. 346-51), which de-
scribe their lovemaking: “The son of Cronus clasped his wife in his
arms and under them the divine earth sprouted forth new grass,
dewy clover, crocuses and hyacinths, thick and soft, to protect them
from the ground beneath. On this they lay together and drew
around themselves a beautiful golden cloud from which the glisten-
ing drops fell away.”

3. Zeus and Themis also unite to produce the seasons (Horae), goddesses who are
two, three, or four in number and closely connected with vegetation. They attend
the greater deities and provide attractive decoration in literature and art. Zeus and
Themis as sky-god and earth-goddess enact once again the ritual of the holy mar-
riage.

4. The Romans developed this same tragic view of human existence. For them Fate
is personified by the Parcae, or more abstractly conceived of as Fatum (Fate).
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Hera has little mythology of her own and is important mainly as
Zeus consort and queen. She appears in many stories as the vehe-

ment wife who will punish and avenge the romantic escapades of

her husband. In art she is depicted as regal and matronly, often
with attributes of royalty. Homer describes her as ox-eyed and
white-armed, both epithets presumably denoting her beauty. The
peacock is associated with her; this is explained by her role in the
story of Io. Argos was a special center for her worship, and a great
temple was erected there in her honor in classical times. Hera was
worshiped not so much as an earth-goddess but rather as a goddess
of women, marriage, and childbirth, functions that she shares with
other deities.

We are already familiar with Zeus the god of the sky, the cloud-
gatherer of epic. The etymological root of his name means “bright”
(as does that of Jupiter). His attributes are thunder and lightning,
and he is often depicted as about to hurl them. The king of gods and
men is a regal figure represented as a man in his prime, usually
bearded. He bears as well the aegis, a word meaning “goat skin”
that originally designated merely the cloak of a shepherd. For Zeus
it is a shield with wonderful and miraculous protective powers.?
The eagle and the majestic oak tree were sacred to Zeus. Olympia
and Dodona were important centers for his worship, and both were
frequented in antiquity for their oracular responses.6

The traditional methods for eliciting a response from the god
were by the observation and interpretation of omens, for example,
the rustling of leaves, the sound of the wind in the branches of the
oaks, the call of doves, and the condition of burnt offerings. At
Olympia inquiries were usually confined to the chances of the com-
petitors in the games. Eventually at Dodona, through the influence
of the oracle of Apollo at Delphi, a priestess would mount a tripod
and deliver her communications from the god. Here leaden tablets
have been found inscribed with all kinds of questions posed by the
state and the individual. The people of Corcyra ask Zeus to what
god or hero they should pray or sacrifice for their common good;

5. The warrior-goddess Athena will also carry the aegis on which may be depicted
the head of the Gorgon whom she helped Perseus slay. Athena’s aegis may be her
own or lent by Zeus to his favorite daughter.

6. The Panhellenic sanctuary at Olympia was also the site of one of the principal
athletic festivals of the ancient world. The games were celebrated every four years
and were initiated in 776. One of the many systems of dating for the Greeks was by
Olympiads, the years in which the celebrations were held. Among the numerous
buildings within the sanctuary was a great temple to Olympian Zeus. Olympia was
not as famous for its oracles as was the sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi, which is similar
to that at Olympia and is described later in some detail as representative of this facet
of Hellenic worship and life. See pp. 159-63.

Jupiter and Thetis by J.A.D. Ingres (1780-1867). Jupiter is portrayed en-
throned among the clouds with his attributes, the scepter and eagle. Thetis
is kneeling and touching Jupiter’s chin, the conventional gesture ot suppli-
cation in Homeric times. The painting expresses a romantic and original
conception of classical majesty, and the painter is said to have wished that
“it should exhale a perfume of ambrosia.”

(Musee Granet, Palais de Malte, Aix-en-Provence, France. Photograph by Ber-
nard Terlay.)
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others ask if it is safe to join a federation; a man inquires if it is good
for him to marry; another, whether he will have children from his
wife. There are questions about purchases, health, and tamily.

The worship of Zeus at Dodona and Olympia makes it clear
that there is more than one facet to the Greeks” conception of their
supreme deity. In fact he becomes for them the one god, and his
concerns envelop the whole sphere of morality for both gods and
men. He is the wrathful god of justice and virtue upholding all that
is sacred and holy in the moral order of the universe. This Zeus we
shall discuss at greater length in a subsequent chapter.

Zeus and Hera have four children: Eileithyia, Hebe, Hephaes-
tus, and Ares. Eileithyia is a goddess of childbirth, a role she shares
with her mother; at times mother and daughter merge in identity.”

Hebe is the goddess of youthful bloom (the literal meaning of
her name). She is a servant of the gods as well; in the Iliad (5. 905)
she bathes and clothes Ares after he has been healed of the wounds
inflicted by the hero Diomedes. Hebe is primarily known for her
services as the cupbearer for the deities on Olympus. When Hera-
cles wins immortality, Hebe becomes his bride. Some versions ex-
plain that she resigned from her position to marry. Late authors
claim that she was discharged for clumsiness. The Trojan prince
Ganymede shares honors with Hebe as cupbearer of the gods; ac-
cording to some he replaces her. The Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite
(5. 202—17) tells how Zeus carried off Ganymede, the handsome
son of Tros.

Indeed Zeus in his wisdom seized and carried off fair-
haired Ganymede because of his beauty, so that he might
be in the company of the gods and pour wine for them in
the house of Zeus, a wonder to behold, esteemed by all
the immortals, as he draws the red nectar from a golden
bowl. But a lasting sorrow gripped the heart of Tros, for he
had no idea where the divine whirlwind had taken his
dear son. Indeed he mourned for him unceasingly each
and every day and Zeus took pity on the father and gave
him as recompense for his son brisk-trotting horses, the
kind which carry the gods. These he gave him to have as a
gift. And at the command of Zeus, Hermes, the guide and
slayer of Argus, told everything and how Ganymede would
be immortal and never grow old, just like the gods. When
Tros heard this message from Zeus, he no longer contin-
ued his mourning but rejoiced within his heart and joy-
fully was borne by the horses that were as swift as a storm.

7. Artemis and Hera also share this function with Eileithyia.
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In some accounts an eagle, not a whirlwind, carries Ganymede
away; some too boldly attribute homosexual desire to Zeus, thus
having the supreme god mirror yet another human passion.

Hephaestus, the next child of Zeus and Hera to be considered,
is a god of creative fire and a divine smith. His workshop is often
placed in heaven or on Olympus. Homer (Iliad 18) presents a splen-
did picture of his house on Olympus when Thetis appeals to
Hephaestus to forge new armor for her son Achilles. All that this
jmmortal craftsman produces excites wonder; his major role in my-
thology is to create things of extraordinary beauty and utility, often
elaborately wrought. One of his masterpieces, the shield of Achil-
les, is described in exquisite detail by Homer. Hephaestus even has
attendants fashioned of gold that look like living young women;
these robots can move with intelligence and speak with knowl-
edge. He is indeed the master artisan. Sometimes his forge is under
the earth, and as he labors all covered with soot and sweat he may
be attended by the three Cyclopes, whom we already know as the
ones who create the thunder and lightning of Zeus.?

The god Hephaestus was a cripple from birth. One story main-
tains that Hera was ashamed of his deformity and cast him down
from Olympus or heaven. But he was rescued and eventually re-
turned home. We are also told that he was hurled to earth on an-
other occasion, this time by Zeus. Hephaestus lands on the island of
Lemnos, which in classical times was an important center of his
worship. Other volcanic regions (e.g., in Sicily and its environs)
were associated with this divine smith; these places bore testimony
to the fire and smoke that at times would erupt from his forge.

At the close of Book 1 of the Iliad, Hephaestus himself recounts
the episode of Zeus’ anger against him. We shall excerpt this pas-
sage because it illustrates many things: the character of Hephaes-
tus; his closeness to his mother, Hera;® the tone and atmosphere
instigated by an episode in the life of the Olympian family; Zeus as
the stern father in his house and his difficult relations with his wife;
the uneasy emotions of the children while they witness the quarrel
of their parents.

Thetis has come to Zeus on Olympus to ask that he grant vic-
tory to the Trojans until the Achaean Greeks honor her son Achilles
and give him recompense for the insult that he has suffered. As she
clasps his knees and touches his chin in the traditional posture of a

8. Vergil (Aeneid 8) locates Vulcan’s workshop in a cave on the island of Vulcania
near Sicily where he fashions magnificent armor for Venus” son Aeneas.

9. In fact Hephaestus sometimes is claimed to be the son of Hera alone without
Zeus; thus Hera has her own favorite child, just as Zeus has his special daughter,
Athena, who was born from his head.
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suppliant, Zeus agrees to her wishes with these words (Iliad 1.
517-611):

“A bad business indeed if you set me at variance with
Hera and she reviles me with reproaches. She always
abuses me, even as it is, in the presence of the immortal
gods and says that I help the Trojans in battle. But you
now must withdraw, lest Hera notice anything. These
things you have asked for will be my concern until I ac-
complish them. Come now, I shall nod my assent to you
so that you may be convinced. For this from me is the
greatest pledge among the immortals; for no promise of
mine is revocable or false or unfulfilled to which I give
assent with the nod of my head.”

He spoke and the son of Cronus with his dark brows
nodded to her wishes; and the ambrosial locks flowed
round the immortal head of the lord and he made great
Olympus tremble.!?

After the two had made their plans, they parted; then
she leaped into the deep sea from shining Olympus and
Zeus returned to his own house. All the gods rose together
from their places in the presence of their father and no
one dared to remain seated as he entered but all stood
before him. Thereupon he sat down on his throne. But
Hera did not fail to observe that silver-footed Thetis,
daughter of the old man of the sea, had taken counsel with
him. Immediately she addressed Zeus, the son of Cronus,
with cutting remarks: “Which one of the gods this time
has taken counsel with you, crafty rogue? Always it is dear
to you to think secret thoughts and to make decisions apart
from me and never yet have you dared say a word openly
to me about what you are thinking.” ‘

Then the father of men and gods answered her:
“Hera, do not hope to know all that I say; it would be diffi-
cult for you even though you are my wife. But whatever is
fitting that you should hear, then not anyone either of gods
nor of men will know it before you. But do not pry or ask
questions about each and every thing to which I wish to
give thought apart from the gods.”

10. The artist Pheidias, responsible for the sculpture on the Parthenon, was also
famous for his mighty statue of the seated figure of Zeus in the temple at Olympia;
he is said to have claimed that these lines from Homer describing Zeus as he nods
provided the model for his conception of the god’s majesty rendered in marble, gold,
and ivory.

W .
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And then ox-eyed Hera in her majesty replied: “Most
dread son of Cronus, what kind of answer is this you have
given? I have not pried too much or asked questions be-
fore but completely on your own you plan whatever you
wish. Yet now I am terribly afraid in my heart that silver-
footed Thetis, daughter of the old man of the sea, has won
you over; for early this morning she sat by your side and
grasped your knees and 1 believe that you nodded your
oath that you would honor Achilles and destroy many by
the ships of the Achaeans.” The cloud-gatherer Zeus
spoke to her in answer: “You always believe something
and I never escape you; nevertheless you will be able to
accomplish nothing, but you will be farther removed from
my heart; and this will be all the more chill an experience
for you. If what you say is so, its fulfillment is what I de-
sire. But sit down in silence, and obey what I say; for now
all the gods in Olympus will be of no avail when I come
closer and lay my invincible hands upon you.” Thus he
spoke and ox-eyed lady Hera was afraid, and she sat down
in silence wrenching her heart to obedience, and the gods
of heaven were troubled in the house of Zeus.

But Hephaestus renowned for his art began to make a
speech to them showing his concern for his dear mother
Hera of the white arms. “This will be a sorry business
indeed and not to be endured any longer, if you two quar-
rel on account of mortals and bring wrangling among the
gods. There will be no further pleasure in the excellent
feast when baser instincts prevail. I advise my mother,
even though she is prudent, to act kindly toward my dear
father Zeus so that he will not be abusive again and dis-
turb our banquet. Just suppose he, the Olympian hurler of
lightning, wishes to blast us from our seats. For he is by
far the strongest. But you touch him with gentle words;
immediately then the Olympian will be kindly toward us.”
Thus he spoke and springing up he placed a cup with two
handles in the hand of his mother and spoke to her: “Bear
up, mother dear, and endure, although you are hurt, so
that I may not see you struck before my eyes, and then
even though you are dear and 1 am distressed I shall not
be able to help. For the Olympian is hard to oppose. Pre-
viously on another occasion when I was eager to detend
you he grabbed me by the feet and hurled me from the
divine threshold. And I fell the whole day and landed on
Lemnos when the sun was setting, and little life was left
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in me. There Sintian men took care of me at once after my
fall.” Thus he spoke. And the goddess Hera of the white
arms smiled and as she smiled she received the cup from
his hand. He drew sweet nectar from a mixing bowl and
poured it like wine for all the other gods from left to right.
Then unquenchable laughter rose up among the blessed
gods as they saw Hephaestus bustling about the house.

In this way then the whole day until the sun went
down they feasted, nor was anyone’s desire for his share of
the banquet found wanting nor of the exquisite lyre that
Apollo held nor of the Muses, who sang in harmony with
beautiful voice. But when the bright light of the sun set
they went to bed each to his own home which the re-
nowned lame god Hephaestus had built by his skill and
knowledge. Olympian Zeus, the hurler of lightning, went
to his own bed where he always lay down until sweet
sleep would come to him. There he went and took his rest
and beside him was Hera of the golden throne.

Hephaestus is a figure of amusement as he hobbles around
acting as the cupbearer to the gods on this particular occasion. But
he is a deadly serious figure in his art and in his love. His wife is
Aphrodite,!! and theirs is a strange and tempestuous marriage: the
union of beauty and deformity, the intellectual and the sensual.
Aphrodite is unfaithful to her husband and turns to the virile Ares,
handsome and whole, brutal and strong. Homer with deceptive
simplicity lays bare the psychological implications in a tale about
the eternal triangle that remains forever fresh in its humanity and
perceptions.

In Book 8 (266—366) of the Odyssey the bard Demodocus sings
of the love affair between Ares and Aphrodite and the suffering of

Hephaestus:

He took up the lyre and began to sing beautifully of
the love of Ares and Aphrodite with the fair crown: how
first they lay together by stealth in the home of Hephaes-
tus. He gave her many gifts and defiled the marriage bed
of lord Hephaestus. But soon Helius, the sun, came to him
as a messenger, for he saw them in the embrace of love,
and Hephaestus when he heard the painful tale went
straight to his forge planning evil in his heart. He put his

11. Sometimes Hephaestus’ mate is one of the Graces, either the youngest, Aglaea,
or Grace herself (Charis), which actually may be but another designation for Aphro-
dite.
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great anvil on its stand and hammered out chains that
could not be broken or loosened so that they would hold
fast on the spot. When he had fashioned this cunning de-
vice in his rage against Ares, he went directly to his cham-
ber where the bed was and spread the many shackles all
around the bedposts and hung them suspended from the
rafters, like a fine spider’s web that no one could see, not
even the blessed gods, for they were very cunningly
made. When he had arranged the whole device all about
the bed, he pretended to journey to the well-built citadel
of Lemnos, which of all lands was by far the most dear to
him.

But Ares of the golden reins was not blind in his
watch and as he saw Hephaestus leave he went straight to
the house of the craftsman renowned for his art, eager for
love with Cytherea of the fair crown. She was sitting hav-
ing just come from her mighty father, the son of Cronus,
when Ares came into the house; he took her hand and
spoke out exclaiming: “My love, come let us go to bed and
take our pleasure, for Hephaestus is no longer at home but
he has gone now, probably to visit Lemnos and the Sintian
inhabitants with their barbarous speech.” Thus he spoke
and to her the invitation seemed most gratifying; they both
went and lay down on the bed. And the bonds fashioned
by ingenious Hephaestus poured around them, and they
were not able to raise or move a limb. Then to be sure
they knew that there was no longer any escape.

The renowned lame god came from close by; he had
turned back before he had reached the land of Lemnos, for
Helius watched from his lookout and told him the story.
Hephaestus made for his home, grieving in his heart, and
he stood in the doorway and wild rage seized him; he
cried out in a loud and terrible voice to all the gods: “Fa-
ther Zeus and you other blessed gods who live forever,
come here so that you may see something that is laughable
and cruel: how Aphrodite the daughter of Zeus always
holds me in contempt since I am lame and loves the
butcher Ares because he is handsome and sound of limb,
but I was born a cripple. I am not to blame for this nor is
anyone else except both my parents who I wish had never
begotten me. You will see how these two went into my
bed where they lay down together in love. As I look at
them I am overcome by anguish. I do not think that they
will still want to lie here in this way for even a brief time,



80

although they are so very much in love, and very quickly
they will no longer wish to sleep side by side, for my cun-
ning and my bonds will hold them fast until her father
pays back all the gifts that I gave to him for this hussy
because she was his daughter and beautiful, but she is
wanton in her passion.”

Thus he spoke and the gods assembled at his house
with the floor of bronze. Poseidon the earthshaker came,
and Hermes the helpful runner, and lord Apollo the far-
shooter. But the goddesses in their modesty stayed at
home one and all. The blessed gods, dispensers of good
things, stood at the door and unquenchable laughter rose
up among them as they saw the skill of ingenious
Hephaestus. And one would speak to another who was
next to him as follows: “Bad deeds do not prosper; the
slow overtakes the swift, since now Hephaestus who is
slow and lame has caught by his skill Ares, even though
he is the swiftest of the gods who inhabit Olympus. There-
fore he must pay the penalty for being caught in adultery.”
This was the sort of thing that they said to one another.
And lord Apollo, son of Zeus, spoke to Hermes: “Hermes,
son of Zeus, runner and bestower of blessings, would you
wish to lie in bed by the side of golden Aphrodite, even
though pressed in by mighty shackles?” Then the swift
runner Hermes answered: “I only wish it were so, lord
Apollo, far-shooter. Let there be three times the number of
shackles and you gods looking on and all the goddesses, I
still would lie by the side of golden Aphrodite.”

Thus he spoke and a laugh rose up among the immor-
tal gods. But Poseidon did not laugh; he relentlessly
begged Hephaestus, the renowned smith, to release Ares
and addressed him with winged words: “Release him. I
promise you that he will pay all that is fitting in the pres-
ence of the immortal gods, as you demand.” Then the re-
nowned lame god answered: “Do not demand this of me,
Poseidon, earthshaker; pledges made on behalf of worth-
less characters are worthless to have and to keep. How
could I hold you fast in the presence of the immortal gods,
if Ares gets away and escapes both his debt and his
chains?” Then Poseidon the earthshaker answered:
“Hephaestus, if Ares avoids his debt and escapes and
flees, I myself will pay up.” Then the renowned lame god
replied: “T cannot and I must not deny your request.”

Thus speaking Hephaestus in his might released the
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chains. And when they both were freed from the strong
bonds, they immediately darted away, the one went to
Thrace and the other, laughter-loving Aphrodite, came to
Paphos in Cyprus where are her sanctuary and altar fra-
grant with sacrifices. There the Graces bathed her and
anointed her with divine oil, the kind that is used by the
immortal gods, and they clothed her in lovely garments, a
wonder to behold.

A funny story yet a painful one; glib in its sophisticated and
ironic portrayal of the gods, but permeated with a deep and unshak-
able moral judgment and conviction. The Greeks particularly en-
joyed the fact that the lame Hephaestus by his intelligence and craft
outwits the nimble and powerful Ares.

Ares himself, the god of war, is the last child of Zeus and Hera
to be considered. His origins probably belong to Thrace, an area
with which he is often linked. Aphrodite is usually named as his
cult partner; several children are attributed to them, the most im-
portant being Eros. Dawn (Eos) was one of his mistresses, and we
have already mentioned Aphrodite’s jealousy.

In character Ares is generally depicted as a kind of divine
swashbuckler. He is not highly thought of and at times he appears
as little more than a butcher. The more profound moral and theo-
logical aspects of war were taken over by other deities, for example,
Zeus or Athena.!? Zeus’ response to Ares after he has been
wounded by Diomedes (Ares sometimes gets the worst of things
even in battle) is typical of the Greek attitude toward him (Iliad 5.
889-91, 895-98).

Do not sit beside me and complain, you two-faced
rogue. Of all the gods who dwell on Olympus you are the
most hateful to me, for strife and wars and battles are al-
ways dear to you. . . . Still I shall not endure any longer
that you be in pain, for you are of my blood and your
mother bore you to me. But if you were born of some
other of the gods, since you are so destructive you would
have long since been thrown out of Olympus.

The Greeks felt strongly about the brutality, waste, and folly of
war, all of which are personified and deified in the figure of Ares.

11)2-4é\gars for the Romans had deeper religious and philosophical connotations; see
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By now the nature of the anthropomorphic conception of deity
evolved by the Greeks and Romans has become evident. The gods
are generally depicted as human in form and in character, but al-
though they look and act like men, very often their appearance and
their actions are at least to some extent idealized. Their beauty is
beyond that of ordinary mortals, their passions more grand and
intense, their sentiments more praiseworthy and touching; and
they can embody and impose the loftiest moral values in the uni-
verse. Yet these same gods too can mirror the physical and spiritual
weaknesses of human counterparts: they may be crippled and de-
formed or conceived as vain, petty, and insincere; they can steal,
lie, and cheat, sometimes with a finesse that is exquisitely divine.

The gods usually live in houses on Mt. Olympus or in heaven;
an important distinction, however, is to be made between those
deities of the upper air and the upper world and those of the earth
(i.e., Chthonian) and the realm below. They eat and drink, but their
food is ambrosia and their wine nectar. Ichor (a substance clearer

than blood) flows in their veins. Just as they can feel the gamut of

human emotion, so too they can suffer physical pain and torment.
They are worshiped in shrines and temples and sanctuaries; they
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are honored with statues, placated by sacrifices, and invoked by
prayers. _

In general the gods are more versatile and more powerful than
men. They are able to move with amazing speed and dexterity,
appear and disappear in a moment, and change their shape at will,
assuming various forms, human, animal, and divine. Their powers
are far greater than those of mortals, but they are usually not omni-

otent, except possibly Zeus himself. Yet even Zeus may be made
subject to Fate or the Fates, although the conception is by no means
always clear or consistent. Their knowledge, too, is superhuman,
but on occasion limited. Omniscience is most often reserved as a
,;pecia] prerogative of Zeus and Apollo, who communicate their
knowledge of the future to men. Most important of all, the gods are
immortal, and this is perhaps the one most consistent divine charac-
teristic that in the last analysis distinguishes them from mortals.

Very often one or more animals are associated with a particular
deity, for example, Zeus, the eagle; Ares, the boar; Athena, the owl;
Aphrodite, the dove, sparrow, or goose; and so forth. In addition
any god can take the form of an animal if he so desires. But there is
no concrete evidence to show that the Greeks at an early period
ever worshiped animals as sacred, and it is unlikely that any one of
the gods was for them ever originally an animal totem.

It is, however, difficult and dangerous, if not impossible, to
generalize about the nature of the Greek deities. Many of the pre-
ceding remarks apply for the most part only to the highest order of
divinity in the Greek pantheon. Such wondrous and terrible crea-
tions as the Gorgons or Harpies, who populate the universe to en-
rich the mythology and saga, obviously represent a different cate-
gory of the supernatural. Of a similar but different order, too, are
the divine spirits who animate nature. These beings are usually
depicted as nymphs, beautiful young girls who love to dance and
sing; some of them are extremely amorous. Very often they act as
attendants for one or more of the major gods or goddesses. The
Muses, for example, are a kind of nymph, and so are the Nereids
and Oceanids, although some of them assume virtually the stature
of deity. Nymphs are more typically rather like fairies, extremely
long-lived but not necessarily immortal. They are sometimes classi-
fied as follows: the spirits of water, springs, lakes, and rivers are
called Naiads; Potamiads are specifically the nymphs of rivers;
tree-nymphs are generally called Dryads or Hamadryads, although
their name should restrict them as “spirits of oak trees” in particu-
lar; Meliae are the nymphs of the ash tree.

Demigods are another class of superhuman beings, or better, a
superior kind of human being—that is, supermen. They are the
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offspring of mixed parentage, the union of a god with a mortal,
although the mortal may bask in the grand aura of the great mytho-
logical age of saga and boast of a genealogy that in the not too
distant past included at least one divine ancestor. Demigods are,
therefore, limited in their powers, which are rather less than those
of a full-fledged god; and they are, in the last analysis, mortal, often
being little more than figures made larger than life because of their
tragic and epic environment. Heroes sometimes are demigods, but
the terminology is not easy to define precisely. Mortals such as
Oedipus and Amphiaraus are not, strictly speaking, demigods, al-
though they are far from ordinary beings. They may be called he-
roes, and certainly they become so after their death, honored with a
cult largely because of the spiritual intensity of their lives and the
miraculous nature of their deaths; they thus assume a divine status.
Heracles, too, is a hero and a demigod who is accepted (like Oedi-
pus?) among the company of the gods on Olympus because of his
glorious attainments in this world. The difficulty in establishing
absolute definitions is complicated because of the use of the desig-
nation “hero” in the vocabulary of literary criticism. Achilles is a
demigod, that is, the son of a mortal Peleus and the nymph-goddess
Thetis. His powers are extraordinary, but it is ultimately as a mortal,
the dramatic and epic hero of the Iliad, that he lives and moves.

Thus it is apparent that a hierarchy of divinities existed in the
Greek pantheon. The Olympians along with the major deities of the
lower world represent as it were the powerful aristocracy at the
higher levels. Although the honors bestowed on individual gods
and goddesses may vary to some extent from place to place (e.g.,
Athena belongs particularly to Athens, Hera to Argos, Hephaestus
to Lemnos, Apollo to Delos and Delphi, etc.), in general the power
and importance of the major divinities were universally recognized
throughout the Greek world. At the top of the pinnacle is Zeus
himself, the king, the father of both gods and men, the supreme
lord.

We have already seen the popular anthropomorphic concep-
tion of Zeus as the father, husband, and lover; and we know too the
primary sphere of his power, the sky and the upper air, with their
thunder, lightning, and rain. It is important to realize as well that
Zeus becomes the god who upholds the highest moral values in the
order of the universe—values that he absorbs unto himself or that
are divided among and shared by other deities. He is the god who
protects the family, the clan, and the state, championing the univer-
sal moral and ethical responsibilities that these human associations
entail. He protects suppliants, imposes ties of hospitality, upholds
the sanctity of oaths; in a word he is the defender of all that is right
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or just in the mores of advanced civilization. Thus a monotheistic
cast in the conception of Zeus is evident from the beginning; as it
evolves it may be linked closely to the standard depictions of an
anthropomorphic Zeus or imagined in terms of more abstract philo-
sophical and religious theories of a supreme power.

Many selections from many authors could be quoted to bear
testimony to the variety and complexity of these conceptions
among the Greeks of the nature of the one god. These few examples
must suffice.

Hesiod, who preaches a hard message of righteousness and
warns of the terror of Zeus” punishment of the wicked, sounds very
much like a severe prophet of the Old Testament. The opening
section of his Works and Days includes the following lines:

Through Zeus who dwells in a most lofty home and
thunders from on high and by his mighty will, mortals are
both known and unknown, renowned and unrenowned; for
easily he makes a man strong and easily he brings him
low; easily he makes the overweening humble and cham-
pions the obscure; easily he makes the crooked straight
and strikes down the haughty.

Xenophanes, a poet and philosopher of the pre-Socratic period,
was vehement in his attack on the conventional anthropomorphic
depictions of the gods.

Homer and Hesiod have ascribed to the gods all that
is shameful and reproachful among men: stealing, adul-
tery, and deception. [fragment 11]

But mortals think that gods are born and have clothes
and a voice and a body just like them. [fragment 14]

The Ethiopians say that their gods are flat-nosed and
black and the Thracians that theirs are fair and ruddy.
[fragment 16]

But if cattle and horses and lions had hands and could
create with their hands and achieve works like those of
men, horses would render their conceptions of the gods
like horses, and cattle like cattle, and each would depict
bodies for them just like their own. [fragment 15]

One god, greatest among gods and men, not at all like
mortals, either in body or in mind. [fragment 23]

The choru§ of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (160—61) calls upon god
by the name of Zeus with these words that illustrate beautifully the
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universality of this supreme deity: “Zeus, whoever he may be, 1
call on him by this name, if it is pleasing to him to be thus invoked.”

It is important to realize that monotheism and polytheism are
not mutually exclusive, that the religious experience of mankind
usually tends (as Xenophanes observes) to be anthropomorphic. It
would be absurd to deny that Christianity in its very essence is
monotheistic, but its monotheism too rests upon a hierarchical con-
ception of the spiritual and physical universe, and its standard im-
ages are obviously cast in anthropomorphic molds: for example,
there is one God in three divine persons, God the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Ghost; there are angels, saints, devils, and so on. This
does not mean that the Christian philosopher and the practicing
layman view the basic tenets of their religion in exactly the same
way; ultimately one’s vision of deity is personal, as abstract and
sublime for one as it is human and compassionate for another.
Among Christian sects alone there are significant variations in
dogma and ritual, and of course, there are those who do not believe
at all. The range from devout belief to agnosticism and atheism was
equally diverse and rich in the ancient world. The tendency in a
brief survey such as this is to oversimplify and distort.

The anthropomorphism of the Greeks is almost invariably
linked to their role as the first great humanists. Humanism (the
Greek variety or for that matter any other) can mean many things to
many people. Standard interpretations usually evoke a few sublime
(although hackneyed) quotations from Greek literature. The sophist
Protagoras is said to have proclaimed (presumably challenging ab-
solute values by voicing new relativistic attitudes): “Man is the
measure of all things™; a chorus in Sophocles” Antigone sings out
exultantly: “Wonders are many but none is more wonderful than
man”’; and Achilles’ judgment of the afterlife in Homer’s Odyssey
(translated in a later chapter) quoted out of context seems to affirm
the glories of this life as opposed to the dismal gloom of the here-
after.

I should prefer as a slave to serve another man, even
if he had no property and little to live on, than to rule
all those dead who have done with life.

With words such as these ringing in one’s ears, it seems easy to
postulate blindly a Greek worship (even idolatry) of man in a man-
centered universe, where man pays the gods the highest (but surely
dubious) compliment of being cast in his own image.

Whatever truths this popular view may contain, it is far too one-
dimensional and misleading to be genuinely meaningful and fair.
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Greek literature and Greek thought are shot through with an awe-
some reverence for the supremacy of god, a tragic realization of the
jrony of man’s dilemma as the plaything of fate, and a profound
awareness of the pain and suffering of human existence, however
glorious the triumphant heights to which mortals may attain in the
face of dreadful uncertainties and terrors.

The historian Herodotus perhaps best represents these human
and religious attitudes in their clearest and most succinct form
when he relates the story of Solon, Croesus, and Cyrus. Fortu-
nately, episodes in their drama may be easily excerpted as an entity
here, for they illustrate many things. Monotheism and polytheism
are shown resting compatibly side by side. The jealous god of Solon
is not unlike the wrathful deity of the Old Testament, and this is a
god who makes manifest to men that it is better to be dead than
alive. The divine is able to communicate with mortals in a variety of
ways; one can understand, for example, the simple and sincere
belief in Apollo and Delphi possible in the sixth century B.c. Fate
or destiny plays a fascinating role in the interplay between its inev-
itability and the individuality of human character and free will.

There is much that is Homeric in the Herodotean view, not
least of all a compassion tinged with a most profound sadness and
pity for the human condition. Homeric and dramatic, too, is the
simple elucidation of the dangers of hybris and the irrevocable
vengeance of Nemesis—the kernel, as it were, of a theme that dom-
inates Greek tragedy, with multiple and sometimes very sophisti-
cated variations. His conception of god and his message of knowl-
edge through suffering are strikingly Aeschylean. The story of the
death of Atys is most Sophoclean in its movement and philosophy,
and Croesus like Oedipus fulfills his inevitable destinies in terms
of his character; each step that he takes in his blind attempts to
avoid his fate brings him closer to its embrace. As Herodotus tells it,
we have a complete drama conceived and beautifully executed
within the structure of the short story.

But let Herodotus’ art speak for itself. He is neither profes-
sional theologian nor philosopher, yet he sums up the spiritual
essence of an age of faith. By the second half of the fifth century, the
seeds of question and doubt sown in the earlier period by men such
as Thales will be brought to fruition by the skepticism and agnosti-
cism of the Sophistic movement.

The story of Solon’s meeting with Croesus is found in Book 1 of
Herodotus (30—46):

And so Solon set out to see the world and came to the
court of Amasis in Egypt and to Croesus at Sardis. And
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when he arrived, Croesus received him as a guest in his
palace. Three or four days later at the bidding of Croesus
servants took Solon on a tour of his treasuries, pointing out
that all of them were large and wealthy. When he had
seen and examined them all to suit his convenience, Croe-
sus asked the following question: “My Athenian guest,
many stories about you have reached us because of your
wisdom and your travels, of how you in your love of
knowledge have journeyed to see many lands. And so now
the desire has come over me to ask if by this time you
have seen anyone who is the happiest of men.” He asked
this expecting that he was the happiest of men, but Solon
did not flatter him at all but following the truth said: “O
king, Tellus the Athenian.” And Croesus, amazed at this
reply, asked sharply: “How do you judge Tellus to be the
most happy?” And Solon said: “First of all he was from a
city that was faring well and he had beautiful and good
children and to all of them he saw children born and all
survive, and secondly his life was prosperous, according to
our standards, and the end of his life was most brilliant.
When a battle was fought by the Athenians against their
neighbors near Eleusis, he went to help and after routing
the enemy died most gloriously, and the Athenians buried
him at public expense there where he fell and honored
him greatly.” Thus Solon provoked Croesus as he listed
the many good fortunes that befell Tellus, and he asked
whom he had seen second to him, thinking certainly that
he would at least win second place. And Solon said:
“Cleobis and Biton. They were Argives by race and their
strength of body was as follows: both similarly carried otf
prizes at the festivals and as well this story is told. The
Argives celebrated a festival to Hera and it was absolutely
necessary that the mother of these boys be brought by
chariot to the temple.! But the oxen had not come back
from the fields in time, and the youths, because it was
growing late, yoked themselves to the chariot and con-
veyed their mother, and after a journey of five miles they
arrived at the temple. When they had done this deed wit-
nessed by the whole congregation, the end of life that
befell them was the very best. And thereby god showed
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1. Her name was Cydippe and she was a priestess of Hera, hence the necessity for

her presence at the festival. The temple would be the Argive Heraeum.
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clearly how it is better for man to be dead than alive.? For
the Argive men crowded around and congratulated the
youths for their strength and the women praised their
mother for having such fine sons. And the mother was
overjoyed at both the deed and the praise and standing in
front of the statue prayed to the goddess to give to her
sons, Cleobis and Biton, who had honored her greatly, the
best thing for man to obtain. After this prayer, when they
had sacrificed and feasted the two young men went into
the temple itself to sleep and never more woke up but the
end of death held them fast. The Argives had statues made
of them and set them up in Delphi since they had been
the best of men.?

Thus Solon assigned the second prize of happiness to
these two and Croesus interrupted in anger: “My Athenian
guest, is our happiness so dismissed as nothing that you
do not even put us on a par with ordinary men?” And he
answered: “O Croesus, you ask me about human affairs,
who know that all deity is jealous and fond of causing
troubles. For in the length of time there is much to see
that one does not wish and much to experience. For I set
the limit of a man’s life at seventy years; these seventy
years comprise 25200 days, if an intercalary month is not
inserted. But if one wishes to lengthen every other year by
a month, so that the seasons will occur when they should,
the months intercalated in the seventy years will number
thirty-five and these additional months will add 1050 days.
All the days of the seventy years will total 26,250; and no
one of them will bring exactly the same events as another.
Thus then, O Croesus, man is completely a thing of
chance.* To me you appear to be wealthy and king of
many men; but I cannot answer the question that you ask
me until I know that you have completed the span of your
life well. For the one who has great wealth is not at all
more fortunate than the one who has only enough for his
daily needs, unless fate attend him and, having everything
that is fair, he also end his life well. For many very

2. Herodotus here uses the masculine article with the word for god; he is thinking
specifically of one supreme god or generically of the divine power of deity. But he
does not refer to Hera specifically, although subsequently it is to the goddess Hera
that the mother prays on behalf of her sons.

3. These statues have been excavated and do much to tantalize in the quest for
precise distinctions between myth and history in Herodotus” account.

4. That is, man is entirely at the mercy of what befalls him.
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wealthy men are unfortunate and many with only moder-
ate means of livelihood have good luck. Indeed the one
who is very wealthy but unfortunate surpasses the lucky
man in two respects only, but the man of good luck sur-
passes the wealthy but unlucky man in many. The latter
[wealthy but unlucky] is better able to fulfill his desires
and to endure a great disaster that might befall him, but
the other man [who is lucky] surpasses him in the follow-
ing ways. Although he is not similarly able to cope with
doom and desire, good fortune keeps these things from
him, and he is unmaimed, free from disease, does not suf-
fer evils, and has fine children and a fine appearance. If in
addition to these things he still ends his life well, this is
the one whom you seek who is worthy to be called happy.
Before he dies do not yet call him happy, but only fortu-
nate. Now it is impossible that anyone, since he is a man,
gather unto himself all these blessings, just as no country
is self-sufficient providing of itself all its own needs, but
possesses one thing and lacks another. Whichever has the
most, this is the best. Thus too no one human person is
self-sufficient, for he possesses one thing but lacks an-
other. Whoever continues to have most and then ends his
life blessedly, this one justly wins this name from me, O
king. One must see how the end of everything turns out.
For to be sure god gives a glimpse of happiness to many
and then casts them down headlong.”

Solon did not find favor with Croesus by his words.
He was sent away as one of no account, since Croesus was
very much of the opinion that a man must be ignorant who
sets aside present goods and bids one look to the end of
everything.

After the departure of Solon, a great Nemesis from god
took hold of Croesus, very likely because he considered
himself to be the happiest of all men. Straightway a dream
stood before him as he slept, which made clear to him the
truth of the evils that were to come about in connection
with his son. Croesus had two sons, one of whom was
dumb, the other by far the first in all respects among
youths of his own age. His name was Atys. The dream
indicated to Croesus that this Atys would die struck by the
point of an iron weapon. When he woke up he thought
about the dream and was afraid; he got his son a wife and
although the boy was accustomed to command the Lydian
forces he no longer sent him out on any such mission, and
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javelins and spears and all such weapons that men use in
war he had removed from the men’s quarters and piled up
in the women’s chambers, for fear that any that were hang-
ing might fall on his son.

While they had on their hands arrangements for the
mairriage, there came to Sardis a man seized with misfor-
tune, his hands polluted with blood, a Phrygian by race
and of the royal family. This man came to the palace of
Croesus and according to the traditions of the country
begged to obtain purification, and Croesus purified him.
The ritual of cleansing is similar for the Lydians and the
Hellenes.” When Croesus had performed the customary
rites, he asked from where he came and who he was in the
following words: “My fellow, who are you and from where
in Phrygia have you come to my hearth? What man or
woman have you killed?” And he answered: “O king, I am
the son of Gordias, the son of Midas, and T am called
Adrastus. I killed my brother unintentionally and I come
here driven out by my father and deprived of everything.”
Croesus answered him with these words: “You happen to
be from a family of friends and you have come to friends
where you will want for nothing while you remain with
us. It will be most beneficial to you to bear this misfortune
as lightly as possible.” So Adrastus lived in the palace of
Croesus.

At this very same time a great monster of a boar ap-
peared in Mysian Olympus and he would rush down from
this mountain and destroy the lands of the Mysians; often
the Mysians went out against him but did him no harm
but rather suffered from him. Finally messengers of the
Mysians came to Croesus and spoke as follows: “O king,
the greatest monster of a boar has appeared in our country
and destroys our lands. We are not able to capture him
despite our great effort. Now then we beseech you to send
your son to us and with him a picked company of young
men and dogs so that we may drive him out of our land.”
They made this plea, but Croesus remembering the dream
spoke the following words: “Do not mention my son fur-
ther; for I will not send him to you; he is newly married
and this now is his concern. I shall, however, send along a

5. The ritual consisted at least in part of slaying a suckling pig and pouring the blood
over the hands of the guilty murderer, who sat in silence at the hearth while Zeus
was invoked as the Purifier.
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select group of Lydians and all my hunting equipment and
hounds, and T shall order them as they go to be most zeal-
ous in helping you drive the beast from your land.”

This was his answer, and the Mysians were satisfied
with it when the son of Croesus, who had heard their re-
quest, broke in on them. Croesus still refused to send his
son along with them and the young man spoke to him as
follows: “O father, previously the finest and most noble
pursuits were mine—to win renown in war and in the
hunt. But now you have barred me from both, although
you have not seen any lack of spirit or cowardice in me.
Now how must I appear in the eyes of others as T go to
and from the agora? What sort of man will I seem to my
fellow citizens, what sort to my new bride? What kind of
husband will she think she has married? So either let me
go to the hunt or explain and convince me that it is better
for me that things be done as you wish.” Croesus an-
swered with these words: “My child, I do not do this be-
cause I have seen in you cowardice or any other ugly trait,
but the vision of a dream stood over me in sleep and said
that your life would be short; for you will die by means of
the sharp point of an iron weapon. And so in answer to the
vision I urged this marriage on you and do not send you
away on the present enterprise, being on my guard if in
any way I might be able to steal you from fate for my own
lifetime. For you happen to be my one and only child; for
the other boy is deaf and I do not count him as mine.”®
The young man answered: “O father, I forgive you for
taking precautions for me since you have seen such a vi-
sion. But you do not understand; the meaning of the
dream has escaped you and it is right for me to explain.
You say that the dream said that I would die by the point
of an iron weapon. But what sort of hands does a boar
have? And what sort of iron point that you fear? For if it
said that I would die by a tusk or tooth or some other ap-
propriate attribute, you should do what you are doing. But
as it is, the instrument is a weapon’s point; and so then let
me go since the fight is not against men.” Croesus an-
swered: “My child, you have won me over with your in-

6. These words of Croesus at first strike the modern reader as extremely cruel. But
he only means that he cannot consider the other boy as his son in the same way.
Since the boy is deaf and dumb Croesus’ hopes, both domestic and political, must
rest in the son who is not crippled. We are told later in this excerpt that Croesus did
everything for the unfortunate boy.
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terpretation of the dream; and so since I have been won
over by you I reverse my decision and let you go to the
hunt.”

After these words Croesus sent for the Phrygian
Adrastus; when he arrived he spoke as follows to him:
“Adrastus, I did not reproach you when you were struck
down by an ugly misfortune, I cleansed you, received you
in my palace, and offered you every luxury. Now then
since you owe me good services in exchange for those that
I have done for you, I ask that you be a guardian of my
boy while he hastens out to the hunt, in case some mali-
cious robbers turn up on the journey to do you harm. Fur-
thermore you should go where you will become famous
for your deeds, for it is your hereditary duty and you have
the strength and prowess besides.” Adrastus answered:
“Ordinarily I would not go out to this kind of contest, for
it is not fitting that one under such a misfortune as mine
associate with companions who are faring well, nor do 1
have the desire and I should hold myself back for many
reasons. But now, since you urge me and I must gratify
you (for T owe you a return for your good services), I am
ready to do this; expect that your boy, whom you order me
to guard, will come back home to you unharmed because
of his guardian.”

This was the nature of his answer to Croesus, and
afterward they left equipped with a band of picked young
men and dogs. When they came to the mountain Olympus
they hunted the wild beast and after they had found him
they stood in a circle round about and hurled their weap-
ons. And then the stranger, the guest and friend who had
been cleansed of murder, who was called Adrastus, hurled
his javelin at the boar, but missed him, and hit the son of
Croesus, who, struck by the point of the weapon, fulfilled
the prediction of the dream; someone ran as a messenger
to Croesus of what had happened, and when he came to
Sardis he told him of the battle and the fate of his child.

Croesus was greatly distressed by the death of his son
and was even more disturbed because the very one whom
he himself had purified had killed him. Overcome by his
misfortune Croesus called terribly on Zeus the Purifier,
invoking him to witness that he had suffered at the hands
of the stranger and guest-friend; he called on him too as
god of the hearth and as god of friendship, giving this
same god these different names: god of the hearth because
he did not realize that he received in his palace and nour-
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ished the guest and murderer of his son, and god of friend-
ship because he sent him along as a guardian and found
him to be his greatest enenmy.

Afterward the Lydians arrived with the corpse and the
murderer followed behind. He stood before the dead body
and stretching forth his hands surrendered himself to
Croesus; he bade Croesus slaughter him over the corpse,
telling of his former misfortune and how in addition to it
he had destroyed the one who had cleansed him, and life
for him was not worth living. Croesus heard and took pity
on Adrastus although he was enmeshed in so great a per-
sonal evil, and he spoke to him: “T have complete justice
from yourself, my guest and friend, since you condemn
yourself to death. You are not the one responsible for this
evil (except insofar as you did the deed unwillingly), but
some one of the gods somewhere who warned me previ-
ously of the things that were going to be.” Croesus now
buried his son as was fitting; Adrastus, the son of Gordias,
the son of Midas, this murderer of his own brother and
murderer of the one who purified him, when the people
had gone and quietness settled around the grave, con-
scious that he was the most oppressed by misfortune of
mankind, slaughtered himself on the tomb.

Croesus’ personal and domestic tragedy was compounded by
his political downfall. Daily the power of Cyrus the Great and the
Persians was growing and as they extended their empire to the
west, Croesus’ own kingdom of Lydia would eventually be ab-
sorbed. In this crisis Croesus consulted various oracles, and by a
test he came to believe that the one of Apollo at Delphi could alone
speak the truth. He sent magnificent offerings to Delphi and in-
quired of the oracle whether or not he should go to war with the

Persians. The Delphic reply is perhaps the most famous oracle of

all time, typically ironic in its simple ambiguity: if Croesus attacked
the Persians he would destroy a mighty empire. Croesus, of course,
thought he would destroy the empire of the Persians; instead he
brought an end to his own. The wisdom of Solon is now confirmed
as Croesus learns through his own suffering. But let us allow
Herodotus to tell the story of the fall of Sardis (the capital of Lydia)
and the fate of Croesus, its king (1. 85-88):

Thus Sardis was taken and the whole city was pil-
laged. With respect to Croesus himself the following hap-
pened. He had a son (whom I have mentioned before) in

T
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all respects a fine boy except that he could not speak. In
the past time of his prosperity Croesus had done every-
thing for him and among the many things that he tried was
to send an embassy to Delphi to consult the oracle about
him. And the Pythian priestess answered as follows:

O Lydian Croesus, king of many people, childlike in your
ignorance, do not wish to hear in your house the much
prayed for sound of your son’s voice;

far better for you if it were otherwise;

for you will first hear him speak on the day of your
wretchedness.

When the city was taken, one of the Persians made for
Croesus to kill him, not knowing who he was; now Croe-
sus saw the man coming but he did not care, since in the
present misfortune it made no difference to him if he were
struck down and died. But the boy, this one who was
dumb, when he saw the Persian attacking, through fear of
the terrible evil that was to happen broke into speech and
cried: “Soldier, do not kill Croesus.” This was the first
time that he had uttered a sound but afterward he could
speak for the rest of his life.

The Persians then held Sardis and took Croesus him-
self captive after he had ruled for fourteen years and been
besieged for fourteen days, and as the oracle predicted, he
brought to an end his own mighty empire. The Persians
took Croesus and led him to Cyrus, who had a great pyre
erected and ordered Croesus bound in fetters to mount it
and along with him twice seven children of the Lydians.
Cyrus intended either to offer them as the first fruits of the
booty to some one of the gods, perhaps in a desire to fulfill
a vow, or having learned that Croesus was a god-fearing
man placed him on the pyre wishing to see if any of the
gods would save him from being burned alive. At any rate
this is what Cyrus did, but to Croesus as he stood on the
pyre came the realization (even though he was in such
sore distress) that the words of Solon had been spoken
under god’s inspiration: “No one of the living is happy!”
As this occurred to him he sighed and groaned and broke
the lengthy silence by calling out three times the name of
Solon. When Cyrus heard this he bade interpreters ask
Croesus who this was whom he invoked, and they came
up and asked the question. For a time Croesus did not
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answer but eventually through compulsion he said: “The
man I should like at all costs to converse with every ty-
rant.” Since his words were unintelligible to them, they
asked again and again what he meant; annoyed by their
persistence, he told how Solon the Athenian first came to
him and after having beheld all his prosperity made light
of it by the nature of his talk, and how everything turned
out for him just as Solon had predicted, with words that
had no more reference to Croesus himself than to all man-
kind and especially those who in their own estimation
considered themselves to be happy. As Croesus talked, the
fire was kindled and began to burn the outer edges of the
pyre. When Cyrus heard from his interpreters what Croe-
sus had said, he changed his mind, reflecting that he too
was a human being who was surrendering another human
being while still alive to the fire; besides he feared retri-
bution and, realizing how nothing in human affairs is cer-
tain and secure, he ordered the burning fire to be
quenched as quickly as possible and Croesus and those
with him taken down from the pyre. And they made the
attempt but were unable to master the flames. Then, ac-
cording to the Lydian version of the story, when Croesus
learned of Cyrus’ change of heart as he saw all the men
trying to put out the fire but no longer able to hold it in
check, he shouted aloud calling on Apollo, if ever he had
received from him any gift that was pleasing, to stand by
him and save him from the present evil. In tears he called
on the god and suddenly out of the clear and calm atmo-
sphere storm clouds rushed together, burst forth in violent
torrents of rain, and quenched the fire. Thus Cyrus knew
that Croesus was beloved by god and a good man. He
brought him down from the pyre and asked: “Croesus,
what man persuaded you to march against my land and
become my enemy instead of my friend?” And he an-
swered: “O king, these things I have done are to your
good fortune but my own misfortune. The god of the Hel-
lenes is responsible since he incited me to war. For no
one is so senseless as to prefer war instead of peace. In
time of peace sons bury their fathers, but in war fathers
bury their sons. But it was somehow the pleasure of the
gods that this be so.” These were his words, and Cyrus
released him and sat by his side and held him in great
respect, and both he and all those around him looked on
him with wonder.
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Thus Croesus became the wise and benevolent counselor of
Cyrus, who in his gratitude asked (Herodotus 1. 90-91):

“Croesus, since you, a valiant king, are determined to
do excellent things in word and deed, ask straightway for
whatever gift you wish to have.” And he said: “My master,
you would please me if you allow that I ask the god of the
Greeks whom I honored most of all whether it is his cus-
tom to deceive those who have done him well and send
these fetters of mine to him.” Cyrus asked what was the
complaint that prompted this request. . . . Croesus ex-
plained how he felt, telling about the answers from the
shrine, and especially the offerings he had made and how
he had marched against Persia at the instigation of the
oracle. These were his words and he ended by repeating
his request that he be allowed to reproach the god. Cyrus
replied with a laugh: “I shall grant both requests and any
other which you may at any time demand.” After Croesus
heard this, he sent Lydians to Delphi, enjoining them to
place his fetters on the threshold of the temple and ask the
god if he were not at all ashamed of having incited Croe-
sus, by his oracles, to march against the Persians as though
to bring an end to the power of Cyrus, when these (they
were to point to the fetters) were the fruits of the cam-
paign. They were to ask as well if it was customary for the
gods of the Hellenes to be ungrateful.

When the Lydians arrived and spoke what they had
been told, the Pythian priestess is said to have replied as
follows. “It is impossible even for god to escape destined
fate. Croesus had tulfilled the payment for the sin of his
fifth ancestor, one of the bodyguard of the Heraclidae who,
following the guile of a woman, killed his master and as-
sumed the royal power that in no way belonged to him.”
Apollo was anxious that the fall of Sardis occur in the gen-
eration of Croesus’ children and not that of Croesus him-
self, but he was not able to persuade the Fates. As much
time as they granted he took and gave as a gift to Croesus.
He postponed the capture of Sardis for three years and

7. This is Gyges, whose story Herodotus has told earlier in Book 1 (7-14). The

kingdom of Lydia had belonged to the family of Heraclidae. Candaules the king was

overthrown by his wife and his bodyguard, Gyges. Gyges was ol the {amily of the

Mermnadae and an ancestor of Croesus. The Pythian priestess, however, had pre-

gicted vengeance for the Heraclidae in the filth generation; this was fulfilled by
roesus.
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Croesus should know that he was three years later than
had been destined. Besides this, Apollo saved him from
burning. And it was not right that Croesus find fault with
the oracle that he received. For Apollo warned that if he
marched against Persia he would destroy a great empire.
He should, if he were going to act wisely with respect to
this reply, have sent again to ask whether his own empire
or that of Cyrus was meant. If he did not understand the
reply and he did not press the question he should see
himself as the one to blame. And when he had last con-
sulted the oracle and Apollo had spoken the words about
the mule, he did not understand even this.® For Cyrus
himself was the mule. He was born of parents of different
races and stations, his mother the better, his father the
lesser of the two. For she was a Mede, daughter of As-
tyages, king of the Medes, but he was a Persian and a sub-
ject and although inferior in all these ways married his
mistress.” This was the Pythian’s response to the Lydians
and they returned to Sardis and told Croesus. When he
heard he agreed that it was his own fault and not that of
the god.

The Herodotean account gives us a glimpse into the fascinating
world of historical myth. How can one possibly with complete confi-
dence isolate the facts from the fiction in the epic and literary con-
text of Herodotus” art? The name of Croesus’ son Atys means the
one under the influence of Ate (a goddess of doom and destruction),
and he has links, too, with Attis and Adonis in cult and in story.
Adrastus may be connected to the mythological concept of Nemesis
or Adrasteia (Necessity), and the name Adrastus may be translated
“the one who cannot escape,” that is, “the one who is doomed.”
Incidents in the tale recall those of the Calydonian boar hunt. Is
there anyone today who has enough faith in miracles to believe that
Apollo saved Croesus from a fiery death?

But there are parts of the myth that perhaps may be true. De-
spite the chronological problems, Solon could have met Croesus,
although not at the time Herodotus imagines;’ Croesus probably
had a son named Atys who died young. But the historian could

8. Croesus’ question was if his kingdom would last a long time. Apollo’s answer
implied that it would last until a mule was king of the Persians (Herodotus 1. 55).
9. Solon held office in Athens as archon extraordinary in 594 and his travels belong
at some time after that date; his death may be placed in the years following 560.
Croesus did not become king of Sardis until around 560, and his defeat by Cyrus
occurred in 546.
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never be satisfied with this prosaic truth alone. His stories (wrought
with exquisite art) must illustrate a different level of emotional and
spiritual truth that illuminates character and elucidates philosophy.
The life of Tellus the Athenian, the happiest of men, reveals the
character and the values of those who fought at Marathon and ex-
plains in part (military numbers and strategy will come later) why
they defeated the Persians. These are truths, too, but of another
order, and they are the essence of mythic art.

Finally another word of caution about generalizations concern-
ing Greek religious attitudes. It has been claimed that the Greeks
had no bible or strict dogma and (incredible as it may seem) no real
sense of sin, or they were innocently free and tolerant in their
acceptance of new gods (what difference does one more make to a
polytheist?), and so on. One cannot merely repeat stories (many of
them from Ovid) and make pronouncement upon the spiritual ade-
quacy or inadequacy of the theological convictions they are sup-
posed to represent. Mythology, philosophy, and religion are inex-
tricably entwined, and one must try to look at all the evidence.
Homer offered to the Greeks as a people a literary bible of human-
ism that could on occasion be quoted (as Shakespeare for us) like
scripture; the mystery religions provided certain segments with a
dogma and ritual of a more exacting nature, whether written or
unwritten. Certainly Hesiod pronounces his divine revelation with
a vehement biblical authority.

Priests and priestesses devoted their lives to the service of the
gods. The state (or better the city-states) upheld by custom, tradi-
tion, and law strict moral and ethical codes of behavior. If the sto-
ries of opposition to the new god Dionysus rest upon any stratum of
historical truth, a foreign message of salvation was not always read-
ily or easily accommodated, and one could be put to death (in
Athens of all places) on a charge of impiety. The Greeks thought
profoundly about god and man, the immortality of the soul, and the
meaning and consequences of vice and virtue. The myth of Er
(translated in a later chapter) is a terrifying vision of heaven and
hell; as such it is a religious document. Along with abundant and
varied other evidence it shows that Greek philosophical thought
can hold its own with that of any one of the so-called higher reli-
gions.



CHAPTER

POSEIDON, SEA
DEITIES, GROUP
DIVINITIES,
and
MONSTERS

Poseidon, the great god of waters in general and of the sea in partic-
ular, was by no means the first or only such divinity for the Greeks.
As we have seen, Pontus (the Sea) was produced by Ge in the initial
stages of creation; and two of the Titans, Oceanus and Tethys, bore
thousands of children, the Oceanids. In addition Pontus mated with
his mother, Ge, and begat Nereus, the eldest of his children, who

was gentle, wise, and true, an old man of the sea with the gift of

prophecy. Nereus in turn united with Doris (an Oceanid) and they
had fifty daughters, the Nereids; three of these mermaids should be
singled out here: Thetis, Galatea, and Amphitrite.

We have already mentioned that Thetis was destined to bear a
son mightier than his father. Zeus learned this secret from Pro-
metheus and avoided mating with Thetis; she married instead a
mortal named Peleus, who was hard pressed to catch his bride. For
Thetis possessed the power of changing shape and transformed
herself into a variety of states (e.g., a bird, tree, tigress) in rapid
succession, but eventually she was forced to succumb. Peleus and
Thetis celebrated their marriage in great ceremony and they had a
son, Achilles, who did indeed become mightier than his father.

Galatea, another Nereid, was loved by the Cyclops, Polyphe-
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Nereid, by Georges Braque (1882—1963). In 1931-32 Braque incised a
series of mythological divinities on large slabs of black-painted plaster.
Here a Nereid rides upon a sea-monster, while other monsters, the waves,
and her reins are represented by curving lines reminiscent of ancient
Greek and Etruscan techniques of engraving. The Greek letters of the
Nereid’s name, SAQ, add to the classical flavor of this modern interpreta-
tion. (Galeries Maeght, Paris. © A.D.A.G.P., Paris, 1977.)
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Pontus m. Ge

| | I | 1
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Figure 4. Descendants of the sea.

mus, a son of Poseidon. Ovid’s account (Metamorphoses 13. 750~
897) is perhaps the most famous version of their story, a touching
rendition that plays upon the incongruity of the passion of the mon-
strous and boorish giant for the delicate nymph. She was repelled
by his attentions and loved Acis, a handsome son of Faunus and a
sea-nymph. Polyphemus, overcome by emotion, attempted to mend
his savage ways; he combed his hair with a rake and cut his beard
with a scythe and sang out his heart to the tune of a shepherd’s
pipe. But his love turned to rage when he found Acis and Galatea in
each other’s arms. With a roar he announced that this would be
their last embrace. The lovers were terrified; Galatea jumped into
the sea and Acis took to flight. The Cyclops, in hot pursuit, picked
up a huge rock and hurled it at his rival, who was crushed to death.
The trickle of his blood was turned to water as Acis became trans-
formed into the river that bears his name.

The third Nereid, Amphitrite, is important mainly as the wife
of Poseidon; like her sister Thetis she proved a reluctant bride, but
Poseidon finally was able to win her. As husband and wife they
play roles very much like those enacted by Zeus and Hera; Po-
seidon has a weakness for women, and Amphitrite with good cause

Medusa m. Poseidon

r |
Pegasus Chrysaor m. Callirhoe
r 1
Geryon Echidna m. Typhon
I | | 1
Echidna m. Orthus Cerberus Hydra Chimaera
I
M 1
Theban Sphinx Nemean Lion

Figure 5. Descendants of Medusa.
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is angry and vengeful. They had a son, Triton, a merman, human
above the waist, fish-shaped below. He is often depicted as blowing
a conch shell, a veritable trumpeter of the sea;' he can change
shape at will.

The sea divinity Proteus, probably another of the older genera-
tion of gods, is often named as the attendant of Poseidon or even his
son. Like Nereus, he is an old man of the sea and can foretell the
future; he can also change shape. It is easy to see how the identities
of Nereus, Proteus, and Triton could be merged. Confusion among
sea divinities and duplication of their characteristics are every-
where apparent. As far as Proteus is concerned, we have two classic
accounts of his nature and his powers: those of Homer (Odyssey
4. 363—-570) and Vergil (Georgics 4. 386-528). Let us isolate the
essentials of Homer’s account.

Menelaus, king of Sparta, on his return voyage from Troy, was
unduly detained on an island off the coast of Egypt; in his distress
(for provisions were almost gone) he was anxious to know why he
was prevented from returning home. As it turned out, he and his
men would not be able to proceed on their way until great sacrifices
had been made to Zeus and the other immortals. But Menelaus
learned about this fact only after he had consulted Proteus, the Old
Man of the Sea; and it was Proteus’ daughter, Eidothea, who took
pity upon him and gave him directions necessary for finding out the
truth. Menelaus and three of his best companions were to lie in
ambush to ensnare Proteus. Here is how Menelaus tells of
Eidothea’s assistance in tricking her father, the immortal and infal-
lible Old Man of the Sea, who can readily assume countless
changes of form (Odyssey 4. 435-50):

Eidothea dived down into the vast cavern of the sea
and brought out of the depths four skins of seals—all were
freshly skinned—for she was planning to trick her father.
After hollowing out in the sea-sand four beds for us, she
sat waiting; and we came right up to her. She placed us in
our beds, one after the other, throwing a sealskin over
each of us. A most horrible ambush this was; for the perni-
cious odor of the sea-nurtured seals was dreadfully oppres-
sive. For who would like to lie down beside a monster of
the sea? But she herself helped us out and contrived a
great boon: she brought ambrosia and placed it under each

L. Ovid provides a typical description in his version of the flood (see pp. 62—63); it
?ffers as well a vivid characterization of Poseidon under his Roman name of Nep-
une.
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of our noses; its very sweet fragrance eliminated the seal-
smell. All morning we waited, steadfast in spirit: the seals
emerged from the sea in a swarm and then they lay down
side by side to sleep on the shore of the sea. At midday
the Old Man came forth from the deep and sought out his
well-nourished seals; he went round and counted them
all; in his reckoning we were the first, but he did not sus-
pect any treachery. Thereupon he himself also lay down.
And we rushed upon him with a shout and threw our arms
about him; but the Old Man did not forget his devious
arts. First off he became a thickly maned lion, and then a
serpent, a leopard, and a great boar. And he became liquid
water and a tree with lofty branches. But we held on to
him firmly with steadfast spirits.

Finally the devious Proteus grew weary and answered Mene-
laus’ questions about his return home.

Poseidon is similar in appearance to his brother Zeus, a majes-
tic bearded figure, but he is generally more severe and rough; be-
sides, he carries the trident, a three-pronged fork resembling a fish-
erman’s spear. By his very nature Poseidon is ferocious. He is
called the supporter of the earth but the earthshaker as well, and as
a god of earthquakes he exhibits his violence by the rending of the
land and the surge of the sea. By a mere stroke of his trident he may
destroy and kill. His relentless anger against Odysseus for the
blinding of Polyphemus provides a dominant theme in the Od-
yssey.

The origins of Poseidon are much disputed; if his trident repre-
sents what was once a thunderbolt, then he was in early times a god
of the sky. More attractive is the theory that he began as a male
spirit of fertility, a god of earth who sent up springs. This fits well
with his association with horses and bulls (he either creates them or
makes them appear) and explains the character of some of his af-
fairs. He mates with Demeter in the form of a stallion; he pursued
her at the time when she was searching for her daughter, and her
ruse of changing into a mare to escape him was to no avail. Thus we
have the union of the male and female powers of fertility. The
result is the birth of a daughter and the wonderful horse Arion who
belonged to Adrastus. Similarly he united with Ge, and they pro-
duced Antaeus, a giant encountered by Heracles. But it should be
remembered that standard epithets of the sea are “barren” and
“unharvested” as opposed to the fecundity of the land. The sugges-
tion that Poseidon’s horses are the mythical depiction of the white-
caps of the waves is not convincing, at least in terms of origins.
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Poseidon is also violent in his loves. He made advances to
Scylla, the daughter of Phorcys and Hecate. Amphitrite was jealous
and threw magic herbs into Scylla’s bathing place. Thus Scylla was
transformed into a terrifying monster, encircled with a ring of dogs’
heads;? her home was a cave in the straits of Messina between
Sicily and Italy. With her was Charybdis, the daughter of Poseidon
and Ge, a formidable and voracious ally whom Zeus had cast into
the sea by his thunderbolt; three times a day she drew in mountains
of water and spewed them out again. Scylla and Charybdis have
been rationalized into natural terrors faced by mariners when they
sailed through the straits. Certainly many of the tales about the
gods of the waters are reminiscent of the yarns spun by fishermen
sailors, and the like, whose lives are involved with the sea and with’
travel.

A famous story links Poseidon with Athena and the city-state of
Athens. Athena and Poseidon were said to have vied for control of
Athens and the surrounding territory, Attica. The contest took place
on the Acropolis. Poseidon struck the rock with his trident and
produced a salt spring, or according to another version a horse, the
first that had ever been seen. Athena planted an olive tree, or I;mre
dramatically brought one forth from the ground by the touch of her
spear. Athena was proclaimed the victor by a jury or judge variously
identified as the gods, the people of Athens, or their king, Cecrops.
The moment of the goddess’ triumph was immortalized in stone on
the west pediment of her great temple, the Parthenon. Poseidon, in
his anger at losing, flooded the Thriasian plain, but he was ap-
peased and continued to be worshiped in Athens particularly in
conjunction with the Athenian hero, Erechtheus. In his beautiful
temple on the Acropolis, just across from the Parthenon, it was said
that the marks of the blow of his trident could still be seen, and
nearby the olive tree that Athena had produced continued to g,row.
The importance of the olive in Greek and especially Athenian
economy and life is symbolized by Athena’s victory.

In conclusion let us look at some other descendants of Pontus
and Ge. Notice how elements of the fantastic and the grotesque
appear again and again in the nature of the progeny associated with
the sea and the deep.

In addition to Nereus, Pontus and Ge had two more sons,
Thaumas and Phorcys, and two daughters, Ceto and Eurybie.

2. Ovid (Metamorphoses 13. 917—68; 14. 1-71) tells this same story about Glaucus, a
mortal who was transformed into a sea-god. It was he who fell in love with Scyll)a-
when he was rejected, he turned to the sorceress Circe for help. But Circe fell in’
love with him and in her jealousy poisoned the waters of Scylla’s bathing place.
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Thaumas mated with Electra (an Oceanid) and produced Iris and
the Harpies. Iris is the goddess of the rainbow (her name means
rainbow). She is a messenger of the gods as well, sometimes the
particular servant of Hera, with Hermes™ offices then confined to
Zeus. She is fleet-footed and winged, as are her sisters, the Harpies,
but they are much more violent in nature; in early sources they are
conceived of as strong winds (their name means the snatchers), but
later they are depicted in literature and in art as birdlike creatures
with the faces of women, often terrifying and a pestilence to man-
kind.?

Phorcys and his sister Ceto produce two groups of children, the
Graeae and the Gorgons. The Graeae (Aged Ones) are the three
sisters, personifications of old age; their hair was gray from birth,
but in their general aspect they appeared swanlike and beautiful.
They had, however, only one eye and one tooth, which they were
forced to share among themselves. They knew the way to their
sisters, the Gorgons, also three in number (Stheno, Euryale, and
Medusa), whose hair writhed with serpents. They were of such
terrifying aspect that those who looked upon them were turned to
stone. Gorgons are a favorite theme in Greek art, especially in the
early period; they leer out most disconcertingly with a broad ar-
chaic smile, tongue protruding in the midst of a row of bristling
teeth. Medusa is the most important Gorgon; Poseidon was her
lover. When she was beheaded by Perseus she was pregnant; from
her corpse sprang a winged horse, Pegasus, and a son, Chrysaor (He
of the Golden Sword).

Phorcys and Ceto also bore a dragon named Ladon; he helped
the lovely Hesperides (Daughters of Evening), who guarded a won-
drous tree that grew golden fruit far away in the West and passed
their time in beautiful singing.

Chrysaor mated with an Oceanid, Callirthoe, and produced the
monsters Geryon and Echidna (half nymph and half snake).
Echidna united with Typhon and bore Orthus (the hound of Ge-
ryon), Cerberus (the hound of Hades), the Lernaean Hydra, and the
Chimaera. Echidna and Orthus produced the Theban sphinx and
the Nemean lion. These monsters will be encountered later in saga.

3. The Harpies are not unlike the Sirens, who lure men to destruction and death by
the enticement of their song.

CHAPTER

ATHENA

The Homeric Hymn (number 28) tells the story of Athena’s birth.

I begin to sing about Pallas Athena, renowned god-
dess, with bright eyes, quick mind, and inflexible heart,
chaste and mighty virgin, protectress of the city, Tritogen-
eia. Wise Zeus himself gave birth to her from his holy
head and she was arrayed in her armor of war, all-gleam-
ing in gold, and every one of the immortals was gripped
with awe as they watched. She quickly sprang forth from
the immortal head in front of aegis-bearing Zeus, brand-
ishing her sharp spear. And great Olympus shook terribly
at the might of the bright-eyed goddess and the earth
round about gave a dread groan and the dark waves of the
deep seethed. But suddenly the sea became calm, and the
glorious son of Hyperion halted his swift-footed horses all
the while that the maiden Pallas Athena took the divine
armor from her immortal shoulders, and Zeus in his wis-
dom rejoiced. So hail to you, child of aegis-bearing Zeus; 1
shall remember both you and another song too. ,
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Hesiod (Theogony 886-98) tells how Zeus had swallowed his
consort Metis (her name means wisdom) after he had made her
pregnant with Athena; he was afraid that Metis would bear a son
who would overthrow him.

Zeus, king of the gods, first took as his wife Metis,
who was very wise indeed among both gods and men. But
when she was about to give birth to the bright-eyed god-
dess Athena, then Zeus treacherously deceived her with
wheedling words and swallowed her down into his belly
at the wise instigations of Gaea and starry Uranus. These
two gave Zeus this advice so that no other of the eternal
gods might rule supreme as king in his place. For Metis
was destined to bear exceptional children: first, the keen-
eyed maiden, Athena, Tritogeneia, the equal of her father
in might and good counsel, and then she was to give birth
to a son of indomitable spirit who would become the king
of both gods and men.

Variations in the story of Athena’s birth have Hephaestus (or
sometimes Prometheus or even Hermes) split Zeus™ head open
with an axe to facilitate the birth; some add to the dread awe of the
occasion by having Athena cry out thunderously as she springs to
life in full panoply. This myth (whatever its etiology may be in
terms of the physical manifestations of the thunderstorm) estab-
lishes the close bond of affection between Zeus and his favorite
daughter and allegorizes the three basic characteristics of the god-
dess Athena: her prowess, her wisdom, and the masculinity of her
virgin nature, sprung ultimately not from the woman but from the
male.

The dramatic moment of the divine birth was immortalized by
the genius of the sculptor Pheidias in the east pediment of the
goddess’ great temple, the Parthenon. (Parthenos, meaning virgin,
was a standard epithet of Athena.) The theme of the west pediment
was equally appropriate: the victory of Athena (by her token of the
olive tree) over Poseidon for control of Athens and Attica (the de-
tails of which have been recounted in the previous chapter). The
continuous Ionic frieze of the temple also bore testimony to the
glory and prestige of the goddess. Frozen in stone, the people of
Athens move as it were forever in stately procession as they cele-
brate the splendid festival of the Panathenaea in honor of their
patron deity. Each summer, on the very day of Athena’s birth (every
four years the festivities were especially splendid), an embroidered
robe (peplos) was brought in ceremonial state to the goddess. Men
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and women, young and old, on foot or on horseback. proceeded
along the ordained route through the Agora up onto the Acropolis:
with them were animals, implements of sacrifice, and all the p:u'z‘l:
phernalia of ritual." In the cella of the Parthenon itself stood a
monumental statue of the goddess magnificently wrought in gold
and ivory. '

Athena is often (but not always) represented in art with her
attributes as a war goddess: helmet, spear, and shield (the aegis, on
which the head of the Gorgon Medusa may be depicted).? She is
beautiful with a severe and aloof kind of loveliness that is striking.
One of her standard epithets is glaukopis, which may mean gray- or
green-eyed, but more probably refers to the bright or keen radiance
of her glance rather than to the color of her eyes. Possibly, too, the
adjective may be intended to mean owl-eyed, or of owlish aspect or
countenance; certainly Athena is at times closely identified with
the owl. The snake is also associated with Athena; one may, for
example, appear coiled at her feet or on her shield. This association
(along with those of the owl and the olive tree) suggests that per-
haps Athena originally was (like so many others) a fertility goddess,
despite the fact that her character as a virgin dominates the later
tradition.

Athena’s title, Tritogeneia, is obscure, although conjectural ex-
planations have not been wanting. It would seem to refer to a re-
gion sometimes associated with her birth, the river or lake Triton,
or Tritonis, in Boeotia or in Libya. Some scholars see in this link the
possibility that Athena was at least in her origins at one time a
goddess of waters or the sea. We are told that soon after her birth
Athena was reared by Triton (presumably the god of this body of
water, wherever it may be). Now Triton had a daughter named
Pallas, and Athena and the girl used to practice the arts of war
together. But on one occasion they quarreled, and as Pallas was
about to strike Athena, Zeus intervened on behalf of his daughter
by interposing the aegis. Pallas was startled, and Athena, tﬁking
advantage of her surprise, wounded and killed her. Athena was
distraught when she realized what she had done; in her grief she
made a wooden image of the girl and decked it with the aegis. This
statue, the Palladium, was cast down by Zeus and fell into the
territory of the Trojans, who built a temple to house it in honor.

1. Games and contests were also a part of the festivities; the prize awarded was an
amphora filled with oil. On it was depicted Athena in her war gear with an inscrip-
tion identifying the vase as Panathenaic.

2. Sometimes she is attended by a winged figure (Nike, Victory) bearing a crown or
garland of honor and success. Athena herself as Athena Nike 1'epresented victorious
achievement in war.
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Athena, from an Attic amphora, ca. 520 B.C. The goddess is siw.wn w.ith
helmet, spear, and shield. The Gorgon’s head appears on the aegis, Whl?,‘l]
here is a kind of cloak rather than a shield. (Staatliches Museum, Berlin.
Photo, courtesy of Hirmer Verlag Minchen.)

This Palladium appears in saga as carrying with it the destiny of the
city of Troy. Athena, too, in honor of her friend took the name Pallas
for herself. A more likely etiology is that the word Pallas means
maiden and is but another designation of Athena’s chastity, j.ust as
she is called parthenos, virgin, or (like Persephone) Kore, girl. .
Athena is a goddess of many specific arts, crafts, and §k1!ls
(military, political, and domestic), as well as the deification of wis-
dom and good counsel in a more generic and abstract conception.
She is, for example, skilled in the taming and training of h01'se§,
interested in ships and chariots, and the inventor of the flute. This
latter invention was supposed to have been inspired by the lame.n-
tations (accompanied by the hiss of serpents) uttered by the surviv-
ing Gorgons after the death of Medusa. But Athgna ‘qulckly grew to
dislike the new instrument because her beautiful features became
distorted when she played and so she threw it away in disgust.
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Marsyas, the satyr, picked up the instrument with dire conse-
quences, as we shall see. Athena was worshiped along with
Hephaestus in Athens as patroness of all arts and crafts.

The famous story of Arachne bears testimony to the importance
of Athena as the patroness of women’s household arts, especially
spinning and weaving. In Ovid’s account (Metamorphoses
6. 5-145) Athena has, of course, become the Roman Minerva.

Minerva turned her mind to Arachne’s destruction, for
she had heard that her fame as a worker in wool equaled
her own. Arachne’s birth and position brought her no dis-
tinction—it was her skill that did. Idmon of Colophon was
her father, who dyed the thirsty wool with Ionian purple;
her mother, who also was of low birth like her husband,
had died. Yet their daughter, Arachne, for all that she was
born in a lowly family living at lowly Hypaepa, pursued
her quest for fame throughout the cities of Lydia by her
work. The nymphs of Tmolus often left their vineyards,
the nymphs of Pactolus often left their waters—to see and
wonder at Arachne’s handiwork. Nor was their pleasure
merely in seeing her finished work, but also in observing
her at work, such delight was in her skill. Whether at the
beginning she gathered the unworked wool into balls, or
worked it with her fingers and drew out lengths of fleece
like clouds, or with swift-moving thumb turned the smooth
spindle, or whether she used her embroidering needle—
you would know that Minerva had taught her. Yet she
would not admit this; jealous of her great teacher she
said, “Let her compete with me; if she wins I deny her
nothing.”

Minerva disguised herself as an old woman, white-
haired and supporting herself upon a stick, and spoke as
follows: “Not everything that old age brings is to be
avoided; experience comes with the passing years. Do not
despise my advice! Let your ambition be to excel mortal
women at weaving; give place to the goddess and pray for
her forgiveness for your rash words! She will pardon you if
you pray.” Arachne glowered at her; leaving her half-fin-
ished work and with difficulty restraining herself from
blows, she openly showed her anger by her expression, as
she attacked disguised Minerva with these words: “You
old fool, enfeebled by advanced old age. Too long a life
has done you no good! Keep your advice for your sons’
wives (if you have any) and your daughter. I can think for
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myself, and you need not think your advice does any
good—you will not change my mind. Why does not the
goddess herself come? Why does she refuse to compete
with me?” Then Minerva cried: “She has come!” and
throwing off her diguise she showed herself as she was,
the goddess Minerva. The nymphs and women of Lydia
worshiped her divine presence; Arachne alone felt no
awe. Yet she blushed; a sudden flush stole over her face in
spite of herself and as suddenly faded, like the red glow of
the sky when Dawn first glows just before the heavens
begin to whiten with the sun’s rising. Obstinately she held
to her course and rushed to destruction in her foolish de-
sire for the prize. Jupiter’s daughter resisted no more; she
offered her no more advice; no more did she put oft the
competition.

Ovid goes on to describe the weaving contest. Each weaves a
tapestry at her loom with surpassing skill, depicting scenes from
mythology. Minerva displays her contest with Neptune for the lord-
ship of Attica and adds four subordinate scenes of mortals who
challenged gods and were turned by them into other shapes. The
whole was framed by an olive-tree motif—“with her own tree she
concluded her work.”

Unwarned by the lessons of Minerva’s legends, Arachne de-
picted scenes of the gods’ less honorable amorous conquests—
where Jupiter, Neptune, Apollo, Bacchus, and Saturn deceived
goddesses and mortal women. As she completed her tapestry with a
design of trailing ivy, Minerva’s anger burst forth. Ovid continues:

Minerva could find no fault with the work, not even
Envy herself could. Angered by Arachne’s success, the
golden-haired goddess tore up the embroidered tapestry
with its stories of the gods’ shameful deeds. With the box-
wood shuttle she beat Arachne’s face repeatedly. In grief
Arachne strangled herself, stopping the passage of life
with a noose. Minerva pitied her as she was hanging and
raised her up with these words: “Stubborn girl, live, yet
hang! And—to make you anxious for the future—may the
same punishment be decreed for all your descendants.”

With these words Minerva sprinkled her with the
juice of a magic herb. As the fateful liquid touched her,
Arachne’s hair dropped off; her nose and ears vanished,
and her head was shrunken; her whole body was con-
tracted. From her side thin fingers dangled for legs, and
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the rest. became her belly. Yet still from this she lets the
thread issue forth and, a spider now, practices her former
weaving art.

This story also illustrates the moral earnestness of this warrior
maiden that is often only too apparent. Her character is usuall
impeccable; unlike another virgin goddess, Artemis, to whorr; mel}ll
made advances, although at their dire peril, Athena remained virtu-
ally unapproachable sexually. The attempt of Hephaestus on her
honor (in. the early saga of Athens in which Athena inevitably must
play an important role) confirms the purity and integrity of her
convictions. It would be a misconception, however, to imagine
Atho,:—zna only as a cold and formidable virago who migh; easily elicit
one’s respect but hardly one’s love. This Valkyrie-like maiden doe‘s
have her touching moments, not only in her close and warm rela-
tionship with her father, Zeus, but also in her devout loyalty and
steadfast protection of more than one hero (e.g., Telemachus and
Odysseus, Heracles, Perseus, and Bellerophon)., k

Either alone or coupled with Apollo, Athena can be made the
representative of a new order of divinity—the younger generation
of the ‘gods championing progress and the advanced enlightenment
of civilization. It is Athena as the agent of Zeus who brings the
Odyssey to a close by answering the primitive demand: for blood
evoked by the relatives of the suitors and establishing the divine
and universal validity of the justice meted out by Odysseus. In
Aeschylus’ Oresteia she is on the side of Apollo for the acquitt'a;l of
O?estes through the due process of law in Athens before the court
of th‘e Areopagus (which the goddess is said to have created), ap-
peasing and silencing, presumably forever, the old social 01'dér of
family vendetta represented by the Furies.



CHAPTER

APHRODITE

and

EROS

As we have seen, Hesiod describes the birth of Aphrodite after the
castration of Uranus and derives her name from the Greek word for
foam, aphros. Hesiod also links the goddess closely with Cythera
and Cyprus; the latter was especially associated with her worship,
in its city of Paphos particularly. Thus Aphrodite is called both
Cytherea and Cypris. Another version of her birth gives her parents
as Zeus and Dione. Dione is little more than a name to us, but a
curious one, since it is the feminine form of the name Zeus (which
in another form is Dios).

This double tradition of Aphrodite’s birth suggested a basic
duality in her character or the existence of two separate goddesses
of love: Aphrodite Urania or Celestial Aphrodite sprung from
Uranus alone, ethereal and sublime; Aphrodite Pandemos (Aphro-
dite of all the people or common Aphrodite) sprung from Zeus and
Dione and essentially physical in nature. In Plato’s Symposium,
one of the speakers, Pausanias, elaborates upon this distinction and
claims that Aphrodite Urania, the older of the two, is stronger, more
intelligent, and spiritual, whereas Aphrodite Pandemos, born from
both sexes, is more base, and aimed primarily at physical satisfac-
tion. It is important to understand that the Aphrodite that sprang
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Venus Drawn by Doves, artist unknown, ca. 1815. This American Primitive
painting (watercolor on silk) naively shows the goddess as a nineteenth-
century lady riding above an American landscape and accompanied by the
traditional symbols of the chariot, doves, and Cupids. (Abby Aldrich
Rockefeller Folk Art Collection, Williamsburg, Virginia. Reproduced by
permission.)

from Uranus (despite her sexuality in Hesiod’s account) becomes
for philosophy and religion the celestial goddess of pure and spirit-
ual love and the antithesis of Aphrodite, daughter of Zeus and
Dione, the goddess of physical attraction and procreation. This dis-
tinction between sacred and profane love is one of the most potent
archetypes in the history of civilization.

In general Aphrodite is the goddess of beauty, love, and mar-
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riage. Her worship was universal in the ancient world, but its facets
were many and varied. At Corinth, for example, temple harlots
were kept in Aphrodite’s honor; at Athens this same goddess was
the staid and respectable deity of marriage and married love (one
could presumably forget or deny the Aphrodite who betrayed her
husband Hephaestus in Homer’s story).

The gamut of the conceptions of the goddess of love is reflected
in painting and sculpture as well as in literature. Archaic idols are
grotesque in their exaggeration of her sexual attributes as with
other fertility goddesses. In early Greek art she is rendered as a
beautiful woman, usually clothed. By the fourth century she is por-
trayed in the nude (or nearly so), the idealization of womanhood in
all her femininity; the sculptor Praxiteles was mainly responsible
for establishing the type—sensuous in its soft curves and voluptu-
ousness. (His mistress, the courtesan Phryne, was said to be his
model and some claim that Aphrodite herself asked: “Where did
Praxiteles see me naked?”) As so often in the ancient world, once a
master had captured a universal conception, it was repeated end-
lessly with or without significant variations. Everyone knows the
Venus di Milo or one of the many other extant copies, although
Praxiteles’ originals have not survived.

The Graces (Charites) and the Seasons (Horae), whose birth
and nature have already been mentioned, are often associated with
Aphrodite as decorative and appropriate attendants. The goddess
herself possessed a magic girdle having special powers of entice-
ment that were irresistible. In the Iliad Hera borrows it with great
effect upon her husband, Zeus.

The more elemental and physical aspects of Aphrodite’s nature
are seen in the offspring attributed to her; her union with Hermes
produced Hermaphroditus, whose story is told elsewhere. Priapus
is another son of Aphrodite; the father is variously named. He may
be Hermes again, or Dionysus, Pan, Adonis, or even Zeus. Priapus
is a fertility-god, generally depicted as deformed and bearing a
huge and erect phallus. He is found in gardens and at the doors of
houses. He is part scarecrow, part bringer of luck, and part guardian
against thieves; therefore he has something in common with his
father, Hermes. He resembles Dionysus and Pan (two of his re-
puted fathers), and sometimes is confused with them or their reti-
nues. Whatever the origins of Priapus in terms of sincere and primi-
tive reverence for the male powers of generation, stories about him
usually came to be comic and obscene. In the jaded society of later
antiquity his worship meant little more than a cult of sophisticated
pornography.

There are many stories that illustrate the mighty power of Aph-

APHRODITE AND EROS 117

rodite; the following one has provided a potent theme in subse-
quent literature.

Ovid tells how Aphrodite (Venus in his version) was enraged
with the women of Cyprus because they dared to deny her divinity:
the goddess in her wrath caused them to be the first women to
prostitute themselves, and as they lost all their sense of shame it
was easy to turn them into stone. Ovid goes on to relate the story of
Pygmalion and the result of his disgust for these women (Metamor-
phoses 10. 243-97).

Pygmalion saw these women leading a life of sin and
was repelled by the many vices that nature had implanted
in the feminine mind. And so he lived alone without a
wife for a long time doing without a woman to share his
bed. Meanwhile he fashioned happily a statue of ivory,
white as snow, and gave it a beauty surpassing that of any
woman born; and he fell in love with what he had made.
It looked like a real maiden who you would believe was
alive and willing to move, had not modesty prevented her.
To such an extent art concealed art; Pygmalion wondered
at the body he had fashioned and the flames of passion
burned in his breast. He often ran his hands over his crea-
tion to test whether it was real flesh and blood or ivory.
And he would not go so far as to admit that it was ivory.
He gave it kisses and thought that they were returned; he
spoke to it and held it and believed that his fingers sank
into the limbs that he touched and was afraid that a bruise
might appear as he pressed her close. Sometimes he en-
ticed her with blandishments, at other times he brought
her gifts that please a girl: shells and smooth pebbles,
little birds, flowers of a thousand colors, lilies, painted
balls, and drops of amber, the tears wept by Phaethon’s
sisters who had been changed into trees. He also clothed
her limbs with garments, put rings on her fingers, draped
long necklaces around her neck, dangled jewelry from her
ears, hung adornments on her breast. All was becoming
but she looked no less beautiful naked. He placed her on
his bed with covers dyed in Tyrian purple and laid her
down, to rest her head on soft pillows of feathers as if she
could feel them.

The most celebrated feast day of Venus in the whole
of Cyprus arrived; heifers, their crooked horns adorned
with gold, were slaughtered by the blow of the axe on
their snowy necks and incense smoked. When he had
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made his offering at the altar, Pygmalion stood and timidly
prayed: “If you gods are able to grant everything, I desire
for my wife . . . He did not dare to say “my ivory
maiden.” Golden Venus herself was present at her festival
and understood what his prayers meant. As an omen of her
kindly will a tongue of flame burned bright and flared up
in the air. When he returned home Pygmalion grasped the
image of his girl and lay beside her on the bed and show-
ered her with kisses. She seemed to be warm. He touched
her with his lips again and felt her breasts with his hands.
At his touch the ivory grew soft, and its rigidity gave way
to the pressure of his fingers; it yielded just as Hymettan
wax when melted in the sun is fashioned into many
shapes by the working of the hands and made pliable. He
is stunned but dubious of his joy and fearful he is wrong.
In his love he touches this answer to his prayers. It was a
body; the veins throbbed as he felt them with his thumb.
Then in truth Pygmalion was full of prayers in which he
gave thanks to Venus. At last he presses his lips on lips
that are real and the maiden feels the kisses she is given
and as she raises her eyes to meet his she sees both her
lover and the sky. The goddess is present at the marriage
that she has made, and now when the crescent moon had
become full nine times Pygmalion’s wife gave birth to
Paphos, and from him the place got its name.

Galatea is the name given to Pygmalion’s beloved in later mod-
ern versions of the tale.

Many of Aphrodite’s characteristics are Oriental in tone, and
specific links can be found that are clearly Phrygian, Syrian, and
Semitic in origin. In the most famous of her myths she is confused
with the great Phoenician goddess, Astarte; they have in common
as their love a young and handsome youth named by the Greeks
Adonis. Perhaps the best-known version of the story of Aphrodite
and Adonis is told by Ovid. Paphos (the son of Pygmalion and
Galatea) had a son, Cinyras. Myrrha, the daughter of Cinyras, fell

desperately in love with her own father. Tormented by her sense of

shame and guilt, the poor girl was on the point of suicide, but she
was rescued just in time by her faithful nurse, who eventually
wrenched the secret from her. Although the old woman was horri-
fied by what she learned, she preferred to help satisfy the girl’s
passion rather than to see her die. It was arranged that the daughter
should go to the bed of her father without his knowing her identity,
and their incestuous relations continued for some time until Ciny-
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Venus and Adonis, by Titian (ca. 1477-1576. Widener Collection, National

Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Reproduced by permission of the Na-
tional Gallery.)

ras in dismay found out with whom he had been sleeping. In terror
Myrrha fled from the wrath of her father. As he pursued her she
prayed for deliverance and was changed into a myrrh tree which
continually drips with her tears. Myrrha had become pregnant by
her father and from the tree was born a beautiful son named Adonis,
who grew up to be a most handsome youth and keen hunter. At the
sight of him Aphrodite fell desperately in love. She warned Adonis
against the dangers of the hunt, telling him to be especially wary of
any wild beasts that would not turn and flee but stood firm. Ovid’s
story continues as follows (Metamorphoses 10. 708-39):

These were the warnings of Venus and she rode away
through the air in her chariot yoked with swans. But
Adonis’ courageous nature stood in the way of her admoni-
tions. By chance his dogs followed the clear tracks of a
wild boar and frightened it from its hiding place. As it was
ready to come out of the woods, the son of Cinyras hit a
glancing blow on its side. With its crooked snout the sav-
age beast immediately dislodged the blood-stained spear
and made for the frightened youth as he fled for safety.
The boar buried its tusk deep within his groin and
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The Death of Adonis, by Ribera (1591-1652). Titian’s painting shows
Adonis wilfully leaving Venus to resume the hunt. Ribera dramatically
shows the dying Adonis, his spear and hound nearby, while Venus de-
scends from her dove-drawn chariot to mourn him. (Mr. and Mrs. William
H. Marlatt Fund, The Cleveland Museum of Art. Reproduced by permis-
sion of The Cleveland Museum.)

brought him down on the yellow sand, dying. As Venus
was being borne through the air in her light chariot on the
wings of swans (she had not yet reached Cyprus), she
heard the groans of the dying boy from afar and turned the
course of her white birds toward them. When she saw
from the air above his lifeless body lying in his own
blood, she rushed down, and rent her bosom and her hair
and beat her breast with hands not meant to do such vio-
lence. She complained against the Fates, crying: “But still
everything will not be subject to your decrees; a memorial
of my grief for you, Adonis, will abide forever. The scene
of your death will be re-created annually with the ritual of

Y.
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my grief performed. But your blood will be transforimed
into a flower. O Persephone, you were allowed at one time
to change the limbs of the maiden Mentha into the fra-
grant mint—will I be begrudged then the transformation
of my hero, the son of Cinyras?” With these words she
sprinkled fragrant nectar on his blood which, at the touch
of the drops, began to swell just like a gleaming bubble in
the rain. In no longer than an hour’s time a flower sprang
from the blood, red as the thick skin of the fruit of the
pomegranate that hides the seeds within. Yet the flower is
of brief enjoyment for the winds (which give it its name,
anemone) blow upon it; with difficulty it clings to life and
falls under the blasts and buffeting.

Ovid’s story predicts the rites associated with the worship of
Adonis involving ceremonial wailing and the singing of dirges over
the effigy of the dead youth. Obviously we have here once again a
rendition of a recurrent theme: the Great Mother and her lover,
who dies as vegetation dies and comes back to life again. Another
version of the myth makes this even clearer. When Adonis was an
infant, Aphrodite put him in a chest and gave it to Persephone to
keep. Persephone looked inside and once she saw the beauty of the
boy she refused to give him back. Zeus settled the quarrel that
ensued by deciding that Adonis would stay with Persephone below
one part of the year and with Aphrodite in the upper world for the
other part. It is possible to detect similarities between Easter cele-
brations of the dead and risen Christ in various parts of the world
and those in honor of the dead and risen Adonis. Christianity, too,
absorbed and transformed the ancient conception of the sorrowing
goddess with her lover dying in her arms to that of the sad Virgin
holding in her lap her beloved Son.

Parallels to the figures of Aphrodite and Adonis may be found
in the Assyrio-Babylonian myth of Ishtar and Tammuz and more
readily and obviously in the Phrygian story of Cybele ! and Attis.
The Oriental touches are apparent in the myth of the Great Mother
and her lover. Cybele was sprung from the earth, originally a bisex-
ual deity but then reduced to a female. From the severed organ an
almond tree arose. Nana, the daughter of the god of the river Sanga-
rios, picked a blossom from the tree and put it in her bosom; the
blossom disappeared, and Nana found herself pregnant. A son, At-

1. Her worship was introduced into Rome in 204. Lucretius (De Rerum Natura
2. 600—651) presents a hostile but vivid account of the orgiastic nature of her wor-
ship; for Lucretius the very natare of deity is that it exists forever tranquil and aloof,
untouched by the human condition and immune to human prayers.
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tis, was born and exposed, but a he-goat attended him. Attis grew
up to be a handsome youth, and Cybele fell in love with him;
however, he loved another, and Cybele in her jealousy drove him
mad. In his madness Attis castrated himself and died.? Cybele re-
pented and obtained Zeus’ promise that the body of Attis would
never decay.

In her worship Cybele was followed by a retinue of devotees
who worked themselves into a frenzy of devotion that could lead to
self-mutilation. The orgiastic nature of her ritual is suggested by
the frantic music that accompanied her: the beating of drums, the
clashing of cymbals, and the blaring of horns. The myth explains
why her priests (called Galli) were eunuchs. It is also easy to see
how the din that attended Cybele could be confused with the ritual
connected with another mother-goddess, Rhea, whose attendants
long ago hid the cries of the infant Zeus from his father, Cronus, by
the clash of their music.

Attis, then, like Adonis is another resurrection-god, and their
personalities become merged in the tradition. Like Adonis, Attis
may die not through his self-inflicted wounds but by the tusk of a
boar. Furthermore Attis, like Adonis, comes back to life with the
rebirth of vegetation.

We have evidence of springtime ceremonies at which the pub-
lic mourned and rejoiced for the death and rebirth of Attis. We can
ascertain, too, the nature of the secret and mystic rites that were
also a part of his worship. Frazer provides a compelling reconstruc-
tion.

Our information as to the nature of these mysteries and the
date of their celebration is unfortunately very scanty, but
they seem to have included a sacramental meal and a bap-
tism of blood. In the sacrament the novice became a par-
taker of the mysteries by eating out of a drum and drinking
out of a cymbal, two instruments of music which figured
prominently in the thrilling orchestra of Attis. The fast
which accompanied the mourning for the dead god may
perhaps have been designed to prepare the body of the
communicant for the reception of the blessed sacrament by
purging it of all that could defile by contact the sacred ele-
ments. In the baptism the devotee, crowned with gold

and wreathed with fillets, descended into a pit, the mouth
of which was covered with a wooden grating. A bull,

2. Catullus (63) makes the anguish, love, and remorse of Attis the stutf of great
poetry.
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adorned with garlands of flowers, its forehead glittering
with gold leaf, was then driven on to the grating and there
stabbed to death with a consecrated spear. Its hot reeking
blood poured in torrents through the apertures, and was
received with devout cagerness by the worshipper on every
part of his person and garments, till he emerged from the
pit, drenched, dripping, and scarlet from head to foot, to
receive the homage, nay the adoration of his fellows as one
who had been born again to eternal life and had washed
away his sins in the blood of the bull. For some time after-
wards the fiction of a new birth was kept up by dieting him
on milk like a newborn babe. The regeneration of the wor-
shiper took place at the same time as the regeneration of
his god, namely at the vernal equinox.’

These were the practices as far as we can know in the East and
at Rome; they are not Greek. But we are obviously, once again, in
the exotic realm of the mystery religions; this one, like the others,
rests upon a common fundamental belief in immortality.

The myth of Aphrodite and Adonis, like that of Cybele and
Attis, depicts the destruction of the subordinate male in the grip of
the eternal and all-dominating female through whom resurrection
and new life may be attained. An important variation on the same
theme is illustrated by the story of Aphrodite and Anchises. In this
instance the possibility of the utter debilitation of the male as he
fertilizes the female is very real; Anchises is in dread fear that he
will be depleted and exhausted as a man because he has slept with
the immortal goddess. As the story is told in the Homeric Hymn to
Aphrodite (number 5) we are given ample evidence of the mighty
power of the goddess in the universe and a rich and symbolic pic-
ture of her devastating beauty. Here Aphrodite is a fertility goddess
and mother as well as a divine and enticing woman, epitomizing
the lure of sexual and romantic love.

The Homeric Hymn begins by telling us that there are only
three hearts that the great goddess of love is unable to sway: those
of Athena, Artemis, and Hestia. All others, both gods and god-
desses, she can bend to her will. And so great Zeus caused Aphro-
dite herself to fall in love with a man, because he did not want her
to continue her boasts that she in her power had joined the immor-
tal gods and goddesses in love with mortals to beget mortal chil-

3. The New Golden Bough, a New Abridgement of the Classic Work (by James G.

Frazer), ed. Theodore H. Gaster, pp. 313—14. Copyright © 1959 by S. G. Phillips,
Inc.
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dren but had experienced no such humiliating experience herself.

The Hymn continues (53—201):

Zeus put into Aphrodite’s heart sweet longing for An-
chises, who at that time was tending cattle on the high
ranges of Mt. Ida with its many streams. In beauty he was
like the immortals and so when laughter-loving Aphrodite
saw him, she fell in love and a terrible longing seized her
being. She went to Paphos in Cyprus and entered her fra-
grant temple. For her precinct and fragrant altar are there.
And after she went in she closed the shining doors; inside
the Graces (Charites) bathed her and rubbed her with am-
brosial oil, the kind used by the eternal gods, and she
emerged perfumed in its heavenly sweetness. After she
was beautifully clothed in her lovely garments and
adorned with gold, laughter-loving Aphrodite left fragrant
Cyprus and hastened to Troy, pressing swiftly on her way,
high among the clouds. And she came to Ida, the mother
of beasts, with its many springs and crossed the mountain
straight for the hut of Anchises. Gray wolves, bright-eyed
lions, bears, and swift panthers, ravenous after deer, fol-
lowed her, fawning. When she saw them, she was de-
lighted within her heart and filled their breasts with de-
sire; and they all went together in pairs to their beds,
deep in their shadowy lairs.

She came to the well-built shelter and found him in
his hut, left alone by the others, the hero Anchises, who
had in full measure the beauty of the gods. All the rest
were out following the cattle in the grassy pastures, but
he, left alone by the others, paced to and fro playing a
thrilling melody on his lyre. The daughter of Zeus, Aphro-
dite, stood before him, assuming the form of a beautitul
young virgin, so that Anchises might not be afraid when
he caught sight of her with his eyes. After Anchises saw
her, he pondered as he marveled at her beautiful form and
shining garments. For she wore a robe that was more bril-
liant than the gleam of fire, and she was adorned with
intricate jewelry and radiant flowers and about her soft
throat were exquisite necklaces beautifully ornate and of
gold. The raiment about her tender breasts shone like the
moon, a wonder to behold.

Desire gripped Anchises and he addressed her: “Hail
to you, O lady, who have come to this dwelling, whoever
of the blessed gods you are, Artemis or Leto or golden
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Aphrodite or well-born Themis or gleaming-eyed Athena;
or perhaps you who have come here are one of the Graces
who are the companions of the gods and are called immor-
tal or one of the nymphs who haunt the beautiful woods or
inhabit this beautiful mountain, the streams of rivers, and
the grassy meadows. I shall build an altar for you on a
high mound in a conspicuous spot and I shall offer you
beautiful sacrifices in all seasons. Be kindly disposed to-
ward me and grant that [ be a preeminent hero among the
Trojans; make my offspring flourish in the time to come
and allow me myself to live well for a long time and see
the light of the sun, happy among my people, and reach
the threshold of old age.”

Then Aphrodite, the daughter of Zeus, answered him:
“Anchises, most renowned of earth-born men, I tell you
that I am not any one of the gods. Why do you compare
me to the immortals? No, I am a mortal and my mother
who bore me was a mortal woman; my father, Otreus, who
rules over all Phrygia with its fortresses, has a famous
name; perhaps you have heard of him. But I know your
language as well as I know our own, for a Trojan nurse
reared me in my home in Phrygia; she took me from my
mother when I was a very little child and brought me up.
And so to be sure I readily understand your language.
Now Hermes, the slayer of Argus, with his golden wand,
snatched me away from the choral dance in honor of Ar-
temis, the goddess of the golden arrows, who delights in
the sounds of the hunt. We were a group of many nymphs
and virgins such as suitors pursue, and in a vast throng we
circled round about. From here the slayer of Argus with
his golden wand snatched me away and whisked me over
many places, some cultivated by mortal men, others wild
and unkempt, through which carnivorous beasts stalk from
their shadowy lairs. I thought that I should never set foot
again on the life-giving earth. But he told me that I should
be called to the bed of Anchises as his lawful wife and
that I should bear splendid children to you. And when he
had explained and given his directions, then indeed he,
the mighty slayer of Argus, went back again among the
company of the gods.

But I have come to you and the force of destiny is
upon me. I implore you, by Zeus and by your goodly par-
ents (for they could not be base and have such a son as
you), take me, pure and untouched by love, as T am, and
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present me to your father and devoted mother and to your
brothers who are born from the same blood. I shall not be
an unseemly bride in their eyes but a fitting addition to
your family. And send a messenger quickly to Phrygia,
home of swift horses, to tell my father and worried mother.
They will send you gold enough and woven raiment; ac-
cept their many splendid gifts as their dowry for me. Do
these things and prepare the lovely marriage celebration
which both men and immortal gods cherish.”

As she spoke thus, the goddess struck Anchises with
sweet desire and he cried out to her: “If, as you declare,
you are mortal and a mortal woman is your mother and
Otreus is your renowned father, and you have come here
through the agency of Hermes and are to be called my
wife all our days, then no one of the gods or mortal men
will restrain me from joining with you in love right here
and now, not even if the archer god Apollo himself were
to shoot his grief-laden shafts from his silver bow. After I
have once gone up into your bed, O maiden, fair as a god-
dess, 1 should even be willing to go below into the house
of Hades.”

As he spoke he clasped her hand and laughter-loving
Aphrodite turned away and with her beautiful eyes down-
cast crept into his bed, with its fine coverings, for it had
already been made with soft blankets; on it lay the skins
of bears and loud-roaring lions that Anchises had slain in
the lofty mountains. And then when they went up to his
well-wrought bed, Anchises first removed the gleaming
ornaments, the intricate brooches and flowers and neck-
laces; and he loosened the belt about her waist and took
off her shining garments and set them down on a silver-
studded chair. Then by the will of the gods and of fate he,
a mortal man, lay with an immortal goddess, without
knowing the truth.

At the time when herdsmen turn their cattle and
staunch sheep back to their shelter from the flowery pas-
tures, Aphrodite poured upon Anchises a sleep that was
sound and sweet, and she dressed herself in her lovely
raiment. When the goddess of goddesses had clothed her
body beautifully, she stood by the couch and her head
reached up to the well-wrought beam of the roof, and from
her cheeks shone the heavenly beauty that belongs to
Cytherea of the beautiful crown. She roused Anchises
from sleep and called out to him with the words: “Get up,

APHRODITE AND EROS 127

son of Dardanus; why do you sleep so deeply? Tell me if 1
appear to you to be like the person whom you first per-
ceived with your eyes.”

Thus she spoke, and he immediately awoke and did as
he was told. When he saw the neck and the beautiful eyes
of Aphrodite he was afraid and looked down turning his
eyes away and he hid his handsome face in his cloak and
begged her with winged words: “Now from the first mo-
ment that I have looked at you with my eyes, O goddess, 1
know you are divine; and you did not tell me the truth.
But I implore you, by aegis-bearing Zeus, do not allow me
to continue to dwell among men, still alive but enfeebled;
have pity, for no man retains his full strength who sleeps
with an immortal goddess.”

Then Aphrodite, the daughter of Zeus, replied: “An-
chises, most renowned of mortal men, be of good courage
and do not be overly frightened in your heart. For you
need have no fear that you will suffer evil from me or the
other blessed ones; indeed you are beloved by the gods.
And you will have a dear son who will rule among the
Trojans; and his children will produce children in a con-
tinuous family succession. His name will be Aeneas since
I am gripped by a dread anguish * because I went into the
bed of a man, although among mortals those of your race
are always most like the gods in beauty and in stature.”

Aphrodite is upset because she can no longer taunt the gods
with the boast that she has caused them to love mortals while she
alone has never succumbed. As the Hymn proceeds she continues
to try to justify her actions by glorifying the family of Anchises. She
tells the story of Ganymede, who was beautiful and made immortal
by Zeus, and relates the sad tale of handsome Tithonus, also of the
Trojan royal family, who was beloved by Eos, and granted immor-
tality. Aphrodite’s son Aeneas, of course, emerges eventually as the
great hero of the Romans.

Eros, the male counterpart of Aphrodite, shares many of her
characteristics. He too had a dual tradition for his birth. He may be
the early cosmic deity in the creation myths of Hesiod and the
Orphics or the son of Aphrodite, his father being Ares. At any rate
he is often closely associated with the goddess as her attendant.
Eros, like Aphrodite, may represent all facets of love and desire,

4. The name Aeneas is here derived from the Greek ainos, which means dread.
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but often he is the god of male homosexuality, particularly in the
Greek classical period. He is depicted as a handsome young man,
the embodiment and idealization of masculine beauty. The Sympo-
sium of Plato provides a most comprehensive and protound analy-
sis of the manifold nature and power of love, especially in terms of a
conception of Eros, although Aphrodite is not excluded. The dia-
logue tells of a select gathering at the house of Agathon, a dramatic
poet, on the day after the customary celebration with the members
of his cast in honor of his victory with his first tragedy. The topic at
this most famous of dinner parties was that of love. Each guest in
turn was asked to expound on the subject. The speeches of Aris-
tophanes and Socrates, both of whom were present, are by far the
most rewarding in their universal implications.

Aristophanes’” speech (Plato Symposium 14—16 [189A-193E])
follows that of Pausanias and Eryximachus, two of the other guests.

Men seem to me to have failed completely to compre-
hend the power of Eros, for if they did comprehend it,
they would have built to him the greatest altars and tem-
ples and offered the greatest sacrifices, whereas he is
given none of these honors, although he should have them
most of all. For he is the most friendly to man of all the
gods, his helper and physician in those ills, which if
cured, would bring about the greatest happiness for the
human race. Therefore I shall try to initiate you into the
nature of his power and you will be the teachers of others.

But first you must understand the nature of mankind
and what experiences it has suffered. For our nature long
ago was not the same as it is now but different. In the
beginning mankind had three sexes, not two, male and
female, as now; but there was in addition, a third, which
partook of both the others; now it has vanished and only
its name survives. At that time there was a distinct sex, the
androgynous both in appearance and in name partaking of
the characteristics of both the male and the female, but
now it does not exist, except for the name which is re-
tained as a term of reproach. Furthermore every human
being was in shape a round entity, with back and sides
forming a circle; he had four hands, an equal number of
feet, one head, with two faces exactly alike but each look-
ing in opposite directions, set upon a circular neck, four
ears, two sets of genitals and everything else as one might
imagine from this description. He walked upright just as
we do now in whichever direction (backward or forward)
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he wished. When they were anxious to run they made use
of all their limbs (which were then eight in number) by
turning cartwheels just like acrobats and quickly carried
themselves along by this circular movement. The sexes
were three in number and.of such a kind for these rea-
sons; originally the male was sprung from the sun, the
female from the earth, and the third, partaking of both
male and female, from the moon, because the moon par-
takes of both the sun and the earth, and indeed because
they were just like their parents their shape was spherical
and their movement circular. Their strength and might
were terrifying; they had great ambitions and they made
an attack on the gods. What Homer relates about Ephialtes
and Otus and their attempt to climb up to heaven and as-
sail the gods is told also about these beings as well.

Zeus and the other gods took counsel about what they
should do and they were at a loss. They could not bring
themselves to kill them (just as they had obliterated the
race of the giants with blasts of thunder and lightning), for
they would deprive themselves of the honors and sacri-
fices which they received from men, nor could they allow
them to continue in their insolence. After paintul delibera-
tion Zeus declared that he had a plan. “I think that I have
a way,” he said, “whereby men may continue to exist but
will cease from their insolence by being made weaker. For
I shall cut each of them in two and they will be at the
same time both weaker and more useful to us because of
their greater numbers, and they will walk upright on two
legs. If they still seem to be insolent and do not wish to
be quiet, I shall split them again and they will hop about
on one leg.”

With these words he cut men in two, just as one splits
fruit which is to be preserved or divides an egg with a
hair. As he bisected each one, he ordered Apollo to turn
the face with the half of the neck attached around to the
side that was cut, so that man by being able to see the
signs of his bisection might be better behaved; and he
ordered him to heal the marks of the catting. Apollo
turned the face around and drew together the skin like a
pouch with drawstrings on what is now called the belly
and tied it in the middle making a single knot, which is
called the navel. He smoothed out the many other wrin-
kles and molded the chest using a tocl like that of cob-
blers when they smooth out the wrinkles in the leather on
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their last. But he left a few on their bellies around their
navel as a reminder of their experience of long ago. And
so when their original nature had been split in two, each
longed for his other half and when they encountered it
they threw their arms about one another and embraced in
their desire to grow together again and they died through
hunger and neglect of the other necessities of life because
of their wish to do nothing separated from each other.
Whenever one of a pair died, the other that was left
searched out and embraced another mate, either the half
of a whole female (which we now call woman) or of a
male. Thus they perished, and Zeus in his pity devised
another plan: he transferred their genitals to the front; for
until now they had been on the outside and they begot
and bore their offspring not in conjunction with one an-
other but by emission into the earth, like grasshoppers.
And so Zeus moved their genitals to the front and thereby
had them reproduce by intercourse with one another, the
male with the female. He did this for two reasons: if a man
united with a woman they would propagate the race and it
would survive, but if a male united with a male, they
might find satisfaction and freedom to turn to their pur-
suits and devote themselves to the other concerns of life.
From such early times, then, love for one another has
been implanted in the human race, a love that unifies in
his attempt to make one out of two and to heal and restore
the basic nature of man.

Each of us therefore is but a broken tally, half a man,
since we have been cut just like the side of a flatfish and
made two instead of one. All who are a section halved
from the beings of the common sex (which was at that
time called androgynous) are lovers of women; many adul-
terers come from this source including women who love
men and are promiscuous. All women who are a section
halved from the female do not pay any attention to men
but rather turn to women; lesbians come from this source.
All who are a section halved from the male pursue males
and all the while they are young, since they are slices, as
it were, of the male, they love men and take delight in
lying by their side and embracing them; these are the best
of boys and youths because they are the most manly in
nature. Some say that they are without shame but they do
not tell the truth. For they behave the way they do not
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through shamelessness but through courage, manliness,
and masculinity as they cling to what is similar to them.
Here is a great proof of what I say. Only men of this sort
proceed to politics when they grow up. Once they are men
they love boys and do not turn their thoughts to marriage
and procreation naturally but are forced to by law or con-
vention; it is enough for them to spend their lives together
unmarried. In short, then, a man like this is a lover of men
as a boy and a lover of boys as a man, always clinging to
what is akin to his nature. Therefore whenever anyone of
this sort and every other kind of person encounters the
other half that is actually his, then they are struck in an
amazing way with affection, kinship, and love, virtually
unwilling to be separated from each other for even a short
time. These are the ones who spend their whole life to-
gether, although they would not be able to tell what they
wish to gain from each other. No one would imagine that
it is on account of their sexual association that the one
enjoys intensely being with the other; clearly the soul of
each desires something else which it cannot describe but
only hint at obscurely. Suppose Hephaestus, his tools in
hand, were to stand over them as they lay together and
ask: “O mortals, what is it that you wish to gain from one
another?” Or when they were at a loss for an answer he
were to ask again: “Is this what you desire, to be together
always as much as possible so as never to be separated
from each other night and day? If this is what you desire I
am willing to fuse and weld you together so that the two
of you may become one and the same person and as long
as you live, you may both live united in one being, and
when you die, you may die together as one instead of two
united even in the realms of Hades. Just see if this would
be enough to satisfy your longing.” We know that there is
not one person who after hearing these words would deny
their truth and say that he wanted something else, but he
would believe that he had heard exactly what he had de-
sired for a long time—namely, to be melted in unison with
his beloved and the two of them become one. The reason
is that our ancient nature was thus and we were whole.
And so Love is merely the name for the desire and
pursuit of the whole. Previously, as I have said, we were
one, but now because of our wickedness we have been
split by the god (just as the Arcadians have been split up
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by the Spartans).” There is too the fear that it we do not
behave properly toward the gods we may again be bi-
sected just as dice that are divided as tallies and go around
like the figures cut in profile on steles, split right along
their noses. For this reason all men must be urged to pay
reverence to the gods so that we may avoid suffering fur-
ther bisection and win what Eros has to give as our guide
and leader. Let no one act in opposition to him—whoever
does incurs the enmity of the gods. For if we are recon-
ciled and friendly to the god of love we shall find and win
our very own beloved, an achievement few today attain.
Eryximachus is not to suppose in ridicule of my speech
that I am referring only to Pausanias and Agathon since
they perhaps happen to be of the class of those who love
males by nature. I am referring rather to all men and
women when I say that the happiness of our race lies in
the fulfillment of love; each must find the beloved that is
his and be restored to his original nature. If this ancient
state was best, of necessity the nearest to it in our present
circumstances must be best—namely, to find a beloved
who is of one and the same mind and nature. It is right to
praise Eros as the god responsible; he helps us most in
our present life by bringing us to what is kindred to us
and offers us the greatest hopes for the future. If we pay
reverence to the gods, he will restore us to our ancient
nature and with his cure make us happy and blessed.

Aristophanes concludes by again imploring Eryximachus not to
ridicule his speech and indeed, in the last analysis, we cannot help
but take it very seriously. The invention, the wit, and the absurdity
are all typical of the comic playwright, but so is the insight that they
so brilliantly elucidate. We do not know how much belongs to the
genius of Plato, but it would be difficult to imagine anything more
in character for Aristophanes. If we omit the outspoken glorification
of love between males (inspired perhaps by the company present
and certainly preliminary to Plato’s own message in Socrates” sub-
sequent speech), we have a most contemporary vision of the basic
need of one human being for another. Who can ever forget
Hephaestus as he stands before the two lovers and asks what they
hope to gain from each other? And who can deny that the complex

5. This reference to the dispersion of the inhabitants of Mantinea (an Arcadian city)
by the Spartans in 385 is an anachronism since the dramatic date of the speech is
purportedly 416.
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pature of this most fundamental physical and psychological drive is
here laid bare, with a ruthless penetration that is disconcertingly
contemporary, however much the scientific quest for precise defini-
tion and vocabulary since the time of Freud has replaced the sym-
bols of mythic art?

In Socrates’ speech, which provides the dramatic and philo-
sophical climax of the dialogue, we move from the conception of
love that is elemental and essentially physical to a sublime elucida-
tion of the highest spiritual attainments that Eros can inspire. An-
other myth is evoked, this time to establish the true nature of the
divine being, in opposition to the misconceptions of the previous
speakers. Socrates tells how he was instructed in the true nature of
Eros by a woman of Mantinea called Diotima. She makes him real-
ize that Eros is not good or beautiful nor bad and ugly, but in nature
lies somewhere between the two. Therefore he is not a god. Socra-
tes continues his argument quoting from his conversation with
Diotima (Symposium 23 [202D-204C)):

“What then might love be,” I said, “a mortal?” “Not
in the least,” she replied. “But what is he then?” “As I
told you earlier, he is not mortal or immortal but some-
thing between.” “What then, O Diotima?” “A great spirit,
O Socrates; for every spirit is intermediate between god
and man.” “What power does he have?” 1 asked. “He in-
terprets and conveys exchanges between gods and men,
prayers and sacrifices from men to gods, and orders and
gifts in return from gods to men; being intermediate he
fills in for both and serves as the bond uniting the two
worlds into a whole entity. Through him proceeds the
whole art of divination and the skill of priests in sacrifice,
ritual, spells, and every kind of sorcery and magic. God
does not have dealings with man directly, but through
Love all association and discourse between the two are
carried on, both in the waking hours and in time of sleep.
The one who is wise in such matters as these is a spiritual
man, and he who is wise in other arts and crafts is his in-
ferior. These spirits are many and of every kind and one of
them is Eros.”

“Who were his father and mother?” I asked. “Al-
though it is a rather long story, I shall tell you,” she re-
plied. “When Aphrodite was born the gods held a feast
and among them was Resourcefulness (Poros), the son of
Cleverness (Metis), and while they were dining, Poverty
(Penia) came and stood about the door to beg, since there
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was a party.® Resourcefulness became intoxicated with
nectar (for wine did not yet exist) and went into the gar-
den of Zeus where, overcome by his condition, he fell
asleep. Then Poverty, because of her own want and lack of
resourcefulness, contrived to have a child by Resourcetul-
ness and she lay by his side and conceived Eros. And so
Eros became the attendant and servant of Aphrodite, for
he was begotten on her birthday and he is by nature a
lover of beauty and Aphrodite is beautiful. Since Eros
then is the son of Resourcefulness and Poverty he is fated
to have the following kind of character. First of all he is
continually poor and, far from being soft and beautiful as
many believe, he is hard and squalid, without shoes, with-
out a home, and without a bed; he always sleeps on the
ground, in doorways, and on the street. Thus he has his
mother’s nature with want as his constant companion. On
the other hand, like his father, he lays his plots to catch
the beautiful and the good; being vehement and energetic,
he is a dread hunter, always weaving some scheme; full of
resource he has a passion for knowledge and is a lover of
wisdom during all his life, a clever wizard, sorcerer, and
sophist. He is not immortal nor is he mortal, but at one
time he flourishes and lives whenever he is successtul,
and at another he dies all in the same day, but he will
come back to life again because of his nature inherited
from his father—what he acquires slips away from him
again, and so Eros is never either poor or rich and he is in
a state between wisdom and ignorance. This is the way he
is. No one of the gods loves wisdom and longs to become
wise because he is wise, and so with any other who is
wise—he does not love wisdom. On the other hand the
ignorant do not love wisdom nor long to become wise,
Ignorance is a difficult thing for this very reason that the
one who is neither beautiful or good or wise is completely
satisfied with himself. The one who does not think he is
lacking in anything certainly does not desire what he does
not think that he lacks.”

“0O Diotima,” I asked, “who are those who love wis-
dom if not the wise or the ignorant?” “By now certainly it
would be clear even to a child,” she replied, “that they

6. It is difficult to find one word that expresses adequately the abstract conceptions
personified. The name Poros also suggests contrivance; Metis, wisdom or invention;
and Penia, need.
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are those who are in a state between desire and wisdom
one of whom is Eros. To be sure wisdom is among the ’
most beautiful of things and Eros is love of beaut)}; and so
Eros must be a lover of wisdom, and being a lover of wis-
dom he lies between wisdom and ignorance. The nature of
his birth is the reason for this. He springs from a wise and
resourceful father and a mother who is not wise and with-
out resources. This then, my dear Socrates, is the nature of
this spirit. The conception you had of Eros is not surpris-
ing. You believed, to infer from what you said, that Love
was the beloved (the one who is loved) and not the lover
(the one who loves). For this reason, I think, Love ap-
peared to you to be all beautiful. For that which is loved

is that which actually is beautiful and delicate, perfect and
most happy, but that which loves has another character, of
the kind that I have described.” ,

Diotima goes on to explain the function, purpose, and power of
Eros in the life of man. Love and the lover desire what they do not
possess, namely, the beautiful and the good, and the ultimate goal
of their pursuit is happiness. Love finds particular expression in the
procreation of what is beautiful both physically and spiritually, and
all men in their quest to bring forth in beauty are thereb}} touched
by a divine harmony with the immortal. Procreation is the closest
means by which the human race can attain to perpetuity and im-
mortality; love, then, is a love of immortality as well as of the beau-
tiful and the good.

Animals as well as men seek to perpetuate themselves and
thereby become immortal. But for man there are various stages in
the hierarchy of love. The lowest is that of the animal inspired by
the desire for children of the body, but as one ascends there is the
realization of the possibility of producing children of the mind.
Who would not prefer the poetic offspring of a Homer or a Hesiod
and the more lasting glory and immortality that they have
achieved? Just as on the rungs of a ladder so we proceed from one
step to another, initiates into the mysteries of love from the lower to
the higher.

Love begins with the physical and sensual desire for the beau-
tiful person or the beautiful thing. From the specific object one
moves to the generic conception of beauty, which is wondrous, and
pure, and universal. It is the love of this eternal beauty (and with it
the goodness and wisdom it entails) that inspires the pursuit of
philosophy in the philosopher.

Diotima sums up by describing the final stages of initiation
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and revelation sustaining the vocabulary of the mysteries

(28 [210A-C]}):

It is necessary for the one proceeding in the right way
toward his goal to begin, when he is young, with physical
beauty, and first of all, if his guide directs him properly, to
love one person and in his company to beget beautiful
ideas and then to observe that the beauty in one person is
related to the beauty in another. If he must pursue physi-
cal beauty, he would be very foolish not to realize that the
beauty in all persons is one and the same. When he has
come to this conclusion, he will become the lover of all
beautiful bodies and will relax the intensity of his love for
one and think the less of it as something of little account.
Next he will realize that beauty in the soul is more pre-
cious than that in the body, so that if he meets with a per-
son who is beautiful in his soul, even if he has little of the
physical bloom of beauty, this will be enough and he will
love and cherish him and beget beautiful ideas that make
young men better, so that he will in turn be forced to see
the beauty in morals and laws and that the beauty in them

all is related.

This then is the Platonic Eros, a love that inspires the philoso-
pher to deny himself in the cause of his fellow man and in the
pursuit of true wisdom. Whatever the physical roots, the spiritual
import is universal, kindred to the passionate love of God that per-
vades all serious religious devotion. Aristotle too thinks in Platonic
terms when he describes his god as the unmoved mover, the final
cause in the universe, who moves as a beloved moves the lover.

How far we have come from the traditional depiction of Eros as
the handsome young athlete who attends Aphrodite! Even more
remote is the image that evolved of Eros as Cupid, a chubby mis-
chievous little darling with wings and a bow and arrow. He still
attends Aphrodite and although the wounds he inflicts can inspire a
passion that is serious and even deadly, too often he becomes little
more than the cute and frivolous deus ex machina of romantic love.

Finally the story of Cupid and Psyche remains to be told. It is
given its classic form by Apuleius, a Roman author of the second
century A.p., in his novel Metamorphoses, or The Golden Ass
(4. 28-6. 24). One’s first impressions about a tale uniting Cupid (or
Eros) with Psyche (Soul) should inevitably be Platonic; but what-
ever philosophical profundities, Platonic or otherwise, have been
detected in Apuleius’ allegory, popular and universal motifs com-
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mon to mythology in general and folk tale, fairy tale, and romance
in particular, emerge with striking clarity. For example, the myste-
rious bridegroom, the taboo of identification, the hostile mother
figure, _the jealous sisters, the heroine’s forgetfulness, the imposi-
tion of impossible labors accomplished with divine assistance
among them descent into the very realm of Hades, and the triump};
of romantic love. In this tale Cupid appears as a handsome young
god with wings. We give a summary of Apuleius’ tale:

Once upon a time, a certain king and queen had three daugh-
ters, of whom Psyche, the youngest, was by far the most fair. In fact
many believed that she was Venus reincarnated and paid her such
adulation that the goddess became outraged. And so Venus ordered
her son Cupid to make Psyche fall in love with the most base and
vile of Inankind; instead, Cupid himself fell in love with Psyche.

Psyche’s sisters had easily found husbands, but Psyche, al-
though by far their superior, remained unmarried since she ,was
admired by all with the awe that is inspired by divinity. Her father
was upset and suspected that a god’s wrath was responsible. He
consulted Apollo, who delivered a terrifying oracle: Psyche was to
be decked out like a corpse and placed on a mountaintop to be wed
by a serpent so terrible as to be feared by all the gods, even Jupiter
himself.

Despite the grief of all concerned, the oracle had to be obeyed.
Psyche, amid the rites of a funeral for a living bride, was left on a
mountaintop to meet a fate that she accepted with resignation once
she realized that Venus was responsible for her impending death

Psyche fell into a deep sleep, and the gentle breezes of Zephy;
rus wafted her down to a green and flowery valley. When she
awoke she discerned a magnificent palace. Upon entering it, she
was told by voices that her every wish would be taken care of’ and
such proved to be the case. Food, wine, a bath, and celestial rr;usic
were provided. And when Psyche went to bed an anonymous
bridegroom visited her, only to depart quickly before sunrise. Thus
Psyche spent her days—and her nights—in the palace.

Meanwhile, her sisters set out in search of Psyche, but her
mysterious husband continually warned her not to responél to them
when they approached. Psyche, alone in her prison all day, be-
sought her husband each night to allow her to see her sisters, and
give them gold and jewels. He finally consented on the condition
that she must not, despite her sisters’ urgings, try to learn his iden-
tity. When the sisters arrived and interrogated her, Psyche kept her
secret—although she did say that her husband was a very hand-
some young man. The sisters returned home with the riches that
Psyche had given them, but in their hearts they nursed an all-
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consuming jealousy. They decided, moreover, to kee]? sbecret‘the
fact that Psyche was alive and well and to maintain the fiction of her
isappearance. ‘ . ’
‘ ml')[‘lile mysterious bridegroom warned Psyche of her f-usp:.rs
treachery: their purpose was to persuade her to look upon his face;
if she did so, she would never see him again. He also ‘tu]d her that
she was pregnant, and if she kept their secret, their child would be
divine: if she did not, it would be mortal. Nevertheless, he grante‘d
Psyche’s appeal to see her sisters once again, In answer .tn their
questions Psyche revealed that she was pregnant, but this time she
told a different story about her husband—he was now a wealthy
middle-aged merchant. The sisters once again returned home laden
with gifts and more jealous than ever; they now suspeﬁed that
Psyche's lover must be a god and her expected cluld.dwme.

The evil sisters visited Psyche a third time; this time they told
her that her husband really was the monstrous serpent of the oracle
and that she would be devoured when the time of her pregnancy
was completed. Psyche was horrified, and believing that she was
sleeping with the monster, forgot the warnin,gs o{. her\. husband.
Anxious to escape her fate, she took her sisters” advice. She was to
hide a sharp knife and a burning lamp; when the nmnsta::r was
asleep, she was to slash it in the neck. Her sisters promised to
remain nearby, to help her escape; but they quickly abgndoned her.

Psyche in anguish made her preparations; in the _mght her hus-
band made love to her and then fell asleep. As she ralsed’ the larqp,
knife in hand, she saw the sweet, gentle, and beautiful Cug{d.
Overcome by the sight, her first impulse was to take‘ her own life,
but this she was unable to do. Spellbound by Cupid’s beauty, she
gazed at his lovely wings and fondled the bow and quiver that lay at
the foot of their bed; she pricked her thumb on one of the arrows
and drew blood. Overcome by desire, she kissed ,her. husband pas-
sionately. Alas, the lamp dropped oil on the god’s right shoulder.
Cupid leaped out of bed and attempted to fly away at once; Psyche
caught hold of his right leg and soared aloft Wl.ﬂl him, but hf.’,l‘
strength gave way and she fell to earth. Before Hyu.1g away, Cuplq
admonished her from a nearby cypress: he had ignored Venus
command, he said, and had taken her as his love; he had warned
her; his flight was penalty enough; and her sisters would pay for
what they had done. . 5

Psyche attempted to commit suicide by throw1‘ug her'sel{ in a
nearby river; but the gentle stream brought her saif:ly to its I')ar?k.
Whereupon Pan, who was nearby, advised her to forget her grief
and win back Cupid’s love. .

Psyche in her wanderings came to the very city where one of
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her sisters lived. Psyche told her sister what had happened but
added that Cupid would marry her if she hastened to his side. The
sister called on Zephyrus to carry her from a mountaintop to Cu-
pid’s palace, but as she leaped into the air she fell and was de-
stroyed on the rocks below. Psyche then found her way to her other
sister, who was killed in the same manner.

Psyche wandered in search of Cupid; he lay in his mother’s
bedroom, moaning because of his burn. A sea gull informed Venus
of what had happened. She rushed to her son’s side, berating him
for his behavior and vowing revenge. Upon leaving in a rage, Venus
encountered Ceres and Juno, who tried to console her and defend
Cupid’s action (through fear of his arrows) as typical of a young
god’s desire. Psyche too, still wandering, met Ceres and Juno; both
had pity upon her misery but were afraid to befriend her in opposi-
tion to Venus.

Venus by this time had abandoned her search for Psyche on
earth. She approached Jupiter, who agreed to send Mercury to
make a public proclamation for the capture of Psyche. And when
Psyche was brought before Venus, the goddess denounced her and
abused her physically. In addition Venus imposed upon the poor
girl a series of impossible tasks. First, Psyche was ordered to sort
out before nightfall a vast heap of mixed grains (wheat, barley, and
the like). In this endeavor an ant came to her rescue and summoned
his army to isolate each different grain. Venus was convinced that
Cupid was somehow responsible for helping Psyche in the task.
The next day Venus ordered Psyche to go to a river bank where
dangerous sheep with thick golden fleeces grazed and to bring back
some of their wool. This time, a reed murmured instructions to help
Psyche. She was to wait until the sheep had stopped their frenzied
wandering under the blazing sun; and when they had lain down to
rest, she was to shake from the trees under which they passed the
woolly gold clinging richly to the branches. And so she accom-
plished the deed.

Venus, still not satisfied, ordered Psyche to go to the top of a
high mountain, from which dark water lowed—water that ulti-
mately fed the Underworld stream of Cocytus. Psyche was to bring
back a jar filled with this chill water; among the terrors to be faced
was a dragon, fierce guardian of the place. The eagle of Jupiter
swooped down and filled the jar for Psyche; through Cupid’s
agency this eagle had stolen Ganymede away for Zeus, and now the
debt was repaid.

Venus, angrier now than ever, imposed the ultimate task—
descent into the realm of Hades. Psyche was ordered to take a box
to Persephone and ask her to send back in it a piece of her own
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beauty. Psyche in despair decided to throw h(«:r‘s?lf u.ff a h'zgh‘ tnwv;ar.
But the tower spoke to her and gave her specific cll_rec:tlf:tlb to tdw
Underworld and instructions about what sh‘e was and was -Eo-t to ‘ 0,
Among the stipulations was that she pruv;gie herself ‘}Ml- au;ﬁ, tF,
mollify Cerberus and money to pay the ferryman Qmmg.‘ lo_\t
important, the tower warned Psyche not to look into .t tld)ox.
Psyche did everything that she had been told, but she LOE n}:)t
resist looking into the box. Inside the box was n_nt beautl).rk 1.135 e
sleep of the dark night of the Underworld; by th‘lS .deuth' i (;lh (-,etp
Psyche was enveloped. Cupid, by now cured of his i)gm, t.ijl 01
Psyche’s rescue. He put sleep back into the box an revnnfpl( ef
Psyche that her curiosity onc}(lﬂ ‘dgﬂ.illl( had gotten the better of her.
5 o and complete her task. o

he g{?;itc(; 5181‘1 appealgd to Jupiter, who agreed to ratify his mall('i
riage with Psyche. Venus was appeas_ed;. Efﬂer all, mz.am.age -w{)(ll‘w
force Cupid to settle down and remain faithful. MBICUI?/ wa.} : is-
patched to bring Psyche to heaven, wherez upon partaking t}J\ am-
brosia, she became immortal. A glorious feast marked thf:b appy
marriage of Cupid and Psyc};e. In c?f;:]: time a) daughter was born to

rname was Voluptas (Pleasure).

them.&sa:: (Elf;niple of how the Greek divinities still worked f)n the
imagination of an author writing in Latin in the secom)l ce1}1tu3'y ::.1).,
here is Apuleius’ description of the final scene of Psyche’s story
(Metamorphoses 6. 23—24):

Jupiter ordered Mercury to summon the gods immec.h-
ately to an assembly . . . and when the heavenly theater
was full he took his place upon a lofty throne and made

ing speech:
the g?;}i(:a\:":begrslzjf the senate of the Gods, as enrolled by
the Muses, you certainly know the young god whom I
have brought up with my own hands. I thought that. the N
impetuous desires of his early youth should b(, restrained:
it is quite enough that he has earned a notorious reputaj
tion through his adulteries and immoral beh'av:(‘n'. | mpst
take away every opportunity for such beha\jlm' from h?rn ;s
and shackle his youthful self-indulgence with the c_ha?n:v» 0‘
marriage. He has chosen a girl and has taken l¥er vn'g,lm‘ly.
let him take her to have and to hold, au:l’d let him always .
enjoy the embraces of his own Psyche.” Then he turned to
Venus and said: “And you, my daughter, should not be‘:
disappointed and be afraid that marriage to a mortal V':r'll]
be beneath your son’s high family rank. I shall mak‘e it a .
marriage of equals, legitimate and in accordance with civi

£
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law”—and there and then he ordered Mercury to take
Psyche and bring her to heaven. Jupiter offered her a cup
of ambrosia, saying: “Psyche, be immortal, and may Cupid
never leave your embrace. May your marriage never he
broken.”

Immediately a wedding feast appeared. The bride-
groom took the highest place, embracing Psyche. So Jupi-
ter with his own Juno took his place and then, in order,
the other gods. Then Jupiter’s cupbearer, the shepherd
boy Ganymede, brought him a cup of nectar, the wine of
the gods, and Bacchus gave nectar to the others. Vulean
cooked the feast; the Hours decorated everything with
roses and other flowers. The Graces sprinkled the scent of
balsam, and the Muses played and sang. Apollo sang to
the cithara and Venus danced in all her beauty to the mu-
sic; the tableau was so fitting for her that the Muses ac-
companied her with choral odes or played upon the tibia;
a satyr and Pan played the pipes. So, with all due cere-
mony, Psyche was married to Cupid and, in due time, a
daughter was born to them, whom we call Pleasure (Vo-
luptas).

It is impossible to survey the mythological concepts of love
without including the poetic vision of Sappho of Leshos, the poet-
ess of love in antiquity. Only a little of her work has survived, but
the critical acclaim of her artistry glows undiminished. We know
practically nothing with certainty about her life and career. She was
devoted to Aphrodite and to the girls with whom she was associ-
ated. But we cannot even confidently speak about a cult of the
goddess, and her relations with her loved ones can only legiti-
mately be imagined from the meager remains of her poetry. Her
circle has been interpreted as everything from a finishing school for
girls in the Victorian manner to a hotbed of sensuality.

Sappho’s invocation to Aphrodite has real meaning for us in
this context because it illustrates beautifully the passionate inten-
sity that infuses so much of Greek art within the disciplined control
of artistic form. It reminds us too of the sincerity of the conception
of the goddess that was possible in the seventh and sixth centuries.
Too often our sensibilities are numbed by the later artificial and
conventional stereotypes to which the gods are reduced, once all
genuine belief is gone. There can be no question about the intense
reality of Aphrodite in the following lines—which even a prose
translation cannot obliterate completely.
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CHAPTER

Exquisitely enthroned, immortal Aphrodite, weaver of
charms, child of Zeus, I beg you, reverend lady, do not
crush my heart with sickness and distress. But come to me
here, if ever once before you heard my cry from afar and
listened and, leaving your father’s house, yoked your char-
iot of gold. Beautiful birds drew you swiftly from heaven
over the black earth through the air between the rapid
flutter of their downy wings. .

Swiftly they came and you, O blessed goddess, smil-
ing in your immortal beauty asked what I wished t‘(a l'!ap-
pen most of all in my frenzied heart. “Who is 1t this time
you desire that Persuasion entice to your love? Who, O
Sappho, has wronged you? For if she runs away now, soon
she will follow; if she rejects your gifts, she will bring
gifts herself; if she does not now, soon she will love, even
though she does not wish it.” .

Come to me now too and free me from my harsh anxi-
eties; all that my heart longs for, accomplish. You, your
very self, stand with me in my conflict.

ARTEMIS

The Homeric Hymn to Artemis (number 27) draws the essential
features of her character.

I sing about Artemis of the golden arrows, chaste vir-
gin of the noisy hunt, who delights in her shafts and
strikes down the stag, the very own sister of Apollo of the
golden sword. She ranges over shady hills and windy
heights, rejoicing in the chase as she draws her bow, made
all of silver, and shoots her shafts of woe. The peaks of the
lofty mountains tremble, the dark woods echo terribly to
the shrieks of wild beasts, and both the earth and fish-
filled sea are shaken. But she with dauntless heart looks
everywhere to wreak destruction on the brood of animals.
But when the huntress, who takes delight in her arrows,
has had her fill of pleasure and cheered her heart, she
unstrings her curved bow and makes her way to the great
house of her dear brother, Phoebus Apollo, in the rich
land of Delphi, where she supervises the lovely dances of
the Muses and the Graces. After she has hung up her un-
strung bow and arrows, she takes first place and exqui-
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sitely attired leads the dance. And they join in a heavenly
choir to sing how Leto of the beautiful ankles bore two
children who are by far the best of the immortals in saga-
cious thought and action. Hail, children of Zeus and Leto
of the lovely hair, I will remember you and another song
too.

The goddess Leto mated with Zeus and bore the twin deities,
Artemis and Apollo. The story of Apollo’s birth on the island of
Delos is recounted in the next chapter in the version given by the
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, but there are variants. Traditionally Ar-
temis is born first at a place called Ortygia (the name means Quail
Island), which cannot be identified with certainty. In some ac-
counts it is clearly not merely another name for Delos; in others, it
is. At any rate, Artemis either immediately or very soon after her
birth is able to help with the delivery of her brother Apollo, thus
performing one of her primary functions as a goddess of childbirth

early in her career (a role she shares with Hera and Eileithyia, as’

we have seen).
On other occasions Artemis can be closely linked with her

brother Apollo, both appearing as vehement and haughty agents of
destruction with their shafts of doom. Sudden death (particularly of

the young) was often attributed to these two deities, Artemis strik-
ing down the girls, Apollo the boys. One of their most famous ex-
ploits concerns Niobe and her children, told at length by Ovid
(Metamorphoses 6. 148-315). The women of Thebes bestowed
great honor upon Leto and her twin children, crowning their heads
with laurel and offering up incense and prayers in obedience to an
injunction by the goddess herself. Niobe, however, was enraged by
the whole proceedings and rashly boasted that she was more de-
serving of tribute than Leto. After all she was rich, beautiful, and
the wife of Amphion, ruling by his side as the queen of Thebes in
the royal palace of Cadmus. As the daughter of Tantalus and the
granddaughter of Atlas, her lineage was much more splendid than
that of Leto, the daughter of an obscure Titan, Coeus. In addition to
everything else, Leto bore only two children, whereas she was the
mother of seven sons and seven daughters. Indeed Niobe was so
confident in the abundance of her blessings that she felt that she
could afford to lose even a part of them without serious conse-
quences.

Leto was enraged at such hybris and complained bitterly to her
children, Artemis and Apollo. Together the two deities swiftly
glided down to the palace of Thebes to avenge the insulted honor
of their mother. Apollo struck down all the sons of Niobe with his
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The Death of Actaeon, by the Pan Painter. Athenian red figure krater, ca
460 B.C. Artemis, fully clothed, urges on the hounds of Actacon against’hin;
as he falls in agony. The painter shows Actaeon in human form, and he
makes the hounds small so as to concentrate attention on Arte,mis and
Actaeon.

(Courtesy, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. James Fund and Special Contribution.)

deadly and unerring arrows, and Artemis in turn killed all her
daughters. Just as Artemis was about to shoot the last child, Niobe
in desperation shielded the girl and pleaded that this oile her
youngest, be spared. While she was uttering this prayer she, was
turned to stone and a whirlwind whisked her away to her home-
land, Phrygia, where she was placed on a mountaintop. Tears con-
tinue to trickle down from her face of marble, as she wastes away. A
rock on Mt. Sipylus in Asia Minor was identified in antiquity as the
figure of Niobe.

There are several stories that illustrate the hallowed purity of
the goddess Artemis. A famous one is told about Actaeon (the son of
Aristaeus and Autonoe), an ardent hunter who lost his way and by
accident (or was it fate?) had the misfortune to see Artemis (Diana
in Ovid’s version) naked (Metamorphoses 3. 138—255):

Actaeon first tinged with grief the happiness of his
grandfather, Cadmus. A stag’s horns grew on his head, and
his hounds feasted on their master’s flesh. Yet, if you i()ok
closely, you will find that his guilt was misfortune, not a
crime: what crime indeed lies in an innocent mistake?

‘ There was a mountain on which had fallen the blood
of beasts of many kinds. It was midday, when shadows are
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at their shortest and the sun is midway in his course.
Young Actaeon calmly called his fellow huntsmen as they
tracked the game through the depths of the pathless f{)rcst:.
“My friends, our nets and spears are wet with the bloqd of
our prey; we have had luck enough today! Dawn’s saffron-
wheeled chariot will bring another day tomorrow and then
we will renew the chase. The Sun now stands midway
“twixt east and west and with his hot rays parches the
earth. Stop now the hunt, and take in the knotted nets!”
His men obeyed and halted from their labors.

A vale there was called Gargaphie, sacred to the hunt-
ress Diana; clothed with a dense growth of pine and
pointed cypress it had at its far end a woodland cave
which no human hand had shaped. Nature had imitated
man’s work by her own skill. She had created a natural
arch of unwrought pumice and porous tufa; on the right
from a murmuring spring issued a stream of clearest water,
and around the pool was a grassy bank. Here would the
woodland goddess rest when weary from the hunt and
bathe her virgin body in the clear water.

That day she came there and to one of her nymphs
handed her hunting spear, her quiver and bow, and the
arrows that were left. Upon another’s waiting arms she
cast her cloak and two more took off her sandals, while
Theban Crocale, more skilled than they, knotted her flow-
ing hair, although her own was unbound. Nephele, Hyale,
Ranis, Psecas, and Phiale ! fetched water and poured it
from the ample urns. And while Diana thus was being
bathed, as she had been many times before, Actaeon, Cad-
mus’ grandson, his labors left unfinished, came to the
grotto uncertain of his way and wandering through the
unfamiliar wood; so fate carried him along. Into the drip-
ping cave he went, and the nymphs, when they saw a
man, beat their breasts and filled the forest with their
screams. Surrounding Diana they shielded her with their
bodies, but the goddess was taller than they and her head
o’ertopped them all. Just as the clouds are tinged with
color when struck by the rays of the setting sun, or like
the reddening Dawn, Diana’s face flushed when she was
spied naked. Surrounded by her nymphs she turned and
looked back; wishing that her arrows were at hand she
used what weapons she could and flung water over the

1. The nymphs’ names are all Greek words suggestive of cool, crystal-clear water.
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young man’s face and hair with these words, foretelling
his coming doom: “Now you may tell how you saw me
naked—if you can tell!” And with this threat she made the
horns of a long-lived stag? rise on his head where the wa-
ter had struck him, his neck grew long and his ears
pointed, his hands turned to hooves, his arms to legs, and
his body she clothed with a spotted deerskin. And she
made him timid; Autonoe’s valiant son ran away in fear
and as he ran wondered at his speed. He saw his horned
head reflected in a pool and tried to say “Alas”—but no
words would come. He sobbed; that at least was a sound
he uttered, and tears flowed down his new-changed face.
Only his mind remained unchanged. What should he do?
Go home to the royal palace? Or hide in the woods?
Shame prevented him from the one action, fear from the
other.

While he stood undecided his hounds saw him. Black-
foot and clever Tracker first raised the hue and cry with
their baying, the latter a Cretan hound, the former of Spar-
tan pedigree. Then the rest of the pack rushed up, swifter
than the wind, whose names it would take too long to
give.? Eager for the prey they hunt him over rocks and
cliffs, by rough tracks and trackless ways, through terrain
rocky and inaccessible. He fled, by ways where he had
often been the pursuer; he fled, pursued by his own
hounds! He longed to cry out “Actacon am I; obey your
master!” He longed—but could utter no words; and the
heavens echoed to the baying hounds. First Blackie gored
his back; then Hunter followed, while Hill-hound gripped
Actaeon’s shoulder with his teeth. These three had been
slower to join the chase, but had outstripped the pack
along mountain short cuts; while they held back their mas-
ter the pack came up and all sank their teeth into his
body. His whole body was torn by the hounds; he
groaned, a sound which was not human nor yet such as a
stag could make. The hills he knew so well echoed with
his screams; falling on his knees, like a man in prayer, he
dumbly looked at them in entreaty, for he had no human
arms to stretch out to them. But the huntsmen, ignorant of
the truth, urge on the pack with their usual cries; they

2. A stag was commonly believed to live nine times as long as a man.
3. Ovid gives thirty-one more names, however, that we have omitted in the transla-
tion.



148

mence against defilement of any sort, appear again in the story of

TIIE MYTILS OF CREATION: TIE GODS

look round for Actaeon and loudly call his name as it he
were not there. At the sound of his name he lifts his head;
they think it a pity that he is not there, too slow to see the
sight of the stag at bay. He could indeed wish he were not
there! But he is; he could wish to be the spectator, not the
victim, of his hounds’ cruel jaws. Completely encircling
him, with jaws biting deep, they tear in fact their master’s
flesh when he seems to be a stag. Only when his life has
ebbed out through innumerable wounds was it said that
the vengeance was satisfied of the huntress Diana.

Opinions varied about the deed. Some thought the
goddess had been more cruel than just; others approved,
and said that her severity was worthy of her virgin chas-
tity. Each view had good reasons to support it.

The same insistence on purity and chastity, the same vehe-

Callisto, one of the followers of Artemis (or Diana, as Ovid tells it,
Metamorphoses 2. 409-507):

As Jupiter journeyed back and forth to Arcadia he saw
the Arcadian gir]l Callisto, and the fires of love were kin-
dled in his bones. She did not care to draw out the un-
worked wool nor to change her hair’s style. She would pin
her dress with a brooch, keep her hair in place with a
white ribbon; with a smooth spear in her hand or a bow
she marched in Diana’s troops. No other girl who trod the
Arcadian hills was dearer to the goddess—but no one’s
power can last for long!

High in the heaven rode the sun beyond the middle of
his course when Callisto came to a wood that no one
throughout the years had touched. Here she took off the
quiver from her shoulder and unstrung the pliant bow; she
lay upon the grassy ground, her head resting upon the
painted quiver. Jupiter saw her, tired and unprotected.
“My wife,” said he, “will never discover this affair, and if
she does—well, the prize is worth her anger.” So he dis-
guised himself to look like Diana and said: “Dear girl, my
follower, upon which mountain did you hunt?” Callisto
sprung up from the turf. “Hail, goddess,” said she,
“greater in my opinion than Jupiter—and let him hear my
words!” Jupiter smiled as he heard this, glad that Diana
was preferred to himself; he kissed the girl, more warmly
than a maiden should. He cut short Callisto’s tale of the

.
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forest hunt with an embrace and as he forced her showed
who he really was. Callisto fought against him with all a
woman’s strength—Juno’s anger would have been less-
ened could she have seen her—but what god is weaker
than a girl, and what god can overcome Jupiter? He won;
to the heavens he flies and she hates the wood that knows
her shame; as she fled from it she almost forgot to take her
quiver and arrows and the bow that she had hung up.

Diana saw her as she moved with her followers along
the heights of Maenalus, flushed with pride at the beasts
she had killed, and called her. Callisto hid, afraid at first
that Jupiter in disguise was calling her. But as she saw the
nymphs and goddess go on together she knew it was no
trick, and joined the band. Poor Callisto! How hard it is
not to show one’s guilt in one’s face! She could hardly lift
her eyes from the ground; no longer did she stay close to
Diana’s side nor be the first of all her followers. In silence
she blushed and showed her shame; if Diana had not been
a maiden she could have known Callisto’s guilt by a thou-
sand signs. They say that the nymphs realized it.

The horned moon was waxing for the ninth time when
Diana, weary from the chase and tired by the sun, her
brother’s flaming heat, reached a cool wood; here flowed a
babbling stream, gliding over its smooth and sandy bed.
She praised the place; she dipped her feet into the water
and it pleased her. “No man is here to spy on us,” she
cried: “let us bathe naked in the stream!” Callisto
blushed; the others took off their clothes, she alone held
back. And as she delayed, they stripped her, and then her
naked body as her guilt were plain to see. She stood con-
fused, trying to hide her belly with her hands; but Diana
cried “Be off from here! Do not defile these sacred wa-
ters!” and expelled her from her band.

Long before Juno had known the truth and had put off
revenge until the time was ripe. She saw no cause to wait
now; Callisto’s son Arcas (his very name caused Juno pain)
had been born, and when Juno’s cruel gaze fell on him
she cried: “So only this was left, you whore; for you to be
pregnant and by this birth make known the wrong I suffer
and my husband’s shameful act! But I will have my re-
venge! I will take away the beauty that pleases you so
much and gives my husband, you flirt, such pleasure.”
And as she spoke she seized Callisto’s hair and threw her
to the ground. Callisto spread her arms in suppliant
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prayer; her arms began to bristle with black hair, her
hands to be bent with fingers turning to curved claws; she
used her hands as feet and the face which once delighted
Jupiter grew ugly with grinning jaws. Her power of speech
was lost, with no prayers or entreaties could she win pity,
and a hoarse and frightening growl was her only utterance.
Yet her human mind remained even when she had be-
come a bear; with never-ceasing moans she made known
her suffering; lifting what once had been her hands to
heaven she felt Jupiter’s ingratitude, although she could
not with words accuse him. Poor thing! How often was she
afraid to sleep in the solitary forest before her former
home; how often did she roam in the lands that once were
hers! How often was she pursued over the rocky hills by
the baying hounds; how often did the huntress run in fear
from the hunters! Often she hid herself (forgetting what
she was) and though a bear, shrunk from the sight of
bears; wolves scared her, although her father, Lycaon, had
become one.

One day Arcas, now nearly fifteen years old and igno-
rant of his parentage, was out hunting; as he picked a
likely covert and crisscrossed the forests of Mt. Eryman-
thus with knotted nets, he came upon his mother. She saw
him and stood still like one who sees a familiar face. He
ran away, afraid of the beast who never took her gaze from
him (for he knew not what she was); he was on the point
of driving a spear though her body, eager as she was to
come close to him. Then almighty Jupiter prevented him;
he averted Arcas’ crime against his mother and took them
both on the wings of the wind to heaven and there made
them neighboring stars.

Callisto became the Great Bear (Arctus, or Ursa Major); Arcas
the “Bear Warden” (Arctophylax, or Arcturus, or Bootes). Ursa Ma-
jor was also known as Hamaxa (the Wain).

The story of Callisto is typical of a group of myths that provides
etiology for individual stars or constellations. These stories (most of
which belong to late antiquity) are told about various figures in
mythology, and several of them, in one way or another, cluster
about Artemis herself. One such story concerns Orion, a composite
figure, about whom many tales are related with multiple and intri-
cate variations.

Orion sometimes appears as the son of Earth; in other accounts
his father is Poseidon. He is traditionally a mighty hunter; he is, as
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well, involved in several love affairs. He amorously pursued Ar-
temis (or Opis, a follower of Artemis, if, indeed, she is not the
goddess herself) and attempted to rape her; he was run through by
her arrows.

Several stories concern Orion and the island of Chios and his
adventures with the king of the island, Oenopion (the name means
wine-face; Chios was famous for its wines). The many versions play
upon the following themes. Orion woos the daughter of Oenopion,
Merope; he becomes drunk and is blinded by the king, and he
regains his sight through the rays of the sun-god, Helius. In some
versions, while he is clearing the island of wild beasts as a favor for
Oenopion, he encounters Artemis and tries to ravish her. In her
anger the goddess produced a scorpion out of the earth that stung
Orion to death. Both can be seen in the heavens. Some say that
Orion pursued the Pleiades (daughters of the Titan Atlas, and
Pleione, an Oceanid), and they were all transformed into constella-
tions; with Orion was his dog, Sirius, who became the dog star.

The origins of Artemis are obscure. Although she is predomi-
nantly a virgin goddess in the classical period, certain aspects of her
character suggest that at some time she may have had fertility con-
nections. Several of the nymphs associated with her (e.g., Callisto
and Opis) were probably once goddesses in their own right and
may actually represent various manifestations of Artemis” own com-
plex nature. One of them, Britomartis, is closely linked to Crete,
and certain aspects of her character could imply that she was once a
traditional mother-goddess type. Artemis’ interest in childbirth and
in the young of both men and animals seems to betray concerns that
are not entirely virginal. At Ephesus in Asia Minor, a statue of
Artemis depicts her in a robe of animal heads, which in its upper
part exposes what appears to be but may not be, a ring of multiple
breasts. We should remember too that Artemis became a goddess of
the moon in classical times. As in the case of other goddesses wor-
shiped by women (e.g., Hera), this link with the moon may be
associated with the monthly cycle and women’s menstrual period.

As a moon-goddess, Artemis is sometimes closely identified
with Selene and Hecate. Hecate is clearly a fertility deity with
definite chthonian characteristics. She can make the earth produce
in plenty, and her home is in the depths of the Underworld. She is a
descendant of the Titans, and, in fact, a cousin of Artemis: Asterie,
her mother, is Leto’s sister; her father is Perses. Hecate is a goddess
of roads in general and crossroads in particular, the latter being
considered the center of ghostly activities, particularly in the dead
of night. Thus the goddess developed a terrifying aspect; triple-
faced statues depicted the three manifestations of her multiple
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character as a deity of the moon—Selene in heaven, Artemis on
earth, and Hecate in the realm of Hades. Offerings of food (known
as Hecate’s suppers) were left to placate her, for she was terrible
both in her powers and in her person—a veritable Fury, armed
with a scourge and blazing torch and accompanied by terrifying
hounds. Her skill in the arts of black magic made her the patron
deity of sorceresses (like Medea) and witches. How ditferent is the
usual depiction of Artemis, young, vigorous, wholesome, and beau-
tiful! In the costume of the huntress she is ready for the chase,
armed with her bow and arrow; an animal often appears by her side
and crescent moonlike horns rest upon her head; the torch that she
holds burns bright with the light of birth, life, and fertility. What-
ever the roots of her fertility connections, the dominant conception
of Artemis in the classical period is that of the virgin huntress. She
becomes, as it were, the goddess of nature itself, not always in
terms of its teeming procreation, but instead often reflecting its
cool, pristine, and virginal aspects. As a moon-goddess too (despite

the overtones of fecundity) she can appear as a symbol, cold, white,

and chaste.

In her role as a goddess of chastity, Artemis provides a ready
foil for the voluptuous sensuality of Aphrodite. Artemis in this view
becomes at one and the same time a negative force, representing
the utter rejection of love and also a positive compulsion toward
purity and asceticism. No one has rendered the psychological and
physiological implications of this contrast in more human and
meaningful terms than the poet Euripides in his play Hippolytus.
The full story of the tragedy belongs in another context, but the
essential nature of the conflict in terms of Artemis and Aphrodite
will prove revealing here. Aphrodite is enraged (and she tells us so
in a typical Euripidean prologue); her power is great and universal,
yet she is vehemently spurned by Hippolytus, who will have abso-
lutely nothing to do with her. The young man must certainly pay for
this hybris, and the goddess uses his stepmother, Phaedra, to make
certain that he will. Phaedra is the second wife of Theseus, the
father of Hippolytus, and Aphrodite impels the poor woman to fall
desperately in love with her stepson. Phaedra’s nurse wrests the
fatal secret of her guilty love from her sick and distraught mistress
and makes the tragic mistake of taking it upon herself to inform the
unsuspecting Hippolytus. The boy is horrified; the thought of phys-
ical love for any woman is for him traumatic enough; a sexual rela-
tionship with the wife of his beloved father would be an abomina-
tion. Phaedra in her disgrace commits suicide after leaving a note
that falsely incriminates Hippolytus, whose death is brought about
by the curse of his enraged father, Theseus. Artemis appears to her
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beloved follower, Hippolytus, as he lies dying. She promises him,
in return for a lifetime of devotion that has brought about his mar-
tyrdom, that she will get even by wreaking vengeance upon some
favorite of Aphrodite, and she will establish a cult in honor of Hip-
polytus as well—virgin maidens will pay tribute to him by dedicat-
ing their shorn tresses and lamenting his fate by their tears and
their songs.

Theseus realizes his error too late. At the close of the play we
are left with a fascinating chain of enigmas in the Euripidean man-
ner. Is Hippolytus a saint or a foolish and obstinate prig? Has he
destroyed himself through the dangerous, if not impossible, rejec-
tion of the physical? Are men at the mercy of ruthless and irrational
forces inherent in their very nature, which they deify in terms of
ruthless and vindictive women? Certainly the two goddesses play
upon the basic character of the human protagonists. Aphrodite uses
the essentially sensual Phaedra, and Artemis responds to the purity
of Hippolytus’s vision. Each man is created in his god’s image, or
each creates his own god according to his own nature.

At any rate, the prayer with which Euripides introduces us to
Hippolytus defines the essential nature of the young man and of
Artemis; he stands before a statue of the goddess offering her a
diadem of flowers (Hippolytus 73-87):

“For you, my mistress, I bring this garland which I
have fashioned of flowers plucked from a virgin meadow
untouched by iron implements, where no shepherd has
ever presumed to graze his flock—indeed a virgin field
which bees frequent in spring. Purity waters it like a river
stream for those who have as their lot the knowledge of
virtue in everything, not through teaching but by their
very nature. These are the ones for whom it is right to
pluck these flowers, but those who are evil are forbidden.
My dear lady, accept from my holy hand this garland to
crown your golden hair. I alone of mortals have this privi-
lege: I am with you and converse with you, for I hear your
voice, although I do not see your face. As I have begun
life in your grace, may I so keep it to the end.”

4. The attempted seduction of a holy man and its dire consequences represent
familiar motifs in literature, cf. the Biblical stories of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife and
of John the Baptist and Salome.
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APOLLO

As has been told in the previous chapter, Zeus mated with Leto and
she conceived the twin gods, Artemis and Apollo. The Homeric
Hymn to Apollo (number 3), which concentrates in its first part on
the details of Apollo’s birth, begins as follows (1-18):

I shall not forget far-shooting Apollo but remember
him before whom the gods tremble when he comes to the
home of Zeus. They all spring up from their seats as he
approaches and draws his shining bow, and Leto alone
remains beside Zeus, who delights in thunder. But then
she unstrings his bow and closes his quiver and taking
them from his mighty shoulders hangs them on a column
of his father’s house from a golden peg. She leads him to a
chair and sits him down and his father welcomes his dear
son by giving him nectar in a gold cup. Then the other
deities sit down in their places and the lady Leto rejoices
because she has borne a son who is a mighty archer. Re-
joice, O blessed Leto, since you have borne splendid chil-
dren, lord Apollo and Artemis who take delight in arrows;
Artemis you bore in Ortygia and Apollo in rocky Delos as
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you leaned against the great and massive Cynthian hill,
right next to the palm tree near the stream of the Inopus.

Leto had roamed far and wide in her search for a refuge where
she might give birth to Apollo. The Hymn provides a long and
impressive list of cities and islands visited by the goddess and then
goes on to explain (45-161):

Leto approached these many places in labor with the
far-shooting god in the hope that some land might want to
make a home for her son. But they all trembled and were
very much afraid and not one of them, even the more rich,
dared to receive the god Phoebus,! until lady Leto came to
Delos and asked with winged words: “Delos, if you would
like to be the home of my son, Phoebus Apollo, and to
establish for him a rich temple—do not refuse, for no one
else will come near you, as you will find out, and I do not
think that you will be rich in cattle and sheep or bear har-
vests or grow plants in abundance—if you would then
have a temple of Apollo, the far-shooter, all men will con-
gregate here and bring hecatombs and the aroma of rich
sacrifices will rise up incessantly and your inhabitants will
be nourished by the hands of foreigners.”

Thus she spoke; Delos rejoiced and said to her in
answer: “‘Leto, most renowned daughter of great Coeus, I
should receive your son, the lord who shoots from afar,
with joy, for the terrible truth is that I have a bad reputa-
tion among men, and in this way I should become greatly
esteemed. But I fear this prediction (and I shall not keep
it from you): they say that Apollo will be someone of un-
controllable power, who will mightily lord it over both the
immortal gods and mortal men on the fruitful earth. And
so I am dreadfully afraid in the depths of my heart and
soul that when he first looks upon the light of the sun he
will be contemptuous of me (since I am an island that is
rocky and barren) and overturn me with his feet and push
me down into the depths of the sea where the surge of the
great waves will rise mightily above me. And he will come

1. In later accounts Hera by various schemes tries to prevent Leto from finding a
place to bear her children, and it is through fear of Hera that the whole earth rejects
Leto’s pleas. Hera also is said to have decreed that Leto’s children could not be born
in any place where the sun shone, so Poseidon kept the island of Delos (which in
this early time was afloat) covered by his waves from the sun’s rays during the birth
of the twins.
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to another land that pleases him where he will build his
temple amidst groves of trees. But sea monsters will find
their dens in me and black seals will make me their home
without being disturbed, since I will be without human
inhabitants. But if, O goddess, you would dare to swear to
me a great oath that he will build here first of all a very
beautiful temple to be an oracle for men, then after he has
done this let him proceed to extend his prestige and build
his sanctuaries among all mankind; for to be sure his wide
renown will be great.”

Thus Delos spoke. And Leto swore the great oath of
the gods: “Now let Gaea and wide Uranus above bear
witness and the flowing waters of the Styx (this is the
greatest and most dread oath that there is for the blessed
gods), in truth a fragrant altar and sacred precinct of
Apollo will be established here forever, and he will honor
you above all.”

When she had ended and sworn her oath, Delos re-
joiced greatly in the birth of the lord who shoots from afar.
But Leto for nine days and nine nights was racked by des-
perate pains in her labor. All the greatest of the goddesses
were with her—Dione, Rhea, righteous Themis, and sea-
moaning Amphitrite—and others too, except for white-
armed Hera; for she sat at home in the house of Zeus the
cloud-gatherer. Eileithyia, the goddess of pangs of child-
birth, was the only one who had not heard of Leto’s dis-
tress, for she sat on the heights of Olympus beneath
golden clouds through the wiles of white-armed Hera, who
kept her there because she was jealous that Leto of the
beautiful hair was about to bear a strong and noble son.

But the goddesses on the well-inhabited island sent
Iris away to fetch Eileithyia, promising her a great neck-
lace strung with golden threads, over thirteen feet long.
They ordered her to call Eileithyia away from white-
armed Hera so that Hera might not be able to dissuade the
goddess of childbirth from going. When Iris, swift-footed
as the wind, heard their instructions, she ran on her way,
and quickly traversed all the distance between. And when
she came to sheer Olympus, home of the gods, immedi-
ately she called Eileithyia out of the house to the door and
addressed her with winged words, telling her everything
just as the goddesses who have their homes on Olympus
had directed. And thus she moved Eileithyia to the depths
of the heart in her breast, and like timid doves they pro-
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ceeded on their journey. As soon as EKileithyia, goddess of
the pangs of childbirth, came to Delos, the pains of labor
took hold of Leto and she was anxious to give birth. And
she threw her arms about the palm tree and sank on her
knees in the soft meadow, and the earth beneath her
smiled. The baby sprang forth to the light and all the god-
desses gave a cry. There, O mighty Phoebus, the god-
desses washed you with lovely water, holily and purely,
and wrapped you in white swaddling clothes, splendid
and new, fastened round about with a golden cord. And
his mother did not nurse Apollo of the gold sword, but
Themis from her immortal hands gave him nectar and de-
licious ambrosia. And Leto rejoiced because she had borne
a strong son who carries a bow.

But after you had tasted the divine food, O Phoebus,
then no longer could golden cords hold you in your rest-
lessness nor bonds keep you confined, but they all were
undone. And straightway Phoebus Apollo exclaimed to the
immortal goddesses: “Let the lyre and curved bow be dear
to my heart, and 1 shall prophesy to men the unerring will
of Zeus.” With these words Phoebus, the far-shooter with
unshorn hair, strode on the ground that stretches far and
wide; all the goddesses were amazed, and the whole of
Delos blossomed laden with gold like the top of a moun-
tain with woodland flowers, as she beheld the son of Zeus
and Leto, in her joy that the god had chosen her among all
islands and mainland sites to be his home, and loved her
most of all in his heart.

And you yourself, O lord Apollo, far-shooter of the
silver bow, come at times to the steep Cynthian hill of
Delos, and on other occasions you wander among other
islands and other peoples; indeed many are your temples
and wooded groves and every vantage point, highest peak
of lofty mountains, and river flowing to the sea, is dear to
you. But, O Phoebus, your heart is delighted most of all
with Delos, where the long-robed Ionians gather with
their children and their revered wives. In commemoration
of you they will take pleasure in boxing and dancing and
song when they celebrate your festival. And anyone who
might encounter the Ionians while they are thus assem-
bled together would say that they were immortal and age-
less, for he would perceive grace in them all and be de-
lighted in his heart as he beheld the men and the
beautifully robed women, the swift ships, and the abun-
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dant possessions. In addition to this there would be the
maidens who serve the far-shooting god, the Deliades, a
great and wondrous sight, whose renown will never per-
ish. They sing their hymn to Apollo first of all and then to
Leto and Artemis, who delights in her arrows, and they
remember the men and women of old and enchant the
assembled throng with their songs.

The second part of the Hymn (which is considered by some
scholars to have been originally a separate composition) deals with
Pythian Apollo, the god of Delphi. It tells how he descended from
Mt. Olympus and made his way through northern and central
Greece, finally discovering the proper spot for the foundation of his
oracle among mankind at Crisa under snow-capped Parnassus,
Apollo laid out his temple and then slew a she-dragon by the fair-
flowing stream nearby. The name of the site was henceforth called
Pytho (and Apollo, the Pythian) because the rays of the sun made
the monster rot. (The verb pytho, in Greek, means “I rot.”’)? '

Other accounts (mainly those of Aeschylus in the prologue to
his Eumenides and of Euripides in a chorus from his Iphigenia in
Tauris) provide additional although conflicting evidence for the
early history of Delphi.® A cogent historical reconstruction main-
tains that originally (perhaps as early as 1500) the site was occupied
by an oracle of the great mother-goddess of the Minoan-Mycenaean
period, sometimes known as Ge-Themis. The slaying of the dragon
(the traditional manifestation of a deity of earth), therefore, repre-
sents the subsequent conquest by Hellenic or Hellenized Apollo.
The Omphalos, an archaic stone shaped like an egg, which was
kept in the temple during the classical period, seems to confirm an
early habitation of the site. Legend has it that this Omphalos (the
word means navel) signified that Delphi actually occupied the
physical center of the earth (certainly it was in many ways the
spiritual center of the ancient world). Zeus was said to have re-
leased two eagles who flew from opposite ends of the earth and met
exactly at the site of Apollo’s sanctuary—a spot marked out for all to

9. In later accounts the dragon or serpent is sometimes masculine with the name
Python (as in Ovid’s story of Apollo and Daphne translated later). It may also be
described as the hostile opponent of Leto before the birth of her children. Some
versions stress the great prowess of Apollo early in his life and career (as in the case
of the wondrous childhood of Hermes and Heracles) to the extent of having him,
while still a child, kill the dragon.

3. A good scholarly survey of the problems with a reconstruction of the origins and
procedures of the oracle is provided by H. W. Parke and D. E. W, Wormell, The
Delphic Oracle, 2 vols. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1956).
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see by the stone Omphalos with two birds perched on either side.

For the murder of the dragon, Apollo was forced by Zeus to
suffer exile in Thessaly for a period of nine years (his punishment
presumably mirrors the religious dictates of ancient society). A fes-
tival (called the Stepteria) was celebrated every ninth year at
Delphi; the festival was believed to commemorate these events in
the early history of the sanctuary. The ritual went as follows:* A hut
was constructed in an open space and a handsome and noble youth,
especially chosen, played the role of Apollo in a pantomime that
consisted of the actual burning of the hut by attendants carrying
lighted torches. The group then fled on a prescribed journey to the
Vale of Tempe in northern Thessaly where the boy was ritually
purified and returned, crowned with Apollo’s sacred laurel, amid
honors and ceremonies.

To return to the Homeric Hymn, the curious and interesting
story that concludes the poem is worth paraphrasing. After he had
established his sanctuary at Crisa, Apollo was concerned about re-
cruiting attendants to his service. He noticed a ship passing,
manned by Cretans from Cnossus, on its way to sandy Pylos.
Phoebus Apollo, transformed into a dolphin, immediately sprang
aboard. At first the men tried to throw the monster into the sea, but
such was the havoc it created that they were awed to fearful sub-
mission. The ship, speeded on by a divine wind, would not obey
the efforts of the crew to bring it to land. Finally, after a lengthy
course, Apollo led them to Crisa, where he leaped ashore and re-
vealed himself as a god amid a blaze of fiery brightness and splen-
dor. He addressed the Cretan men ordering them to perform sacri-
fices and pray to him as Apollo Delphinius, and he led them to his
sanctuary, accompanying them on the lyre as they chanted a paean
in his honor. The Hymn ends with the god’s prediction of the pres-
tige and wealth that is to come for his sanctuary as he instructs the
Cretan band, who are placed in charge.

The story links the early cult of Apollo with Crete, explains the
epithet Delphinius in terms of the Greek word for dolphin, and
provides an etymology for Delphi as the name of the sanctuary.
Apollo as the god of sailors and colonization (his oracle played a
primary role as the religious impetus for the sending out of colo-
nies) was worshiped under the title Delphinius.

The Hymn confirms the universality of the worship of Apollo
and the importance of his outstanding cult centers at Delos and
above all at Delphi. The sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi (excavated

4. The details of this festival apply to the ceremonies performed in the time of
Plutarch (second century A.D.).
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by the French) is representative of the nature and character of other
panhellenic sites elsewhere.? The sacred area (temenos) was built
on the lower slopes of Mt. Parnassus, about two thousand feet
above the Corinthian Gulf, It is an awe-inspiring spot to this day. As
one traces one’s steps along the Sacred Way up to the great temple
of the god, it is not too difficult to sense the feelings of reverence
and exaltation that filled the heart and the soul of the ancient be-
liever. The excavations have laid bare the foundations of the many
and varied types of monuments along the winding path that were
set up by individuals and city-states in honor and gratitude, Small
temples (called treasuries) were a particularly imposing type of
dedication, erected to house expensive and precious offerings.
Among the major buildings of the sanctuary were a stadium, a the-
ater, and, of course, the great temple of Apollo himself.

The Pythian games, which were celebrated every four years,
included (after 582) both physical and intellectual competitions.
Foot races, chariot races, musical, literary, and dramatic presenta-
tions were among the events that combined to make the festival
second only to that of Zeus at Olympia. The sanctuary and the
celebrations reflect much that is characteristic of Greek life and
thought. The numerous dedications of triumphant victory in war
mirror the narrow particularism and vehement rivalry among indi-
vidual city-states, while the fact of the festivals themselves, to
which all Greeks might come to honor gods common to their race,
reveals the strivings toward a wider and more humane vision. Cer-
tainly the sense of competition in both athletics and the arts was
vital to the Greek spirit. The importance of the physical as well as
the aesthetic also suggests a fundamental duality made one and
whole in the prowess and intellectuality of the god Apollo himself.
The Odes of Pindar written to celebrate the glorious victors in the
athletic competitions have proven to be among the most sublime
lyrical outpourings of the human spirit. Physical excellence intensi-
fied a sense of physical beauty that inspired Greek artists to capture
in sculpture and in painting the realism and idealism of the human
form. The crystallization of the Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian orders
of architecture in the construction of sublime and eternal architec-
tural forms was also inspired by religious as well as civic devotion.
The spiritual and human impetus to great feats of the body and the
mind is among the most wondrous achievements wrought by the
Greek religious experience.

The panhellenic sanctuary of Delphi was above all an oracle in

5. The other major panhellenic festivals were those at Olympia and Nemea, both in
honor of Zeus, and the Isthmian games at Corinth, dedicated to Poseidon.
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the classical period. People from all over the Greek world (and
even beyond) came to Apollo with questions of every sort, both
personal and political. Herodotus’ story of Solon and Croesus trans-
lated in Chapter 4 bears testimony to the prestige of the god, al-
ready well-established in the sixth century, and provides primary
evidence for the nature and form of his responses as well.

The exact oracular procedures followed cannot be determined
precisely. Not that they were secrets (like the details of dogma and
ritual of the mystery religions), but because our sources are inade-
quate, often taking for granted an exact knowledge of Delphic prac-
tices. From all the evidence (literary, epigraphical, and archaeolog-
ical), the following reconstruction may be pieced together with
some degree of confidence. We cannot, however, always be sure
that some of the rituals described by later authors belong to the
earlier period. The assumption, rightly or wrongly, is that proce-
dures became standardized early and remained essentially the
same.

The Pythia (prophetess of Apollo) uttered the responses of the
god. Her seat of prophecy was the tripod, a bowl supported by three
metal legs. A tripod was a utensil of everyday life; a fire could be lit
beneath or inside the bowl and it could be used for many obvious
practical purposes. The tripod at Delphi was both a symbol and a
source of divine prophetic power. Ancient pottery depicts Apollo
himself seated on the bowl; his Pythian priestess who does like-
wise becomes his mouthpiece. In a frenzy of inspiration she utters
her incoherent ravings. A priest or prophet nearby will transcribe
them into intelligible prose or verse (usually dactylic hexameters)
to be communicated to the inquirer.

Preliminary to the Pythia’s response was the elicitation of the
proper auspices for prophecy. A goat, which was subsequently sac-
rificed, had to display signs of trembling in all its limbs (the
sprinkling of cold water on the animal was an inducement), just as
later the Pythia would be racked in the same way during her
prophetic ecstasies. The Pythia herself underwent certain initial
ceremonies to ensure purification and inspiration, among them
a ritual cleansing with the sacred water of the famous Castalian
spring.

‘ Some of our sources maintain that the Pythia’s inspiration came
from the vaporous outpourings from a chasm or cave and depict the
priestess seated on the tripod above some such cleft or opening.
Unfortunately, the west end of Apollo’s temple (where she uttered
her responses) is so badly preserved in the excavations that it can-
not be reconstructed with certainty. Here in the innermost shrine
(the adyton) are we to imagine stairs descending to a crypt below
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and perhaps as well a clett (it would have to be small) from which
vapors arose?

On the seventh day of each month (except for three months in
the winter) the oracle was open.® The inquirer who came to the
temple with his question for the god had to go through certain
prescribed ceremonies that were in the nature of a fee.” First he
must offer an expensive sacred cake on the altar outside the temple,
and once he had entered he was required to sacrifice a sheep or
goat, a portion of which went to the Delphians, After these prelimi-
naries he could enter the holy of holies, the innermost shrine of the
temple, where he would take his seat. The sequence depended on
the prestige of the inquirer and the lot. The chief priest or prophet
addressed the questions to the Pythia and, as we have already men-
tioned, interpreted her answers. The Pythia herself may have been
in a room separated from the inquirers or perhaps (as we have seen)
even in a crypt on a lower level. The adyton proper was decked
with impressive religious objects: the sacred lyre and armor of
Apollo, the Omphalos set upon a rectangular base, a golden statue
of Apollo himself, and the tomb of Dionysus.®

According to tradition the Pythia was a young virgin in early
times. But on one occasion an inquirer fell in love with one and
seduced her. From then on only mature women (probably over fifty
years old) could become priestesses; whatever the nature of their
previous life (they could have been married), purity was required
once they had been appointed for life to serve the god. Attimes one
from among at least three women could be called upon to prophesy,
and there were probably more in reserve. The first Pythia, who is
named Phemonoe (Prophetic Mind), is a poetic figure; we have
from Herodotus the names of later ones (Aristonice and Perallus),
historically much more real.

Inevitably one must wonder about the religious sincerity of the
priests and priestesses at Delphi. Was it all a fraud? There is no
good reason to think so. Many people have believed in the possibil-
ity of god communicating with man in marvelous ways. And belief

6. There is some evidence that the practice of oracular response by lot was also
followed at Delphi, perhaps on other days of the month. A bean (possibly providing
only a simple yes or no answer) would be drawn.

7. One could inquire on one’s own behalf or on the behalf of someone else. Often
inquiries came from state representatives. Both the question and the answer were
usually set down in writing. See Joseph Fontenrose, The Delphic Oracle, Its Re-
sponses and Operations (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978).

8. The omphalos found in the excavations and originally identified as the archaic
sacred stone has subsequently been labeled a fraud. The tomb of Dionysus is a
reminder that the god Dionysus was welcomed and worshiped alongside Apollo in
the sanctuary (perhaps as early as the sixth century). The prophetic madness of the
Pythia has much in common with Dionysiac frenzy.
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in a medium, a person with special mantic gifts, is by no means
upique to the Greeks. The Pythia presumably was chosen because
of her special nature and religious character—she was susceptible
to supernatural callings. It is true that often the oracle was on the
side of political expediency and that the ambiguity of the responses
was notorious. Apollo’s obscure epithet, Loxias, was thought to
bear testimony to the difficult and devious nature of his replies. But
one has only to glance at the life and career of a Socrates to realize
the sincere and inner religious meaning that the intellectually de-
vout is able to wrest from the material trappings of established
institutions in any society. Socrates’ friend Chaerephon went to
Delphi to inquire who was the wisest of men. The answer was
“Socrates,” and when the philosopher was informed he could not
rest until he had determined the meaning of the response and
proved the god right. If we are to take the Apology at all literally
and historically (and why not?), this message from Apollo provided
a turning point for Socrates in his divine missionary-like zeal to
make men think of eternal moral and ethical values in terms of their
immortal souls.

The Pythia is the specific title given to the priestess of Apollo
at Delphi. A more generic term for prophetess was Sibyl, and many
Sibyls were found at various places in various periods in the an-
cient world. Originally the title was probably the proper name (Si-
bylla) of an early prophetess. At any rate the Sibyls at Cumae were
among the most famous mediums of antiquity.

The description of the Cumaean Sibyl as she prophesies to
Aeneas helps us understand the nature of the communication of a
prophetess with her god, even though we must allow for poetic
imagination. This Sibyl is Deiphobe, daughter of Glaucus, priest-
ess of the temple of Phoebus Apollo and Diana. The innermost
shrine of the temple is a cavern from which the responses issue
(Vergil, Aeneid 6. 42-51):

The vast end of the temple built in Euboean stone is
cut out into a cavern; here are a hundred perforations in
the rock, a hundred mouths from which the many utter-
ances rush, the answers of the Sibyl. They had come to
the threshold, when the virgin cried: “Now is the time to
demand the oracles, the god, behold, the god!” She spoke
these words in front of the doors and her countenance and
color changed; her hair shook free, her bosom heaved, and
her heart swelled in wild fury; she seemed of greater stat-
ure and her cries were not mortal as she was inspired by
the breath of the god drawing nearer.
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Later follows the metaphor of a wild horse trying to throw its
rider (77-82):

Not yet willing to endure Apollo, the prophetess raged
within the cavern in her frenzy, trying to shake the mighty
god from her breast; all the more he wore out her ravings,
mastering her wild heart and fashioning her to his will by
constraint. Now the hundred mouths of the cavern opened
wide of their own accord and bore the responses of the
prophetess to the breezes.

After her prophecies are reported the metaphor is continued

(98-101):

With such words the Cumaean Sibyl chants her terri-
fying riddles and from the innermost shrine of the cavern
truth resounded enveloped in obscurity, as Apollo applied
the reins to her raving and twisted the goad in her breast.

Earlier in the Aeneid (3. 445) the seer Helenus had warned
Aeneas that the Sibyl wrote her prophecies on leaves that were
carefully arranged. But when the doors of the cavern were opened,
these leaves were scattered by the wind so that those who had
come for advice left without help and hated the dwelling of the
Sibyl. Thus Aeneas asks (6. 74—76) that the Sibyl utter the prophe-
cies herself and not entrust them to the leaves. All this may be an
oblique reference to some characteristic of the Sibylline books (col-
lections of prophecies of the Sibyls that the Romans consulted) and
the way in which they were interpreted.®

Ovid has the Sibyl tell Aeneas the story of her fate (Metamor-
phoses 14. 132-53):1Y

Eternal life without end would have been given me it
I had yielded my virginity to Phoebus Apollo who loved
me. He hoped that I would and desired to bribe me with
gifts, so he said: “Virgin maid of Cumae, choose what you
desire; you will attain whatever it is.” I picked up a heap
of sand, showed it to him and asked for the vain wish that
I might have as many birthdays as the individual grains in
my hand. I forgot to ask for continuous youth along with
the years. He would have given me both, long life and

9. Vergil’s works themselves were consulted as oracles in later times as the Sortes

Vergilianae. ‘
10. The Sibyl’s story appears to be late in its reminiscences of Cassandra and

Tithonus.
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eternal youth, if I had succumbed to his love. But I de-
spised Phoebus’ gift and I remain unmarried. And now the
happier time of youth is gone and sick old age has come
with its feeble steps and T must endure it for a long time.
For now as you see I have lived through seven genera-
tions; there remain for me to witness three hundred har-
vests, three hundred vintages!! in order to equal in years
the number of grains of sand. The time will be when
Iength of days will have reduced me from my former stat-
ure and make me small and my limbs consumed by age
will be diminished to the tiniest weight. And I shall not
seem like one who was pleasing to a god and loved by
him. Even Phoebus himself perhaps either will not recog-
nize me or will deny that he once desired me; I shall be
changed to such an extent that I shall be visible to no one
but I shall be recognized by my voice; the Fates will
leave me my voice.

Another version (Petronius Satyricon 48.8) has it that the tiny
thing the Sibyl became was suspended in a bottle. Boys asked:
“Sibyl, what do you want?” Her answer was: “I want to die.”

Priam’s daughter, Cassandra, a pathetic figure in the Trojan
saga, was another of Apollo’s loves and a prophetess. She agreed to
give herself to Apollo and as a reward the god bestowed upon her
the power of prophecy. But Cassandra changed her mind and re-
jected his advances. Apollo asked for one kiss and spat in her
mouth. He did not revoke his gift, but thereafter Cassandra was
doomed to prophesy in vain, for no one would believe her.

Nearly all Apollo’s affairs (and they are numerous) are in one
way or another tragic; he is perhaps the most touchingly human and
the most terrifyingly sublime of all the Greek gods. A notable ex-
ception is his success with Cyrene, an athletic nymph, with whom
Apollo fell in love as he saw her wrestling with a lion. He whisked
her away in his golden chariot to Libya, to the very site of the city
that would be given her name, and she bore to him a son, Aris-
taeus.!2

The story of Apollo’s love for Daphne explains why the laurel
(Daphne is the Greek word for laurel) was sacred to him. Ovid’s
version is the best known (Metamorphoses 1. 452—-567):

11. A total of one thousand years counting the generations (saecula) as one hundred
years each.

12. This is the Aristaeus who will become the husband of Autonoe and father of
Actaeon; he too is the one who made advances to Eurydice. He is particularly linked
with agricultural pursuits, especially bee keeping.
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Daphne, daughter of Peneus, was the first object of
Apollo’s love. It was not blind fate who brought this about,
but Cupid’s cruel anger. Apollo, flushed with pride at his
victory over Python, had seen Cupid drawing his bow and
taunted him: “What business of yours are brave men’s
arms, young fellow? The bow suits my shoulder; I can
take unerring aim at wild animals or at my enemies. I it
was who laid low proud Python, though he stretched over
wide acres of ground, with uncounted arrows. You should
be content with kindling the fires of love in some mortal
with your torch; do not try to share my glory!” To him
Cupid replied: “Although your arrows pierce every target,
Apollo, mine will pierce you. Just as all animals yield to
you, so your glory is inferior to mine.” And as he spoke he
quickly flew to the peak of shady Parnassus and from his
quiver drew two arrows. Different were their functions, for
the one, whose point was dull and leaden, repelled love;
the other, golden, bright, and sharp, aroused it. Cupid shot
the leaden arrow at Peneus’ daughter, while he pierced
Apollo’s inmost heart with the golden one.

Straightway Apollo loved, and Daphne ran even from
the name of “lover.” Companion of Diana, her joy was in
the depths of the forests and the spoils of the chase; a
headband kept her flowing hair in place. Many suitors
courted her, while she cared not for love or marriage; a
virgin she roamed the pathless woods. Her father often
said, “My daughter, you owe me a son-in-law and grand-
children;” she, hating the marriage torch as if it were a
disgrace, blushed and embraced her father saying, “Allow
me, dearest father, always to be a virgin. Jupiter granted
this to Diana.”” Peneus granted her prayer; but Daphne’s
beauty allowed her not to be as she desired and opposed
her wish. .

Apollo loved her; he saw her and desired to marry
her. He hoped to achieve his desire, misled by his own
oracle. Even as the stubble burns after the harvest, or a
hedge catches fire from a careless traveler’s embers, so the
god burned with all-consuming fire and fueled his love
with fruitless hope. He sees her hair lying unadorned
upon her neck and says, “What if it were adorned?” He
sees her flashing eyes like stars; he sees her lips—and
merely to see is not enough. He praises her fingers, hands
and arms, and shoulders half-bared; those parts which are
covered he thinks more beautiful. Swifter than the wind
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Daphne runs from him and stays not to hear him call her
back: “Stay, nymph! Stay, daughter of Peneus, I pray! I am
not an enemy who pursue you. Stay, nymph! A lamb runs
like this from the wolf, a hind from the lion, doves with
fluttering wings from the eagle. Each kind runs from its
enemy: love makes me pursue! Oh, take care you do not
fall; let not the thorns scratch those legs that never should
be marred and I be the cause of your hurt! Rough is the
place where you run; run more slowly, I beg, and I will
pursue more slowly. Yet consider who loves you; I am not
a mountain peasant; I am not an uncouth shepherd who
watches here his flocks and herds. Unheeding you know
not whom you try to escape, and therefore do you run. 1
am lord of Delphi, of Claros, Tenedos, and royal Patara;
Jupiter is my father! I show the future, the past, the
present; through me came the harmony of lyre and song!
Unerring are my arrows, yet one arrow is yet more unerr-
ing and has wounded my heart, before untouched. The
healing art is mine; throughout the world am I called the
Bringer of Help; the power of herbs is mine to command.
Ah me! for no herb can remedy love; the art which heals
all cannot heal its master!”

Even as he spoke Daphne fled from him and ran on in
fear; then too she seemed lovely—the wind laid bare her
body and her clothes fluttered as she ran and her hair
streamed out behind. In flight she was yet more beautiful.
Yet the young god could not bear to have his words of
love go for nothing; driven on by love he followed at full
speed. Even as a Gallic hound sees a hare in an empty
field and pursues its prey as it runs for safety—the one
seems just to be catching the quarry and expects each mo-
ment to have gripped it; with muzzle at full stretch it is
hot on the other’s tracks; the other hardly knows if it has
been caught and avoids the snapping jaws—so the god
chased the virgin: hope gave him speed; her speed came
from fear. Yet the pursuer gains, helped by the wings of
love; he gives her no respite; he presses hard upon her
and his breath ruffles the hair upon her neck.

Now Daphne’s strength was gone, drained by the ef-
fort of her flight, and pale she saw Peneus’ waters. “Help
me, Father,” she cried, “if a river has power; change me
and destroy my beauty which has proved too attractive!”
Hardly had she finished her prayer when her limbs grew
heavy and sluggish; thin bark enveloped her soft breasts;
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Apollo and Daphne, ascribed to Pollaiuolo (1433-98) or a follower. (Na-
tional Gallery, London. Reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees.)

her hair grew into leaves, her arms into branches. Her Apoll -
feet, which until now had run so swiftly, held fast with pollo and Daphne, by G. L. Bernini (1598-1680). Both painter and sculp-

clinging roots. Her face was the tree’s top; only her beauty g);lk;l‘tt!ht;’mn;)etzll(c;i.t;} .t?el)ii:.t}a single event, the moment of metamorphosis.
remains. p id is at liberty to describe the whole process, (Borghese

Gallery, Rome. Reproduced by permission of the Borghese Gallery.)
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Even in this form Apollo loves her; placing his hand
on the trunk he felt the heart beating beneath the new-
formed bark. Embracing the branches, as if they were hu-
man limbs, he kisses the wood: yet the wood shrinks from
his kisses. “Since you cannot be my wife,” said he, “you
shall be my tree. Always you shall wreathe my hair, my
lyre, my quiver. You shall accompany the Roman generals
when the joyous Triumph hymn is sung and the long pro-
cession climbs the Capitol . . . and as my young locks
have never been shorn, so may you forever be honored
with green leaves!” Apollo’s speech was done: the new-
made Laurel nodded her assent and like a head bowed her

topmost branches.

Apollo attempted to win Marpessa, the daughter of Evenus, a
son of Ares. She was wooed as well by Idas, one of the Argonauts.
He carried her off in his chariot against the will of her father, who
unsuccessfully pursued the pair and in his anger and heartbreak
committed suicide. Subsequently Apollo, who had also beer} a
suitor for Marpessa’s hand, stole her away from I(:las in s.imllfar
fashion. The outcome was that the two rivals met face to face in
conflict over the girl. At this point Zeus intervened and ordered
Marpessa to choose between her lovers. She chose Idas because he
was a mortal, for she was afraid that the undying and eternally
handsome god Apollo would abandon her wl}en she grew olcll.

Apollo was also susceptible to the love (_)f boys. His devqtlon to
Hyacinthus, a handsome Spartan youth from Amyclae, is well

known because of Ovid’s account; the great god neglected his other

duties in order to be in the company of his beloved (Metamor-
phoses 10. 174-219):

The Titan sun was almost midway between the night
that had passed and the one to come—equidistant from
both—when Apollo and the boy took off their garments
and glistening with olive oil began to compete with the
broad discus. Phoebus made the first throw. He poised the
discus and hurled it so far into the air that the clouds were
scattered by its course and only after a long time, because
of its own sheer weight, did it fall back again to solid
earth. His throw exhibited great skill combined with great
strength. Straightway Hyacinthus under the impulse of his
enthusiasm, heedless of all but the game, made a dash to
pick up the discus. But it bounced back, O Hyacinthus, as

T
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it hit the hard earth and struck you full in the face.!3 The
god turned as pale as the boy himself, He took up the limp
body in his attempt to revive him, frantically staying the
flow of blood from the sad wound and applying herbs to
sustain the life that was ebbing away. His arts were to no
avail; the wound was incurable. Just as when someone in
a garden breaks off violets or brittle poppies or lilies that
cling to their tawny stems, and suddenly these flowers
droop and fade and cannot support the tops of their heavy
heads which look down to the ground, so dropped the
head of the dying boy and his neck, once strength was
gone, gave way to the burden of its weight and sank on his
shoulder. Phoebus cried: “You slip away, cheated of your
youthful prime. Your wound that I ook upon accuses me.
You are my grief and my guilt—my own hand is branded
with your death! I am the one who is responsible. But
what fault was mine? Can it be called a fault to have
played a game with you, to have loved you? O that I could
give you my life as you deserve or die along with you. But
we are bound by fate’s decree. Yet you will always be
with me, your name will cling to my lips, forever remem-
bering. You will be my theme as I pluck my lyre and sing
my songs and you, a new flower, will bear markings in
imitation of my grief; and there will come a time when the
bravest of heroes will be linked to this same flower and
his name will be read on its petals.” While Apollo spoke
these words from his unerring lips, lo and behold, the
blood that had poured upon the ground and stained the
grass ceased to be blood and a flower arose, of a purple
more brilliant than Tyrian dye; it took the shape of a lily
and differed only in color, for lilies are silvery white.
Apollo, although responsible for so honoring Hyacinthus,
was not yet satisfied. The god himself inscribed his la-
ments upon the petals and the flower bears the markings
of the mournful letters AI A1} Sparta was proud to claim
Hyacinthus as her son and his glory endures to this day;

13. Ovid puts the story in the mouth of Orpheus. Other accounts have Zephyrus (the
West Wind) deliberately divert the course of the discus because of his jealous love
for Hyacinthus.

14. These marks nat only reproduce Apollo’s moans of grief but they are also the
initial letters of the name of the hero of the Trojan saga, the great Ajax (Greek, Aias),
son of Telamon, as Apollo indicates in his prophetic words above. When Ajax com-
mitted suicide, the same flower, the hyacinth, sprang from his blood (Ovid Metamor-
phoses 13, 391-98),
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every year a festival, the Hyacinthia, is celebrated in his
honor with ceremonies ancient in their traditions.

Several of these stories emphasize Apollo’s role as a god of

medicine, which is taken over in large part by his son, Asclepius.
And this brings us to Apollo’s affair with Coronis, the last we shall
tell. Coronis (in Ovid’s version) was a lovely maiden from Larissa in
Thessaly whom Apollo loved; in fact she was pregnant with his
child. Unfortunately the raven, Apollo’s bird, saw Coronis lying
with a young Thessalian and told all to the god (Metamorphoses 2.
600—34):

When Apollo heard this charge against Coronis, the
laurel wreath slipped from his head, his expression
changed, and the color drained from his cheeks. As his
heart burned with swollen rage, he took up his accus-
tomed weapons and bent his bow to string it; with his
unerring arrow he pierced the breast which he had so of-
ten embraced. She gave a groan as she was struck and,’
when she drew the shaft from her body, red blood welled
up over her white limbs. She spoke: “You could have ex-
acted this punishment and I have paid with my life, after I
had borne your child; as it is, two of us die in one.” With
these words her life drained away with her blood; the
chill of death crept over her lifeless corpse.

Too late, alas, the lover repented of his cruel punish-
ment. He hated himself because he had listened to the
charge against her and had been so inflamed. He hated his
bow and his arrows and his hands that had so rashly shot
them. He fondled her limp body and strove to thwart the
Fates but his efforts came too late, and he applied his arts
of healing to no avail. When he saw that his attempts were
in vain and the pyre was being built and saw her limbs
about to be burned in the last flames, then truly (for it is
forbidden that the cheeks of the gods be touched by teal'g)
Apollo uttered groans that issued from the very depths of
his heart, just as when a heifer sees the mallet that is
poised about the right ear of her suckling calf shatter the
hollow temples with a crashing blow. He poured perfumes
upon her unfeeling breast, clasped her in his embrace, and
performed the proper rites so just and yet unjust. Phoebus
could not bear that his own seed be reduced to the same
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ashes, but he snatched his son out of the flames from the
womb of his mother and brought him to the cave of the
centaur Chiron. The raven, who hoped for a reward for the
truth of his utterances, Apollo forbade evermore to be
counted among white birds. Meanwhile the centaur was
happy to have the divine infant as a foster child and de-
lighted in such an honorable task.

Thus, like many another mythological figure, Asclepius was
trained by the wise and gentle Chiron, and he learned his lessons
well, particularly in the field of medicine. When he grew up, he
refined this science and raised it by transforming it into a high and
noble art (just as the Greeks themselves did in actual fact, particu-
larly in the work of the great fifth-century physician, Hippocrates,
with his medical school at Cos). Asclepius married and had several
children, among them doctors such as Machaon (in the Iliad), or
more shadowy figures such as Hygeia (Health).

So skilled a physician was Asclepius (he was worshiped as both
a hero and a god) that when Hippolytus died, Artemis appealed to
him to restore her devoted follower to life. Asclepius agreed and
was successful but incurred the wrath of Zeus for such a disruption
of nature. Asclepius was hurled into the lower world by a thunder-
bolt.

Apollo was enraged by the death of his son; he did not, of
course, turn against Zeus, but killed the Cyclopes who had forged
the lethal thunderbolt. Because of his crime he was sentenced (fol-
lowing once again the pattern of the human social order and its
codes concerning blood-guilt) to live in exile for a year under the
rule of Admetus, the beneficent king of Pherae in Thessaly. Apollo
telt kindly toward his master and when he found out that Admetus
had only a short time to live, he went to the Moirae and induced
them, with the help of wine, to allow the king a longer life. But they
imposed the condition that someone must die in his place. Adme-
tus, however, could find no one willing to give up his life for him
(not even his aged parents) except his devoted wife, Alcestis; and
he accepted her sacrifice. Euripides, in his fascinating and puzzling
play, the Alcestis (it is difficult to find general agreement on the
interpretation of this tragicomedy), presents a touching and ironic
portrait of the devoted wife. She is, however, rescued from the
tomb in the nick of time by the good services of Heracles, who
happened to be a visitor in the home of Admetus and wrestled with
Death himself (Thanatos) for the life of Alcestis.
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Apollo’s skill as a musician has already been attested. But two
stories that concentrate more exclusively upon the divine excel-
lence of his art and the folly of inferiors who challenged it remain to
be told. The first concerns Marsyas; he was the satyr (_as we have
previously mentioned) who picked up the flute after it had been
invented and then discarded by Athena. The goddess gave Marsyas
a thrashing for taking up her instrument, but he was not deterred by
this and became so proficient that he dared to challenge the great
Apollo himself to a contest. The condition imposed by th§ god was
that the victor could do what he liked with the vanquished. Of
course Apollo won, and it was his decision to flay Marsyas alive.
Ovid describes the anguish of the satyr (Metamorphoses 6. 385—

400):

Marsyas cried out: “Why are you stripping me of.my
very self? Oh no, I am sorry; the flute is not w01'.t‘h thlS'
torture!” As he screamed, his skin was ripped off all his
body and he was nothing but a gaping wound. Blood ran
everywhere, his nerves were laid bare and expusc‘d, and
the pulse of his veins throbbed without any covering. Qne
could make out clearly his pulsating entrails and tlje vital
organs in his chest that lay revealed. The spirits of fhe_
countryside and the fauns who haunt the woods wept for
him; and so did his brothers, the satyrs, and nymphs and
all who tended woolly sheep and horned cattle on those
mountains—and Olympus, dear to him now, wept as well.
The fertile earth grew wet as she received and drank up
the tears that fell and became soaked to the veins in her
depths. She formed of them a stream which she sent up
into the open air. From this source a river, the cleau?st in
all Phrygia, rushes down between its sloping banks into
the sea. And it bears the name of Marsyas.

Apollo was involved in another musical contest, thi§ tim.e with
the god Pan, and King Midas of Phrygia acted as one of the judges
(Ovid Metamorphoses 11. 146-93):

Midas, in his loathing for riches, found a retreat in the
woods and the country and worshiped Pan, the god who
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always inhabits mountain caves.’” But his intelligence still
remained limited, and his own foolish stupidity was going
to harm him once again as it had before. There is a moun-
tain, Tmolus, that rises high in its steep ascent with a lofty
view to the sea; on one side it slopes down to Sardis, on
another to the little town of Hypaepa. Here while he was
singing his songs to his gentle nymphs and playing a
dainty tune on his pipes made of reeds and wax, Pan
dared to belittle the music of Apollo as compared with his
own. And so he engaged in an unequal contest, with Tmo-
lus as judge. This elderly judge took his seat on his own
mountain and freed his ears of trees; only the oak re-
mained to wreathe his dark hair and acorns hung down
around his hollow temples. He turned his gaze upon the
god of flocks and said: “Now the judge is ready.” Pan be-
gan to blow on his rustic pipes, and Midas, who happened
to be nearby as he played, was charmed by the tune.
When Pan had finished, Tmolus, the sacred god of the
mountain, turned around to face Phoebus, and his forests
followed the swing of his gaze. The golden head of Apollo
was crowned with laurel from Parnassus, and his robe
dyed in Tyrian purple trailed along the ground. His lyre
was inlaid with precious stones and Indian ivory; he held
it in his left hand with the plectrum in his right. His very
stance was the stance of an artist. Then he played the
strings with knowing hand; Tmolus was captivated by
their sweetness and ordered Pan to concede that his pipes

15. This is the famous Midas of the golden touch (QOvid’s version of his story, Meta-
morphoses 11, 85-145, is well-known). Phrygian peasants had captured Silenus and
brought him to their king, Midas, who recognized the satyr at once as a follower of
Dionysus. So Midas returned Silenus to Dionysus, and the god was so delighted that
he gave the king the right to choose any gift he would like for himself. Midas
foolishly asked that whatever he should touch might be turned into gold. At first
Midas was delighted with his new power when he saw that he could transform
everything into gleaming riches by the mere touch of his hand. But the blessing
quickly became a curse, for he could no longer eat or drink: any morsel or drop that
he brought to his lips became a solid mass of gold. Midas’ greed turned to loathing;
in some accounts even his beloved daughter was transformed. He begged the god’s
forgiveness for his sin and release from his accursed power, Dionysus took pity and
ordered the king to cleanse himself of the remaining traces of his guilt in the source
of the river Pactolus, near Sardis. Midas obeyed and the power of transforming
things into gold passed from his person into the stream, whose sands forevermore
were sands of gold.
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wore inferior to the lyre. The judgment of the sacred
mountain pleased everyone except Midas; he alone chal-
lenged the verdict and called it unjust. At this the god of
Delos could not bear that such stupid ears retain their
human shape. He made them longer, covered them with
white shaggy hair, and made them flexible at their base so
that they could be twitched. As for the rest of him he re-
mained human; in this one respect alone he was changed,
condemned to be endowed with the ears of a lumbering
ass. Midas of course wanted to hide his vile shame and he
attempted to do so by covering his head with a purple
turban. But his barber, who regularly trimmed his long
hair, saw his secret. He wanted to tell about what he had
seen, but he did not dare reveal Midas™ disgrace. But it
was impossible for him to keep quiet and so he stole away
and dug a hole in the ground. Into it, with the earth re-
moved, he murmured in a low whisper that his master had
ass’s ears. Then he filled the hole up again, covering up
the indictment he had uttered and silently stole away from
the scene. But a thick cluster of trembling reeds began to
grow on the spot; in a year’s time, as soon as they were
full grown, they betrayed the barber’s secret. For, as they
swayed in the gentle south wind, they echoed the words
that he had buried and revealed the truth about his mas-
ter’s ears.

Thus if one listened carefully to the wind whistling in the
reeds he could hear the murmur of a whisper: “King Midas has ass’s
ears.”’18

The many and complex facets of Apollo’s character have by
now become evident. He sums up in his very nature the multiple
contradictions in the tragic dilemma of human existence. He is
gentle and vehement, compassionate and ruthless, guilty and guilt-
less, healer and destroyer. The extremes of his emotion are every-
where apparent. He acts swiftly and surely against Tityus, who
dared to attempt to rape Leto and for this crime was punished (as
we shall see later) in the realm of Hades. Apollo shot down Tityus
with his arrows: he acts in the same way against Niobe, only this
time in conjunction with his sister, Artemis (the story has been told
in the previous chapter). Can one ever forget Homer's terrifying

16. Elements of folk tale appear dominant in this story, particularly in the traditional
depiction of the garrulous barber. In some versions Midas plays this same role in the
contest between Apollo and Marsyas. Thus he favors the satyr against Apollo and
suffers the same humiliation.
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picture '()f the god as he lays low the Greek forces at Troy with a
plague in response to the appeal of his priest Chryses (Iliad 1. 43—
52)1

Phoebus Apollo . . . came down from the peaks of
Olympus, angered in his heart, wearing on his shoulders
his bow and closed quiver. The arrows clashed on his
shoulders as he moved in his rage, and he descended just
like night. Then he sat down apart from the ships and shot
one of his arrows; terrible was the clang make by his sil-
ver bow. First he attacked the mules and the swift hounds
but then he let go his piercing shafts against the men
themselves and struck them down. The funeral pyres with
their corpses burned thick and fast.

Yet this very same god is the epitome of Greek classical re-
straint, championing the proverbial Greek maxims “Know thyself”
and “Nothing too much.” He knows by experience the dangers of
excess. From a sea of blood and guilt, Apollo brings enlightenment,
atonement, and purification, wherever he may be, but especially in
his sanctuary at Delphi.

The origins of Apollo are obscure. It is not unlikely that he was
in the beginning one of the gods brought into Greece by the north-
ern invaders of 2000; if not, at any rate, he was probably very soon
absorbed by them in the period 2000—1500. Some scholars imagine
Apollo as originally the prototype of the Good Shepherd with his
many protective powers and skills, especially those of music and
medicine.!” It is not until the classical period that he becomes a
sun-god and usurps the power of Helius.

For many Apollo appears as the most characteristically Greek
god in the whole pantheon—a gloriously conceived anthropomor-
phic figure, perhaps epitomized best of all in the splendid depic-
tion of the west pediment of the great temple of Zeus at Olympia.
Here Apollo stood with calm intelligent strength, his head turned to
one side, his arm upraised against the raging turmoil of the battle
between the Centaurs and Lapiths by which he is surrounded.

By stressing certain aspects of his character, Apollo may be
presented as the direct antithesis of the god Dionysus; in the per-
sons of these two deities the rational (Apollonian) and irrational

17. Apollo’s epithet, Lykios, was believed by the Greeks to refer to him as a “wolf-
god,” whatever this may mean. Was he at one time a god of nomadic hunters, who
later settled down? Modern theory associates the wolf with the Dorians and initia-
tion rites. It also has been suggested that Lykios is to be derived from Lycia, a
district in southwestern Asia Minor.
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(Dionysiac) forces in human psychology, philosophy, and ::eligiun
are pitted dramatically, one against the other. Some go so far as to
maintain that it is Apollo who represents the true and essential
nature of the Greek spirit as reflected in the poetry of Homer, in
opposition to the later foreign intrusion of the mysticism of Diony-
sus. Whatever kernel of truth this view may hold, it is important to
realize that by the sixth and fifth centuries Dionysus has become an
integral part of Greek civilization. He is, therefore, in the classical
period as characteristically Greek as Apollo, and both deities actu-

ally reflect a basic duality inherent in the Greek conception of

things. We have already detected in Chapter 1 this same dichotomy
in the union of the mystical and mathematical that was mirrored in
the amalgamation of two cultures (the Nordic and the Mediterra-
nean) in the Minoan and Mycenaean periods.

Just as Apollo may be made a foil for Dionysus, so he may be
used as a meaningful contrast to the figure of Christ. Each in his
person and his life represents, physically and spiritually, two qui te
different concepts of meaning and purpose both in this world and
in the next. Apollo and Christ do indeed afford a startling and re-
vealing antithesis.

CHAPTER

HERMES

The Homeric Hymn to Hermes (number 4) tells the story of his
birth with delightful charm and disarming candor.

Sing, O Muse, of the son of Zeus and Maia,! lord of
Cyllene and Arcadia rich in flocks, the messenger of the
gods and bringer of luck, whom Maia of the beautiful hair
bore after uniting in love with Zeus. She in her modesty
shunned the company of the blessed gods and lived
within a shadowy cave; here the son of Cronus joined in
love with this nymph of the beautiful hair in the dark of
night without the knowledge of immortal gods and mortal
men, while sweet sleep held white-armed Hera fast. But
when the will of Zeus had been accomplished and her
tenth month was fixed in the heavens, she brought forth to
the light a child and a remarkable thing was accom-
plished; for the child whom she bore was devious, win-
ning in his cleverness, a robber, a driver of cattle, a guide
of dreams, a spy in the night, a watcher at the door, who

1. Maia was one of the Pleiades, the daughters of Atlas and Pleione.
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soon was about to make manifest renowned deeds among
the immortal gods. Maia bore him on the fourth day of the
month. He was born at dawn, by midday he was playing
the lyre, and in the evening he stole the cattle of far-shoot-
ing Apollo. After he leaped forth from the immortal limbs
of his mother he did not remain lying in his sacred cradle,
but he sprang up and looked for the cattle of Apollo. When
he crossed the threshold of the high-roofed cave, he found
a tortoise and obtained boundless pleasure from it. Indeed
Hermes was the very first to make the tortoise a minstrel.
He happened to meet it in the very entranceway, wad-
dling along as it ate the luxurious grass in front of the
dwelling. When Zeus’ son, the bringer of luck, saw it he
laughed and said at once: “Already a very good omen for
me; I shall not be scornful. Greetings; what a delight you
appear to me, lovely in shape, graceful in movement, and
a good dinner companion. Where did you, a tortoise living
in the mountains, get this speckled shell that you have on,
a beautiful plaything? Come, I shall take you and bring
you inside. You will be of some use to me and I shall do
you no dishonor. You will be the very first to be an advan-
tage to me, but a better one inside, since the out-of-doors
is harmful to you. For while you are alive you will be a
charm against evil witchcraft, but if you were dead, then
you would make very beautiful music.”?

Thus he spoke and lifted the tortoise in both hands
and went back into his dwelling carrying the lovely play-
thing. Then he cut up the mountain-dwelling tortoise and
scooped out its life-marrow with a knife of gray iron. As
swiftly as a thought darts through the mind of a man
whose cares come thick and fast or as a twinkle flashes
from the eye, thus glorious Hermes devised his plan and
carried it out simultaneously. He cut to size stocks of
reeds, extended them across the back and through the
tortoise shell and fastened them securely. In his ingenuity
he stretched the hide of an ox all around and atfixed two
arms to which he attached a bridge and then he extended
seven tuneful strings of sheep gut. When he had finished
he took up the lovely plaything and tried it by striking
successive notes. It resounded in startling fashion under
his hand, and the god accompanied his playing with a
beautiful song, improvising at random just as young men
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9. The live tortoise was believed to be a tabu against harm and sorcery.
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exchange banter on a festive occasion. He sang about
Zeus, the son of Cronus, Maia with the beautiful sandals,
and their talk in the intimacy of their love, and proclaimed
aloud the renown of his birth. He honored too the hand-
maids of the nymph, her splendid home, and the tripods
and the ample cauldrons it contained.

He sang of these things but his heart was set on other
pursuits. He took the hollow lyre and set it down in his
sacred cradle; for he craved for meat and leaped out of the
fragrant hall to a place where he could watch, since he
was devising in his heart sheer trickery such as men who
are thieves plan in the dead of black night.

Helius, the sun, with his horses and chariot was de-
scending to earth and the stream of ocean, when Hermes
came hurrying to the shady mountains of Pieria where the
immortal cattle of the blessed gods have their home, graz-
ing on the lovely untouched meadows. The sharp-sighted
son of Maia, the slayer of Argus, cut off from the herd fifty
loud-bellowing cattle and drove them over sandy ground
reversing their tracks as they wandered. For he did not
forget his skill at trickery and made their hoofs go back-
ward, the front ones last and the back ones first; he him-
self walked straight ahead. For he quickly wove sandals of
wicker by the sea sand, a wonderful achievement, beyond
description and belief; he combined twigs of myrtle and
tamarisk, and fastened together bundles of the freshly
sprouting wood which he bound, leaves and all, under his
feet as light sandals. The glorious slayer of Argus made
them so, as he left Pieria, improvising since he was has-
tening over a long journey.3

. But an old man, who was working in a luxuriant vine-
yard, noticed him coming to the plain through Onchestus
with its beds of grass. The renowned son of Maia spoke to
him first: “Old man, digging about with stooped shoulders,
you will indeed have much wine when all these vines
bear fruit, if you listen to me and earnestly remember in
your heart to be blind to what you have seen and deaf to
what you have heard and to keep silent, since nothing of
your own has been harmed in any way.” He said only this
much and pushed the sturdy head of cattle on together.

3. Hermes as he walks along makes the cattle walk backward. Thus the hoof prints
of the cattle will seem to be going toward the meadow and not out of it. Hermes” own
tracks will be obscured by his sandals.
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Glorious Hermes drove them over many shady mountains,
echoing hollows, and flowery plains.

The greater part of divine night, his dark helper, was
over, and the break of day that calls men to work was soon
coming on, and bright Selene, daughter of lord Pallas, the
son of Megamedes, had climbed to a new watchpost, when
the strong son of Zeus drove the broad-browed cattle of
Phoebus Apollo to the river Alpheus. They were unwea-
ried when they came to the lofty shelter and the watering
places that faced the splendid meadow. Then, when he
had fed the loud-bellowing cattle well on fodder, he drove
them all together into the shelter, as they ate lotus and
marsh plants covered with dew. He gathered together a
quantity of wood and pursued with diligent passion the
skill of producing fire. He took a good branch of laurel and
trimmed it with his knife, and in the palm of his hand he
grasped a piece of wood; and the hot breath of fire rose
up. Indeed Hermes was the very first to invent fire-sticks
and fire. He took many dry sticks which he left as they
were and heaped them up together in a pit in the ground.
The flame shone forth, sending afar a great blaze of burn-
ing fire.

While the power of renowned Hephaestus was kin-
dling the fire, Hermes dragged outside near the blaze two
horned cattle bellowing, for much strength went with him.
He threw them both panting upon their backs onto the
ground and bore down upon them. Rolling them over, he
pierced through their life’s marrow; he followed up this
work with more, cutting the meat rich in fat, and spearing
the pieces with wooden spits, and roasted all together, the
flesh, choice parts from the back, and the bowels that en-
closed the black blood. He laid these pieces on the ground
and stretched the hides on a rugged rock and thus still
even now they are there continually long afterward, de-
spite the interval of time. Next Hermes in the joy of his
heart whisked the rich bundles away to a smooth flat rock
and divided them into twelve portions that he allotted,
adding a choice piece to each, making it wholly an honor-
able offering. Then glorious Hermes longed for the sacred
meat of the sacrifice, for the sweet aroma made him weak,

4. The text is corrupt at this point; apparently Hermes used the laurel branch to rub
against a piece of wood grasped in the palm of his hand, thus creating the friction to

produce fire.
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even though he was an immortal. But his noble heart did
not yield, although his desire was overwhelming to gulp
the offering down his holy throat.’ But he quickly put the
fat and all the meat away in the cave with its lofty roof,
setting them up high as a testimony of his recent child-
hood theft, and he gathered up wood for the fire and de-
stroyed all the hoofs and the heads in the blaze. When the
god had accomplished all that he had to do he threw his
sandals into the deep-eddying stream of the Alpheus; he
put out the embers and hid the black ashes in the sand.
Thus he spent the whole night as the beautiful light of
Selene shone down on him. Swiftly then he went back to
the divine peaks of Cyllene and encountered no one at all
(neither blessed gods nor mortal men) on his long journey,
and dogs did not bark.

And Hermes, the luck-bringer, son of Zeus, slipped
sideways past the lock into his house, like the gust of a
breeze in autumn, and went directly through the cave to
his luxurious inner chamber, stepping gently on his feet,
for he did not make a sound as one would walking upon
the floor. Glorious Hermes quickly got into his cradle and
wrapped the blankets about his shoulders like a helpless
baby and lay toying with his fingers at the covers on his
knees; at his left side he kept his beloved lyre close by his
hand.

But the god did not escape the notice of his goddess
mother, who spoke to him: “You devious rogue, in your
cloak of shameless guile, where in the world have you
come from in the nighttime? Now I am convinced that
either Apollo, son of Leto, by his own hands will drag you
with your sides bound fast right out the door or you will
prowl about the valleys, a robber and a cheat. Be gone
then! Your father begat you as a great trouble for mortal
men and immortal gods!”

Hermes answered her with clever words: “Mother,
why do you throw this up at me, as to a helpless child
who knows in his heart very little of evil, a fearful baby,
frightened of his mother’s chiding? But I shall set upon
whatever work is best to provide for me and you together.
We two shall not endure to stay here in this place alone,

5. Hermes offers a portion to each of the twelve gods and, according to sacrificial
ritual, he as one of them must not eat his portion or those of the other gods but
merely savor the aroma.
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as you bid, apart from the immortals without gifts and
prayers. Better all our days to live among the gods, rich
and full in wealth and plenty, than to sit at home in the
shadows of this cave! And I shall go after divine honor just
as Apollo has. And if my father does not give it to me, to
be sure I shall take my honor myself (and I can do it)
which is to be the prince of thieves. And if the glorious
son of Leto search me out I think he will meet with an-
other even greater loss. For I shall go to Pytho and break
right into his great house and I shall seize from within
plenty of very beautiful tripods and bowls and gold and
gleaming iron and an abundance of clothing. You will be
able to see it all, if you like.” Thus they conversed with
each other, the son of aegis-bearing Zeus and the lady
Maia.

As Eos, the early-born, sprang up from the deep-flow-
ing waters of Ocean bringing light to mortals, Apollo was
on his way and came to Onchestus, a very lovely grove
sacred to loud-roaring Poseidon, who surrounds the earth.
There he found the old man, who on the path within was
feeding the animal that guarded his vineyard. The glorious
son of Leto spoke to him first: “Old man, who pull the
weeds and briars of grassy Onchestus, I have come here
from Pieria looking for some cattle, all cows, all with
curved horns, from my herd. The bull, which was black,
fed alone away from the others; keen-eyed dogs followed
behind, four of them, of one mind like humans. They were
left behind, both the dogs and the bull—a truly amazing
feat. But just as the sun had set, the cows went out of the
soft meadow away from the sweet pasture. Tell me this,
old fellow, have you seen a man passing along the road
with these cows?”

The old man spoke to him in answer: “My friend, it is
hard to tell everything that one sees with one’s eyes. For
many wayfarers pass along the road; some travel intent on
much evil, others on much good. To know each of them is
difficult. But, good sir, the whole day long until the sun
set I was digging about in my fruitful vineyard and I
thought that I noticed a child, I do not know for sure;
whoever the child was, he, an infant, tended the fine-
horned cattle and he had a stick. He walked from side to
side as he drove them backward and kept their heads fac-
ing him.”

Thus the old man spoke; after Apollo had heard his
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tale, he went more quickly on his way. He noticed a bird
with its wings extended and from this sign knew at once
that the thief was a child born of Zeus, the son of Cronus.
So lord Apollo, the son of Zeus, eagerly hastened to holy
Pylos in search of his shambling cows, his broad shoulders
enshrouded in a dark cloud. When the archer-god spied
the tracks he cried out: “Why, indeed, here is a great mar-
vel that I see with my eyes. These are definitely the tracks
of straight-horned cows, but they are turned backward
toward the asphodel meadow. And these here are not the
prints of a man or a woman or gray wolves or bears or li-
ons; nor are they, I expect, those of a shaggy-maned cen-
taur or whoever makes such monstrous strides with its
swift feet. On this side of the road the tracks are strange
but on the other side they are even stranger.” With these
words lord Apollo, the son of Zeus, hurried on and came
to the forest-clad mountain of Cyllene and the deeply
shaded cave in the rock where the immortal nymph bore
the child of Zeus, the son of Cronus. A lovely odor per-
vaded the sacred mountain and many sheep ranged about
grazing on the grass. Then the archer-god, Apollo himself,
hurried over the stone threshold down into the shadowy
cave.

When the son of Zeus and Maia perceived that far-
shooting Apollo was in a rage about his cattle, he sank
down into his fragrant blankets. As ashes hide a bed of
embers on logs of wood, so Hermes buried himself in his
covers when he saw the archer-god. He huddled head and
hands and feet tightly together as though just bathed and
ready for sweet sleep, but he was really wide awake, and
under his arm he held his lyre. The son of Zeus and Leto
knew both the beautiful mountain nymph and her dear
son, the little boy enveloped in craft and deceit, and he
was not fooled. He looked in every corner of the great
house. He took a shining key and opened three chambers
full of nectar and lovely ambrosia, and in them too lay
stored much silver and gold and many of the nymph’s gar-
ments, rich in their hues of purple and silver, such as are
found in the sacred dwellings of the blessed gods. Then,
when the son of Leto had searched every nook in the great
house, he addressed glorious Hermes with these words:
“You, O child, lying in the cradle, inform me about my
cattle and be quick or soon the two of us will be at vari-
ance and it will not be nice. For I shall take hold of you
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and hurl you down into the terrible and irrevocable dark-
ness of murky Tartarus; neither your mother nor your fa-
ther will release you to the light above but you will wan-
der under the earth, a leader among little men.” Hermes
answered him craftily: “Son of Leto, what are these harsh
words you have spoken? Have you come here looking for
cattle of the field? I have not seen a thing, I do not know a
thing, I have not heard a word from anyone. I cannot give
information nor can I win the reward. Do I look like a
man of brawn, a cattle rustler? That is not my line; I am
interested rather in other things: sleep, milk from my
mother’s breast, baby blankets about my shoulders, and
warm baths. Do not let anyone find out how this dispute
came about. It would indeed be a source of great amaze-
ment among the immortals that a newborn child should
bring cattle of the field right through the front door of his
house. What you say is pretty unlikely. I was born yester-
day, my feet are tender and the ground is rough beneath
them. If you wish, I shall swear a great oath by the head
of my father; I pledge a vow that I am not guilty myself
and that I have not seen anyone else who might be the
one who stole your cows—whatever cows are, for I have
only heard about them now for the first time.” Thus Her-
mes spoke, his eyes twinkling and his brows raised as he
looked all about, and gave a long whistle to show how
fruitless he considered Apollo’s quest.

But far-shooting Apollo laughed softly and spoke to
him: “Oh splendid, you sly-hearted cheat; from the way
that you talk I am sure that many a time you have broken
into the better homes during the night and reduced more
than one poor fellow to extremities by grabbing everything
in the house without a sound. And you will distress many
a shepherd in the mountain glens, when greedy after meat
you come upon their herds of cattle and their woolly
sheep. But come on now, if you do not want to sleep your
last and longest sleep, get down out of your cradle, you
comrade of black night. For this then you will have as
your prerogative hereafter among the gods: you will be
called forevermore the prince of thieves.”

Thus Phoebus Apollo spoke and took hold of the child
to carry him away. At that very moment the mighty slayer
of Argus had an idea; as he was being lifted in Apollo’s
hands he let go an omen, a bold and servile messenger
from his belly, a hearty blast and right after it he gave a
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violent sneeze. And when Apollo heard, he dropped glori-
ous Hermes out of his hands to the ground and sat in front
of him; even though he was eager to be on his way he
spoke with taunting words: “Rest assured, son of Zeus and
Maia, in your swaddling clothes, with these omens 1 shall
find my sturdy head of cattle by and by, and furthermore
you will lead the way.” Thus he spoke and Cyllenian Her-
mes gave a start and jumped up pushing the blanket away
from both his ears with his hands, and clutching it around
his shoulders he cried out: “Where are you taking me, O
far-shooter, most vehement of all the gods? Is it because of
the cows that you are so angry and assault me? Oh, oh,
how I wish the whole breed of cattle might perish! For I
did not steal your cows and I have not seen anyone else
who has—whatever cows are, for I have only heard about
them now for the first time. Let us have the case decided
before Zeus, the son of Cronus.”

Thus as they quarreled over each and every point,
Hermes, the shepherd, and the splendid son of Leto re-
mained divided. The latter spoke the truth and not with-
out justice seized upon glorious Hermes because of the
cattle; on the other hand the Cyllenian wished to deceive
the god of the silver bow by tricks and by arguments. But
when he in his ingenuity found his opponent equally re-
sourceful, he hastened to walk over the sandy plain in
front with the son of Zeus and Leto behind. Quickly these
two very beautiful children of Zeus came to their father,
the son of Cronus, on the top of fragrant Olympus. For
there the scales of justice lay ready for them both. A happy
throng occupied snow-capped Olympus, for the deathless
gods had assembled with the coming of golden-throned
Dawn.

Hermes and Apollo of the silver bow stood before the
knees of Zeus and he who thunders from on high spoke to
his glorious son with the question: “Phoebus, where did
you capture this delightful booty, a child newly born who
has the appearance of a herald? This is a serious business
that has come before the assembly of the gods.”

Then lord Apollo, the archer, replied: “O father, you,
who scoff at me for being the only one who is fond of
booty, are now going to hear a tale that is irrefutable. After
journeying for a long time in the mountains of Cyllene I
found a child, this out and out robber here; as sharp a
rogue I have not seen either among gods or men who
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cheat their fellows on earth. He stole my cows from the
meadow in the evening and proceeded to drive them
along the shore of the loud-sounding sea making directly
for Pylos. The tracks were of two kinds, strange and mar-
velous, the work of a clever spirit. The black dust retained
the prints of the cattle and showed them leading into the
asphodel meadow. But this rogue I have here, an inexpli-
cable wonder, did not cross the sandy ground on his feet
or on his hands; but by some other means he smeared the
marks of his amazing course as though someone had
walked on oak saplings. As long as he followed the cattle
across the sandy ground the tracks stood out very clearly
in the dust. But when he had covered the great stretch of
sand, his own course and that of the cows quickly became
imperceptible on the hard ground. But a mortal man no-
ticed him driving the herd of cattle straight for Pylos.
When he had quietly penned up the cows and slyly con-
fused his homeward trail by zigzagging this way and that,
he nestled down in his cradle, obscure as the black night,
within the darkness of the gloomy cave, and not even the
keen eye of an eagle would have spied him. He kept rub-
bing his eyes with his hands as he devised his subtle
wiles, and he himself immediately maintained without a
qualm: ‘I have not seen a thing, I do not know a thing,
and I have not heard a word from anyone. I cannot give
information nor can I win the reward.” ”

Thus Phoebus Apollo spoke and then sat down. And
Hermes in answer told his side of the story, directing his
words pointedly to Zeus, the ruler of all the gods. “Father
Zeus, I shall indeed tell you the truth. For I am honest
and I do not know how to lie. He came to our house today
as the sun was just rising, in search of his shambling cat-
tle. He brought none of the blessed gods as witnesses or
observers and with great violence ordered me to confess;
he made many threats of hurling me down into wide Tar-
tarus, since he is in the full bloom of his glorious prime,
while I was born only yesterday (as he too well knows
himself) and do not look at all like a cattle rustler or a man
of brawn. Believe me (for you claim to be my own dear
father too) that I did not drive his cows home nor even
cross the threshold—so may I prosper, what I tell you is
the truth. I deeply revere Helius and the other gods; I
love you and I am in dread of this fellow here. You know
yourself that I am not guilty—1I shall swear a great oath
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besides—no, by these beautifully ornate portals of the
gods. Somehow, someday, I will pay him back, even
though he is mighty, for his ruthless behavior. Be on the
side of a defenseless baby.” Thus the Cyllenian slayer of
Argus spoke, blinking in innocence, and he held his baby
blanket on his shoulder and would not let it go.

Zeus gave a great laugh as he saw the devious child
knowingly and cleverly make his denials about the cattle.
He ordered the two of them to act in accord and make a
search; Hermes, in his role of guide, was to lead without
any malicious intent and point out the spot where he had
hidden away the mighty herd of cattle. The son of Cronus
nodded his head and splendid Hermes obeyed, for the
will of aegis-bearing Zeus easily persuaded him.

The two very beautiful sons of Zeus hastened together
to sandy Pylos, crossed the river Alpheus, and came to the
lofty cave where the animals were sheltered in the night-
time. Then, while Hermes went into the rocky cavern and
drove the mighty head of cattle out into the light, the son
of Leto looked away and noticed the cowhides on the
steep rock and immediately asked glorious Hermes: “O sly
rogue, how were you, a newborn infant, able to skin two
cows? I do indeed wonder at the strength that will be
yours in the future; there is no need to wait for you to
grow up, O Cyllenian, son of Maia.”

Thus he spoke and fashioned with his hands strong
bonds out of willow.® But they grew up in that very spot
on the ground under their feet, and twisting and twining
together they readily covered over all the cattle of the
field at the will of the trickster Hermes, while Apollo
watched in wonder. Then the mighty slayer of Argus
looked away to the ground, fire flashing from his eyes, in
his desire to get out of his predicament. But it was very
easy for him, just as he wished, to soften the far-shooting
son of Leto, even though he was strong; he took up the
lyre in his left hand and tried it by striking successive
notes. The instrument resounded in startling fashion and
Phoebus Apollo laughed with delight as the lovely strains
of the heavenly music pierced his being, and sweet yearn-
ing took hold of his heart while he listened. The son of
Maia, growing bold as he played so beautifully, took his
stand on the left side of Phoebus Apollo and began to sing

6. Presumably Apollo intends to bind Hermes or the cows.
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a song—and lovely was the ensuing sound of his voice—
fashioned on the theme of the immortal gods and the dark
earth and how in the beginning they came into being and
how each was allotted his due. Of the gods he honored
first of all Mnemosyne, mother of the Muses, for she hon-
ored him, the son of Maia, as one of her own. The splen-
did son of Zeus paid tribute to each of the other immortal
gods according to age and birth, mentioning all in the
proper order, as he played the lyre on his arm. But an irre-
sistible desire took hold of Apollo, heart and soul, and he
spoke up, interrupting with winged words: “Cattle slayer,
contriver, busy worker; good companion at a feast, this
skill of yours is worth fifty cows—TI think that we soon will
be peacefully reconciled. Come now, tell me, ingenious
son of Maia, was this wonderful achievement yours from
birth or did one of the gods or mortal men give you this
noble gift and teach you inspired song? For this newly
uttered sound I hear is wonderful, and I tell you that no
one, either man or god who dwells on Olympus, has ever
before known it, except you, you trickster, son of Zeus and
Maia. What skill!l What Muse’s art! What salve for sorrow
and despair! It gives the choice of three blessings together
all at once: joy and love and sweet sleep. I follow the
Olympian Muses who delight in dancing, the swelling
beat of music and the lovely tune of flutes, yet never have
I been as thrilled by such clever delights as these at
young men’s feasts. I marvel, O son of Zeus, at your
charming playing. Since you know such a glorious skill,
even though you are little, sit down, my boy, and listen to
what I intend. For you yourself and your mother will have
renown among the immortal gods. And I shall vow this to
you truly: By this spear of cornel wood, I shall make you a
renowned and prosperous guide among the immortal gods,
and I shall give you splendid gifts and to the end I shall
not deceive you.”

And Hermes answered him with clever words:
“Archer-god, your questions are well-considered; I do not
begrudge your taking up my art. You will know it this very
day. I want us to be friends, alike in what we think and
what we say. You know all things in your heart, for you,
son of Zeus, sit in the first place among the immontals,
brave and strong. Zeus in his wisdom loves you as he
rightly should and has granted you splendid gifts. And
they say that you have acquired from the mouth of Zeus
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honors and, O archer-god, from him too every kind of di-
vine oracular power. I know then that you are very rich in
these gifts and you have only to make the choice of what-
ever you desire to learn. So, since your heart is set on
playing the lyre, sing and play and be merry; accept this
gift from me and you, my dear friend, bestow glory upon
me. With this clear-voiced companion in your hands,” sing
beautifully and well, knowing the art of proper presenta-
tion. Then with confidence take it to a luxurious feast and
lovely dance and splendid revel, a thing of joy both night
and day. Whoever makes demands of it after acquiring
skill and knowledge is informed with sounds of every sort
to delight the mind, for it is played by gentle familiarity
and refuses to respond to toilsome drudgery. And whoever
through lack of skill is from the first vehement in his de-
mands is answered in return with wild and empty notes
that clang upon the air. But you have only to make the
choice of learning whatever you desire. To you I give this
gift, splendid son of Zeus, and we both will feed the cattle
of the field on the pastures in the mountain and the plain
where horses also graze. Even you, shrewd bargainer that
you are, ought not to be violently angry.”

With these words he held out the lyre and Phoebus
Apollo accepted it. And he entrusted to Hermes the shin-
ing whip that he had and put him in charge of cattle
herds. The son of Maia accepted this with joy. The far-
shooting lord Apollo, the glorious son of Leto, took the
lyre in his left hand and tried it by striking succsssive
notes. It sounded in startling fashion at his touch and the
god sang a beautiful song in accompaniment.

Afterward the two of them turned the cows out into
the sacred meadow and they, the very beautiful sons of
Zeus, hastened back to snow-capped Olympus, all the
while taking delight in the lyre. Zeus in his wisdom was
pleased and united them both in friendship; Hermes has
loved the son of Leto steadfastly and he still does even
now, as is evident from the pledges made when Hermes
entrusted his lovely lyre to the archer-god and Apollo took
it on his arm and learned how to play. But Hermes himself

7. The lyre is referred to as a beloved companion, that is, a girl friend, and in the
next few lines Hermes sustains the metaphor, which reads naturally in Greek, but is
difficult to render in English. Thus she will accompany Apollo to the feast and the
dance and she will behave and respond as a beloved should, only if she is treated in
the right way.
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fashioned another instrument and learned another art, pro-
ducing the sound of pipes  that are heard from afar.’”

This hymn to Hermes has been much admired for its content
and its art. Shelley himself was one of its translators. The glib and
playful treatment of both Hermes and Apollo is often labeled typi-
cally Greek.10 It is typically Greek only if we mean by typical one of
the many brilliant facets of Hellenic genius and a suggestion of the
wide variety and scope in the conception of deity. Sincere profun-
dity in religion and philosophy are as typically Greek as wit and
facetious sophistication.

Many of Hermes’ characteristics and powers are evident from
the poem. The Greek admiration for cleverness is readily apparent;
it is this same admiration that condones the more dubious traits in
the hero Odysseus. Anthropomorphism and liberalism are both
pushed to their extremes in the depiction of the god, Hermes, as a

thief, and in the implication that thieves too must have their patron

deity.

The similarities between Hermes and Apollo are equally obvi-
ous. They share many attributes; the origins of both gods were
probably rooted in the same pastoral society of shepherds with
their interest in flocks, music, and fertility. The two are alike in
appearance, splendid examples of vigorous and handsome mascu-
linity. But Hermes is the younger and more boyish, the idealization
and patron of youths in their late teens; his statue belonged in
every gymnasium.

Hermes is perhaps best known as the divine messenger, often
delivering the dictates of Zeus himself; as such he wears a trav-
eler’s hat (petasus) and carries a herald’s wand (caduceus), which
sometimes bears two snakes entwined. Wings may be depicted on
his hat, his sandals, and even his wand. Thus he is also the god of
travelers and roads. As the guide of souls (psychopompos) to the
realm of Hades under the earth, he provides another important
function, which reminds us once again of his fertility connections.

Statues of Hermes, called Herms (singular, Herm), are common
in the ancient world; they also suggest fertility. They were square
pillars with the male genitals depicted; on top of each pillar was the

8. These are shepherds’ pipes of reed also called Pan pipes, since they are often said
to be the invention of the god Pan. Hermes sometimes is named as the father of Pan,
whom he resembles in certain respects.

9. The Hymn is translated here virtually complete. The last section (513-80) adds
little to the artistic whole and is extremely difficult both in its text and its meaning.
10. The tone and mood is not unlike the story of Aphrodite, Ares, and Hephaestus in
Homer.
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head of Hermes. These phallic statues probably marked areas that
were regarded as sacred or designated, at least originally, the
bounds of one’s home or property, hopelully to bring prosperity
and luck. At any rate, in the classical period a Herm might be found
in front of any house.

A historical incident in the fifth century concerning Herms
warns us to be wary of facile generalizations about Greek religious
attitudes. In 415, on the eve of the great Athenian expedition
against Sicily, the Herms of the city of Athens were mutilated dur-
ing the night. The incident was very likely the exploit of a gang of
spirited men flushed with wine, perhaps members of one of the
political clubs. Alcibiades, the general who most ardently advo-
cated the Sicilian expedition, was incriminated; nevertheless he
was allowed to set sail. The religious scandal that ensued became a
political football, and in his absence Alcibiades was charged not
only with the mutilation of the Herms, but also with the parody and
desecration of the Eleusinian mysteries of Demeter in a private
home. He refused to face charges and fled to Sparta. As far as we can
know he was not guilty, at least of the sacrilege of the disfigurement
of the Herms. Arrests were made and charges brought, but the
whole episode remains to this day shrouded in mystery. This seems
quite a fuss over statues of a god whom some would describe as
essentially amoral or nonmoral in conception.!' The incident itself
occurred in a period fraught with Sophistic skepticism, agnosti-
cism, and atheism, echoed by the questions posed in the plays of
the iconoclast Euripides.

Among the adventures and affairs of Hermes his union with
Aphrodite is important for their offspring, Hermaphroditus, whose
story is told by Ovid (Metamorphoses 4. 285-388):

Let me tell you how the fountain Salmacis got its bad
reputation and why it weakens and softens limbs touched
by its enervating waters.!2 This power of the fountain is
very well known; the reason for it lies hidden. A son was
born to Mercury and Venus and Naiads brought him up in
the cave of Mount Ida. You could recognize his mother
and father in his beauty and his name also came from
them. As soon as he reached the age of fifteen, he left the
hills of his homeland. When he had departed from Ida, the

11. Alcibiades was charged with mimicking the mysteries of Demeter at Eleusis
and revealing them to his companions in his home; he wore a robe like that of the
Hierophant when he shows the holy secrets to the initiates.

12. In context Alcithoe is telling the story to her sisters. The spring Salmacis was at
Halicarnassus.
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mountain that had nurtured him, he took delight in wan-
dering over unknown lands and in seeing unknown rivers;
his zeal made the hardships easy. Then he came to the
cities of the Lycians and their neighbors the Carians.
There he saw a pool of water that was clear to the very
bottom with no marsh reeds, barren sedge, or sharp-
pointed rushes to be seen. The water was transparent in
its clarity and the edge of the pool was surrounded by
fresh turf and grass that was always green.

A nymph lived here; but one who was not inclined to
hunt and not in the habit of bending the bow or contend-
ing in the chase. She alone of the Naiads was unknown to
swift Diana. It is told that her sisters often said to her:
“Salmacis, take up a javelin or a lovely painted quiver;
vary the routine of your idleness with the strenuous exer-
cise of the hunt.” She did not take up the javelin or t‘he
lovely painted quiver and did not vary the routine of her
idleness with the strenuous exercise of the hunt. Instead
she would only bathe her beautiful limbs in her fountain
and often comb out her hair with a comb of boxwood and
look into the water to see what suited her best; and then
she would clothe her body in a transparent garment and
recline on the soft leaves or the soft grass. Often she
picked flowers. She was picking flowers as it happened
when she saw the boy Hermaphroditus. As soon as she
saw him she desired to have him. Although she was anx-
jous to hasten to him she did not approach until she had
composed herself, arranged her garment, and assumed a
beautiful countenance. When she looked as attractive as
she ought, she began to speak as follows: “Lovely boy,
most worthy to be believed a god; if you are a god, you
could be Cupid; if a mortal, blessed are your parents, and
happy your brother and fortunate indeed your sister, if you
have one, and the nurse who gave you her breast. But by
far the most blessed of all is your betrothed, if she exists,
whom you will consider worthy of marriage. If you have
such a beloved, let my passion be satisfied in secret but if
you do not, let me be the one and let us go together to our
marriage bed.” With this the nymph was silent.

A blush flared up in the boy’s face, for he did not
know what love was. But the flush of red was becoming;
his was the color of apples hanging in a sunny orchard or
of tinted marble or of the moon, a reddish glow suffusing
its whiteness when bronze resounds with vain attempts to
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help in its eclipse.'® To the nymph, as she demanded
without end at least the kisses of a sister and brought her
hand to touch his ivory neck, he exclaimed: “Are you go-
ing to stop or am I to flee and leave you and your abode?”
Salmacis was frightened and replied: “I give over to you
free access to this place, my guest and friend.”” She turned
her step away and pretended to depart, though still with a
glance back. She concealed herself in a hidden grove of
bushes, dropping on bended knees. But he moved on the
deserted grass from one spot to another, confident that he
was not being watched and gradually dipped his feet as far
as the ankles in the playful waves.

Taken by the feel of the captivating waters, with no
delay he threw off the soft clothes from his body. Then to
be sure Salmacis was transfixed, enflamed with desire for
his naked form. Her eyes too were ablaze just as if the
radiant orb of the glowing sun were reflected in their mir-
ror. With difficulty she endured the agony of waiting, with
difficulty she held off the attainment of her joy. Now she
longed to embrace him, now in her frenzy she could
hardly contain herself. He swiftly struck his hollow palms
against his sides and plunged into the pool and as he
moved one arm and then the other he glistened in the
limpid water like an ivory statue or a lily that one has en-
cased within clear glass. The nymph cried out: “I have
won, he is mine!” And she flung off all her clothes and
threw herself into the middle of the waves. She held him
as he fought and snatched kisses as he struggled; she
grasped him with her hands and touched his chest and
now from this side and now from that enveloped the
youth. Finally she encircled him as he strove against her
in his desire to escape, like a serpent which the king of
birds has seized and carried aloft, and which as it hangs
binds the eagle’s head and feet and with its tail enfolds
the spreading wings, even as ivy is wont to weave around
tall trunks of trees or as the octopus grabs and holds fast
its enemy in the deep with tentacles let loose on every
side. Hermaphroditus, the descendant of Atlas, endured
and denied the nymph the joys that she had hoped for.
She continued her efforts and her whole body clung to
him as though they were glued together. She cried: “You
may fight, cruel villain, but you will not escape. May the

13. A reference to superstitious rituals in the time of an eclipse.
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gods so ordain and may we never be separated in future
time, you from me nor me from you.” The gods accepted
her prayer. For their two bodies were joined together as
they entwined and in appearance they were made one,
just as when one grafts branches on a tree and sees them
unite in their growth and become mature together; thus,
when their limbs united in their close embrace, they were
no longer two but a single form that could not be called
girl or boy and appeared at the same time neither one, but
both. And so, when he saw that the limpid waters into
which he had gone as a man had made him half a man and
in them his limbs had become enfeebled, Hermaphroditus
stretched out his hands and prayed in a voice that was no
longer masculine: “Father and mother, grant this gift to
your son who bears both your names. Let whatever man
who enters this pool come out half a man and let him sud-
denly become soft when touched by its waves.” Both par-
ents were moved and granted the wish of their child, who
was now of a double nature, and they tainted the waters
with this foul power.

Statues of Hermaphroditus and hermaphrodites became com-
mon in the fourth century and in the following Hellenistic period,
when Greek masters strove to vary their repertoires with fascinat-
ing and brilliantly executed studies in the realistic, erotic, and bi-
zarre.

CHAPTER

DIONYSUS,
PAN, ECHO,
and
NARCISSUS

The traditional account of the birth of Dionysus runs as follows.!
Semele, the daughter of Cadmus, was loved by Zeus.2 Hera found
out and was jealous; she appeared to Semele disguised as an old
woman and convinced her rival that she should ask her lover to
appear in the full magnificence of his divinity. Semele first per-
suaded Zeus to swear that he would grant whatever she might ask
of him and then she made known her demand. Zeus was unwilling

1. He is often also called Bacchus by the Greeks, the name for the god that the
Romans preferred.

2. The genealogy for the house of Cadmus is given on p. 301. For the purposes of
this chapter it is necessary to know the following relationships and to realize that
Pentheus and Dionysus are cousins:

Cadmus
|
| I I |
Autonoe Ino Agave Semele m. Zeus
I I
Pentheus Dionysus

Figure 6. The tamily of Cadmus.
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but was forced to comply, and Semele was consumed by the splen-
dor of his person and the fire of his lightning flash. But the upborn
child was not destroyed in the conflagration; Zeus saved his son
from the ashes of his mother and sewed him up in his own thigh,
from which the god was born again at the proper time.? .
Various nurses are associated with the infa_nt Dionysus: in par-
ticular certain nymphs of Nysa, a mountain of ]c‘gendar’y iz‘lme ](‘»
cated in various parts of the ancient world. Ino, Semele’s sister, is
also commonly singled out as one who cared for the gf}d when he
was a baby.* When Dionysus reached 111;\1'11100(.1. he carried thf—; mes-
sage of his worship far and wide, bringing happiness and prosperity
to those who would listen and madness and death to those who
dared oppose. The tradition of his arrival in Greege m.ul.ces L:lez.u'
that he is a latecomer to the Olympian pantheon. H_1s origins ,he in
Thrace (note, for example, the Dionysiac aspects ot 01_'1)11(%115 mis-
sionary zeal) and ultimately Phrygia. The da.t(f: for the mtrodl‘lctmp
of the worship of the god into Hellas is difficult to establish; it

probably belongs to the obscure period of transition after the fall of

Mycenae (ca. 1100). But it is foolhardy to be dogmatic, especially if
the recent decipherment of a Linear B tablet is C()l’l:(-:(.‘t a.nd the
name Dionysus (whether that of the god or not) can be identified as
belonging to the Mycenaean Age. o -
Dionysus is basically a god of vegetation in general, and in

particular of the vine, the grape, and the making and drinking of

wine, But his person and his teaching _eventua]]y.eml)r‘ac‘e very
much more. The best source for the profm}nd meaning o.f hlS, wor-
ship and its most universal implications is found in Euripides ttrltg-
edy the Bacchae (The Bacchic Women). Whatever one makes of his

depiction of the rites in a literal sense, the sublimity and terror of

the spiritual message for all mankind are inescapable anfl_ time]e..ss.
The play opens with Dionysus himself, who ha!.i come in anger to
Thebes; his mother’s integrity has been questioned by her own
relatives, and the magnitude and power of his very godhead have
been challenged and repudiated (1-63).

3. The word dithyrambos, an epithet of Dionysus and the name Of. a type o'f ch(()lral
poetry that included hymns sung in the god’s honor, was in ancient times believed to
refer etymologically to his double birth. ‘ ' .

4, The career of Ino is extremely confusing because of multiple versions of her
story. She was the second wife of Athamas (whom we sihall meet again in thg Argo-
nautic saga), and they had two sons, Learchus and Melicertes, Hera, angry with [n;:
because of her care for Dionysus, drove both Ino and her ]11:5!1;11.1d. Ath'am:ls, mad.
Athamas killed his son Learchus and pursued Ino, who escaped with the1.r other son,
Melicertes, in her arms. She leaped from a cliff into the sea and was transformed into

the sea-goddess Leucothea; Melicertes also became deified under the new name of

Palaemon.

w.
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I, Dionysus, the son of Zeus, have come to this land of
the Thebans; my mother, Semele, the daughter of Cad-
mus, gave birth to me, delivered by a fiery blast of light-
ning. I am here by the stream of Dirce and the waters of
the Ismenus, not as a god but in disguise as a man. I see
here near the palace the shrine that commemorates my
mother, who was struck dead by the lightning blast, and
the ruins of her home, smoldering yet from the flame of
Zeus’ fire that still lives—the everlasting evidence of
Hera’s outrage against my mother. I am pleased with Cad-
mus for setting this area off as a holy sanctuary dedicated
to his daughter, and I have enclosed it round about with
the fresh greenery of the clustering vine.

I left the fertile plains of gold in Lydia and Phrygia
and made my way across the sunny plateaus of Persia, the
walled towns of Bactria, the grim land of the Medes, rich
Arabia, and the entire coast of Asia Minor, where Hellenes
and non-Hellenes live together in teeming cities with
beautiful towers. After having led my Bacchic dance and
established my mysteries in these places, I have come to
this city of the Hellenes first.

And I have raised the Bacchic cry and clothed my
followers in the fawn skin and put into their hands the
thyrsus—my ivy-covered shaft—here in Thebes first of all
Greece, because my mother’s sisters claim (as least of all
they should) that I, Dionysus, was not begotten of Zeus,
but that Semele became pregnant by some mortal man and
through the clever instigations of Cadmus laid the blame
on Zeus; they gloatingly proclaim that Zeus because of her
deception struck her dead. And so these same sisters 1
have stung with madness, driving them from their homes,
and they inhabit Mt. Cithaeron bereft of sense; I have
compelled them to take up the symbols of my rituals, and
all the women of Thebes—the entire female population—I

have driven from their homes in frenzy. Together with the
daughters of Cadmus they sit out in the open air on rocks
under the evergreens. For although it does not wish to,
this city must learn full well that it is still not completely
schooled in my Bacchic mysteries and I must defend the
reputation of my mother, Semele, by showing myself to
mortals as the god whom she bore to Zeus.
Cadmus has handed over the prerogatives of his royal
power to his daughter’s son, Pentheus, who fights against
my godhead, thrusting me aside in sacrifices and never

199
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mentioning my name in prayers. Theretore T shall show
myself as a god to him and all the Thebans. And when I
have settled matters here I shall move on to another place
and reveal myself. If the city of Thebes in anger tries by
force to drive the Bacchae down from the mountains, I
shall join them in their madness as their war commander.
This then is why I have assumed a mortal form and
changed myself into the likeness of a man. ‘

O you women whom I have taken as companions of
my journey from foreign lands, leaving the Lydian moun-
tain Tmolus far behind, come raise the tambourines, in-
vented by the great mother, Rhea, and by me, and native
to the land of Phrygia.

Come and surround the royal palace of Pentheus and
beat out your din so that the city of Cadmus may see. I
will go to my Bacchae on the slopes of Cithaeron, where
they are, and join with them in their dances.

The chorus of women that follows reveals the exultant spirit

and mystic aura surrounding the celebration of their god’s mys-
teries (64—167):

Leaving Asia and holy Mt. Tmolus, we run in swe‘et
pain and lovely weariness with ecstatic Bacchic cries in
the wake of the roaring god, Dionysus. Let everyone, in-
doors or out, keep his respectful distance and hold his
tongue in sacred silence as we sing the appointed hymn to
Bacchus. '

Happy is the one who, blessed with the knowledge of
the divine mysteries, leads a life of ritual purity and joins
the holy group of revelers, heart and soul, as they honohr
their god Bacchus in the mountains with holy ceremonies
of purification. He participates in mysteries ordained by
the great mother, Cybele herself, as he follows his god,
Dionysus, brandishing a thyrsus.

Run, run, Bacchae, bringing the roaring god, Diony-
sus, son of a god, out of the Phrygian mountains to the
spacious streets of Hellas.

Once when his mother carried him in her womb, the
lightning bolt flew from the hand of Zeus an‘d she brqught
the child forth prematurely with the pains of a labor forced
on her too soon, and she gave up her life in the fiery blast.
Immediately Zeus, the son of Cronus, took up the child
and enclosed him in the secret recess of his thigh with
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fastenings of gold, and hid him from Hera thus in a second
womb.

When the Fates had so decreed, Zeus bore the bull-
horned god and wreathed his head with a crown of ser-
pents, and so the Maenads hunt and catch wild snakes and
twine them in their hair.

O Thebes, crown yourself with ivy, burst forth luxuri-
ant in verdant leaves and lovely berries; join the Bacchic
frenzy with branches torn from trees of oak or fir and con-
secrate your cloak of dappled fawnskin with white tufts of
purest wool. Be reverent with the violent powers of the
thyrsus. Straightway the whole land will dance its way
(whoever leads the sacred group represents the roaring
god himself) to the mountain, to the mountain where the
crowd of women waits, driven from their labors at the
loom by the maddening sting of Dionysus.

O secret chamber on Crete, holy cavern where Zeus
was born attended by the Curetes! Here the Corybantes °
with their three-crested helmets invented this drum of
hide stretched tight for us and their ecstatic revels min-
gled its tense beat with the sweet alluring breath of the
Phrygian flutes, and they put it into the hand of mother
Rhea, so that she might beat an accompaniment to the
cries of her Bacchic women. The satyrs in their frenzy
took up the drum from the mother-goddess and added it to
the music of their dances during the festivities in which
Dionysus delights.

How sweet it is in the mountains, when, out of the
rushing throng, the priest of the roaring god falls to the
ground in his quest for blood and with a joyful cry devours
the raw flesh of the slaughtered goat. The plain flows with
milk and wine and the nectar of bees; but the Bacchic
celebrant runs on, brandishing his pine torch and the
flame streams behind with smoke as sweet as Syrian frank-
incense. He urges on the wandering band with shouts and
renews their frenzied dancing, as his delicate locks toss in
the breeze. Amid the frantic shouts is heard his thunder-
ous cry: “Run, run, Bacchae, you the pride of Tmolus with
its streams of gold. Celebrate the god Dionysus on your
thundering drums, honoring this deity of joy with Phry-

5. The Curetes, as we have seen, are the attendants of Rhea, who hid the cries of the
infant Zeus from his father, Cronus. In this passage Euripides associates them with
the Corybantes, the ministers of Cybele.
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gian cries and shouts of ecstasy, while‘ the melodious and
holy flute sounds its sacred u(:uom”p;mmwnt as you throng,
to the mountain, to the mountain. . .

Every Bacchanal runs and leaps in joy, just like a foal
that frisks beside her mother in the pasture.

The scene that follows (215-313) is fraught w‘ith trﬂgic hu_mm-
and bitter irony. Cadmus (retired king) and T%res:as (‘pnest of the
traditional religion) welcome the new god with motives that are
startling in their blatant pragmatism. These tvfm olld l"l:lel'l,'.expt;:r%-
enced realists, present in their joyous rejuvenation ]ust‘ the 1 ight foil
for the introduction of the doomed Pentheus, who in his mortal
blindness dares to challenge the god.

TIRESIAS: Who attends at the gate? Summon Cadmus f.rom the
house, the son of Agenor, who came from Sidonia and fortlﬁfzd the
city of the Thebans. Let someone go and announce that Tiresias
wants to see him. He already knows for what reason I have come. |
made an agreement with him, even though I am (.)ld and he is even
older, to make myself a thyrsus, wear a fawnskin, and crown my

ith s s of ivy.
headcrl)l;ihuz?oﬁty dear:st friend, I knew your Yoice from inside the
palace, and recognized the wise words of a wise man.'l have co.mhe
ready with the paraphernalia of the god. For since Dionysus, w- 0
has revealed himself to men as a god, is the son of my daughter, I
must do everything in my power to magnify hls‘greatness. \Ehege
should we go to join the others in the dance, shaking our gray hea 3
in ecstasy? Tell me, an old man, Tiresias, for you are old t.(;{o 31111 :
wise. 1 shall never grow tired by night or by day as I strike L-t
ground with my thyrsus. It will be a sweet pleasure to forget that
e a’;ngl(Ii.f;S: You experience the sanclle sensations as I do, for I feel
i d I shall attempt the dance. ‘

youncgua)ﬁ:}::: aghall we not prolz:eed to the mountain l?y chariot?

rrEsIAs: No, the god would not have as appropriate an honor.

capmus: I will lead the way for you, two old men tggether.

tiresias: The god will lead the two of us there without any
difficulty.

cADMUS: Are we to be the only men of the city to dance in

honor of Bacchus? . .
r1RESIAS: We are the only ones who think the way one should;

the others are wrong and perverse.
capmus: We delay too long; give me your hand.
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TikEsIas: Here it is, take hold and join our hands together.

capmus: Being a mere mortal, T am not scornful of the gods.

TIRESIAS: About the gods we have no new wise speculations.
The ancestral beliefs which we hold are as old as time and they
cannot be destroyed by any argument or clever subtlety invented
by profound minds. How could I help being ashamed, one will ask,
as I am about to join in the dance, at my age, with an ivy wreath on
my head? The god does not discriminate whether young or old
must dance in his honor, but he desires to be esteemed by all alike
and wishes his glory to be magnified, making no distinctions what-
soever.

cApmus: Since you are blind, Tiresias, T shall be a prophet for
you, and tell you what I see. Pentheus, the son of Echion, to whom
I have given my royal power in Thebes, comes in haste to this
palace. How excited he is; what news has he to tell us?

PENTHEUS: Although I happened to have been away from
Thebes, I have heard of the new evils that beset the city; the
women have abandoned our homes on the pretense of Bacchic
rites, and gad about on the dark mountainside honoring by their
dances the new god, Dionysus, whoever he is. Bowls full of wine
stand in the midst of each group, and they sneak away one by one to
solitary places where they satisfy the lust of males. Their pretext is
that they are Maenad priestesses, but they put Aphrodite ahead of
Bacchus. All those I have caught are kept safe with their hands tied
by guards in the state prison. The others, who still roam on the
mountain, I shall hunt out including my own mother, Agave, and
her sisters, Ino and Autonoe, the mother of Actacon. And when I
have bound them fast in iron chains, I shall soon put an end to this
evil Bacchism.

They say too that a stranger has come here from Lydia, some
wizard and sorcerer, with scented hair and golden curls, who has
the wine-dark charms of Aphrodite in his eyes. He spends both
night and day in the company of young girls, enticing them with his
Bacchic mysteries. If I catch him here in my palace, I'll cut off his
head and put a stop to his thyrsus-pounding and head-tossing. That
fellow is the one who claims that Dionysus is a god, who was once
sewn up in the thigh of Zeus, when he was in fact destroyed by the
fiery blast of lightning along with his mother, because she lied and
said that Zeus had been her husband. Whoever this stranger may
be, does he not deserve to hang for such hybris?

But here is another miracle—I see the prophet Tiresias in a
dappled fawnskin and my mother’s father, a very funny sight, play-
ing the Bacchant with a wand of fennel reed, I refuse, sir, to stand
by and see you behave so senselessly in your old age. You are my
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grandfather, won’t you toss away your garland of ivy and rid your
: i hyrsus? . _

handYEi,tgzr:Lded him, Tiresias. Why? By intrt;fhui;[}llg Llhm |-1t‘:w
divinity among mankind do you hope that he wi 8 ”tJI:(‘..ﬁyf)ll.I[;ll[;:
additional source of income from your omens and your lbd.(._!l Tes. ]
it were not for your gray hairs, you wnuld. Il{,:lt les.;cgtlpe )elill'lg:‘t):.)‘lln{
and imprisoned along with the Bacchae f(‘Jr ll‘!ltlall‘.l'lg' Tw 1‘1 tzhth ‘

As far as women are concerned, I maintain tl.mt w nelnc,frcil | .t..
gleam of wine is in their feasts, there can be nothing further that is

some 1 ir ceremonies. ‘

Wh(,}(f;grr::;i:m\?\t’}lflt sacrilege, sir! Do you not hu\‘fe respect ;mi th‘t\
gods and Cadmus, who sowed the seeds from which thg ea-u.‘t ; ‘).m n
men arose; are you the son nil' Er‘chi(m, who was one of them, bring-
i ‘ wn family? . '
e S'll‘ll;:r;:;?;::] YWO}‘::;;)ever a wise man takes a good thelm(,: fUT_ im;.
argument, it is no great task to speak well. You seem to ‘>.e a man oi
intelligence from the glibness of your tongue, 'l}ut therf} 1iq ‘no_lgolo( .
sense in your words. A headstrong man who is powerful anc te};r
quent proves to be a bad citizen because he is wanting in intelli-
gencTeilis new divinity whom you laugh at—I could not begin to t‘ell
you how great he will become th.roughout Hellas. Fo;,l yccl)-utr;g‘m;lg-,
there are two divinities who are foremost among mankind: the g{h)
dess Demeter (she is the Earth, call her whateyer nam&: yr;ud“;m 1?
who provides mortals with the nourishment of dry ::11(11 s.lo i : .((1‘()( :
and Dionysus, the son of Semele, who comes 1'|e?<t anf ;vm'_c’ is ‘,(}:q
ered and brought to men the moist and h'qmd dr}uk o It Te oy apth,tc d
a counterpart to the food of Demeter. His bless.mg re E(:m]ses‘ :a‘u. etl,f
ing mortals from their pain, when they take their flll 0 t}e _]‘L'll(it‘,'}
the vine; he gives them sleep and mai;es the?m forget t 1e{1 ( ai _\:;1
troubles, and they have no other cure for their cares, He, )(,111:'3 (:1
god, is poured in libation to the gods, and so through him mankin

i od things. _
recegﬁsy?}i %zugh at tg};w legend that this goq was Stj‘W{,lﬁl-llp mZt‘l:l(:
thigh of Zeus? I shall instruct you in 1ts' basic truths.h ﬂen. [t'-jm‘;
snatched Dionysus out of the fiery lightning aT}d bwu%‘ht he in i)ut
to Olympus as a god, Hera wished to throw him Ol.lltllJ {?a‘;ez[’ o
Zeus opposed her and devised a plan that was wm.llly. ndafg,(.;“.e{l =
broke off a portion of the sky that su_rmunds the earth cll; ({11 gh;
likeness of the child and gave it to Hera as a hostage; 11et;gfl¢w(?l ild.
real Dionysus to nymphs to bring up. Thus Zeus savec : e -(j-]1;1cl
from the jealousy of Hera. Now the word for hostage [P{zm.mr,ln}m‘ ;Wu
the word for thigh [meros] are similar, and so men confusec t‘u-,l o
words and instead of telling how the likeness of the {;(}d ?’v‘ashg.n]fe.
as a hostage to Hera, they invented the story about Zeus's thigh.
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And this god is a prophet, for Bacchic frenzy and madness hold
a great deal of prophetic power. Whenever the god enters wholly
into a person’s body, he makes the one possessed capable of fore-
telling the future. This god also shares in a certain portion of the
power of Ares, for when an army, in battle dress and formation,
flees through fear before ever lifting a spear, this too is a madness
that comes from Dionysus. Furthermore, some day you will see him
on the rocks of Delphi, leaping over the plateau between the two
mountain peaks amid torches, brandishing and striking the Bacchic
wand, a great god throughout Hellas.

Pentheus, believe me: do not be overly confident that force is
all-powerful in human affairs, and do not think that you are wise
when the attitude that you hold is sick. Receive the god into the

city, pour him libations, crown your head, and celebrate his wor-
ship.

Tiresias goes on to argue that self-control is a question of one’s
own nature and character. Dionysus is not immoral but rather non-
moral; he cannot corrupt a chaste woman or restrain a lewd one.
Besides, the god (just like Pentheus himself) is happy to receive
the homage of his people. Cadmus reinforces Tiresias’ appeal for
reason and control. Pentheus must be sick to defy the god, and even
if he were right and Dionysus were an impostor, he should bhe
willing to compromise and lie in order to save the honor of Semele
and the whole family.

But Pentheus is young and adamant; he accuses his peers of
folly and madness and directs one of his henchmen to smash Tire-
sias’ place of augury (after all has he not himself desecrated his own
priestly office?) and to hunt down the effeminate foreigner who has
corrupted the women of Thebes.

A guard brings in the exotic stranger who has come with his
new religion (in reality he is Dionysus himself), and Euripides
presents the first of three interviews between the god and the man
which turn upon the ironic reversal of their positions. Pentheus,
believing himself triumphant, is gradually but inevitably caught in
the net prepared for him by Dionysus. The calm and sure strength

of the god plays beautifully upon the neurotic impulsiveness of the
mortal (433-518):

GUARD: Pentheus, here we are, having hunted the quarry you
sent us after, and our efforts have not been unsuccessful. But we
found this wild beast tame—he did not attempt to flee, but gave me
his hands willingly; he did not even turn pale but kept the flush of
wine in his cheeks. With a smile he bade me tie him up and lead
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him away and waited for me, thus making my task~ easy. [ was taken
aback and said: “O stranger, I do not arrest you of my own free will
but at the orders of Pentheus who has sent me.”

About the Bacchae whom you seized and bound and impris-
oned—they are freed and have gone an_d dz}nce ab(‘)ut. the g]ens
calling on their god, Bacchus. The bands fell from their feet of their
own accord and the locks on the door gave way untouched by. mor-
tal hands. This man who has come to our city of Thebgs is full of
many miraculous wonders—and what else will happen is your con-
cern, not mine. '

PENTHEUS: Untie his hands. Now that he is in my trap, he is not
nimble enough to escape me. Well, stranger, you are not unattra.c-
tive physically—at least to women—and, after all, your purpose in
Thebes is to lure them. Your flowing locks that ripple down your
cheeks so seductively prove that you are no wrestler. Your fair
complexion too is cultivated by avoiding the rays of thfa sun and by
keeping in the shade so that you may ensnare Aphrodite with your
beauty. But first tell me where you come from. '

PIONYSUS: I can answer your question easily and simply. I am
sure you have heard of the mountain of Tmolus with its ﬂhowers.

PENTHEUS: I have; its range encircles the city of Sardis.

PIONYSUS: I am from there; Lydia is my fatherland. ‘

pENTHEUs: How is it that you bring these mysteries of yours to
Hellas?

pioNysus: Dionysus, the son of Zeus, has directed me.

PENTHEUS: Is there a Zeus in Lydia who begets new gods?

pIONYsus: No, he is the same Zeus who wedded Semele here
in Thebes. o

pENTHEUS: Did he bend you to his service, an apparition in the
night, or did you really see him with your own eyes? .

DIONYSUS: We saw each other face to face and he gave me his
secrets. ’ '

PENTHEUS: What is the nature of these secrets of yours?

proNysus: It is not lawful for the uninitiated to know them. ‘

PENTHEUS: What advantage is there for those who do partici-

o
pate1')IONYSUS: It is not right for you to leamn this, but the knowl-
edge is worth much.

PENTHEUS: Your answer is clever, designed to make me want to
hear more. '

DIONYSUS: An impious man is abhorred by the god and his

steries.

w PENTHEUS: You say that you saw the god clearly; well then
what did he look like?
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DpIONYSUS: He looked as he wished; I had no control over his
appearance.

PENTHEUS: Once again you have sidetracked me cleverly with
an answer that says nothing.

DIONYSUS: The words of the wise seem foolish to the ignorant.

PENTHEUS: Have you come here first of all to introduce your
god?

DIONYSUS: Every foreigner already dances his rituals.

PENTHEUS: Yes, of course, for they are far inferior to Hellenes.

DIONYSUS: Customs differ, but in these rituals the foreigners
are superior,

PENTHEUS: Do you perform your holy rites by night or by day?

DIONYSUS: By night for the most part; darkness adds to the so-
lemnity.

PENTHEUS: For women it is treacherous and corrupt.

DIONYSUS: One may find, if one looks for it, shameful behavior
by daylight too.

PENTHEUS: You must be punished for your evil sophistries.

DIONYSUS: And you for your ignorance and blasphemy against
the god.

PENTHEUS: How bold our Bacchant is and how facile his re-
torts.

pIONYSUS: What punishment must I suffer? What terrible thing
will you do to me?

PENTHEUS: First I shall cut your pretty locks.

DIONYSUS: My hair is sacred; it belongs to the god.

PENTHEUS: Hand over your thyrsus then.

DIONYSUs: Take it away from me yourself. I carry it for Diony-
sus; it really belongs to him.

PENTHEUS: I shall close you up in a prison.

DIONYSUS: The god himself will free me, whenever I wish.

PENTHEUS: As you call on him when you take your stand amid
your Bacchic women, I suppose.

DIONYSUS: Even now he is near at hand and sees what I en-
dure.

PENTHEUS: Where is he? My eyes cannot see him.

pIONYSUS: Here with me. But you in your blasphemy cannot
perceive him for yourself.

PENTHEUS: Guards, seize him; he is making a fool of me and of
all Thebes.

DIONYSUS: I tell you not to bind me—I am the sane one, not
you.

PENTHEUS: My orders are to bind you and I have the upper
hand.
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DIONYSUS: You do not know what life you live, what you do, or

who you are. . : o
PENTHEUS: I am Pentheus, the son of Agave; my father ig
Echion. . . )
DIONYSUS: Your name, Pentheus, which means sorrow, is ap-
ropriate for the doom that will be yours. . ' o
P pPENTHEUS: Get out of here—Guards, imprison him in the
neighboring stables where he may find his secret darkness—do
your mystic dances there. And the women you have brought w1th‘
you as accomplices in your evil I shall either keep as slaves myself
to work the loom or sell them to others—this will stop their handsg
from beating out their din on tambourines. .
pIONYsUS: I will go, since what is not destined to be, I'am npt
destined to suffer. But Dionysus, who you say does not exist, Wl]]
exact vengeance for your insolence. For as you do me wrong and

imprison me, you do the same to him,

Pentheus confidently follows Dionysus into the prison. But the
god miraculously frees himself amid fire, earthquake, and the de-
struction of the entire palace. He explains .to t}.le.chorus how he h}';is
escaped from Pentheus’ evil clutches, maintaining throughout t e
fiction of his role as the god’s disciple. Quite typically Dionysus is
associated with or transformed into an animal (616-36):

pIONYSUS: I have made a fool of Pentheus—he thought that he
was tying me up, yet he did not so much as lay a finger ?n me-b}:lf
fed on empty hopes. In the chamber where hg led me a pllSOnel',. (gl
found a bull. It was the knees and hoofs of this ar.um.al tha.t he trie
to bind, fuming and raging, biting his lips, and dripping w1th sw.e‘zz‘llt,
while T sat calmly close by his side and watched: In this crisis
Bacchus arrived and made the building shake and -ralsed a flame up
from the tomb of his mother. When Pentheus saw it he th-ought t}i]at
the palace was on fire and rushed this way and fch.at, ca.lhng on t ]e(
servants to bring water. The entire household Jf)lned in the wor
but their toil was for nothing. Pentheus, thinking that I h.adhg(?dt
away, abandoned his efforts and seized a dark sword apd rushe
inside the palace in pursuit. Then Dionys.us created an 1llus(101§1 ni
the courtyard (I am telling you what I beheveh happened) an e‘n.
theus made a dash for it, jabbing and stabbing at the sunny ail,
imagining he was butchering me. Bacchus had even greater hu(r;l lli
ation for him than this. He razed the whole palaceT to the groun f, a
lies shattered for him as he beholds the most bitter 1'esu!ts ) rrzly
imprisonment. Worn out and exhausted, he.has dropped his sword;
a mere mortal, he dared to go to battle against a god.
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As Dionysus coolly finishes his account, Pentheus appears, be-
wildered, angry, and, despite his experience, still relentlessly ag-
gressive. A brief exchange between the two is interrupted by the
arrival of a messenger, who reports what he and others have seen of
the Bacchic women and their worship in the mountains; at first a
calm, peaceful scene full of miracles, then madness and bloodshed
when the interlopers are detected—a grim toreshadowing of what
is in store for Pentheus (678-774):

MESSENGER: I had just reached the hill country with my pastur-
ing herds by the time that the sun had risen and was warming the
earth with its rays. And T saw the women, who had arranged them-
selves in three groups; Autonoe led one, your mother, Agave, the
second, and Ino, the third. All were stretched out asleep, some
reclined on beds of fir, others rested their heads on oak leaves,
having flung themselves down at random but with modesty and
they were not, as you said they would be, intoxicated with wine and
the music of the flute, bent on satisfying their lust in solitary places.
When your mother heard the sounds of our horned cattle she stood
up in the midst of the Bacchae, and cried out to rouse them from
their sleep, and they threw off the heavy slumber from their eyes
and jumped up—amazing in their orderliness, young and old (many
still unwed). The first thing they did was to loosen their hair to their
shoulders and tie up their fawnskins if any of the fastenings had
come loose; and they made a belt for the dappled fur with snakes
that licked their cheeks. Some held in their arms the young of the
wild, a gazelle or wolf cubs, and those who had left their newborn
babes at home gave them white milk from breasts that were still
full. And they put on crowns of ivy, oak, and flowering vine. One
took her thyrsus and struck it against a rock, and from it a gush of
dewy water welled up; another hit the solid earth with her wand
and from the spot the god sent forth a spring of wine. Those who
thirsted for milk seraped the earth with their finger tips and pro-
duced white streams; and from each thyrsus, wreathed in ivy,
dripped sweet drops of honey. And so, if you had been there to see
these things, you would have invoked with prayers the god whom
you now blame.

We herdsmen and shepherds gathered together to discuss and
argue about the strange and wondrous actions. One of the group,
who always goes into town and has a way with words, spoke to us
all: “You who inhabit the sacred mountain heights, how would you
like to hunt down Agave, the mother of Pentheus, in her revels and
do the king a favor?” What he said seemed good to us, so we hid
ourselves in a leafy thicket and waited in ambush. At the appointed
time they began their Bacchic revels, shaking their thyrsus and
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calling on the god, the son of Zeus, with one voice, “Tacchus, Bro-
mius!” The whole mountain and animals joined in their ecstasy and
there was nothing that remained unmoved by the dance.

It happened that Agave as she leaped and ran came close to me,
and I leaped out of the ambush where 1 had hidden myself, bent on
seizing her. But she cried aloud: “O my swift-running hounds, we
are being hunted by these men; so follow me, follow, armed with
your thyrsus in your hands.”

And so we fled and escaped being torn into pieces by the Bac-
chae, but with their bare hands they attacked our cattle grazing on
the grass. You could see one of them wrenching apart a bellowing
cow, its udders full. Others ripped apart the calves and you could
see ribs and cloven hoofs being scattered high and low, and from
the pines the pieces hung dripping with blood. Bulls, arrogant be-
fore as they raged with their horns, were laid low, dragged bodily to
the ground by the countless hands of girls, and their flesh was
stripped from their bodies more quickly than you, O king, could
wink your eyes. Like birds propelled aloft by the speed of their
course, the Bacchae ranged across the stretch of plain along the
stream of the Asopus, which affords the Thebans a rich harvest.
Like a hostile army they descended upon the villages of Hysiae and
Erythrae, nestled low on the slopes of Cithaeron, and devastated
them. They snatched children from their homes and all the booty
(including bronze and iron) that they carried off on their shoulders
did not fall onto the dark earth, although it was not fastened. They
bore fire on their hair and it did not burn. The villagers, enraged by
the plundering of the Bacchae, rushed to arms. Then, my king,
there was a terrifying sight to behold. The weapons that the vil-
lagers threw did not draw any blood, but when the Bacchae hurled
the thyrsus from their hands they inflicted wounds on many.
Women routed men—a feat not to be accomplished without the
power of some god. Back they came to where they sallied forth, to
the very streams which the god made gush for them. They washed
their hands of blood and snakes licked the stains from their cheeks.

And so, my lord, receive into the city this god, whoever he is.
He is great in many respects but especially in his reputed gift to
mortals, about which I have heard, the grape, our remedy for pain
and sorrow. With no more wine there could be no more love and no
other pleasure for mankind besides.

Pentheus refuses to listen to the pleas of the messenger and is
determined to rush to arms for an assault on the Bacchae. But the
stranger, Dionysus, finds a way to restrain him by appealing to
Pentheus’ basic nature and psychology—in general, the complex
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neurosis th?.t stems from his repressions, in particular, his prurient
Ple.occupatlon with sex and his desire to see the orgies that he
insists are taking place (811-61): ( ‘

DIONYSUS: Ollld y()u llk(/ tO th(,, (6]
VV see C W Inﬁlll nae t J ] 3
Dd d d ()Eet ner
PENTHEUS: ieS, lllde(}d. ] W()uld gl\/e a toll Oi gOId i()l tlldt.
DIONYSUS: V&lly are (11 ve y sua ]l 2 l esire se
yoll 1 n b uc a glCd d SIT tO see
PENTHEUS: A(,tua]ly, lt Vvollld palll me tO see thenl dlll[lk.
DIONYSUS: Ne\/eltheleSS y()u V‘/Ould l)e [)19:156(1 t b t S
0 see Wha 1

PENTHEUS: To be sure, if I watched in si
, ched in silence crouc -
neath the firs. ched be

DIONYSUS: But they will trac 3 if g
coorer y will track you down, even if you go in
PENTHEUS: Then I shall go openly; what you say is right.

DIONYSUS: You will undergo the journey, then? Let me lead
you.

PENTHEUS: C I .
delay. ome, as quickly as possible; 1 begrudge you this

DIONYSUS: Then dress up in a fine linen robe.
PENTHEUS: What is thisP Am 1 to ¢ ]

o™ o change from a man to a
DIONYsUS: If you are seen there as a man, they will kill you

PENTHEUS: Again, what you say is right. You are li .
of long ago. y ght. You are like some sage

DIONYSUS: Dionysus gives me this inspiration.

PENTHEUS: ;n the garb of a women? But shame holds me back!

DIONYSUS: You are o i i .

e no longer interested in watching the Mae-
PENTHEUS: What dress did you say that you would put on me?
DIONYSUS: I shall set on your head a long flowing wig.
PENTHEUS: And what is the next feature of my outfit?

DIONYSUS: A
head. robe that falls to your feet, and a band around your

PENTHEUS: What else will you give me?

DIONYSUS: A X g . .
cloak. thyrsus in your hand and a dappled fawnskin

PENTHEUS: I cannot bring myself to '
o g my put on the costume of a

bloo3TONYSUS: But if you attack the Bacchae in battle, you will shed

PENTHEUS: This is true; I must first go as a spy.
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pIONYSUS: To be sure, it is wiser than to hunt out evil by evil,

pENTHEUS: How shall I get out of the city without being seen?

pIoNYsUs: We shall take a deserted route, and I shall lead the
way.

PENTHEUS: Anything, rather than have the Bacchae laugh at
me. I shall go into the house and make preparations that are for the
best.

pIONYSUS: So be it, and I am at your side ready for everything,

PENTHEUS: I am going inside, I shall either proceed with arms
or follow your instructions.

DIONYSUS: Women, this man is ready to be caught in the net.
He will go to the Bacchae and he will pay the penalty with his life.
Dionysus, now do your work; for you are not far away. We shall
exact our retribution. First we shall inflict upon him delirious mad-
ness and drive him out of his wits; in his right mind he would not
want to dress up in the costume of a woman, but once driven from
reason he will put it on. My desire is to make him the laughingstock
of the Thebans as they see him led in a woman’s garb through the
city in return for the terrible threats that he uttered before. I.go now
to deck out Pentheus in the dress with which he will go down to the
realm of Hades, slaughtered by the hands of his mother. He will
know Dionysus as the son of Zeus and a deity of his own right,
among mankind most dread and most gentle.

The dressing of Pentheus in the garb of the Bacchae suggests
the ceremonial decking out of the sacrificial victim. Pentheus, by
the ritual donning of his costume, falls under the spell and the
power of the god and eventually will be offered up to him_. Th.e
chorus sings of the joys of their worship and the justice of their
triumph over impiety, and at the end of their song Dionysus ex-
erts final and complete mastery over Pentheus, who is delirious

(912-70):

pIoNYsus: Pentheus, I call on you, the one who desires to see
what he should not see and hastens upon what he should not do.
Come forward out of the house, let me behold you dressed in the
garb of a woman, a Bacchic Maenad, about to go as a spy on your
mother and her group.

pENTHEUS: I think that I see two suns, and the image of Thebes
with its seven gates appears double. You look like a bull as you lead
me forward, with horns growing out of your head. Were you then an
animal? Now, indeed, you have become a bull.

pronysus: The god walks with us; he is on our side although
he was not kindly disposed before. Now you see what you should
see.
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PENTHEUS: Tell me how I look. Do I not have the carriage of
Ino or my mother, Agave?

pIONYsUS: Looking at you I seem to see those very two. But
this lock here that I had fixed under your hairband has fallen out of
place.

PENTHEUS: | shook it loose indoors while I was tossing my
head back and forth like a Bacchic reveller.

pIoNYsus: Well, we, whose concern is to serve you, shall put it
back in place. Bend your head.

PENTHEUS: Fine, you deck me out properly, for I am now dedi-
cated to you.

DIONYSUS: Your belt is loose and the folds of your dress do not
hang straight to your ankles.

PENTHEUS: They are not straight at the right foot but here on
the left the dress hangs well at the heel.

pIONYSUS: You will, T am sure, consider me the best of your
friends, when contrary to your expectation you witness the temper-
ance of the Bacchae.

PENTHEUS: Shall I be more like one of the Bacchae if I hold my
thyrsus in my right or my left hand?

DIONYSUS: You should hold it in your right hand, and raise it
and your right foot at the same time.

PENTHEUS: Will I be able to lift up on my shoulders Mt. Ci-
thaeron with its glens full of Bacchae?

pIoNYsUS: You will, if you wish; before your mind was not
sound, but now it is as it ought to be.

PENTHEUS: Let us take crowbars, or shall I thrust my shoulder
or my arm under the peaks and crush them with my hands?

DIONYSUS: Do not destroy the haunts of the nymphs and the
places where Pan does his piping.

PENTHEUS: Your words are right; women must not be overcome
by force; I will hide myself among the firs.

pIoNYsUs: You will find the hiding place that you should, com-
ing upon the Maenads as a crafty spy.

PENTHEUS: Indeed I can see them now in the bushes like birds
held fast in the enticing coils of love.

DIONYSUS: Yes, of course, you go on a mission to guard against
this very thing. Maybe you will catch them, if you yourself are not
caught first.

PENTHEUS: Take me through the middle of Thebes, for I am the
only man among them who dares this deed.

DIONYSUS: You alone bear the burden of toil for this city—you
alone. And so the struggle which must be awaits you. Follow me, I
shall lead you there in safety, but another will lead you back.

PENTHEUS: My mother.
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DIONYSUS: A spectacle for all.

pENTHEUS: It is for this [ am going.

proNysus: You will be carried home.

PENTHEUS: What luxury you are suggesting.
pronysus: In the hands of your mother.
PENTHEUS: You insist upon pampering me.
DIONYSUs: Pampering of sorts.

PENTHEUS: Worthy of such deserts I follow you.

Pentheus imagines he will return in a splendid carriage, with
his mother by his side. This terrifying scene is built on more than
this one irony and laden with a multiplicity of ambiguities. How
bitter now appear the earlier taunts of Pentheus against Cadmus
and Tiresias. In his delirium, does Pentheus really see the god in
his true and basic character—a beast? Or does his vision spring
from his own warped interpretation of the bestial nature of the

worship? , ,
A messenger arrives to tell of Pentheus’ death (1043-1152):

MESSENGER: When we had left the town of Thebes behind and
crossed the stream of the Asopus, we made our way up the slopes of
Cithaeron, Pentheus and I (for I followed with my master) and the
stranger who led us to the scene.

First we took a position in a grassy glen, with silent footsteps
and not a word, so that we might see and not be seen. It was a valley
surrounded by cliffs, watered by streams, and shaded by pines;
here Maenads sat, their hands occupied in their joyous tasks: Some
were restoring a crown of ivy on a thyrsus that had lost its foliage,
others, happy as fillies let loose from their painted yokes, were
singing Bacchic hymns in answering refrains. But poor Penthgus,
who could not see this erowd of women, said: “My friend, from
where I stand I am too far away to see these counterfeit Maenads
clearly, but if I climbed up a towering pine on the hill side, I could
properly behold the orgies of the Maenads.”

Then and there I saw the stranger do wondrous things. He took
hold of the very top branch of a pine that reached up to the sky and
pulled it down, down, down, to the black earth. And it was bent like
a bow or the curving line of the circle of a wheel, Thus the stranger
grabbed the mountain pine with his hands and bent it to the
ground, a feat no mortal could accomplish. He sat Pentheus on the
topmost branches and let the tree go, sliding it through his hands
until it was upright again, slowly and carefully so that he might I.'ml'
dislodge him. It towered straight to towering heaven, with our king
perched on top. He could be seen more clearly by the Maenads
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than he could see them. He was just becoming visible, seated aloft,
when the stranger was no longer to be seen and from heaven a
voice (I imagine that of Dionysus) cried aloud: “O women, I bring
the man who made a mockery of you and me and our mysteries;
now take vengeance on him.” As the voice spoke these words, a
blaze of holy fire flashed between heaven and earth.

The air grew still, every leaf in the wooded glen stood silent,
and no sound of a beast was to be heard. The women had not made
out the voice clearly and they stood up straight and looked around.
He called again and when the daughters of Cadmus understood the
clear command of Bacchus, they rushed forth as swift as doves in
their relentless course, his mother, Agave, her sisters, and all the
Bacchae. With a madness inspired by the breath of the god they
darted over the glen with its streams and rocks. When they saw the
king seated in the pine tree, they first climbed on the rock cliff that
towered opposite and hurled stones at him with all their might and
pelted him with branches of pines. Others hurled the thyrsus
through the air at Pentheus, a pitiable target. But they were unsuc-
cessful, for the poor wretch sat trapped and helpless, too high for
even their fanaticism. Finally with a lightning force they ripped off
oak branches and tried to use them as levers to uproot the tree. But
when these efforts too were all in vain, Agave exclaimed: “Come, O
Maenads, stand around the tree in a circle and grab hold of it, so
that we may catch the climbing beast and prevent him from reveal-
ing the secret revels of the god.” And they applied a thousand
hands and tore up the tree out of the earth. And from his lofty seat
Pentheus fell hurtling to the ground with endless cries; for he knew
what evil fate was near.

His mother as priestess was the first to begin the slaughter. She
fell on him and he ripped off the band from his hair so that poor
Agave might recognize him and not kill him, and he cried out as he
touched her cheek: “Mother, it is your son, Pentheus, whom you
bore in the home of Echion. Have pity on me for my sins and do not
kill me, your son.”

But Agave was not in her right senses; her mouth foamed and
her eyes rolled madly as the god Bacchus held her in his power.
And Pentheus could not reach her. She seized his left arm below
the elbow and placing her foot against the ribs of her ill-fated son,
wrenched his arm out of his shoulder. It was not done through her
own strength but the god made it easy for her hands. From the other
side, Ino clawed and tore at his flesh and Autonoe and the whole
pack converged on him. All shouted together, he moaning with
what breath remained, they screaming in triumph. One carried an
arm, another a foot with the boot still on; his ribs were stripped
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clean and they all with blood-drenched hands tossed the flesh of
Pentheus among them like a ball.

His body lies scattered, some pieces under hard rocks, others
in the shady depths of the woods—not easy to find. His mother has
taken his poor head and affixed it on the point of her thyrsus; she
carries it like that of a mountain lion through the depths of Ci-
thaeron, leaving her sisters and their Maenad bands. She comes
within these walls, exulting in her ill-fated prey and calling on
Bacchus, her partner in the hunt, her comrade in the chase, her
champion of victory, who gave her tears as her reward.

And so I am leaving now, before Agave reaches the palace, to
get away from this misfortune. Temperance and reverence for the
gods are best, the wisest possessions, I believe, that exist for mor-
tals who will use them.

Agave returns and awakens to the horror of her deed; the con-
cluding scenes affirm the divine power of Dionysus. There are
serious textual problems in the last section of the play, and a medi-
eval work, the Christus Patiens, that drew upon Euripides is of
some help—an interesting fact that rivets our attention to the paral-
lels between Dionysus and Christ.

The pathos and the horror of the butchering of Pentheus have
helped some in their sympathetic view of the rash king as an ascetic
martyr, who is killed in his crusade against the irrational tide of
religious fanaticism. But too much in the makeup of this young man
suggests the myopic psychopath, who, unable to accept human na-
ture as it is, foolishly tries to suppress it. The basic impulses toward
both the bestial and sublime are territyingly and wondrously inter-
related; Dionysus is after all the god of mob fury and religious
ecstasy and anything in between. Was the celebration of his wor-
ship a cry for release from the restraints of civilized society and a
return to the mystic purity and abounding freedom of nature, or was
it merely a deceptive excuse for self-indulgence in an orgy of undis-
ciplined passion?

The essential characteristics of Dionysiac religion are the pos-
session by the god of his followers, the rending apart of the sacrifi-
cial animal, and the eating of the raw flesh (omophagy, a kind of
ritual communion, since the god was believed to be present in the
victim). The religious congregation (the holy thiasus) was divided
into groups often with a male leader for each, who played the role
of the god. The Bacchae, or maenads, are the female devotees,
mortal women who become possessed. In mythology they are more
than human, nymphs rather than mere mortals. Their mythological
male counterparts are satyrs, who are, like them, spirits of nature;
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they, however, are not completely human but part man and part
animal, possessing various attributes of a horse or a goat, for exam-
ple, a horse’s tail and ears, a goat’s beard and horns (although in the
later periods they are often depicted as considerably more human-
ized). Satyrs dance and sing and love music; they make wine and
drink it, and they are perpetually in a state of sexual excitement.
One of their favorite sports is to chase maenads through the woods.
Animal skins and garlands are traditional attributes of Bacchic rev-
elers (although satyrs are usually nude); maenads in particular carry
the thyrsus, a pole wreathed with ivy or vine leaves, pointed at the
top to receive a pine cone. As we have seen, it is a magic wand that
evokes miracles, but if necessary it can be converted into a deadly
weapon,

Sileni also attend Dionysus; they often cannot be distin-
guished from satyrs, although some of them are older (papposileni)
and even more lecherous. Yet others are old and wise, like Silenus
himself, the tutor of Dionysus. A story tells how once one of them
was made drunk by adding wine to the water of a spring; when he
was brought to King Midas, this Silenus philosophized that the best
fate for man was not to be born at all, the next best to die as soon as
possible after birth, a typical example of Greek pessimism and wis-
dom reminiscent of Solon and Herodotus.® Dionysus and his reti-
nue are favorite subjects in Greek art.

Dionysus, the male god of vegetation, was, as we should ex-
pect, associated with a fertility-goddess; his mother, Semele, was a
full-fledged earth deity in her own right before she became Helle-
nized. The story of Zeus’ birth on Crete, with the attendants who
drowned out his infant cries by their frenzied music, suggests con-
tamination with Dionysiac ritual. Certainly Euripides associates
Bacchic mysticism with the ritual worship of both Rhea and Cy-
bele. In some accounts Dionysus married Ariadne after she was
deserted by Theseus, another enactment of the union of the male
and female powers of fertility.

Dionysus represents the sap of life, the coursing of the blood
through the veins, the throbbing excitement of nature; thus he is a
god of ecstasy and mysticism. Another myth told about his birth
even more clearly established him in this role.

Zeus mated with his daughter Persephone, who bore a son,
Zagreus, which is another name for Dionysus. Hera in her jealousy
aroused the Titans to attack the child. These monstrous beings,
their faces whitened with chalk, attacked the infant as he was look-
ing in a mirror, or they beguiled him with toys and cut him to pieces

6. A famous adaptation of this legend was made by Vergil in his sixth Eclogue, in
which the utterance of the Silenus is cosmogonical and mythological.
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Dionysus with Satyrs and Maenads, from a sixth-century vase. The Satyrs
on the left and right are carrying off Maenads, of whom the one on the left
is playing a double-flute. Dionysus holds a wine cup in his left hand; vine
leaves and bunches of grapes form an appropriate background. (British
Museum, London. Reproduced by permission of the Trustees.)

with knives. After the murder, the Titans devoured the dismem-
bered corpse.” But the heart of the infant god was saved and
brought to Zeus by Athena, and Dionysus was born again—swal-
lowed by Zeus and begotten on Semele. Zeus was angry with the
Titans and destroyed them with his thunder and lightning. But
from their ashes mankind was born.

Surely this is one of the most significant myths in terms of the
philosophy and religious dogma that it provides. By it man is en-
dowed with a dual nature—a body, gross and evil (since he is
sprung from the Titans), and a soul that is pure and divine (for after
all the Titans had devoured the god). Thus basic religious concepts
(which lie at the root of all mystery religions) are accounted for: sin,
immorality, resurrection, life after death, reward, and punishment.
It is no accident that Dionysus is linked with Orpheus and Demeter
and the message that they preached. He is in his person a resurrec-

7. Variations in the story are obviously etiological attempts to account for elements_
of Bacchic ritual. Later ceremonies enacted the passion, death, and resurrection of
the god in all its details.
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tion god; the story is told that he went down into the realm of the
dead and brought back his mother, who in this account is usually
given the name Thyone.

In the emotional environment of Dionysiac ecstasy are to he
found the essence and spirit of Greek drama. Theories concerning
the origins of this genre in its relationship to Dionysus are legion.
Butitis a fact that tragedy and comedy were performed at Athens in
a festival in his honor. It is difficult to agree with those who feel that
this connection was purely accidental. Certainly Aristotle’s treatise
dealing with the nature of tragedy in terms of a catharsis of pity and
fear takes for granted emotions and excitement that are essentially
Bacchic. Friedrich Nietzsche has provided the most imaginative
and influential modern analysis of the Dionysiac experience, par-
ticularly in its antithetical relationship to the Apollonian.’

Other stories of opposition to Dionysus less famous than that of
Pentheus convey the same terrifying message. In Argos, the daugh-
ters of Proetus, king of Tiryns, refused to accept the god and were
driven mad, but the famous seer Melampus knew of certain thera-
peutic dances or herbs to cure them. In Orchomenus, a city of
Boeotia, the daughters of Minyas refused to participate in Bacchic
worship but instead remained at home to weave. Dionysus, in the
guise of a girl, warned them of their folly to no avail, and they also
were driven mad; one of them, Leucippe, had a son, Hippasus, who
(like Pentheus) was torn to pieces. The women eventually were
turned into bats.

The story of Lycurgus of Thrace is given a brief and affecting
version in Homer (Iliad 6. 130—40). He pursued the nurses of
Dionysus with an ox goad, and Dionysus himself in terror jumped
into the sea and was rescued and comforted by Thetis. The gods
were angry with Lycurgus, and Zeus struck him with blindness; he
did not live long after that.

Dionysus, however, can be received amid peace and joy. In
Attica, in the days of King Pandion, a man named Icarius was most
hospitable to the god and as a reward he was given the gift of wine.
But when the people first felt the effects of this blessing they
thought they had been poisoned, and they turned upon Icarius and
killed him. Erigone, his devoted daughter, accompanied by her
dog, Maira, searched everywhere for her father. When she found
him she hanged herself in grief. Suffering and plague ensued for
the people until, upon Apollo’s advice, they initiated a festival in
honor of Icarius and Erigone.

8. See M. S. Silk and J. P. Stern, Nietzsche on Tragedy (New York: Cambridge,
1981), a study of Nietzsche’s first book, The Birth of Tragedy.
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Dionysus, cylix by Exekias, ca. 530 s.c. The god reclines on the pirates’
ship, around whose mast a grape-laden vine is entwined. The erew have
leaped overboard and have been transformed into dolphins. (Museum
Antikes Kleinkunst, Munich. Reproduced by permission of Hirmer Pub-
lishing House, Munich.)

The Homeric Hymn to Dionysus (number 7) offers a splendid
picture of the god’s power and majesty and reminds us of funda-
mental elements in the nature of his character and worship: mira-
cles, bestial transformation, violence to enemies, and pity for those
who understand.

I shall sing of how Dionysus, the son of renowned
Semele, appeared as a man in the first bloom of youth on a
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projecting stretch of shore by the sea that bears no harvest.
His hair, beautiful and dark, Howed thickly about his head,
and he wore on his strong shoulders a purple cloak. Before
long foreign pirates, led on by evil fate, appeared swiftly
over the sea, dark as wine, in a ship with fine benches of
oars. As soon as they saw him they nodded one to the
other and, quickly jumping out, seized him at once and
put him on board ship, delighted in their hearts. For they
thought that he was the son of kings, who are cherished by
Zeus, and wanted to bind him in harsh bonds. But the
bonds fell far from his hands and feet and did not hold
him as he sat with a smile in his dark eyes.

When the steersman saw this he called aloud to his
comrades: “Madmen, who is this mighty god whom you
have seized and attempt to bind? Not even our strong ship
can carry him, for this is either Zeus or Apollo of the silver
bow or Poseidon, since he is not like mortal men but like
the gods who have their homes on Olympus. But come, let
us immediately set him free on the dark shore; do not lay
hands on him for fear that he become angered in some
way and rouse up violent winds and a great storm.” So he
spoke, but the commander of the ship rebuked him scorn-
fully: “Madman, check the wind and while you are at it
seize the tackle and hoist the sail. I expect that he will
come with us to Egypt or Cyprus or the northern Hyperbo-
reans or farther. But at his destination he will eventually
tell us about his friends and all his possessions and his
brothers, since a divine power has put him in our hands.”
When he had spoken, the mast and sail were hoisted on
the ship; the wind breathed into the midst of the sail and
the men made the ropes tight all around.

But soon deeds full of wonder appeared in their
midst. First of all a sweet and fragrant wine flowed
through the black ship and a divine ambrosial odor arose.
Amazement took hold of all the sailors as they looked, and
immediately a vine spread in all directions up along the
very top of the sail, with many clusters hanging down;
dark ivy, luxuriant with flowers, entwined about the mast
and lovely fruit burst forth, and all the oar pins bore gar-
lands. When they saw this they ordered the helmsman to
bring the ship to land. But then the god became a terrify-
ing lion in the upper part of the ship and roared loudly
and in the middle of the ship he created a shaggy-necked
bear, thus manifesting his divine credentials. The bear
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stood up raging, while on the upper deck the lion glared
and scowled. The sailors fled into the stern and stood in
panic around the helmsman who had shown his right
sense. The lion sprang up suddenly and seized the com-
mander, but the sailors when they saw this escaped an
evil fate and leaped all together into the shining sea and
became dolphins. The god took pity on the helmsman and
saved him and made him happy and fortunate in every
way, saying: “Be of good courage, you who have become
dear to my heart. I am loud-crying Dionysus, whom my
mother, Semele, daughter of Cadmus, bore after uniting in
love with Zeus.” Hail, son of Semele of the beautiful
countenance; it is not at all possible to forget you and
compose sweet song.”

The god Pan has much in common with the satyrs and sileni of
Dionysus. He is not completely human in form but part man and
part goat—he has horns, and the ears and the legs of a goat; he will
join in Bacchic revels and is full of spirit, impulsive, and amorous.
His parents are variously named: his mother is usually some nymph
or other: his father is very often Hermes or Apollo. Like them, he is
a god of shepherds, who is a musician.

Pan is credited with the invention of his own instrument, the
Pan pipe (or in Greek, syrinx); Ovid tells the story with brevity and
charm (Metamorphoses 1. 689-712). Syrinx was once a lovely
nymph who was devoted to Artemis and rejected the advances of
predatory satyrs and woodland spirits. Pan caught sight of her, and
as he pursued her she was transformed into a bed of marsh reeds.
The wind blowing through them produced a sad and beautiful
sound, and Pan was inspired to cut two of the reeds, fasten them
together with wax, and thus fashion a pipe on which he could play.

Pan’s haunts are the hills and the mountains, particularly those
of his homeland, Arcadia. Here, according to Herodotus (6. 106), he
was encountered by the runner Phidippides, who had been sent to
Sparta by the Athenians to ask for help when they were about to
fight the Persians at Marathon in 490. Phidippides claimed that Pan
called him by name and asked why the Athenians ignored him
although he was a deity friendly to them. The Athenians believed
Phidippides and later built a shrine to Pan and honored him with
annual sacrifices and torch races.

Pan had other loves besides Syrinx. Another nymph he pur-

9. The story as told by Ovid (Metamorphoses 3. 397-691) provides an interesting
comparison in artistic method and purpose.
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sued was turned into a tree that bore her name, Pitys (the Greek
word for pine). His passion for the nymph Echo also ended tragi-
cally. She fled from his advances, and Pan spread such madness and
“panic” among a group of shepherds (a particular feat to which he
was prone) that they tore her to pieces. All that remained was her
voice. A more famous story about Echo concerns her love for Nar-
cissus. Ovid’s version is as follows (Metamorphoses 3. 342—510):

The river-god Cephisus once embraced the nymph
Liriope in his winding stream and enveloping her in his
waves took her by force. When her time had come, the
beautiful Liriope bore a child with whom even as a baby
the nymphs might have fallen in love. And she called him
Narcissus. She consulted the seer Tiresias, asking whether
her son would live a long time to a ripe old age; his an-
swer was: “Yes, if he will not have come to know him-
self.” For a long time this response seemed to be an
empty prophecy, but as things turned out, its truth was
proven by the unusual nature of the boy’s madness and
death.

The son of Cephisus had reached his sixteenth year
and could be looked upon as both a boy and a young man.
Many youths and many maidens desired him, but such a
firm pride was coupled with his soft beauty that no one
(either boy or girl) dared to touch him. He was seen once
as he was driving the timid deer into his nets by the talk-
ative nymph, who had learned neither to be silent when
another is speaking nor to be the first to speak herself,
namely the mimic Echo.

At that time Echo was a person and not only a voice,
but just as now, she was garrulous and was able to use her
voice in her customary way of repeating from a flood of
words only the very last. Juno brought this about because,
when she might have been able to catch the nymphs lying
on the mountain with her Jove, Echo knowingly detained
the goddess by talking at length until the nymphs could
run away. When Juno realized the truth, she exclaimed:
“The power of that tongue of yours, by which I have been
tricked, will be limited and most brief will be the use of
your voice.” She made good her threats; Echo only gives
back the words she has heard and repeats the final phrases
of utterances.

And so she saw Narcissus wandering through the se-
cluded countryside and burned with passion; she followed
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his footsteps furtively, and the closer she pursued him, the
nearer was the fire that consumed her, just like the tops of
torches, smeared with sulphur, that catch fire and blaze up
when a flame is brought near. O how often she wanted to
approach him with blandishments and tender appeals. Her
very nature made this impossible for she was not allowed
to speak first. But she was prepared to wait for his utter-
ances and to echo them with her own words—this she
could do.

By chance the boy became separated from his faithtul
band of companions and he cried out: “Is there anyone
there?” Echo replied “There!” He was dumbfounded and
glanced about in all directions; then he shouted at full
voice: “Come!” She called back to him with the same
word. He looked around but saw no one approaching;
“Why do you run away from me?” he asked. She echoed
his words just as he spoke them. He was persistent, be-
guiled by the reflection of the other’s voice, and ex-
claimed: “Come here and let us get together!” Echo re-
plied, “Let us get together,” and never would she answer
any other sound more willingly. She emerged from the
woods, making good her very words and rushed to throw
her arms about the neck of her beloved. But he fled and in
his flight exclaimed, “Take your hands off me, I would die
before I let you possess me.” She replied with only the
last words “Possess me.” Thus spurned she hid herself in
the woods where the trees hide her blushes, and from that
time on she has lived in solitary caves. Nevertheless, her
love clung fast and grew with the pain of rejection. Wake-
ful cares wasted away her wretched body, her skin became
emaciated, and the bloom and vigor of her whole being
slipped away on the air. Her voice and her bones were all
that was left. Then only her voice remained; her bones,
they say, were turned into stone. From that time on she
has remained hidden in the woods; she is never seen on
the mountains, but she is heard by everyone. The sound of
her echo is all of her that still lives.

Narcissus had played with her so, just as he had previ-
ously rejected other nymphs sprung from the waves or the
mountains, and as well males who had approached him.
Thereupon one of those scorned raised up his hands to the
heavens and cried: “So may he himself fall in love, so may
he not be able to possess his beloved!” The prayer was a
just one, and Nemesis heard it.
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There was a spring, its clear waters glistening like
silver, untouched by shepherds, mountain goats, and other
animals, and undisturbed by birds, wild beasts, and falling
tree branches. Grass grew round about, nourished by the
water nearby, and the woods protected the spot from the
heat of the sun. Here the boy lay down, tired out by the
heat and his quest for game, and attracted by the pool and
the beauty of the place. While he was trying to quench his
thirst, it kept coming back again and again, and as he con-
tinued to drink, he was captivated by the reflection of the
beauty that he saw. He fell in love with a hope insubstan-
tial, believing what was only an image to be real and cor-
poreal. He gazed in wonder at himself, clinging transfixed
and emotionless to what he saw, just like a statue formed
from Parian marble. From his position on the ground he
looked at his eyes, twin stars, and his hair, worthy of both
Bacchus and Apollo, and his smooth cheeks, his ivory
neck, and the beauty of his face, a flush of red amid snowy
whiteness. He marveled at all the things that others had
marveled at in him. Unwise and unheeding he desired his
very self, one and the same person approving and being
approved, seeking and being sought, inflaming and being
inflamed. How many times he bestowed vain kisses on the
deceptive pool! How many times he plunged his arms into
the midst of the waters to grasp the neck that he saw! But
he could not catch hold of himself in their embrace. He
did not understand what he was looking at, but was in-
flamed by what he saw, and the same illusion that de-
ceived his eyes aroused his passion.

Poor deluded boy, why do you grasp at your fleeting
reflection to no avail? What you seek is not real; just turn
away and you will lose what you love. What you perceive
is but the reflection of your own image, it has no sub-
stance of its own. With you it comes and stays, and with
you it will go, if you can bear to go. No concern for food or
rest could drag him away from his post, but stretched out
on the shady grass he looks at this deceptive beauty with
insatiable gaze and destroys himself through his own eyes.
He raised himself up a little and stretching out his arms to
the surrounding woods exclaimed: “Has there ever been
anyone smitten by more cruel a love? Tell me, O trees, for
you know since you have provided opportune haunts for
countless lovers. In the length of your years, in the many
ages you have lived, can you remember anyone who has
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wasted away like me? I behold my beloved, but what I
see and love I cannot have; such is the frustration of my
unrequited passion. And I am all the more wretched be-
cause it is not a vast sea or lengthy road or impregnable
fortress that separates us. Only a little water keeps us from
each other. My beloved desires to be held, for each time
that I bend down to kiss the limpid waters he in return
strains upward with his eager lips. You would think that
he could be touched; it is such a little thing that prevents
the consummation of our love. Whoever you are, come out
to me here. Why, incomparable boy, do you deceive me?
When I pursue you, where do you go? Certainly you do
not flee from my youthful beauty, for nymphs loved me
too. You promise me some kind of hope by your sympa-
thetic looks of friendship. When I stretch forth my arms to
you, you do the same in return. When I laugh, you laugh
back, and I have often noted your tears in response to my
weeping. And as well you return my every gesture and
nod and, as far as I can surmise from movements of your
lovely mouth, you answer me with words that never reach
my ears. I am you! I realize it; my reflection does not de-
ceive me; I burn with love for myself, T am the one who
fans the flame and bears the torture. What am I to do?
Should I be the one to be asked or to ask? What then shall
I ask for? What I desire is with me; all that I have makes
me poor. O how I wish that I could escape from my body!
A strange prayer for one in love, to wish away what he
loves! And now grief consumes my strength; the time re-
maining for me is short and my life will be snuffed out in
its prime. Death does not weigh heavily upon me, for
death will bring an end to my misery. I only wish that he
whom I cherish could live a longer time. As it is, we two
who are one in life shall die together!”

He finished speaking and, sick with longing, turned
back again to his own reflection. His tears disturbed the
waters and caused the image in the pool to grow less dis-
tinct. When he saw it disappearing he screamed: “Where
are you going? Stay here, do not desert me, your lover. I
cannot touch you—Ilet me look at you, give me this nour-
ishment at least in my misery and madness.” As he
grieved, he tore his garment in its upper part and beat his
bare chest with his marble-white hands. And his chest
when struck took on a rosy tinge, as apples usually have
their whiteness streaked with red or grapes in various
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clusters when not yet ripe are stained with purple. As
soon as he beheld himself thus in the water that was once
again calm, he could endure it no further but, as yellow
wax is wont to melt under the touch of fire and the gentle
frost under the warmth of the sun, so he was weakened
and destroyed by love, gradually being consumed in its
hidden flame. His beautiful complexion, white touched
with red, no longer remained nor his youthful strength,
nor all that he had formerly looked upon with such plea-
sure. Not even his body, which Echo had once loved, was
left.

When Echo saw what he had become, she felt sorry,
even though she had been angry and resentful. Each time
that the poor boy exclaimed “Alas,” she repeated in return
an echoing “Alas.” And as he struck his shoulders with his
hands, she gave back too the same sounds of his grief.
This was his last cry as he gazed into the familiar waters:
“Alas for the boy I cherished in vain!” The place repeated
these very same words. And when he said “Farewell,”
Echo repeated “Farewell,” too. He relaxed his weary head
on the green grass; night closed those eyes that had so
admired the beauty of their owner. Then too, after he had
been received in the home of the dead below, he gazed at
himself in the waters of the Styx. His sister Naiads wept
and cut off their hair and offered it to their brother; the
Dryads wept, and Echo sounded their laments. Now the
pyre and streaming torches and the bier were being pre-
pared but the corpse was nowhere to be seen. They found
instead a yellow flower with a circle of white petals in its
center.

This tragic story of self-love and self-destruction has cast a
particularly potent spell upon subsequent literature and thought.!?

10. See Louise Vinge, The Narcissus Theme in Western European Literature up to
the Early 19th Century (Lund: Gleerup, 1967).
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The Homeric Hymn to Demeter (number 2) tells the story of Deme-

ter and her daughter, Persephone, as follows:
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I begin to sing about the holy goddess, Demeter of
the beautiful hair, about her and her daughter, Persephone
of the lovely ankles, whom Hades snatched away; loud-
thundering Zeus, who sees all, gave her to him.

Alone, away from Demeter of the golden scepter and
goodly crops, Persephone was playing with the deep-bo-
somed daughters of Oceanus and picking flowers along a
soft meadow: beautiful roses, crocuses, violets, irises, and
hyacinths; and Earth at the will of Zeus to please Hades,
the host of many, produced as a snare for the fair maiden a
wonderful and radiant narcissus, an awesome sight to all,
both immortal gods and mortal men. From its stem a hun-
dred blossoms sprouted forth and their odor was most
sweet. All wide heaven above, the whole earth below, and
the swell of the salt sea laughed. The girl was astounded
and reached out with both her hands together to pluck the
beautiful delight. And the wide-pathed Earth yawned in

the Nysaean plain, and the lord and host of many, who
goes by many names, the son of Cronus, rushed at her
with his immortal horses. And he snatched her up in his
golden chariot and carried her away in tears. She shouted
with shrill cries and called on father Zeus, the son of
Cronus, the highest and the best, but no one of the immor-
tals or of mortals—not even the olive trees laden with
their fruit—heard her voice except for the daughter of
Persaeus, Hecate, her hair brightly adorned, who listened
from her cave as she thought kindly thoughts, and lord
Helius, the splendid son of Hyperion. These two heard the
maid call on the son of Cronus, father Zeus, but he sat
apart, away from the gods, in his temple with its many
suppliants, receiving beautiful holy offerings from mortal
men. By the counsel of Zeus, his brother and her uncle
Hades, the son of Cronus, who bears many names, the lord
and host of many, led her off with his immortal horses
against her will.

As long as the goddess could behold the earth, starry
heaven, the deep flowing sea full of fish, the rays of the
sun, and still hoped to see her dear mother and the race of
everlasting gods, hope soothed her great heart, although
she was distressed. But the peaks of the mountains and
the depths of the sea echoed with her immortal voice, and
her lady mother heard her.

Sharp pain seized Demeter’s heart and she tore the
headdress about her ambrosial hair with her own dear
hands and threw off the dark covering from both her
shoulders, and she rushed in pursuit just like a bird over
land and water. But no one—either of gods or mortal
men—wished to tell what had really happened—not even
a bird came to her as a messenger of truth. For nine days,
then, lady Demeter roamed over the earth holding burning
torches in her hands and in her grief did not eat any am-
brosia or drink sweet nectar, nor did she bathe her body.
But when dawn brought on the light of the tenth day, Hec-
ate, a torch in hand, met her and gave her some news as
she exclaimed: “Lady Demeter, bringer of goodly gifts in
season, who of the heavenly gods or mortal men carried
off Persephone and troubled your dear heart? For I heard
her voice but did not see with my eyes who it was. I am
telling you the whole truth quickly.”

Thus Hecate spoke, and the daughter of Rhea of the
beautiful hair did not answer but swiftly rushed away with
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her, holding burning torches in her hands. They came to
Helius, the lookout for both gods and men, and stood be-
fore his horses, and the goddess of goddesses spoke: “He-
lius, do at least have respect for me, a goddess, if 1 have
ever by word or by deed gladdened your heart and your
spirits. Through the barren air I heard the piercing cry of
the girl whom I bore, a sweet daughter, illustrious in her
beauty, as though she were being violated; yet I saw noth-
ing with my eyes. But since you look down from the di-
vine aether with your rays on all the earth and sea, tell me
truthfully if you have seen my dear child at all and who
either of gods or mortal men has seized her alone, away
from me, by force against her will and made away.”

Thus she spoke. And the son of Hyperion answered
her: “Demeter, regal daughter of Rhea of the beautiful
hair, you will know the truth. For indeed I revere you
greatly and I pity you in your grief for your daughter of
the lovely ankles. No other of the immortals is to blame
except the cloud-gatherer Zeus, who gave her to his own
brother, Hades, to be called his lovely wife. And he seized
her and with his horses carried her away to the gloomy
depths below as she cried aloud. But, O goddess, desist
from your great lament; you should not thus bear an unre-
lenting anger to no avail. Indeed Hades, the ruler over
many, is not an unseemly husband for your daughter; he is
your own brother and born from the same blood, and as
for honor, when at the first power was divided three ways,
his lot was to be made the lord of all those with whom he
dwelt.”

Thus he spoke and called out to his horses. And at his
cry they nimbly bore the swift chariot, just like long-
winged birds. But a more dread and terrible grief pos-
sessed Demeter’s heart, and thereafter she was angry with
the son of Cronus, Zeus, enwrapped in clouds; she kept
away from the gatherings of the gods and high Olympus,
and for a long time she went among the cities and rich
fields of men, disguising her beautiful form. No one of
men or deep-bosomed women who saw her recognized
her until she came to the home of wise Celeus, who at
that time was ruler of fragrant Eleusis. Grieving in her
dear heart she sat near the road by the Maiden Well, from
which the people drew their water; she was in the shade,

for an olive tree grew overhead. Her appearance resem-
bled that of a very old woman who was long past her days
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for childbearing and the gifts of garland-loving Aphrodite;
§he was like the nurses for the children of law-pronounc-’
ing kings or the housekeepers in their echoing halls. The
daughters of Celeus, of the family of Eleusis, saw hel
there as they came after the easily drawn Wa’ter so that
they might bring it in their bronze pitchers to the de;.r
home of their father. There were four of them, just like
g(.)ddesses in their youthful bloom, Callidice 9:11d Cleisi-
dice and lovely Demo and Callithoe, who was the olciest
of them all. They did not know Demeter, for it is difﬁciﬂt
for mortals to recognize the gods, and standing near they
spoke winged words: “Who are you, old woman, of those
born long ago? Where are you from? Why have ;1011 come
away from the city and not approached the houses there
in whose shadowy halls dwell women just like you and ,
younger, who would welcome you in word as well as in
deed?”

Thus they spoke. And she, the queenly goddess, an-
swered with these words: “Dear children, whoever ;lou
are of women, I bid you greeting, and I shall tell you my
tale. To be sure it is not inappropriate to relate the truth to
you who have asked. My name is Doso, for my lady
mother gave it to me. Now then I have come from Crete
over the broad back of the sea—not willingly but against
my wishes, for by force pirates carried me away. Then
they put in at Thoricus, where the women and the men
together disembarked; they were busy with their meal
beside the cables of the ship, but my heart had no desire
for the delicious food. I hastened away over the black land
an.d escaped from my overbearing masters so that they
might not sell me, whom they had not bought, and reap a
proﬁt from me. And so I have come here after,my wander-
ings, and I have no idea at all what land this is or who
inhabit it. But may all those who dwell in homes of Olym-
pus grant that you have husbands and bear children just as
parents desire. But you maidens pity me now and show
concern until, dear children, I come to the home of a man
an.d woman to perform for them zealously the tasks appro-
priate for an elderly woman like me; 1 could hold a new-
born child in my arms and care for him well, make my
master’s bed in the recess of his well-built Cilambers and
teach the women their tasks.” ,

Thus spoke the goddess and at once the virgin mai-
den, Callidice, the most beautiful of the daughters of
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Celeus, answered: “Good woman, we m()rtalis even though
we suffer must bear what the gods bestow, for indeed they
are much the stronger. I shall help you with the tollowing
advice and I shall tell you the names of th.e men who have
great honor and power here and who are hn'emnﬂt among
the people and guard the battlements of our 01ty. by their
counsels and firm judgments. There is clever Triptolemus
and Dioclus and Polyxeinus and noble Eumolpus and Do-
lichus and our own brave father. All of theS(_e have wives
who take care of their homes, and no one of them at the
very first sight of your person would dishonor you or turn
you out of their house, but they will wr_:]cpfnr-: you, for to
be sure you are like one of the gods. But if you wish, stay
here, so that we may go to our father’s house and tell our
mother, the deep-bosomed Metaneira, the whole story in
the hope that she will bid you come to our place ;,fnd not
search for the homes of the others. She cherishes in our
well-built house an only son, born late, a darling lolng
prayed for. If you were to bring him up and he attained '
the measure of his youth, you would easily be the envy of
any woman who saw you. Such are the great rewards that
yuld be yours for your care.”
™ Thus :he spoke and Demeter nodded her .head in .
agreement. And the girls filled their shining pitchers with
water and carried them away happy. Quickly they came to
the great house of their father and told their' rpother at
once what they had seen and heard. She enjoined .them to
go with all speed and to hire the woman at any price. Just
as deer or heifers bound along the m‘eadow when in the
springtime they have had their fill of pasture, thus they
hurried along the hollow wagon path, holding up thc‘a folds
of their lovely garments, and their hair, which was like the
flower of the crocus, danced about their shoulders. And
they found the illustrious goddess where they had left. her
earlier and thereupon led her to the dear house of thelr
father; she followed behind with her head veiled, dis-
tressed at heart, and the dark robe grazed the slender feet
of the goddess. .

Soon they arrived at the house of Celeu.s, a man cher-
ished by Zeus, and passed through the vestibule to where
their lady mother sat by the pillar that suppurted the
sturdy roof, holding her son, just a baby, in her lap, Her
daughters ran to her, but the goddess stood at the thresh-
old; her head reached up to the beams and she filled the
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doorway with a divine radiance. Then awe and reverence
and fear seized Metaneira and she sprang up from her
couch and bade her guest be seated, but Demeter, the
giver of goodly gifts in season, did not wish to sit on the
splendid couch but waited in silence with her beautiful
eyes downcast, until Iambe in her wisdom set out for her a
chair, artfully made, and threw a silvery fleece over it;
then Demeter sat down holding her veil over her face
with her hands. For a long time she remained seated with-
out a sound, grieving; she did not by word or action ac-
knowledge anyone but without a smile, not touching food
or drink, she sat wasted with longing for her deep-bo-
somed daughter, until Iambe in her wisdom resorted to
many jests and jokes and brought the holy lady around to
smile and laugh and bear a happy heart (thereafter too
Iambe was to cheer her in her anguish). And Metaneira
filled a cup with wine as sweet as honey and offered it,
but she refused saying that it was not right for her to drink
red wine. But she ordered them to mix meal and water
with tender mint and give it to her to drink. Metaneira
mixed the potion and gave it to the goddess as she had
ordered. And the great lady Demeter took it for the sake of
the holy rite.!

Beautifully robed Metaneira was the first to speak
among them: “Greetings, O lady, I expect that you are not
born of base parents but of noble ones. Majesty and grace
shine clearly in your eyes as though from the eyes of roy-
alty who mete out justice. But we mortals, even though we
suffer, must bear what the gods bestow, for the yoke lies
on our necks. Yet now since you have come here, as much
as I have will be yours. Nurse this child whom the immor-
tals gave to me late in life, fulfilling my desperate hopes
and endless prayers. If you were to bring him up and he
attained the measure of his youth, you would easily be the
envy of any woman who saw you. Such are the great re-
wards that would be yours for your care.”

L. That s, “to initiate and observe the holy rite or sacrament.” There appears to be a
lacuna after this sentence. The words translated “for the sake of the holy rite” are
difficult and their precise meaning disputed. The reference must be to an important
part of the ceremony of the Eleusinian mysteries, namely the partaking of a drink
called the kykeon. But the nature and significance of the ritual are unknown: was
this in any real sense the sharing of a sacrament, an act of communion fraught with

mystic significance, or was it merely a token remembrance of these hallowed actions
of the goddess?
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Then Demeter of the beautiful crown replied to her:
“Sincere greetings to you, also, O lady, and may the gods
afford you only good. I shall take the boy gladly, as you
bid, and tend to him, and I have good hopes that he will
not be harmed or destroyed by any evil charms, for I know
much more potent remedies and effective antidotes for
harmful spells.”

Thus she spoke and with her immortal hands she took
the child to her fragrant bosom. And his mother rejoiced in
her heart. Thus she nursed in the house the splendid son
of wise Celeus, Demophoon, whom beautifully robed Me-
taneira bore. And he grew like a god, not nourished on
mortal food but anointed by Demeter with ambrosia, just
as though sprung from the gods, and she breathed sweet-
ness upon him as she held him to her bosom. At night she
would hide him in the might of the fire, like a brand, with-
out the knowledge of his dear parents. It was a source of
great wonder to them that he grew and flourished before
his time, for he was like the gods to look upon. And she
would have made him never grow old and immortal, if
beautifully robed Metaneira in her foolishness had not
seen what was happening, as she watched in the night
from her fragrant chamber. Great was her dismay and she
gave a shriek and struck both her thighs, terrified for her
child. Amid her groans she uttered winged words: “De-
mophoon, my child, this stranger buries you within the
blazing fire to my anguish and grievous pain.”

Thus she spoke in agony, and the goddess of god-
desses, Demeter of the beautiful crown, grew angry as she
listened; with her immortal hands she snatched from the
fire the dear son whom Metaneira had borne in her house,
blessing beyond hope, and threw him down on the floor.
Demeter was dreadfully angry in her heart as she spoke
with beautifully robed Metaneira: “Mortals are ignorant
and stupid who cannot foresee the fate both good and bad
that is in store. Thus you in your foolishness have done a

thing that cannot be remedied. I call to witness by the
relentless waters of the river Styx, the oath of the gods,
that T would have made your dear child immortal and
never grow old all his days and I would have granted him
imperishable honor, but now as it is he will not be able to
escape death and the Fates. Yet imperishable honor will
always be his because he has lain on my knees and slept
in my arms. But when the years go by and he has reached
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his prime, the new generation of Eleusinians will contin-
ually engage in dread wars and battles all their days. I am
Dcrqeter, esteemed and honored as the greatest |']clil‘eﬁt
and joy to mortals and immortals. Now then, let all the
people build to me a great temple and an altar with it
below the town and its steep wall, on the rising hill aL()ve
tEe well, Kal_lichoron. And I myself shall teach my rites, so
:n ;th[:::j‘t(.{r:mmg them with reverence you may propitiate
'Ithus the goddess spoke and cast aside her old age
transforming her size and appearance. Beauty breathéd‘
around and about her and a delicious odor was wafted
from her fragrant garments. The radiance from the immor-
tal person of the goddess shone far and wide and her
golden hair flowed down on her shoulders. The sturdy
hf)use was filled with her brilliance as though with a light-
ning flash. She disappeared from the room and at once
Metaneira’s knees gave way; for a long time she was
speechless and did not even remember at all to pick up
hf:r llate—born son from the floor. But his sisters heard his
pl.tiiul cries and sprang down from their beds, spread well
with covers; one of them then picked up the child in her
arms and took him to her bosom; another stirred the fire
and a third hastened on her delicate feet to rouse their
mother from her fragrant chamber. They gathered around
the.: frantic child and bathed him with loving care. But his
spirits were not soothed, for the nurses who tended him
now were indeed inferior. The whole night long, trem-
bl_mg with fear, they made their supplication to t’he illus-
trious goddess, and as soon as dawn appeared they told
the truth to Celeus whose power was great, just as Deme-
ter the goddess of the beautiful crown had comn'landed
Then Celeus called the many people to an assembly an.d
bade them build a splendid temple to Demeter of the
lqvely hair and an altar on the rising hill. They listened to
him as he spoke and immediately complied and did as
they were told. And the child flourished by divine destiny
When they had finished and ceased from their labor .
eac.h made his way homeward. But golden Demeter re- ’
mained sitting there quite apart from all the blessed gods
wasted with longing for her deep-bosomed daughter. And’
she gaused men a most terrible and devastating year on
the fruitful land. The earth would not send up a single
sprout, for Demeter of the lovely crown kept the seed cov-

2

[
"

35



236

THE MYTHS OF CREATION: TIE GODS

ered. In vain the oxen dragged the many curved ploughs
through the fields and much white barley was sown in the
earth to no avail. Now she would have destroyed the en-
tire human race by cruel famine and deprived those who
have their homes on Olympus of their glorious prestige
from their gifts and sacrifices, if Zeus had not noticed and
taken thought in his heart. First he roused golden-winged
Iris to summon Demeter of the lovely hair, desirable in
her beauty. Thus he ordered. And Iris obeyed Zeus, the
dark-clouded son of Cronus, and on swift feet traversed
the interval between. She came to the citadel of fragrant
Eleusis and found dark-robed Demeter in her temple. She
spoke to her, uttering winged words: “Demeter, father
Zeus, whose knowledge is imperishable, commands you to
join the company of the eternal gods. Come now, let not
the word I bring from Zeus be unaccomplished.”

Thus she spoke in supplication, but Demeter’s heart
was unswayed. Thereupon father Zeus sent down to her
all the blessed gods who exist forever, and they came one
by one calling out her name and offering her many very
beautiful gifts and whatever honors she would like to
choose for herself among the immortals. But no one was
able to sway her mind and her heart from her anger and
she stubbornly rejected all appeals. She maintained that
she would never set foot on fragrant Olympus nor allow
fruit to sprout from the earth until she saw with her own
eyes her lovely daughter.

Then loud-thundering Zeus, who sees all, sent the
slayer of Argus, Hermes, with his golden wand to Erebus
to appeal to Hades with gentle words and bring chaste
Persephone up from the murky depths to the light, so that
her mother might desist from anger when she saw her
daughter with her own eyes. Hermes did not disobey, and

straightway he left the realms of Olympus and swiftly
rushed down to the depths of the earth. He encountered
the lord Hades within his house, sitting on a couch with
his modest wife, who was very reluctant because of her
longing for her mother. And Demeter far away brooded
over her designs to thwart the actions of the blessed gods.
The mighty slayer of Argus stood near and said: “Hades of
the dark hair, ruler of the dead, father Zeus has ordered
me to bring to him from Erebus august Persephone, so
that her mother may see her with her own eyes and desist
from her wrath and dread anger against the immortals. For
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low? Speak up, do not hide anything so that we both may
know. If you have not, even though you have been in the
company of loathsome Hades, you will live with me and
your father, Zeus the cloud-gatherer, son of Cronus, in
honor among all the immortals. But if you have eaten any-
thing, you will return again beneath the depths of the
earth and live there a third part of each year; the other
two-thirds of the time you will spend with me and the
other immortals. When the spring blooms with all sorts of
sweet-smelling flowers, then again you will rise from the
gloomy region below, a great wonder for gods and mortal
men. But tell me, too, by what trick the strong host of
many deceived you?”’

The very beautiful Persephone then said in answer:
“To be sure, mother, I shall tell you the whole truth.
When Hermes, the bringer of luck and swift messenger,
came from my father, the son of Cronus, and the other
gods of the sky, saying that I was to come up from Erebus
in order that you might see me with your own eyes and
desist from your wrath and dread anger against the immor-
tals, I immediately jumped up in my joy. But Hades
swiftly put in my mouth the fruit of the pomegranate, a
honey-sweet morsel, and compelled me to eat it by force
against my will. I shall tell you too how he came and car-
ried me down to the depths of the earth through the
shrewd plan of my father, the son of Cronus, going
through it all as you ask. We were all playing in a lovely
meadow . . . and gathering lovely flowers in our hands, a
mixed array of soft crocuses, irises, hyacinths, roses in full
bloom, and lilies, wonderful to behold, and a narcissus,
which the wide earth produced, in color yellow of a cro-
cus. I plucked it joyously, but the earth beneath opened
wide and thereupon the mighty lord, the host of many,
leaped up and carried me away in his golden chariot be-
neath the earth despite my violent protests—my cries
were loud and shrill. I tell you the whole truth, although
the story gives me pain.”

Thus they then in mutual love and tender embraces
greatly cheered each other’s heart and soul the whole long
day. Their grief was assuaged as they exchanged their
joys. Hecate, her hair brilliantly arrayed, approached them

Hades and Persephone, terra-cotta plaque from Locri (southern Italy), ca.

The divinities of the Underworld sit on thrones; they hold or are and frequently embraced the holy daughter of Demeter.
i nieeii bly emblems connected with their worship—grain, pﬂTSlﬁ!’_‘_- a From that time on, regal Hecate became the lady and at-
23‘:])cmfp B;usea Nazionale, Reggio. Photo courtesy of Hirmer Verlag Miin- tendant of Persephone.
chen.)
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Loud-thundering Zeus, who sees far and wide, sent as
a messenger to them Rhea of the lovely hair to lead dark-
robed Demeter among the company of the gods, and he
promised to grant her the honors that she would choose
among the immortal gods, and he consented that her
daughter live a third part of the revolving year in the
gloomy depths below and the other two-thirds by the side
of her mother and the other immortals. Thus he ordered,
and the goddess Rhea did not disobey the message of
Zeus. She quickly rushed down from the heights of Olym-
pus and came to the Rharian plain, previously very fertile,
but now not fertile at all, standing leafless and barren. The
white seed was hidden through the machinations of De-
meter of the lovely ankles. But thereafter soon, with the
burgeoning of spring, long ears of grain would be luxuri-
ant and the rich furrows too along the ground would be
laden with grain, some already bound in sheaves. Rhea
came from the barren air to this place first of all and the
goddesses beheld each other gladly and rejoiced in their
hearts. Rhea, her hair brilliantly arrayed, spoke to Deme-
ter thus: “Come here, my daughter; loud-thundering Zeus,
who sees far and wide, summons you to join the company
of the gods, and he has promised to grant you whatever
honors you would like among the immortals, and he has
consented that your daughter live a third part of the re-
volving year in the gloomy depths below and the other
two-thirds with you and the other gods. Thus he said it
would be accomplished and nodded his head in assent.
But come, my child, and be obedient; do not persist in
your relentless anger against Zeus, the dark-clouded son of
Cronus. But quickly make grow for men the life-bringing
fruit in abundance.”

Thus she spoke, and Demeter of the lovely crown
obeyed. Quickly she caused fruit to spring up from the
fertile plains, and the whole wide land was laden with
leaves and flowers. She went to the kings who minister
justice (Triptolemus, Diocles, the rider of horses, the
mighty Eumolpus, and Celeus, the leader of the people)
and showed them the performance of her holy rites and
taught her mysteries to them all, Triptolemus and Poly-
xeinus and Diocles besides—holy mysteries that one may
not by any means violate or question or express. For the
great reverence due to the gods restrains one’s voice.
Happy is the one of men on earth who has seen these
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things. But the one who is uninitiated into the holy rites
fmd has no part never is destined to a similar joy wh h
is dead in the gloomy realm below. Yo e
But when the goddess of goddesses had ordained all
these things, they made their way to Olympus among the
company of the other gods. There they dwell beside Zeus
who delights in the thunder, august and holy goddesses N
Greatly happy is the one of men on earth whom the,:‘y‘ N
dearly love; straightway they send, as a guest to his great
house, Plutus, who gives wealth to mortal men. S
Come now you who hold power over the land of fra-
grant Eleusis, sea-girt Paros, and rocky Antron, lady and
queen Demeter, the giver of good things in se;.son both
yf)urself and your daughter, very beautiful l’e:'seph’one
kindly grant me a pleasing substance in reward for my,

song. A i E
\::1%_ nd I shall remember both you and another song as

. The myth of Demeter and Persephone represents another vari-
ation of a fundamental and recurring theme—the death and rebi 'tlh
of vegetation. This time the allegory is rendered in terms of 1tlh
touching emotions of mother and daughter; more often the symb lEf
and metaphors involve the relationship between a ferﬁlity-éﬁdd&i
and l}er male partner, either lover or son (e.g., Aphrodite 'm.(i
z'ﬁd()'ﬂ‘ls, Cybele and Attis, Semele and Dionysus). i)emeter is ofc't
1mf1g1ned as the goddess of the ripe grain; Persephone then- is tﬁn
de1tX of the budding tender shoots. They are invoked together ai
the “two goddesses.” Persephone (who is often called merely Kore
a name meanipg girl) is the daughter of Demeter and Ze'us wh(;
gsglct once again the holy marriage between earth-goddess and sky-

The Hcrmeric Hymn to Demeter illustrates the grim character
of leades, his mgthods of obtaining a wife, and provides the ;11 th l
logical reasons for Hecate’s prominence as a goddess of the m};de(])'«
;:z)zgltd Ha{c‘ileis basic charact.er as a fe1“tility god is evident from the
horsé;m}i) . 1ihrealm, the ylolzlence of his nature, and his link with
e ,ﬂr E)IS ; uslf god of agricultural wealth (compare his names,
. i is for the }?()nlan§) but he should not be confused with
utus (Wefllth) mentioned in the last lines of the hymn, another
deity of agricultural plenty and prosperity (and then wealt,h i N
eral), t}lle offspring of Demeter and lasion. e
. Tnpto]emus, who a!so appears in the concluding lines of the
ymn, is generally depicted as the messenger of Demeter whe
she restored fertility to the ground. He is the one Wh‘O taught a:f(]l
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spread her arts of agriculture to new lands at that time and later,
often traveling in a magical car drawn by winged dragons, a gift of
Demeter. He is sometimes merged in identity with the infant De-
mophoon (variant spelling is Demophon) of the Hymn or said to be
his brother; in Plato, Triptolemus is a judge of the dead.

This hymn to Demeter is of major importance, not only for its
intrinsic artistic value, its general elucidation of a myth, and its
illustration of the character of the deities involved. It provides in
addition the most significant evidence that we have for the nature
of the worship of Demeter at Eleusis. Eleusis is a town about four-
teen miles west of Athens; the religion and ceremony that devel-
oped in honor of Demeter and her daughter had its center here, but
the city of Athens too was intimately involved. This religion was of
a special kind, not the general prerogative of everyone, but open
only to those who wished to become initiates; these devotees were
sworn to absolute secrecy and faced dire punishments if they re-
vealed the secret rites.? This does not imply that initiation was
confined to a select few. In early times membership was inevitably
limited only to the people of Eleusis and Athens, but soon partici-
pants came from all areas of the Hellenic world and eventually the
Roman Empire as well. This religion was not restricted to men
only; women, children, and even slaves could participate. But an
understanding of Greek was required, presumably for the neces-
sary comprehension of the higher ceremonies.

Appropriately the religious celebration that was evolved was
given the name of the Eleusinian mysteries. Demeter, then, along
with other Hellenic deities, is the inspiration for a kind of worship
that is generally designated as the mystery religions (compare
Dionysus and Apollo in the religion of Orpheus, or aspects of the
devotion to Aphrodite and Adonis or Cybele and Attis). In fact
Orpheus himself is credited with originating the mysteries. Al-
though there must have been differences among the various mys-
tery religions (some of them probably quite marked) obvious to the
ancient world, we have difficulty today in distinguishing among
them precisely. It seemed fairly certain that the one major common
denominator is the belief in man’s immortal soul and future life.

The mysteries at Eleusis were kept secret, and scholars are by
no means agreed about what we can say with any certainty, particu-
larly about the highest and most profound elements of the worship.
The sanctuary at Eleusis has been excavated and buildings con-
nected with the ceremonies have been found, most important

9. The charges against Alcibiades mentioned earlier are indicative of the serious-
ness of the consequences if the sacred ceremonies were divulged in any way.
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among them being a Telesterion, the temple of Demeter, where the
final revelation of the mysteries was celebrated.? But nZ) evidence
has b.een unearthed that might dispel the secrecy with absolute
certainty once and for all. The priests in charge of the rites presum-
ably tr?.n.smitted orally what Demeter was said to have taughi
. It is impossible to know just how much of the ritual is reve.aled
in the Homeric Hymn. It would be presumptuous to imagine that
the most profound secrets are here for all to read, and we cannot be
sure how much may be inferred from what is directly stated. That
elements of the ceremonies are indicated cannot be deniea but
presumably these are only the elements that were witnesséd or
revealed to all, not only to the initiated. Thus we have prescribed
by the text such details as an interval of nine days, fasting, the
carrying of torches, the exchange of jests, the partakiné of the c,lrinl;
Kykeon, the wearing of a special dress, for example, the veil of
Demeter; even precise geographical indications (e.g., the Maiden
Well and the site of the temple) are designated. The emotional tone
of the poem too might set the key for a mystic performance in
connection with the celebrations. The anguish of Demeter, her
frantic wanderings and search, the traumatic episode with’ De-
mophoon, the miraculous transformation of the goddess, the ec-
statict rsunion bg}tween mother and daughter, the blessed ’return of
vegetation to a barren earth ! ious i
R , are some of the obvious emotional and
The literary, epigraphical, and archaeological evidence yields
the following tentative outline of the basic procedures in the cele-
bration of the Eleusinian mysteries; ultimate revelation and mean-
ing are matters of more tenuous conjecture and dispute. Two major
compulsory stages had to be undertaken: (1) participation in the
Lesser Mysteries involving preliminary steps in initiation; (2) ad-
va.ncement to the Greater Mysteries (the teletai proper) wl,lich en-
tailed full initiation into the cult. A third stage, the hig,hest of all
not required but possible, entailed participation in rites known ae,
the .Epopteia. It is immediately apparent that these mysteries ar(;
basically different from the festivals celebrated in the panhellenic
sanctuaries, such as that of Apollo at Delphi, which were open to
all, without secrecy or initiation or a fundamental mystic philoso-
p_hy, however religious the tone that oracular response and de;/O—
tion to a god might set.

3. See in.particular Qeorge E. Mylonas, Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries (Prin-
:}(leton: .E’lrmcetondUElversﬁy Press, 1961); this provides the best general survey of all
e evidence and the inherent archaeological, historical, religi g ilosophi
il gical, historical, religious, and philosophi-
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Two major priestly families were C(mnectgd withI El;}u&lﬁ: tl‘m
Eumolpids, whose ancestor Eumolpus, accord}ng_f, tot |Ie Il‘gn.n,klﬁ-
ceived the mysteries from Demeter herself, .and t n“ 611}/ Js;
Among the many important prie.‘ilh(){i‘d.‘i ;u_ul assistant u] 11(_‘1.1\!&,.,.1] 1;;
highest was that of the Hierophant; this priest a].unel- (-i“” -(| re :]3; (:i‘
the worshipers the ultimate mysteries that entz‘tfle( llle h-“}\?rl:ih :
the sacred objects (the Hiera)—his title means he w 1(})11e1\‘/u)1d. . (,
Hiera.” Prominent too was the pricstess. of Demeter who 1;_/@ in a
sacred house. Many of the priests 1'ece1ved_ a fixed sum o Eno(ll}e]y
from each initiate as a fee for their services. Thelzl J(Iingla en g;
mystes) was sponsored and directed by a patron calle e My
agog"})fl.e Lesser Mysteries were held in Athens usually oancie”alyear,
in early spring. Precise details are unknuwn,. but {-‘IIT g(.ll(l;ti.ilt_‘pl{_!(l)‘;
pose was certainly the preliminary pr(-.:pamti?n ol tu.e 1‘111 1‘411..‘[)]
subsequent advancement to hig‘hlcr l'lm.lgs. (Jer.e?mﬁneb” pl(; )‘{-‘.-Nt)i
focused upon ritual purification, involving sacrifices, prayer, las
i > ing by water. .
e %1}11% (é?zg:er g1'\/Iyysteries were held Fltll'ing the month? (])f. Sfap-
tember and October annually (every fourth year th{g ce tr‘}‘l.at;t::}.
was particularly splendid). A holy truce was d(%c?larfrd for It)t,lil(jl(tm
fifty-five days and heralds were sent to 1ssue mwtalttm‘m? B i;nﬂ;
which would respond with tithes and 51‘}ec.1a! .de egf1t]1'0nls..' ot
Athens and Eleusis were involved in t.he Eest1v1't1es. PlE% nml!uuy u(i
the festival proper was the day on which the Hiera V;{e]lel .ta‘ er;_ (t)ho
of the Anactoron of the Telesterion (i.e., the holy o w 1e's.{o.rm£

temple of Demeter) in Eleusis and brought tr') Ath]e::b ia:u;uh g tl;(:
pomp and ceremony. Thf: splen.didd tﬁm(;?:;::n{n 1:3(;:} Cr?;ke“.
riests and priestesses who carrie e Hier 84 caskeR

ﬁl:szt(‘{ by rib%ons, was met (ﬂ'ﬁciall}_f in Athens.and esgprte%}tn srzztxet
to the Eleusinion, the sanctuary of Demeter in thehcl?f.. fcele_
day following these preliminaries was the ﬁrs.t of ’El eh 01mz}11 o
bration of the Greater Mysteries, yvhlch C(.)ntm‘ue t‘ rm?g - Agth_
days, the ceremonies culminating in Eleusis, with a return

inth. .
o OTrilzh{?r;lt day saw the people summoned to an gssemblyl 131t}:z
Stoa Poikile (the Painted Colonnade) in' thfi Athenian z?.lgorfq,t‘ r:)‘to
who were pure and knew Greek were invited by prﬁ)c ?rzf]'~}0-1rltq
participate in the Mysteries. On thfe second day all _pal: -!L-]pfhed
were ordered to cleanse themselves in the sea; th?nm.lfl{‘litt‘i rus d. q
into the water with cries of “To the sea, O Mystai. *Lji‘lt 1‘(,.arr1ise<—
little pig that also needed to be purified at?(‘llwh‘u. 1 wiv;l;;lu e
quently sacrificed. The following day (tbe _thuc') \J\lifib. rl)l{-)i}< --E:-tjci_
voted to sacrifices and prayers on behalf of the individuals pz
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pating as well as for the various states involved, including the city
of Athens. The fourth day was spent in honoring Asclepius, whe
according to tradition had in previous times arrived late for initig.
tion. So on this day other latecomers could enroll and make up the
requirements they had missed. The festivities in Athens culmi-
nated on the fifth day in a brilliant procession back to Eleusis.
Priests and laymen wended their prescribed way, crowned with
myrtle and carrying the mystic bacchus (myrtle branches tied with
wool strands).* Clothes and supplies for the stay in Eleusis were
borne on staffs and on pack animals. Heading the procession was a
wooden statue of Iacchus (very likely another name for the god
Dionysus) escorted in a carriage. At some stages of the journey
abuse, jest, insults, and scuirilous language were exchanged, per-
haps in part to instill humility in the throng. Similar practices may
have been part of the subsequent ceremony at Eleusis.

Prayers were chanted and hymns sung; torches were carried
and lit as night fell, and the sacred procession reached the sanctu-
ary of Demeter in Eleusis. Here the participants would find rest in
hostels or camps or the homes of friends. Perhaps singing and fes-
tivities went on far into the night upon arrival in Eleusis; it has
been suggested that at this time the women danced with the mystic
kernoi (sacred vessels) on their heads. Certainly the sixth and sev-
enth days brought the initiates to the secret core of the mysteries,
and it seems safe to assume that much of the ritual was performed
in remembrance of the episodes described in the Homeric Hymn.
Thus there was a fast (certain foods, such as pomegranates, beans,
and some kinds of fish, were prohibited) and a vigil; probably the
fast was ended by the drinking of the prescribed drink, the Kykeon,
whatever its significance. The heart of the ceremonies apparently
involved three stages: a dramatic enactment (dromena), the revela-
tion of sacred objects (deiknymena), and the uttering of certain
words (legomena). The center of these activities was the Teleste-
rion proper and the inner sanctuary (Anactoron) of the temple.

What were the themes of the dramatic pageant? Probably it
focused upon incidents from the story of Demeter and her wander-
ings and other episodes recorded in the Hymn, all designed to elicit
a religious catharsis. Some have suggested scenes of an Orphic
character involving a simulated trip to the Underworld with fabri-
cated apparitions of terror and sublimity as the action moved from
Hell (Tartarus) to Paradise (Elysium). That no underground cham-
bers have been found in the excavations does not necessarily inval-
idate this theory. We do not know whether the initiates merely

4. Aristophanes’ Frogs 340 {f. gives us some idea of this procession.




246 TIE MYTHS OF CREATION: THIL GODS

witnessed the drama or actually participated in it. Eventually the
culmination was the awesome exhibition (deiknymena) by thc H.i_
erophant himself of the holy objects, bathed in a radiant light in
front of the Anactoron as he delivered his mystic utterances (leg.o_
mena). The Epopteia, the highest stage of all, was not reqmred for
full initiation; it entailed further revelation of some sort. The eighth
day concluded the ceremonies; the ninth brought t‘he re.tum to
Athens, this time with no organized procession. The following day
the Athenian council of five hundred heard a full report on the
conduct of the ceremonies. ‘ ‘ o

Conjectures about the exact nature of the highest myste.rles in

terms of the literary, epigraphical, and archaeological evidence
have been legion. Comments by the Church Fathe.rs have. been
brought to witness, but their testimony has bcfen 1'1ghtly. v1ewed
with the gravest suspicion as rooted in prejudice ste.m}"n‘mg f%'om
ignorance and hostility. No one of them had ever been initiated into
the mysteries, and surprisingly enough, Christian converts who !md
been initiated seem to have continued to take their pledges of se-
recy very seriously.
o )'i'he li/ltimate reyvelation has been claimed to be connect~ed with
the transformation of the Eleusinian plain into a field of gol.den
grain (as in the Hymn); the heart of the mystc:ries consisted of the
showing of an ear of grain to the worshipers. Thus we actu::llly‘do
know the secrets, or, if you like, they are really not worth knowing
at all in terms of serious religious thought. Others insist upon an
enactment of the holy marriage in connection with the ceremonies,
imagining not a spiritual but a literal sexula] 1111?'011 hetwe_en the
Hierophant and the Priestess of Demeter. The I-I-m{'a too m_lght be
the female pudenda, and, since Dionysus may be lmked. with De-
meter and Kore, the male phallus as well. These holy objects were
witnessed or even manipulated by the initiates in the course of the
ritual. But there is no good reason to argue for such orgiastic proce-
dures, however much they may belong to other cults in other
places. The Hiera, as has been conjectured, could be merely sacred
and antique relics handed down from the Mycenaean Age.

It is difficult, however, to agree with those who would exclude
Dionysus completely from the worship of Demeter at Eleusis. lac-
chus has good claims to be Dionysus. And the myth'of Zagreus-
Dionysus that provides the biblical authority for Orphism has Pe}'-
sephone as his mother. Any spiritual message in the cult aF Eleusis
must have in common with Dionysiac belief the immortality of th.e
soul and redemption. If a doctrine similar to that of Orphism then‘ls
also involved it need not spring directly from Orphism. The confu-
sion arises because all the mystery religions did in fact preach
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certain things in common, whatever the precise interrelation. The
Eleusinian mysteries need not have remained uncontaminated by
similar religions in the ancient world, nor for that matter must any
of the others have remained pure.

The death and rebirth of vegetation as deified in Demeter and
Kore surely suggest a belief in the afterlife. After all this is the
promise of the Hymn: “But the one who is not initiated into the
holy rites and has no part never is destined to a similar joy when he
is dead in the gloomy realm below.” If at some future time only
obscure evidence remained for the ritual of the Christian Mass,
scholars might imagine all sorts of things and miss completely the
religious and spiritual doctrine upon which it rests. The words
uttered by the Hierophant could have ordained spiritual direction
and hope. But there was no church body as such for the followers of
Demeter in the sense that they must return each year; we know of
no sacred writings like those, say, of Orphism. Mylonas’ conclu-

sions after years of study and thought are worthy of the deepest
respect:

Whatever the substance and meaning of the Mysteries
was, the fact remains that the cult of Eleusis satisfied the
most sincere yearnings and the deepest longings of the
human heart. The initiates returned from their pilgrimage
to Eleusis full of joy and happiness, with the fear of death
diminished and the strengthened hope of a better life in
the world of shadows: “Thrice happy are those of mortals,
who having seen those rites depart for Hades; for to them
alone is it granted to have true life there; to the rest all
there is evil,” Sophocles cries out exultantly. And to this
Pindar with equal exultation answers: “Happy is he who,
having seen these rites goes below the hollow earth; for
he knows the end of life and he knows its god-sent begin-
ning.” When we read these and other similar statements
written by the great or nearly great of the ancient world,
by the dramatists and the thinkers, when we picture the
magnificent buildings and monuments constructed at
Eleusis by great political figures like Peisistratos, Kimon,

5. Herodotus (8.65) tells a tale about a mysterious cloud arising from Eleusis amidst
the strains of the mystic hymn to Iacchus that provided a true omen of future events;
in the context the worship of the mother and the maiden is mentioned. This miracle
sets the right tone for elements common to the worship and myths of both Demeter
and Dionysus. It is not impossible that the passion of this resurrection-god played
some role in the mysteries; Dionysus too is close to drama and drama lies at the
essence of the emotional aspects of Eleusinian ritual.
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Perikles, Hadrian, Marcus Aurelius and others, we cannot
help but believe that the Mysteries of Eleusis were not an
empty, childish affair devised by shrewd priests to fool
the peasant and the ignorant, but a philosophy of life that
possessed substance and meaning and imparted a modi-
cum of truth to the yearning human soul. That belief is
strengthened when we read in Cicero that Athens has
given nothing to the world more excellent or divine than
the Eleusinian Mysteries.

Let us recall again that the rites of Eleusis were held
for some two thousand years; that for two thousand years
civilized humanity was sustained and ennobled by those
rites. Then we shall be able to appreciate the meaning
and importance of Eleusis and of the cult of Demeter in
the pre-Christian era. When Christianity conquered the
Mediterranean world, the rites of Demeter, having per-
haps fulfilled their mission to humanity, came to an end.
The “bubbling spring” of hope and inspiration that once
existed by the Kallichoron well became dry and the world
turned to other living sources for sustenance. The cult
that inspired the world for so long was gradually forgot-
ten, and its secrets were buried with its last Hierophant.®

Finally, a word of caution about the usual generalizations put
forth concerning the dichotomy between the mystery religions and
the state religions of antiquity. The argument runs something like
this. The formal state religions were sterile or very soon became s0;
the hope and faith of men lay only in the very real experience
offered by the mysteries. Whatever the general truth of this view, it
must be noted that for classical Greece, at any rate, the lines are not
so distinct. Ceremonies connected with Demeter at Eleusis are tied
securely to the policies of the Athenian state. The archon basileus
(an Athenian official in charge of religious matters in general) di-
rected the celebrations for Demeter in Athens. The Athenian coun-
cil as a political body was very much concerned about the festival.
The pomp and procession involved are startingly similar to the
pageant connected with the Panathenaic festival in honor of
Athena, a civic function, whatever its spiritual import. The
“church” at Eleusis and the Athenian state were, to all intents and
purposes, one.

6. See Mylanas, Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries, pp. 984-85. For a survey of
festivals, including the important Thesmophoria, also in honor of Demeter, see
H. W. Parke, Festivals of the Athenians (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977).
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The earliest account that we have of the realm of Hades is in Book
11 of the Odyssey. Homer’s geographical and spiritual depiction is
fundamental to subsequent elaborations and thus deserves to be
excerpted at some length. Odysseus is telling the Phaeacians and
their king, Alcinous, of his visit to the Underworld where he must

?fnsult the seer Tiresias about how to reach Ithaca, his homeland
2-99):

Our ship came to the farthest realm of deep-flowing
Oceanus, where the country of the Cimmerians lies
shrouded in cloud and mist. Bright Helius never looks
down on them with his rays either when he ascends to
starry heaven or returns to earth but dire night covers
these poor mortals. Here we beached our ship and after
putting the animals ashore we went along the stream of
Oceanus until we came to the place that Circe had indi-
cated. Here two of my men, Perimedes and Eurylochus
held the sacrificial victims, and I drew my sharp sword ’
from my side and dug a pit about eighteen inches square.
Around it I poured a libation to all the dead, first with a
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mixture of honey and milk, then with sweet wine, and a
third time with water; over this I sprinkled white barley. I
then supplicated the many strengthless spirits of the dead,
promising that once I had come to Ithaca I should sacri-
fice, in my own halls, a barren heifer, the very best I had,
and heap the sacrificial pyre with the finest things and
offer separately to Tiresias alone a jet-black sheep that was
outstanding among my flocks.! When I had finished en-
treating the host of the dead with prayers and supplica-
tions, I seized the victims and cut their throats and their
dark blood flowed into the pit. Then the souls of the dead
who had departed swarmed up from Erebus:? young
brides, unmarried boys, old men having suffered much,
tender maidens whose hearts were new to sorrow, and
many men wounded by bronze-tipped spears and wearing
armor stained with blood. From one side and another they
gathered about the pit in a multitude with frightening
cries. Pale fear took hold of me and then I urgently or-
dered my companions to flay the animals which lay
slaughtered by the pitiless bronze and burn them and pray
to the gods, to mighty Hades and dread Persephone. But I
myself drew my sword from my side and took my post and
did not allow the strengthless spirits of the dead to come
near the blood before I had questioned Tiresias.

But first the soul of my comrade, Elpenor, came up.
For he had not yet been buried in the wide earth.> We
had left his body in Circe’s palace, unwept and unburied,
since other toil had oppressed us. I wept at seeing him
and pitied him and calling out addressed him with winged
words: “Elpenor, how have you come in this gloomy
realm? You arrived on foot sooner than I in my black
ship.” Thus I spoke; and he replied with a groan:

“Royal son of Laertes, clever Odysseus, a divine and
evil destiny and too much wine were my undoing. When I
went to sleep in Circe’s palace I forgot to climb down the
long ladder and fell headlong from the roof; my neck was
severed from my spine and my soul came down to the
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realm of Hades.* Since I know that when you leave this
house of Hades you will stop with your fine ship at Circe’s
island of Aeaea, I beseech you by those whom you left
behind far away, by your wife and father who took care of
you as a child, and by Telemachus, your only son whom
you left at home in your palace, do not turn away and go
back leaving me unwept and unburied for future time, or I
may become the cause of wrathful vengeance from the
gods upon you. But burn my body with all the armor that I
have and pile up a mound for me on the shore of the gray
sea, the grave of an unfortunate man, so that posterity too
may know. Do these things for me and plant on the
mound the oar with which I rowed alongside my compan-
ions while I was alive.” Thus he spoke. And I addressed
him in answer: “My poor friend, I shall accomplish to the
full all your wishes.” So we two faced each other in sad
conversation, I holding my sword over the blood and on
the other side the shade of my companion recounting
many things. The soul of my dead mother came up next,
daughter of great-hearted Autolycus, she who was alive
when I went to sacred Ilium. I cried when I saw her and
pitied her in my heart. Still even though I was deeply
moved I did not allow her to come near the blood before I
had questioned Tiresias.

Then the soul of Theban Tiresias came up, bearing a
golden scepter. He knew me and spoke: “Royal son of
Laertes, clever Odysseus, why, why, my poor fellow, have
you left the light of the sun and come to see the dead and
their joyless land? But step back from the pit, and hold
aside your sharp sword so that [ may drink the blood and
speak the truth to you.” So he spoke; and I drew back my
silver-studded sword and thrust it into its sheath. After he
had drunk the dark blood, then the noble seer spoke to
me.’

Tiresias proceeds to tell Odysseus what destiny has in store for

him; after the seer has prophesied, Odysseus asks (141-59):

1. Tiresias is the famous seer of the Theban cycle, who holds special prerogatives in
the world of the dead; his wits are intact and to him alone in death Persephone has
left a mind for reasoning; all others are mere shadows (Odyssey 10. 492-95).

2. Another name for Hades’ realm or part of it.

3. Elpenor can address Odysseus first without drinking the blood because his
corpse has not been cremated.

4. As we learn in Book 10, 551-60, Elpenor got drunk and, wanting fresh air, left his
companions in Circe’s palace. He fell asleep on the roof; in the morning he was
awakened suddenly and forgot where he was.

5. Tiresias does not have to drink the blood before he can speak but he needs to
drink it in order to express his prophetic powers to the full. He may also be drinking
it as a mortal would drink wine, for refreshment, and thus he establishes as well ties
of hospitality and friendship with Odysseus.
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“I see there the soul of my dead mother and she stays
near the blood in silence and has not dared to look at her
own son face to face nor speak to him. Tell me, O prince,
how may she recognize that I am her son?” Thus I spoke.
And he addressed me at once with the answer: “I shall
tell you simple directions which you must follow. Any one
of the dead you allow to come near the blood will speak to
you clearly, but anyone you refuse will go back away from
you.” With these words the soul of Prince Tiresias went
into the home of Hades, after he had uttered his prophe-
cies. But I remained steadfast where I was until my
mother came up and drank the dark blood. Immediately
then she knew me and in her sorrow spoke winged words:
“My son, how have you come, while still alive, below to
this gloomy realm which is difficult for the living to be-
hold? For great rivers and terrible waters lie between, first
Oceanus which, if one does not have a sturdy ship, he
cannot in any way cross on foot.”

Anticlea and Odysseus continue their conversation question-
ing each other. Finally she reveals to her son that is was heartache
and longing for him that brought her life to an end. At this Odysseus
cannot restrain himself (204-34):

Troubled in spirit I wished to embrace the soul of my
dead mother; three times I made the attempt, as desire
compelled me, three times she slipped through my hands
like a shadow or a dream. Sharp pain welled up from the
depths of my heart and speaking I addressed her with
winged words: “O my mother, why do you not stay for me
so eager to embrace you, so that we both may throw our
arms about each other, even in Hades realm, and take
comfort in chill lamentation? Or has august Persephone
conjured up this phantom for me so that I may groan still
more in my grief?” Thus I spoke, and she my lady mother
answered at once: “O my poor child, ill-fated beyond all
men, Persephone, daughter of Zeus, does not trick you at
all, but this is the doom of mortals when they die, for no
longer do sinews hold bones and flesh together, but the
mighty power of blazing fire consumes all, as soon as the
life breath leaves our white bones and the soul like a
dream flutters and flies away. But as quickly as possible
make your way back to the light, but understand all these
things so that you may in the future tell them to your
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wife.” Thus we two exchanged words; then women came
up (for august Persephone compelled them), all of whom
were the wives or daughters of noble men. And they gath-
ered all together about the dark blood. But I deliberated
how I might speak to each one individually and upon re-
flection this seemed to me the best plan. I drew my sharp
sword from my sturdy side and did not allow them to
drink the dark blood all at the same time. And they came
up one by one and each explained her lineage and I ques-
tioned them all.

The parade of beautiful women that follows is packed with
mythological and genealogical information that has little meaning
for us in this context. At the end Persephone drives away the souls
of these illustrious ladies. A lengthy interview follows between
Odysseus and Agamemnon, who, embittered, tells of his murder at
the hands of his wife, Clytemnestra, and her lover, Aegisthus, and
remains suspiciously hostile toward all women. Then the souls of
Achilles and Patroclus and the greater Ajax appear. The soul of
Achilles addresses Odysseus next (Patroclus does not speak). We
must excerpt two portions of their conversation to establish more

completely the tone and humanity of Homer’s conception. Achilles
says (473-91):

“Royal son of Laertes, clever and indomitable Odys-
seus, what still greater exploit have you ingeniously de-
vised? How have you dared to come down to Hades’ realm
where spirits without body of sense dwell, shadows of
mortals worn out by life?” Thus he spoke, and T addressed
him in answer, “O Achilles, son of Peleus, by far the
mightiest of the Achaeans, I came down to Hades” realm to
ask the seer Tiresias if he might tell me some way by
which I might return to rocky Ithaca. For I have not yet
come near Achaea nor yet reached my homeland but I
always have misfortunes. But no man either before or after
is more fortunate than you, Achilles. Previously while you
lived we Argives heaped honors on you equal to those of
the gods, and now being in this place you have great
power among these shades. So, Achilles, do not be at all
distressed, even though you are dead.” Thus I spoke, and
he at once addressed me in answer: “Do not speak to me
soothingly about death, glorious Odysseus; I should prefer
as a slave to serve another man, even if he had no prop-
erty and little to live on, than to rule over all these dead
who have done with life.”
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Achilles goes on to inquire about his son, Neoptolemus, and
when Odysseus has given details of how the boy has proven him-
self a man worthy of his father, Achilles in his pride feels a surge of
joy illumine his gloomy existence (538—44):

“The soul of swift-footed Achilles [Odysseus goes on
to relate] made its way in great strides over the plain full
of asphodel, rejoicing because I said that his son was a
renowned hero. Other souls of the dead stood grieving,
and each recounted his sorrows. Only the soul of Ajax, son
of Telamon, stood apart.”

Ajax, who had committed suicide because Odysseus and not he
had been awarded the armor of Achilles, will not respond to Odys-
seus’ appeals (563—600):

Instead he went after the dead spirits into Erebus,
where perhaps he might have spoken to me or I to him.:
But desire in my breast wished to see the souls of the
other dead.

There I saw Minos, the splendid son of Zeus, sitting
with a gold scepter in his hand and pronouncing judg-
ments for the dead, and they sitting and standing asked
the king for his decisions within the wide gates of Hades’
house.

And I saw next the giant hunter, Orion, driving to-
gether on the plain of asphodel the wild beasts which he
himself had killed on the lonely mountains, having in his
hand a bronze club that was always unbreakable. And I
saw Tityus, son of revered Earth, lying on the ground cov-
ering a vast area. Two vultures sitting on either side of
him tore into his body and ate at his liver and his hands
could not keep them off. For he had assaulted Leto, the
renowned consort of Zeus, as she was going through Pano-
peus, a city of beautiful dancing places, to Pytho.®

And also I saw Tantalus enduring harsh sufferings as
he stood in a pool that splashed to his chin. He strained to
quench his thirst but was not able, for every time the old
man leaned eagerly to take a drink, the water was swal-
lowed up and gone and about his feet the black earth
showed, dried up by some divine power. Tall and leafy

6. An early name of Delphi.
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trees dangled fruit above his head: pears, pomegranates,
apples, sweet figs, and olives, growing in luxuriant profu-
sion. But whenever he reached out to grasp them in his
hands, the wind snatched them away to the shadowy
clouds.”

And also I saw Sisyphus enduring hard sufferings as
he pushed a huge stone; exerting all his weight with both
his hands and feet he kept shoving it up to the top of the
hill. But just when he was about to thrust it over the crest
then its own weight forced it back and once again the piti-
less stone rolled down to the plain. Yet again he put forth
his strength and pushed it up; sweat poured from his
limbs and dust rose up high about his head.

Odysseus next sees the phantom of Heracles—the real Hera-
cles is with his wife, Hebe, among the immortal gods. Heracles tells
how he too was ill-fated while he lived, performing labors for an
inferior master.

Homer’s Book of the Dead ends with the following description
by Odysseus (628—40):

After the departure of Heracles I remained steadfast in
my place in case any other heroes who had previously
died might still come; now I should have seen men whom
I wanted to see, of earlier times, Theseus and Pirithous,
renowned sons of the gods, but countless hordes of the
dead swarmed together with frightening shrieks; pallid
fear took hold of me that dread Persephone might send
from Hades a Gorgon head of terrible portent. Immedi-
ately, then, I went to my ship and ordered my comrades to
board and release the mooring cables. They obeyed at
once and took their places at the oars. As they started to
row a fair breeze sprang up.

Countless difficulties beset any interpretation of the Homeric
view of the afterlife, many of which are linked to the nature of the
composition of the Odyssey as a whole and this book in particular.
Discrepancies are apparent, and explanations must finally hinge
upon one’s views on the much wider problems of the Homeric
question. Does the Book of the Dead reflect different attitudes and
concepts put together by one man or several, at one time or over a

7. Tantalus’ crime is variously described in later writers; whatever its specific na-
ture, it is a crime against the gods, often identified as some abuse of their trust or
hospitality. The verb “tantalize” comes from his name and his punishment.
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period of years and even centuries? Basic to the account perhaps is
a cult of the dead seen in the sacrificial ceremonies performed at
the trench and in the serious note of moral compulsion to provide
burial for one who has died. But as the description proceeds there
is much that is puzzling. Odysseus apparently should remain at his
post while the souls come up; if so, does he witness the torments of
the sinners and the activities of the heroes described with them as a
vision from the pit of blood, or is this episode an awkward addition
from a different treatment that had Odysseus actually tour the realm
of Hades? Certainly the section listing the women who come up in
a group conveys strongly the feelings of an insertion, written in the
style of the Boeotian epic of Hesiod. As the book begins, the stream
of Oceanus seems to be the only barrier, but later Anticlea speaks of
other rivers to be crossed.

Thus the geography of the Homeric underworld is vague and
similarly the classification of those who inhabit it obscurely de-
fined, particularly in terms of the precision that is evident in subse-
quent literature. Elpenor, among those who first swarm up, may
belong to a special group in a special area, but we cannot be sure.
Heroes like Agamemnon and Achilles are together, but they do not
clearly occupy a separate paradise; the meadow of asphodel that
they inhabit seems to refer to the whole realm and not an Elysium
such as we shall have described by Vergil. One senses, rather, that
all mortals end up together pretty much in the same place, without
distinction. Since Odysseus thinks that Achilles has as great power
among the shades as he had among the living, perhaps some pre-
rogatives are assigned or taken for granted. A special hell for sin-
ners may be implied (at least they are listed in a group), but it is
noteworthy that these sinners are extraordinary indeed, great fig-
ures of mythological antiquity who dared great crimes against the
gods. Apparently ordinary mortals do not suffer so for their sins.
Homer does not seem to present an afterlife of judgment and re-
ward and punishment, and Minos presumably acts as a judge
among the dead, settling their disputes there very much as he did
in real life.

The tone and mood of the Homeric afterlife is generally more
consistent. Vague and fluttering spirits with pursuits, passions, and
prejudices they had while alive drift aimlessly and joylessly in the
gloom; the light and hope and vigor of the upper world are gone.
Philosophical and religious thought, shot through with moral ear-
nestness and righteous indignation, will soon bring about sublime
and terrifying variations in this picture.

Plato concludes the last book of his great dialogue, the Repub-
lic, with the myth of Er. This vision of the afterlife is steeped in
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reh;};‘:ous and philosophical concepts and, although figures from
m.yt {)](.)gy.:n'e incorporated, the symbolic and spiritual world de-
picted is far removed from that of Homer. Socrates, addressing

Glaucon, makes this clear as he begins (614B);

I shall not tell a tale like that of Odysseus to Alcinous
but i.nstead my story is of a brave man, Er, the son of Ar-
menius, a Pamphylian, who at one time died in war: after
te_n days, when the bodies by now decayed were tal-;cn up
his alone. was uncorrupted. He was brought home and on 1
the twelfth day after his death placed on a funeral pyre in
preparation for burial. But he came back to life and told
what he had seen in the other world. He said that after his
5(’)1111 had departed it traveled with many and came to ;1 ‘
divine place, in which there were two openings in tBe
earth next to each other, and opposite were two others in
t_he upper region of the sky. In the space between these
four openings sat judges who passed sentence: the just
Fhey ordered to go to the right through one of the n'pen-
ings upward in the sky after they had affixed their judg-
ments in front of them; the unjust they sent to the left
through one of the downward openings, bearing on their
backs indications of all that they had done; to Er when he
approached they said that he must be a messenger to meﬁ
about the afterlife and commanded him to listen and
watch everything in this place. To be sure he saw there

the souls after they had been judged going away through
the opem:ng either in the heaven or in the earth, but from
the remaining two openings he saw some souls coming up
out of the earth, covered with dust and dirt, and others
descending from the second opening in the sky pure and
shining. And they kept arriving and appeared a‘; it they
were happy indeed to return after a long journey to the
plain that lay between. Here they en amped as thougﬁ for
a festival, and_ mutual acquaintances exchanged greetings-
those who had come from the earth and those from the Sk’y
questlioned one another. The first group recounted their
experiences, weeping and wailing as they recalled all the
various things they had suffered and seen in their journey
under t!le earth, which had lasted one thousand vears; the
chers from the sky told in turn of the happiness they,had
felt and sights of indescribable beauty. O Glaucon, it
would take a long time to relate everything, But h:e did say
that the essential significance was this: everyone had to
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suffer an appropriate penalty for each and every sin ten
times over, in retribution for the number of times and the
number of persons he had wronged; that is, he must make
one full payment once every hundred years (since this is
considered the span of human life) so that he might pay in
full for all his wrongs, tenfold in one thousand years. For
example, if any were responsible for the deaths of many or
betrayed and enslaved cities or armies or were guilty of
any other crime, they would suffer torments ten times over
for all these sins individually, but on the other hand, if
they had done good deeds and were just and holy, in the
same proportion they were given a worthy reward. About
those who died immediately after birth and those who had
lived a short time he said other things not worth men-
tioning.

He described still greater retribution for honor or dis-
honor toward gods and parents and for murder. He told
how he was near one spirit who asked another where Ar-
diaeus the Great was. This Ardiaeus had been tyrant in a-
city of Pamphylia a thousand years before this time and he
was said to have killed his aged parents and older brother
and to have committed many other unholy deeds. The
reply was that he had not and would not come l)ack’tu the
plain. For to be sure this was one of the terrifying sights
that we witnessed. When we were near the mouth and
about to come up, after experiencing everything else, we
suddenly saw Ardiaeus and others, most of whom were
tyrants, but there were also some ordinary persons who
had committed great wrongs. They all thought that they
would at last ascend upward but the mouth would not let
them; instead it gave forth a roar, whenever any who were
so incurable in their wickedness or had not paid sufficient
penalty attempted to come up. Then indeed wild men,
fiery of aspect, who stood by and understood the roar,
seized some of them and led them away, but they bound
Ardiaeus and the others, head, hand, and foot, threw them
down, and flayed them; they dragged them along the road
outside the mouth combing their flesh like wool with
thorns, making clear to others as they passed the reason
for the punishment and that they were being led away to
be hurled down to Tartarus. Of all the many and varied _
terrors that happened to them there, by far the greatest for
each was that he might hear the roar as he came up, and
when there was silence each ascended with the utmost
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joy. The judgments then were such as these: punishments
for some and again rewards for others in due proportion.

The next section of the myth is extremely difficult. It presents a
cosmological explanation of the universe; problems arise from the
astronomical terminology and metaphorical imagery in terms of a
spindle with its fly or whorl, a commonplace item in the ancient
world but relatively unfamiliar today. A paraphrase and with it
inevitably an interpretation follow for the sake of brevity and clar-
ity. We have taken the liberty of adding the metaphor of an open
umbrella, held upside down, to that of the spindle with its shaft and
at one end a fly or whorl.

The souls who have completed their cycle of one thousand
years spend seven days on the plain and then proceed on another
journey accompanied by Er. Four days later they arrive at a place
from which they behold a beam of light that extends like a pillar
through all of heaven and earth. After another day’s journey they
can see that this light provides as it were a bond or chain to hold the
universe together; from this chain of light extends the spindle (or
umbrella) of Necessity (Ananke) made for the most part of adaman-
tine steel, by which all the revolving spheres are turned. The fly or
whorl of the spindle (open end of an inverted umbrella) is hollow
and filled with eight concentric circular rings which fit into one
another like a set of bowls; the shaft pierces the middle of the
central eighth ring. The lips or rims of these circular rings (which
vary in width) revolve and carry with them the fixed stars and all
the planets; the order, beginning from the outside of the circle, is:
fixed stars, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Mercury, Venus, the sun, the
moon. The whole spindle (or umbrella) revolves in one direction
while the seven inner circles turn individually at various speeds in
the opposite direction. Thus is explained the apparent daily revolu-
tion of the stars and planets; earth is at the center.

Let us return directly to Plato’s account of Er as Socrates re-
lates it.

The spindle turned on the knees of Necessity. A Siren
was perched aloft each of the circles and borne along with
it, uttering a single sound on one musical note; from all
eight came a unified harmony. Round about at equal dis-
tances sat three others, each on a throne, the Fates
(Moirae), daughters of Necessity, in white robes with gar-
lands on their heads, Lachesis, Clotho, and Atropos, sing-
ing to the music of the Sirens: Lachesis of the past, Clotho
of the present, and Atropos of the future. Clotho touches
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i i side circle of the spindle and now been said. He must know how these qualities individ-
with her right hand the outside circle

helps turn it; with her left Atropos moves the inner circles
in the same way, and Lachesis touches and moves both,
alternating with each hand.
(ﬂtel{]nr;?ne%iiately after the souls arrived they had to ap-
proach Lachesis. First of all a prophet arranggd them .1.11 |
order and then, after taking from the knf—)cs of ]:‘achemzi lots
and examples of lives, he mounted a ln?ty platform :1{1 ’
spoke: “Hear the word of Lachesis, ma!den’ Llil!.lgl'll'e.l‘ 0
Necessity. Ephemeral souls, this is‘th(v: l:egmmng (.’{ an-
other cycle of mortal life fraught with (lfaati1. A divinity ;
will not allot himself to you, but you will choose you]rbtt' i-
vinity.® Let one who has drawn the ﬁrs_t Int.chouse. a ‘1 t-,-‘.,
which will be his by necessity. Virtue is w1t_hout master;
each man has a greater or lesser share, mso‘ra}' as he hon-
ors or dishonors her. The blame helgngsf to him who .
makes the choice; god is blameless. Wllth these words he
cast the lots among them all, and each picked up t}.le. one
that fell near him. Only Er was not allowed to' participate.
It was clear to each when he had picked up his lot what
number he had drawn. Next he placed the examples of
lives on the ground in front of them, many more tha¥1 '-
those present and of every kind; livesi of all living Clt?.-l-
tures and all mankind. Among thenj ll\tes of tyrants, .slome
complete, others cut short and endmg in pf:.verty, exi (i,
and destitution. There were lives of illustrious men, re-
nowned for form and beauty or strength ?md physu:a! .
achievement, others for family and the virtues of their 5
ancestors; in the same way were lives of unknown f:‘r dutf—
reputable men; and so it was for women. Blltb th(.e ?11:,'130'5‘1:
tion of the soul was not included, because .\alr?th its c"hm('.l(,
of another life it too of necessity became different, but t dl(-}
other qualities were mixed with one a1wt11gr, wealth‘ an
poverty, sickness and health, and intermediate stat.es‘. "
Herein to be sure, as it seems, my dear Glaucon, lies a
the risk; therefore each one of us must seek to find a‘md
understand this crucial knowledge; he must se.arch if htI:
can hear of and discover one who will mak(? hl}n Cap}?l\) e
of knowing; he must distinguish the good. life ‘trum the
wicked and choose always in every situation from the [;]m—
sibilities the better course, taking into account all that has

8. This divinity (daimon) is the destiny that accompanies each soul through its lite

on earth, its good or bad genius.

ually or combined affect virtue in a life, what beauty
mixed with poverty or wealth achieves in terms of good
and evil along with the kind of state of soul that it in-
spires, and what high and low birth, private status, public
office, strength, weakness, intelligence, stupidity, and all
such qualities, inherent or acquired, achieve in combina-
tion with one another, so that after deliberation he may be
able to choose from all of these between the worse and
better life, looking only to the effect upon the nature of his
soul. By the worse life I mean that leading the soul to
become more unjust, by the better, that leading it to be-
come more just. All other considerations he will ignore.
For we have seen that this is the most crucial choice for a
man living or dead. Indeed one must cling to this convic-
tion even when he comes to the realm of Hades, so that
here just as in the other world he may not be over-
whelmed by wealth and similar evils and succumb to acts
like those of a tyrant, committing many incurable evils and
besides suffering still greater ones himself, and so that he
may know how to choose a life that follows the mean in
such circumstances, and to avoid the excess in either di-
rection both in this life and in every future life, as far as
he is able. For in this way a man becomes most fortunate
and blessed.

Then indeed Er, the messenger from the afterlife,
reported that the prophet spoke as follows: “Even for the
one who comes last there lies a life that is desirable and
not evil, if he chooses intelligently and lives it unflinch-
ingly. Let not the one who chooses first be careless, nor
the last discouraged.” After he had spoken, the one who
had drawn the first lot immediately went up and chose the
most extreme tyranny and he made his choice out of
senselessness and greed and did not look closely at every-
thing, and he did not notice that his life entailed the fate
of eating his own children and other evils. And when he
examined his choice at leisure he beat his breast and la-
mented that he had not abided by the warnings of the
prophet. For he did not accept the responsibility for these
evils but he blamed fate and the gods and everything
rather than himself. He was one of those who had come
down from the sky and had lived his previous life in a city
with an orderly political constitution and adopted virtue
through habit rather than wisdom. Generally speaking the
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aumber of those who came down from the sky and were
caught in this kind of predicament was not small, since
they were untrained in suffering. But many of those from
earth, since they had themselves suftered and seen others
suffer, did not make their choice on impulse. Because of
this and because of the chance of the lot, for many souls
there occurred a change from an evil or a good fate or the
reverse. For if one always pursues wisdom with all his
strength each time he takes a life in the world and if the
lot of choosing does not fall to him among the last, it is
likely from all that has been reported that not only will he
be happy in life but also his journey after death from the
plain and back will not be under the earth and hard, but
easy and upward to the sky.

Er said that to watch each soul as he chose his life
was a worthwhile sight, piteous, laughable, and wondrous.
For the most part they made their choice on the basis of
their experiences in their previous life. He saw the soul
that had been that of Orpheus choose the life of a swan
through hatred of the female sex because of his death at
their hands, not wishing to be born again of woman. And
he saw the soul of Thamyras select the life of a nightin-
gale, and a swan decide to change to the life of a human,
and other musical creatures make similar decisions. The
soul that drew the twentieth lot chose the life of a lion;
this was the soul of Ajax, son of Telamon, avoiding a hu-
man life because he remembered the judgment concerning
Achilles’ armor. After him came the soul of Agamemnon;
he too through hatred of the human race because of his
sufferings changed to the life of an eagle. The choice of
the soul of Atalanta fell in the middle of the proceedings;
she saw great honors attached to the life of a male athlete
and took it, not being able to pass it by. He saw after her
the soul of Epeus, the son of Panopeus, assuming the na-
ture of a craftswoman, and far away among the last the
soul of the ridiculous Thersites taking the form of an ape.
In his fated turn the soul of Odysseus, who had drawn the
last lot, went to choose; remembering his former toils he
sought to be free from ambition; he looked a long time
and with difficulty found the quiet life of an ordinary man
lying somewhere disregarded by the others, and when he
saw it he made his choice gladly and said that he would
have done the same thing even if the first lot had fallen to
him. In the same way souls of wild animals exchanged
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forms or entered human beings, the unjust changing to
savage beasts, the just to tame ones and all kinds of combi-
nations occurred. When all the souls had chosen lives
they proceeded in order according to their lots to Lacile—
sis. She gave to each the divinity (daimon) he had chosen
to accompany him as a guardian for his life and to fulfill
his choices. This divinity first led the soul to Clotho, un-
der her hand as it turned the revolving spindle, to rz;tify
the fate each had chosen after drawing his lot. He touched
her and then led the soul to the spinning of Atropos, thus
making the events on the thread of destiny unalterak’)le.
From here without turning back they went under the
throne of Necessity and passed beyond it.

When all the souls and their guardian divinities had
done this, they proceeded together to the plain of the river
of forgetfulness (Lethe) through a terrible and stifling heat.
For it was devoid of trees and all that the earth grows.
Now that it was evening they encamped by the river of
forgetfulness, whose water no container can hold. It is
necessary for all to drink a fixed amount of the water, but
some do not have the wisdom to keep from drinking more
than this amount. As one drinks one becomes forgetful of
everything. In the middle of the night when they were
asleep there was thunder and an earthquake, and then
suddenly just like shooting stars they were borne upward
each in a different direction to his birth. Er himself was
prevented from drinking the water. He does not know
where and how he returned to his body but suddenly
opening his eyes he saw that he was lying on the funeral
pyre at dawn.

Thus, O Glaucon, the myth has been preserved and
has not perished and we should be saved if we heed it
and we shall cross the river of forgetfulness well and not
contaminate our souls. But if we all agree in believing the
soul is immortal and capable of enduring all evils and all
good, we shall always cling to the upward path and in
every way pursue justice with wisdom, so that we may be
in loving reconciliation with ourselves and the gods and so
that when we carry off the prizes of justice, just like vic-
tors in the games collecting their rewards, both while we
are here and in the thousand-year journey we have de-
scribed, we may fare well.

This vision of an afterlife written in the fourth century comes
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from various sources about which we can only conjecture, and of
course we must allow for the inventive genius of Plato himself in
terms of his own philosophy. The numerical intervals (e.g., the
journey of a thousand years) are reminiscent of Pythagoras and the
belief in the transmigration of the soul; reward and punishment
with ultimate purification is usually identified as Orphic. Problems
abound in connection with the precise interpretation of this myth of
revelation that concludes the Republic with proof of divine immor-
tality. How much was intended to be accepted literally? Is Er's
story an allegory filled with profound symbols hiding the universal
truths it wishes to disclose? For the purposes of our sketch of the
development of the Greek and Roman depiction of the afterlife, it is
important to stress the fact that a heaven and a hell are clearly
depicted for the soul of every mortal, and in addition to the upward
and downward path that must be traversed, special tormentors exist
and a special place of torment (Tartarus) in which the greatest sin-
ners are placed forever.” In such a conception lies the mythical and
biblical basis for the mystery religions of antiquity, whether their
god be Demeter or Dionysus and their prophet, Orpheus or Plato.!”
Ties with Christian sentiments are not hard to see, despite the
obvious differences. More specific links are provided by the identi-
fication of Er as an ancestor of St. Joseph, and the fact that the early
Christians in their championship of free will seized upon the admo-
nition of Lachesis: “This blame belongs to him who makes the
choice; god is blameless.”

In Book 6 of the Aeneid, Vergil paints his sad and prophetic
picture of the Underworld in shadowy halftones fraught with tears
and pathos. His sources are eclectic but his poetic vision is personal
and unique. Despite the centuries of oral and written tradition and
the Roman chauvinistic cast of his depiction, Homeric and Platonic
elements are often still distinctly evident. At Cumae in Italy, the
Sibyl, prophetess of Apollo, tells Aeneas what the requirements are
to visit his father in the realm of Hades. He must get a golden
bough, sacred to Proserpine, and bury his comrade, Misenus. It is

9. In Hesiod (Theogony 713—814) Tartarus is a dark place in the depths of the earth
into which Zeus hurled the Titans after he had defeated them. It is surrounded by a
fortification of bronze and inside dwell Night and her children, Sleep and Death.
The house of Hades and Persephone is guarded by a terrifying hound. The river of
Tartarus is the Styx, by whose water the gods swear dread oaths; if they break these
oaths they must suffer terrible penalties for a full nine years.

10. In graves in southern Italy and Crete have been found thin plates of gold on
which religious verses have been inscribed, which were presumably intended to
help the mystic believer in the afterlife; some of the sentiments reflect the eschato-
logy found in Plato, especially concerning the drinking of the waters of Lethe.
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easito descend to the Underworld; the task is to retrace one’s steps
to .t e l-!I}])f.‘l‘ air; only a special few have managed this. While his
men are preparing a funeral pyre for Misenus, Aeneas goes in

search of the bough (186—-204):

As Aeneas gazed at the vast woods, it happened that

he uttered a prayer: “If only the golden bough would
show itself to me in so immense a forest. For the priestess
told all that was true—alas, too true—about your nee(i fo?
burial, Misenus.” At that moment, as it happened, twin
doves came flying from the sky under his very ey;s and
sgttled on the green ground. Then the great hero recog-
nlzed his mother’s birds and in his joy prayed: “Be l'ea(l—
ers, if there is some way, and direct your course to the
grove where the branch rich in gold shades the fertile
earth; O goddess mother do not fail me in this crisis.”
'Ijhus he spoke and stopped in his tracks, watching v;/hat
sign they gave and what course they took. They would
stop to feed and then fly ahead always permitting Aeneas
as he followed to keep them in sight. When they ap-
prqached the foul odor coming up from Lake Avernus they
quickly flew higher and gliding through the liquid air the
doves settled down together on the longed-for tree, where
the tawny gleam of gold flickered through the bran,ches.

Aeneas eagerly breaks off the golden bough; after the funeral

rites for Misenus have been ¢ let akes i i
oy completed he takes it to the Sibyl

. There was a deep and rocky cave with a huge yawn-
ing mouth sheltered by the black lake and the darkness of
the forest; no birds at all were able to wing their way‘
overhead, so great and foul an exhalation poured up to the
t:'ault of heaven from the lake. Its name, Avernus, derivin
from the; Greek, means birdless. Here first of all ‘;he )ries%—
ess set four black bullocks and poured wine over the]h‘
heads; between their horns she cut the tips of bristles and
placed them on the sacred fire as first libations, calling
aloud on Hecate, who holds power both in the,sky above
an('l in the depths of Erebus. Attendants applied their
knives and caught the warm blood in bowls. Aeneas him-
se.lf slaughtered with his sword a black-fleeced lamD for
Night, the mother of the Eumenides, and her great sister
Earth, and for you, Proserpine, a barren cow; then he built
an altar in the night for the Stygian king and placed on the
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flames the whole carcasses of bulls, pouring rich oil over
their entrails. Lo, at the first rays of the rising sun, the
ground rumbled and the wooded ridges began to move
and she-dogs appeared howling through tht: ghmﬁm as the
goddess approached from the Underworld. The Sibyl
cried: “Keep back, keep back, you who are unhallowed;
withdraw completely from this grove. But you, Aeneas,
enter the path and seize your sword from 1ts sh(?ath. Now
there is need for courage and a stout heart.” This much
she spoke and threw herself furiously into th.e cave.
Aeneas, without fear, matched the steps of his leader as
nt.
ohe ¥§u gods who rule over spirits, silent shades, depths
of Chaos, Phlegethon, and vast realms of night and si-
lence, let it be right for me to speak what I have h'eard; by
your divine will let me reveal things buried deep in earth
ss.
and '}:I)’I}?gbrjent, dim figures in the shadows of the lonel}f
night, through the empty homes and Vaca.nt realms of Dis,
as though along a road in woods by the dim and treacher-.
ous light of the moon, when Jupiter has cl_ouded .the sky in
darkness and black night has taken color from th'mgsl. At
the entrance itself, in the very jaws of Orcus, Grief and
avenging Cares have placed their beds; hgre dwell pale
Diseases, sad Old Age, Fear, evil-counseling Hunger, foul
Need, forms terrible to behold, and Deat.h and Toil; .then
Sleep, the brother of Death, and Joys evil even tf) think
about, and opposite on the threshold, death—deahng. War,
the iron chambers of the Eumenides, and insane Discord,
her hair entwined with snakes and wreaths of blood. In
the middle a huge and shady elm spreads its boughs, a.ged
arms in which empty Dreams are said to throng an(.i .glmg
beneath all the leaves. There were besides many dlﬂere-nt
forms of beasts and monsters: Centaurs had their haunt in
the doorway, Scyllas with twofold form, hundred-handed
Briareus, the creatures of Lerna, hissing dreadfully, the
Chimaera armed with flames, Gorgons, Harpies, and the
shade of triple-bodied Geryon. Suddenly Aeneas st.artle.d
by fear snatched his sword and thre_atened them w1th his
drawn blade as they approached. If his wise companion
had not warned that these insubstantial lives without body
flitted about with but the empty shadow of a form, he?
would have rushed in and smitten the shades with his
weapon for nothing.
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From here is a path that leads to the waters of
Acheron, a river of Tartarus, whose seething flood boils
turbid with mud in vast eddies and pours all its sand into
the stream of Cocytus.!! A ferryman guards these waters,
Charon, horrifying in his terrible squalor; a mass of white
beard lies unkempt on his chin, his eyes glow with a
steady flame, and a dirty cloak hangs from his shoulders
by a knot. He pushes his boat himself by a pole, tends to
the sails, and conveys the bodies across in his rusty craft;
he is now older but for a god old age is vigorous and
green. Here a whole crowd poured forth and rushed down
to the bank: mothers and men, the bodies of great-souled
heroes finished with life, boys and unmarried girls, young
men placed on the pyres before the eyes of their parents,
as many as the leaves that drop and fall in the forest at the
first cold of autumn or as the birds that flock to land from
the stormy deep, when winter puts them to flight across
the sea and sends them to sunny lands. They stood plead-
ing to be the first to cross and stretched out their hands in
longing for the farther shore. The grim boatman accepted
now these and now those, but he drove others back and
kept them at a distance from the sandy shore.

Aeneas, who was moved by the tumult, asked in won-
der: “Tell me, O virgin Sibyl, the meaning of this gather-
ing at the river? What do these souls seek? By what dis-
tinction do some retire from the bank, while others are
taken across the murky stream?” The aged priestess an-
swered him briefly as follows: “Son of Anchises, and most
certainly a descendant of the gods, you see the deep pools
of Cocytus and the marshes of the Styx, the river by which
the gods fear to swear falsely. This one group here con-
sists of those who are poor and unburied.!2 The ferryman
is Charon. The others whom he takes across are those who
have been buried. Charon is not allowed to transport them
over the hoarse-sounding waters to the dread shore if their
bones have not found rest in proper burial; but a hundred
years they wander and flit about this bank before they

11. Vergil’s conception of the rivers of the Underworld is far from clear. Charon
seems to ferry the souls across Acheron, although Coeytus is mentioned in the
immediate context; the Styx is identified by Vergil later. Tradition often has Charon
cross the river Styx.

12. By poor, Vergil probably means that they do not have the fare to pay Charon. A
coin was placed between the lips of the dead for passage to the Underworld.
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long benches, cleared the gangway, and at the same time
took the mighty Aeneas aboard; the leaky seams groaned
under his weight and let in much of the swampy water. At

come back at last to the longed for waters and are z.ldmit-
ted to the boat.” The son of Anchises stopped in his tracks
and stood thinking many thoughts, pitying in his heart the

inequity of man’s fate.

Among those who have not received burial Aeneas sees his

helmsman, Palinurus, who had fallen overboard on their voyage
from Africa; he managed to reach the coast of 'Italy, bt}t once ashore
tribesmen killed him. The interview is reminiscent of the exC}.la.nge
between Odysseus and Elpenor in human femotlon and 1‘§11g10us
sentiment. The Sibyl comforts Palinurus with the predlctl()r} that
he will be buried by a neighboring tribe. The book continues

(384-449):

Aeneas and the Sibyl proceed on their way ar}d ap--
proach the river. When the ferryman spied Fhem from his
post by the river Styx coming through the silent grove and
turning their steps toward the bank, he challenged them
first with unprovoked abuse: “Whoever you are who ap-
proach our river in arms, explain why you have come but
answer from there, do not take another step. Th}s is the ‘
place of the shades, of sleep and drowsy night-: ‘1t is forbid-
den to carry living bodies in my Stygian boat. 'I o be sure 1
was not happy to have accepted Heracles and Theseus and
Pirithous when they came to these waters, although they
were of divine descent and invincible stre.ngth. Heracle.s
by his own hand sought and bound in chan?s thf: guardian
dog of Tartarus and dragged it away trembling from the
throne of the king himself. The other two a:(’tempted‘ to
abduct the queen from the chamber of Dis. The priestess
of Apollo answered briefly: “No such .plots this time; be
not dismayed; our weapons bear no v101en'ce; let the huge
doorkeeper howl forever and strike terror into the l')IOf)d—
less shades; let Proserpine remain safe and pure W1th1r}
the house of Pluto, her uncle. Trojan Aeneas, outstandmg.‘
in goodness and valor, descends to the shades bellow_to his
father. If the sight of such great virtue and dfv‘ohon does .
not move you, at least recognize this bough. .‘:he l'f:vcztle

the bough that lay hidden in her robe and at this his heart
that was swollen with anger subsided. Not a \‘Jvor‘d more
was uttered. He marveled at the hallowed glf.t of the fate-
ful branch which he had not seen for a long time, and
turned his dark-colored boat around to appl'(?ach the shore.
Then he drove away the souls that were sitting on the

last Charon disembarked the seer and the hero safe and
sound on the turther shore amid shapeless mud and slimy
sedge.

Huge Cerberus, sprawling in a cave facing them,
made these regions echo with the howling from his three
throats. When the prophetess saw his necks bristling with
serpents she threw him a cake of meal and honey drugged
to make him sleep. He opened wide his three throats in
ravenous hunger and snatched the sop; his immense bulk
went limp and spread out on the ground, filling the whole
of the vast cavern. With the guard now buried in sleep
Aeneas made his way quickly over the bank of the river of
no return.

Immediately, on the very threshold, voices were heard
and a great wailing and the souls of infants weeping who
did not have a full share of sweet life but a black day
snatched them from the breast and plunged them into bit-
ter death. Next to them were those who had been con-
demned to die by a false accusation. To be sure their
abode has not been assigned without an allotted jury, and
a judge, Minos, is the magistrate; he shakes the urn and
draws lots for the jury, summons the silent court, and re-
views the lives and the charges. Right next is an area oc-
cupied by an unhappy group who were guiltless, but
sought death by their own hand and hating the light aban-
doned their lives. How they wished now even for poverty
and hard labor in the air above! But fate stands in the way
and the hateful marsh binds them with its gloomy waters
and the Styx flowing round nine times imprisons them.

Not far from here spread out in all directions were the
fields of Mourning, as they are named. Here those whom
relentless and cruel love had wasted and consumed hide
themselves in secret paths in the woods of myrtle; even in
death itself their anguish does not leave them. In this
place he saw Phaedra, Procris, and unhappy Eriphyle dis-
playing the wounds inflicted by a cruel son, and Evadne,
Pasiphae, and with them Laodamia and Caeneus, who had
been changed into a boy and now once again was a
woman,

Here Aeneas meets Dido, queen of Carthage, who recently has
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committed suicide because of her love for Aeneas and his betrayal.
He addresses her in sad, piteous, and uncomprehending tones, but
she refuses to answer and turns away to join the shade of her former
husband, Sychaeus. ‘

From here Aeneas and his guide move on to the last group and
farthest fields reserved for those renowned in war, who had been
doomed to die in battle and were much lamented by those on earth,
Tydeus, Parthenopaeus, Adrastus, and many, many others come to
meet Aeneas. Trojan heroes crowd around him, but the Greek war-
riors from Troy fled in terror. Aeneas converses with Deiphobus,
the son of Priam who married Helen after the death of Paris. Dei-
phobus tells the story of his death at the hands of Mepelaus and
Odysseus through the treachery of Helen. Their .talk is 1nte.rrgpted
by the Sibyl, who complains that they are wasting the brle.f tlme
that they have; it is now already past midday on earth and night is
coming on (540—-43):

This is the place where the road divides and leads in
two directions: our way is to the right and extends under
the ramparts of Dis to Elysium, but the left path leads to
the evil realms of Tartarus, where penalties for sin are
exacted.

We must look at Vergil’s conception of hell, Tartarus, and para-
dise, Elysium or the Elysian Fields (548-79):

Suddenly Aeneas looked back to the left and saw un-
der a cliff lofty fortifications enclosed by a triple wall
around which flowed Phlegethon, the swift stream of Tar-
tarus, seething with flames and rolling in its torrent clash-
ing rocks. He saw in front of him a huge door, with
columns of solid adamant that no human force nor even
the gods who dwell in the sky would have the power to
attack and break through. Its tower of iron stood high
against the winds and one of the furies, Tisiphone, clothed
in a bloody robe, sat guarding the entrance, sleepless day‘
and night. From within he heard groans and the soupd of‘
savage lashes, then the grating of iron and the dragg}ng of
chains. Aeneas stood in terror absorbed by the din. “Tell
me, virgin prophetess, what is the nature of their c'rim-e's?
What penalties are imposed? What is this great‘yvall rising
upward on the air?” Then she began to speak: Renowne.d
leader of the Trojans, it is not permitted for anyone who is
pure to cross the threshold of the wicked. But when Hec-
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ate put me in charge of the groves of Avernus she herself
taught me the penalties exacted by the gods and went
through them all. Cretan Rhadamanthus presides over this
pitiless kingdom; he punishes crimes and recognizes
treachery, forcing each to confess the sins committed in
the world above, atonement for which each had postponed
too long, happy in his futile stealth, until Death. At once
the avenging fury, Tisiphone, armed with a whip, leaps on
the guilty and drives them with blows; as she threatens
with her fierce serpents in her left hand, she summons the
phalanx, her savage sisters. Then at last the sacred gates
open wide, turning with strident horror on their creaking
hinges. Do you see what kind of sentry sits at the en-
trance? What forms are watching in the threshold? The
monstrous Hydra more fierce than the Furies with its fifty
black and gaping throats has its home within. Then Tarta-
rus itself yawns deep under the shades, extending straight
down twice as far as the view upward to the sky and celes-
tial Olympus.

In Tartarus Vergil places the Homeric sinners Tityus, Sis-
yphus, and possibly Tantalus, but there is difficulty in the text and
its interpretation; Tityus is the only one of the three named di-
rectly. Other criminals identified by Vergil are the Titans, who
were hurled to the very bottom of Tartarus by the thunderbolts of
Jupiter; the sons of Aloeus, Otus and Ephialtes,!3 who tried to storm
heaven and seize Jupiter himself; Salmoneus, who was foolish
enough to play the role of Jupiter and claim divine honors; Theseus
and Pirithous; Phlegyas;!* and Ixion. Ixion is one of the more fa-
mous sinners condemned to Tartarus; he is punished by being
bound to a wheel that eternally revolves.!s

Vergil’s Tartarus is not a hell just for heroic sinners of mytho-
logical antiquity; in it all men who are guilty suffer punishment. It
is important to realize fully the ethical standards that he applies.
The nature of sin is clearly summed up by the Sibyl as she con-
tinues; just as clear is the moral conviction that assigns happiness to
the good in the paradise of Elysium (608—751):

13. The mother of the Aloadae was Iphimedeia, who said that their real father was
Poseidon, according to the Greek version. These twins grew to be giants and their
attack on Zeus was made by piling Mt. Ossa upon Olympus and then Mt. Pelion
upon Ossa. For this presumption they were both killed while still young by Apollo.
14. In some accounts Phlegyas is the father of Ixion; he burned the temple of Apollo
at Delphi because of Apollo’s affair with his daughter Coronis.

15. Sometimes the wheel is on fire.
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“Here are imprisoned and await punishment those
who hated their brothers while they were alive or struck a
parent and devised guile against a dependent or who hov-
ered over their acquired wealth all alone and did not share
it with their relatives (these misers were the greatest
throng), and those who were killed for adultery or took up
arms in an impious cause and were not afraid to betray the
pledges made to their masters. Do not seek to learn the
nature of the crime and fate of each and every sinner and
the punishment in which he is submerged. Some roll a
huge rock, others hang stretched on the spokes of a wheel;
Theseus sits in his misery and he will remain sitting for-
ever; wretched Phlegyas admonishes all as he bears testi-
mony in a loud voice among the shades: ‘Be warned!
Learn justice and not to despise the gods.” This one sold
his country for gold, set up a tyrannical despot, made laws,
and revoked them for a price. This one invaded the bed-
room of his daughter in forbidden incestuous marriage. All
dared enormous crime, and were successful in the attain-
ment of their daring. I should not be able to recount all
the forms of wickedness or enumerate all the names of the
punishments if I had a hundred tongues and a hundred
mouths.” After the aged priestess of Phoebus had uttered
these words, she continued: “But come now, proceed on
your way and accomplish the task you have undertaken.
Let us hurry. I see opposite fortifications of Pluto’s palace
erected by the forges of the Cyclopes and the vaulted arch
of its door where we have been ordered to lay down this
gift!” She had spoken and making their way together
through the gloom of the path they hurried over the space
between, and approached the gates. Aeneas reached the
entrance, sprinkled himself with fresh water and placed
the bough on the threshold.

When this had been done and the gift had been given
to the goddess, then at last they came to the happy places,
the pleasant green glades of the Woods of the Fortunate,
the home of the blessed. Here air that is more pure and
abundant clothes the plains in soft-colored light and they
have their own sun and their own stars. Some exercise
their limbs on the grassy wrestling grounds, vie in sport,
and grapple on the yellow sand. Others dance in a chorus
and sing songs and the Thracian priest, Orpheus, in his
long robe, accompanies their measures on the seven
strings of his lyre, plucking them now with his fingers,

VIEWS OF THE AFTERLIFLE: THE REALM OF HADES

now with an ivory quill. Here is the ancient Trojan line of
king Teucer, a most beautiful race, great-souled heroes
born‘ in better years, and Ilus, Assaracus, and Dardanus
the founder of Troy. Aeneas marvels at the unreal arms)of
the heroes and their chariots nearby. The spears stand |
fixed in the ground, and horses browse freely everywhere
on the plain. The same pleasure that they had in their
chariotg and arms and in tending their sleek horses follows
them after they have been laid in the earth. Behold he L
sees others feasting to the right and to the left on the grass
and singing a happy paean in a chorus amidst a fragrant
grove of laurel, from which the full stream of the Eridanus
river rolls through the woods in the upper world. 16
Here in a group were those who suffered wounds
while fighting for their country, and the priests who re-
mained pure while they lived, and the poets who were
devout in their art and whose words were worthy of their
god, Phoebus Apollo, or those who made life better by
their discoveries in the arts and the sciences and who
through merit made others remember them. All of these
wore around their temples a snowy white garland; the
Sibyl spoke to them as they surrounded her, singl,ing out
Musaeus especially: “Tell my happy souls and you, O
illustrious poet, what region, what place does Anch’ises
inhabit? We crossed the great rivers of Erebus and have
come on his account.” Musaeus replied in these few
words: “No one has a fixed abode; we inhabit shady
groves living in meadows fresh with streams along whose
banks we recline. But if the desire in your heart so impells
you, cross over this ridge; I shall show you an easy path.”
He spoke and walked ahead of them pointing out the shin-
ing fields below; then they made their way down from the
height.

Father Anchises was eagerly contemplating and sur-
veying souls that were secluded in the depths of a green
valley and about to enter upon the light of the upper air. It
happened that he was reviewing the whole number of his
own dear descendants; the fate, fortune, character, and
exploits of Roman heroes. When he saw Aeneas C(,)ming
toward him over the grass, he quickly extended both his
hands and a cry escaped his lips as the tears poured down

116. The Po. River near its source flowed for some distance underground, and the
egendary river of the Underworld, Eridanus, was identified with it.

273



274

TLE MYTHS OF CREATION: TIHE GODS

his cheeks: “At last you have come and your long-awaited
devotion to your father has overcome the hard journey. Is
it granted to me to see your face, to hear your voice, to
speak to you as of old? I have been pondering your visit,
thinking about when it would be, counting out the time,
and my anxiety has not gone unrewarded. 1 receive you
here after your travels over so many lands and so many
seas, harried by so many dangers! How much I feared that
Dido in her African kingdom might do you some harm!”
Aeneas replied: “The vision of you in your sadness ap-
pearing to me again and again compelled me to pursue my
way to this realm. My ships are moored on the Italian
shore. Give me, give me your right hand, father, do not
shrink from my embrace.” As he was speaking his face
was moist with many tears. Three times he attempted to
put his arms around his father’s neck, three times he
reached in vain as the phantom escaped his hands as light
as a breeze, like a fleeting vision of the night.!”
Meanwhile, Aeneas saw in this valley set apart, a se-
cluded grove and the rustling thickets of a wood and the
stream of Lethe, which flowed by the serene abodes.
Around the river countless tribes and peoples were flit-
ting, just as when bees settle on different flowers in a
meadow in the calm heat of summer and swarm about the
white lilies; the whole plain was filled with a murmuring
sound. Aeneas, who did not understand, gave a sudden
shudder at the sight, and seeking reasons for it all, asked
what the river was in the distance and what crowd of men
filled its banks. Then father Anchises replied: “The souls
to which bodies are owed by Fate at the stream of the
river Lethe drink waters that release them from previous
cares and bring everlasting forgetfulness. Indeed 1 have
desired for a long time to tell you about these souls, to
show them before your very eyes, and to list the number
of my descendants; now all the more may you rejoice with
me that you have found Italy.” “QO father, am I to think
that some souls go from here to the upper air and enter
sluggish bodies again? What is this dread desire of these
poor souls for light?” “To be sure I shall tell you and not
hold you in suspense.” Thus Anchises replied and pro-
ceeded step by step to reveal the details in order.

17. Vergil echoes Homer’s line about Odysseus trying to embrace the shade of his

mother.

Y
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“In the first place a spirit within sustains the sky, the
ea.lrth, the waters, the shining globe of the moon e;nd,the
Titan sun and stars; this spirit moves the whole ’mass of
thfe universe, a mind, as it were, infusing its limbs glnd
mingled with its huge body. From this arises all life, the
race of men, animals, and birds, and the monsters th’at the
sea bee.lr's under its marble surface. The seeds of \this mind
and spirit have a fiery power and celestial origin, insofar
as the limbs and joints of the body, which is of e,arth (
harmful, and subject to death, do not make them duli and
slow them down. Thus the souls, shut up in the gloom
clarlfnes's of the prison of their bodies, experience fear g
des1re', joy, and sorrow, and do not see clearly the essénce
of thelr celestial nature. Moreover, when the last glimmer
of life has gone, all the evils and all the diseels(;s of the N
bod)f dp not yet completely depart from these poor souls
and it is inevitable that many ills, for a long time en- ‘
crusted, become deeply engrained in an amazing wa
Therefore they are plied with punishments and the y.a
the penalties of their former wickedness. Some spir)i/ts‘pai/e
hL}ng s'uspended to the winds; for others the infectior; of
crime is washed by a vast whirlpool or burned out by fir
Each of us suffers his own shade.!® Then we are seﬁz,to “
Elysium and we few occupy these happy fields, until a
long period of the circle of time has been comp,leted and
has removed the ingrown corruption and has left a pure
ethereal spirit and the fire of the original essence. When
they have completed the cycle of one thousand yéars th
god calls all these in a great throng to the river Lethe, )
where, of course, they are made to forget so that they,

might begin to wish to return to bodi
odies : 3 i
o okt and see again the

Anchises then led Aeneas and the Sibyl to a mound from which

:}}i;cm‘ltl}? v[ifew the so(lills as they came up, and he pointed out to
with attection and pride a long array of i i
array of great and illustrious
Ro_r(rilan]s w}}o were to be born. The book ends with Aeneas and his
guide leaving by the gate of ivory; why Vergil has it so, n
knows for sure (893-99): ‘ e

. There are tV\'/in gates of Sleep; one is said to be of
orn, through which easy exit is given to the true shades.

18. T i shasas
hat is, each of us has a soul that must bear the consequences of its life on earth
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The other is gleamingly wrought in shining ivory, but
through it the spirits send false dreams up to the sky.”
After he had spoken Anchises escorted his son and the
Sibyl and sent them out by the gate of ivory. Aeneas made

his way to his ships and rejoined his companions.

Vergil is writing in the second half of the first century B.C., and
variations and additions are apparent when his depiction is com-
pared to the ecarlier ones of Homer and Plato. There are, of course,
many other sources for the Greek and Roman conception of the
afterlife, but none are more complete or more profound than the
representative visions of these authors, and a comparison of them
gives the best possible insight into the general nature and develop-
ment of the ancient conception both spiritually and physically.

Vergil's geography is quite precise. Aeneas and the Sibyl go
through various regions. First of all a neutral zone contains those
who met an untimely death (infants, suicides, and persons con-
demned unjustly); next the Fields of Mourning are inhabited by
victims of unrequited love and warriors who fell in battle. The logic
of these allocations is not entirely clear. Is a full term of life neces-
sary for complete admission to the Underworld? Then appear the
crossroads to Tartarus and the Fields of Elysium. The criteria for
judgment are interesting; like many another religious philosopher
and poet, Vergil must decide who will merit the tortures of his hell
or the rewards of his heaven both on the basis of tradition and of
personal conviction. Other writers vary the list."” Some have ob-
served that the tortures inflicted are often imaginative and inge-
nious, involving vain and frustrating effort of mind and body, and
therefore characteristically Greek in their sly inventiveness. Per-
haps so, but depicted as well is sheer physical agony through
scourging and fire. Attempts made to find a logic in the meting out
of a punishment to fit the crime are only sometimes successful 2

Vergil's paradise is very much the idealization of the life led by
Greek and Roman gentlemen and the values illustrated in the as-
signment of its inhabitants are typical of ancient ethics: devotion to
mankind and country, to family, and to the gods. Yet despite the
Greek and Roman coloring of the picture, the morality is universal

19. The Danaids, the forty-nine daughters of Danaus who killed their husbands on
their wedding night, are frequently added to the group in Tartarus; their punish-
ment is that they must attempt in vain to carry water in containers that have no real
bottom.

20. Thus, for example, Tityus has his liver devoured because he attempted to vio-
late Leto, since the liver was believed to he the seat of the passions.
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an.d germane to all humanity and civilization. In Elysium, too, de-

tails supplement the religious philosophy of Plato that 1,]'(19 1;een
labeled O,rphic and Pythagorean in particular, and mystic ill gen-
el'ral.. Man’s body is of earth, evil, and mortal; the soul is of’the
divine upper aether, pure and immortal, and must be cleansed from
co.ntamlnation and sin. Once again we are reminded of the myth of
Dionysus, which explains man’s dual nature in terms of his birth
from the ashes of the wicked Titans (the children of Earth) who had
devoured the heavenly god Dionysus.

.Pr.esumably in the cycle of rebirth and reincarnation the wear
chain is ultimately broken and we are no longer reborn into thi}sf
vxforld but join the oneness of divinity in the pure spirit of the uppe;'
air.

' Some identification and clarification of various names and ter-
minology linked with the Underworld are now in order. The realm
asa whole may be called Tartarus or Erebus, or these are the names
given solely to the region of torment as opposed to Elysium or the
El}i/sml? Fields. Sometimes the realm of paradise is located else-
wa t(;l: gi;:;:g.rem()te place of the upper world, such as the Islands

There are usually three judges of the Underworld: Minos
Rhf?.damanthys (or Rhadamanthus), and Aeacus, whose duties are,
variously assigned. Aeacus is sometimes relegated to more menial
tasks., like that of gatekeeper in comedy. The rivers are generally
five in number with appropriate names: Styx (the river of hate);

Achgron (of woe); Lethe (of forgetfulness); Cocytus (of wailing)?
Pyriphlegethon, or Phlegethon (of fire). It was a custom to bur thé
%ead with a coin in their mouths to provide Charon with his);'are
thzr?eexstoften plays his role of guide for the souls from this world to
. Hades, king of the Underworld, is also called Pluto or (in Latin)
Dis, which means the wealthy one, referring to him either as a god
of earth and fertility or as a deity rich in the numbers of those who
are with him. The Romans called him and his realm Orcus, which
probably means “the one or the place that constrains or cor,lﬁnes ”
Sometimes Hades (this word may mean the unseen one) is given r.10
name at all or is addressed by some complimentary epithet, as is the
custom for all deities or spirits, such as the devil, whom on;s dreads
Hades and his realm and its inhabitants are in general called Chthol
nian, that is, of the earth, as opposed to the bright world of the
Olympian gods of the upper air, and Hades himself may even b
addressed as Chthonian Zeus. g )

The Furies (Erinyes) usually have their home in the realm of
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Hades; so does Hecate, who sometimes resembles them in appear-
ance and in character. Hesiod, as we have seen, tells how the Fu-
ries were born from the blood that fell onto the earth after the
castration of Uranus; according to others they are the offspring of
Night. Both versions are appropriate in terms of their sphere and
their powers. They vary in number but may be reduced to three
with specific names: Alecto, Megaera, and Tisiphone. In literature
and art they are depicted as formidable, bearing serpents in their
hands or hair and carrying torches and scourges. They are the piti-
less and just avengers of crime, especially murder; blood guilt
within the family is their particular concern, and they may relent-
lessly pursue anyone who has killed a parent or close relative. It
has been conjectured that originally they were thought of as the
ghosts of the murdered seeking vengeance on the murderer or as
the embodiment of curses called down upon the guilty. The Furies
very definitely represent the old moral order of justice within the
framework of primitive society, where the code of an eye for an eye
and a tooth for a tooth is meted out by the personal vendetta of the
family or the clan. This is Aeschylus’ conception of them in his
dramatic trilogy, the Oresteia. The Furies persecute Orestes after
he has murdered his mother, but eventually their role is taken over
by a new regime of right; the Areopagus, the court of Athens, de-
cides Orestes’ case through the due process of law and significantly
it is Apollo and Athena (the new generation of progressive deities)
who join forces with the justice of advanced civilization. The last
play in the trilogy is called The Eumenides, which means the
Kindly Ones; this is the name for the Furies as they are worshiped
in Athens, after having finally been appeased and put to rest once
and for all.2!

The Christian concept of the devil should not be confused with
the ancient portrayal of Hades, who is not fighting with his brother
Zeus for man’s immortal soul. We all end up in his realm, where we
may or may not find our heaven or our hell. The only exceptions are
those who (like Heracles) are specifically made divinities and
therefore allowed to join the gods in heaven or on Olympus. Hades,
to be sure, is terrible in his severity and inexorable, but he is not in
himself evil or our tormentor; we may fear him as we fear death and
its possible consequences which we cannot avoid. But he does
have assistants, such as the Furies, who persecute with devilish

21. The Furies also may be called the Eumenides in an attempt to ward off their
hostility by a euphemistic appellation, as in the case of Hades.
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and fiendish torments.2*> Hades’ wife, and queen of his realm. Per-
sephone, has been considered in the previous chapter. Y

The profundity and intensity of the Greek and Roman visions
of an afterlife have been all-pervasive in the art and literature of
Wegtern civilization. Dante was steeped in its radiance which he
suffused with Christian imagination and dogma, taking V,ergil as his
guide.

It would be misleading to imply that all Greek and Roman
literature treats the realm of Hades and the afterlife with such seri-
ous profundity. One thinks immediately of Aristophanes’ play the
Frogs, in which the god Dionysus rows across the Styx to the ac-
companiment of a chorus croaking brekekekex koax koax: his tour of
the Underworld is different and at times hilarious. From’the wealth
of material we can only include two dialogues by the satirist Lu-
cian, who wrote in Greek during the second century A.p. A choice
among his many brilliant Dialogues of the Dead is difficult. Two
brief examples of his wit and varying moods must suffice here. The
character, Menippus, was a famous Cynic philosopher of the third
century B.c. The Cynics were poor and extremely frugal; their dirty
and ragged dress usually included a staff and wallet or sack; they
were unconventional and outspoken in their indignation -:1t the
standard and unthinking attitudes of the individual and society.

22. Charon, Menippus, and Hermes
CHARON: Abominable fellow, pay up the fare.
MENIPPUS: Go ahead and shout, Charon, if this gives you some
pleasure.
CHARON: Pay up, I say, for ferrying you across.
MENIPPUS: You can’t get it from one who doesn’t have it.
. ;:HARON: Is there anyone who doesn’t have an obol for the
are!
i MENIPPUS; I don’t know whether anyone else has or not. but I
ont. ’
CHARON: By Pllltf), you rogue, I'll throttle you if you don’t pay.
MENIPPUS: And I'll smash your skull open with my stick.
CHARON: Then you will have made this crossing to no avail.
MENIPPUS: Let Hermes pay you for me, since he handed me
over to you.

22, Z(.?L‘IS and .the gods may destroy man and punish evil in this life at times in
Opposition against one another. And the justice of the moral order of the Olympian
gods and the Fates is the same as that of the realm of Hades. It is Prometheus who

c 4amplons mankind as a who € agalnSt the antagonlsm o eus, but this is a quite
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HERMES: By Zeus, I'll be damned if I am going to pay tor the
shades, too.

cHARON: I won’t give in to you.

MENIPPUS: Then haul your boat up and stay here; how can you
take what I don’t have?

cHARON: Didn’t you know that you had to bring it?

mentppus: 1 knew but I didn’t have it. What was 1 to do?
Should I not have died on account of it?

cHARON: So you will be the only one to boast that you were
ferried across free?

MENIPPUS: Not free, my fine fellow. I bailed water and helped
row and I was the only one of the passengers who did not weep and
wail.

cHARON: These things have nothing to do with it. You must pay
the obol; no exceptions allowed.

MmENiPPUSs: Then take me back to life.

CHARON: A fine remark, so that I may get a beating from Aeacus
if I do.

MENIPPUS: Then don’t be so upset.

CHARON: Show me what you have in your sack.

MENIPPUS: Legumes, if you want, and one of Hecate’s sup-
pers.2

cHARON: From where did you bring this dog to us??* He kept
babbling like this during the crossing, laughing and jeering at the
other passengers; he alone was singing while they were moaning.

HERMES: Charon, don’t you know what man you have ferried
across? Scrupulously free, he doesn’t care about anyone or any-
thing. This is Menippus.

cuaron: Indeed if I ever get hold of you—

MENIpPUS: If you do, my fine fellow. You won't get another
chance.

18. Menippus and Hermes

MENIPPUS: Where are the handsome men and the beautiful
women, Hermes? Show me the sights, since I am a stranger here.

HERMES: 1 don’t have the time, Menippus. But look over there
to the right; there are Hyacinthus, Narcissus, Nireus, Achilles,
Tyro, Helen, Leda, and in brief, all the beauties of old.

MENTPPUS: I see only bones and skulls stripped of flesh, many
of them alike.

HERMES: These bones that you seem to despise are what all the
poets marvel at.

23. Presumably Menippus stole the meal at a crossroads.
24. Dog was a nickname for the Cynics; “cynic” in Greek means “doglike.”
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. MENIPPUS: But still show me Helen; for I should not recognize
er.

HERMES: This is the skull of Helen.

MENIPPUS; Was it for this then that the thousand ships were
launched from all of Greece and so many Greeks and non-Greeks
fell and so many cities were destroyed?

HERMES: But, Menippus, you did not see the woman when she
was alive; you too would have said it worthwhile “to suffer sorrows
so much time for such a woman.”?5 For if one looks at flowers when
they are dry and have lost their hues obviously they will seem ugly
but When they are in bloom and have their color they are most
beautiful.

MENIPPUS: And so I wonder at this: whether or not the Achae-
ans realized that they were toiling for a thing so short-lived and so
easily destroyed.

_ HERMES: I do not have the time to philosophize with you. So
pick out a spot wherever you wish and be comfortable there; now I
shall go to fetch the other shades.

25. A quotation from the Iliad 3.157.



CHAPTER

ORPHEUS
and
ORPHISM

Ovid tells the story of Orpheus and Eurydice as follows (Metamor-

phoses 10. 1-85, 11. 1-66):
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Hymen, god of marriage wrapped in his saffron-col-
ored cloak, left the wedding of Iphis and Ianthe and made
his way through the vast tracts of air to the shores of the
Thracian Cicones; he came at the call of Orpheus but in
vain, for, although he was to be sure present at the mar-
riage of Orpheus to Eurydice, he did not smile nor bless
the pair nor give good omens. Even the torch he held kept
sputtering with smoke that drew tears and would not burn
despite vigorous shaking. The outcome was even more
serious than this ominous beginning. For while the new
bride was wandering through the grass accompanied by a
band of Naiads she was bitten on the ankle by a serpent
and collapsed in death. After Orpheus, the bard of the
Thracian mountains, had wept his fill to the breezes of the
upper world he dared to descend to the Styx by the en-
trance near Taenarus so that he might rouse even the
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shades.! Past the tenuous multitudes of ghosts beyond the
grave, he approached Persephone and her lord, who rule
this unlovely realm of shadows, and sang his song as he
plucked the strings of his lyre: “O deities of the world
below the earth, into which all of us who are mortal re-
turn, if it is right and you allow me to utter the truth, lay-
ing aside evasion and falsehood, I did not come down to
see the realms of Tartarus or to bind the triple neck, bris-
tling with serpents, of the monstrous hound descended
from Medusa; the cause of my journey is my wife; she
stepped on a snake and its venom coursing through her
veins stole from her the bloom of her years. I wanted to be
able to endure and I admit that I have tried; but Love has
conquered. He is a god who is well known in the world
above; I suspect that he is famous even here as well (al-
though I do not know for sure); if the story of the rape of
long ago is not a lie, Love also brought you two together.
“By these places full of fear, by this yawning Chaos,
and by the silent vastness of this kingdom, reweave I pray
the thread of Eurydice’s destiny cut off too soon! We pay
everything to you and after tarrying but a little while we
hasten more slowly or more quickly to this one abode. All
of us direct our course here, this is our very last home, and
you hold the longest sway over the human race. Eurydice
too, when she in her ripe age has gone through the just
allotment of her years, will fall under your power; I ask as
a gift her return to me. If the Fates refuse this reprieve for
my wife, it is sure that I do not wish to return either. Take
joy in the death of us both!” As he made this plea and
sang his words to the tune of his lyre, the bloodless spirits
wept; Tantalus stopped reaching for the receding waters,
the wheel of Ixion stopped in wonder, the vultures ceased
tearing at the liver of Tityus, the Danaid descendants of
Belus left their urns empty and you, O Sisyphus, sat on
your stone. Then for the first time, the story has it, the
cheeks of the Eumenides were moist with tears as they
were overcome by his song, and the king who rules these
lower regions and his regal wife could not endure his
pleas or their refusal. They called Eurydice; she was
among the more recent shades and she approached, her
step slow because of her wound. Thracian Orpheus took

1. One of the many places identified as an entrance to the Underworld was a cave
near Taenarus, a town in Laconia.
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her and with her the command that he not turn back his
gaze until he had left the groves of Avernus, or the gift
would be revoked.

Through the mute silence, they wrest their steep way,
arduous, dark, and thick with black vapors. They were not
far from the border of the world above; here frightened
that she might not be well and yearning to see her with
his own eyes, through love he turned and looked, and
with his gaze she slipped away and down. He stretched
out his arms, struggling to embrace and be embraced, but
unlucky and unhappy he grasped nothing but the limp and
yielding breezes. Now as Eurydice was dying for a second
time she did not reproach her husband; for what complaint
should she have except that she was loved? She uttered
for the very last time a farewell that barely reached his
ears and fell back once more to the same place. At the
second death of his wife Orpheus was stunned. . . . The
ferryman kept Orpheus back as he begged in vain, wishing
to eross over once again; vet he remained seated on the
bank for seven days, unkempt and without food, the gift of
Ceres; anxiety, deep grief, and tears were his nourishment
as he bewailed the cruelty of the gods of Erebus. He then
withdrew to the mountains of Thrace, Rhodope, and wind-
swept Haemus. Three times the Titan sun had rounded
out the year with the sign of watery Pisces, and Orpheus
the while had fled from love with all women, either be-
cause of his previous woe or because he had made a
pledge. Many women were seized with passion for union
with the bard and many in anguish were repulsed. He was
the originator for the Thracian peoples of turning to the
love of young boys and of enjoying the brief spring of
their youth and plucking its first flowers. . . .

While the Thracian bard was inducing the woods, the
rocks, and the hearts of the wild beasts to follow him, Cic-
onian women, their frenzied breasts clad in animal skins,
spied Orpheus from the top of a hill as he was singing to
his lyre. One of them, her hair tossing in the light breeze,
exclaimed: “Ah look, here is the one who despises us.”
And she hurled her weapon wreathed with foliage straight
at the face of Apollo’s son as he sang, and it made its mark
but did not wound. The weapon of another was a stone,
which as it hurtled was overcome in mid-air by the har-
mony of voice and lyre and fell prone at his feet like a
suppliant apologizing for so furious an assault. But their

Orpheus, Eurydice, and Hermes, marble relief, ca. 450 B.c. (possibly a
Roman copy). The artist has chosen the moment when Orpheus has looked
back at Eurydice and they part forever. Hermes Psychopompos stands
ready to lead her back to the Underworld. (Museo Nazionale, Naples.
Photo courtesy of the Bettmann Archive.)
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hostility grew more bold, and restraint was abandoned
until the Fury of madness held absolute sway. All weap-
ons would have been softened by his song, but the great
clamor, the Phrygian flutes with their curved pipes, the
drums, the pounding, and the Bacchic shrieks drowned
out the sound of his lyre. Then at the last the stones that
could not hear grew red with the blood of the poet. But
first the Maenads seized the hordes of birds still spell-
bound by the singer’s voice, the serpents, and the throng
of beasts, all testimonies to the triumph of his song. And
then they turned with bloody hands on Orpheus himself,
like birds that throng together if at any time they see the
owl of night abroad by day. They made for the bard, just
as the stag about to die is prey for the dogs in the morning
sand of the amphitheater, and they flung the verdant leafy
thyrsus, not made for such deadly purpose. Some hurled
clods of earth, others branches ripped from trees, still
others stones. So that weapons might not be wanting for
their fury, it happened that oxen were working the earth
yoked to the ploughshare and nearby sturdy farmers were
digging the hard fields with much sweat preparing for the
harvest. When they saw the throng they fled, leaving be-
hind the tools with which they worked. Hoes, heavy mat-
tocks, and long rakes lay scattered through the empty
fields. The madwomen snatched them up and after they
had torn apart the oxen that threatened with their horns,
they rushed back again to mete out the poet’s fate. In their
sacrilege they destroyed him as he stretched out his hands
and spoke then for the first time in vain with a voice that
touched no one. And through that mouth, which was
heard, god knows, by stones and understood by bestial
senses, his soul breathed forth receding on the winds.

For you, O Orpheus, for you the trees let fall their
leaves and shorn of foliage made lament. They say too that
rivers swelled with their own tears, and the Naiads and
Dryads changed their robes to black and wore their hair
dishevelled. His limbs lie scattered in various places; his
head and lyre you got, O river Hebrus; and—O wonder—
while they floated in midstream, the lyre made some
plaintive lamentation, I know not what, the lifeless tongue
murmured laments too, and the banks lamented in reply.
And then they left his native Thracian river and were car-
ried out to sea, until they reached Methymna on the island
of Lesbos. Here they were washed ashore on foreign sands
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and a savage snake made for the mouth and hair soaked
with the dripping foam. At last Phoebus Apollo appeared
gnd stopped the serpent as it prepared to make its bite and
froze hard its open mouth and gaping jaws, just as they
were, in stone. The shade of Orpheus went down below
the earth and recognized all the places he had seen be-
fore; he looked amid the fields of the pious and found
Eurydice, and clasped her in his eager arms. Here now
they walk together side by side, sometimes he follows her

as she precedes, sometimes he goes ahead and safely now
looks back at his Eurydice.

As Ovid continues the story we are told that Bacchus was dis-
tressed at the loss of the poet who sang his mysteries; he punished
the Thracian women by turning them into trees ar;d then aban-
doned Thrace all together. o

The other major classical version of the story of Orpheus and
Eurydice is by Vergil.2 Most, but not all, of the details are similar in
both, although the poetic timbre is different. According to Vergil
Eurydice stepped on the snake while running away from the un:
welcome advances of Aristaeus.?

Thus Ovid represents the tradition for the tragic story of music
enc.hant_ment, love, and death that has been re-created again anci
again with imagination, beauty, and profundity whether it be in an
opera by Gluck or a movie by Cocteau. But there is another very
important side to Orpheus’ character of which we can only catch
glimpses today because of the inadequacy of our evidence, for
Orpheus was considered the founder of a religion, a pm;t)het
(theologos) who with his priests and disciples committed to writing
holy words (hieroi logoi) that provided a bible for dogma, ritual
a}ﬂd behavior. Variations and inconsistencies in the traditio,n makt;
it difficult to know this Orpheus and his religion precisely, but the
general nature of their character and development can,be dis-
cerned, despite the frustrating contradictions and obscurities.4

2. Georgics 4. 452-526.

3. Ari.smeus, the son of Apollo and Cyrene, is the traditional hero or deity of rustic
ptfr:;}uts, especially beekeeping. When Eurydice died, his sister Drvads in t!;eir
grief and anger caused all the bees of Aristacus to die. He was pérp[’exed and
eventually consulted the wise old man of the sea, Proteus. Aristacus appe‘a‘;vd lthe
nymphs and a new swarm of bees was created, Through the role of Aristﬂem. {/ergil
artfully introduces the touching account of Orpheus and Eurydice in the lasé imo‘k of
his didactic poem on farming,

4. An important survey offers the general reader a scholarly examination of the
whole question: W. K. C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Religion, A Study of the
Orphic Movement (New York: Norton, 1966), |
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Some of the significant “facts” that can be isolated from the

diverse accounts are as follows: Orpheus’ home was in Thrace; his
mother was one of the Muses, usually Calliope; his father was ei-
ther Oeagrus, a Thracian river-god, or the great god Apollo, whom
he follows. He wooed and won Eurydice, a Dryad, by the charm of
his music. When she died, he went to Hades to fetch her but failed.
Orpheus was one of the members of Jason’s Argonautic expedition.’
He had a son or a pupil, Musaeus, who assumed many of the charac-
teristics of Orpheus himself. Among the versions of his death, sev-
eral prove interesting in the quest for the historical religious
teacher. He is said to have been struck down by the thunderbolt of
Zeus because in his mysteries he taught things unknown before, or
he died because of a conspiracy of his countrymen, who would not
accept his teachings. The common tradition (which both Ovid and
Vergil reflect) has the women of Thrace responsible for his death.
But the reasons for their hostility vary: they were angry when he
neglected them after the death of Eurydice, or refused to initiate
them into his mysteries, and enticed their husbands away from
them. Sometimes the women are followers of Dionysus, expressly
directed by their god against Orpheus, for Dionysus in his attempts
to convert Thrace to his religion met the opposition of Orpheus, a
devoted follower of Apollo the sun-god, and sent his Maenads to
tear the bard to pieces. According to some, these pieces of his body
were buried by his mother and sister Muses in Thrace or in the
region of Mt. Olympus. His head and lyre were claimed by Lesbos
(as already explained by Ovid), where a shrine was erected in his
honor. The head became an oracular source, but its prophecies
were suppressed by Apollo. A temple of Bacchus was built over the
spot where the head was buried.

The chronological tradition for Orpheus’ career is equally
muddled. Those who date him in connection with Homer deserve
the most credibility. Thus he was the inventor of writing and his
works preceded the Homeric epics, or Homer was the first poet and
Orpheus followed shortly after.

In these conflicting statements a fundamental and puzzling du-
ality is evident. Orpheus is linked in one way or another to both
Apollo and Dionysus. Was there a real Orpheus, a missionary in
Thrace who met his death violently? Did he champion Apollo
against Dionysus, Dionysus against Apollo, or did he compromise

5. He does not seem really to belong, but the gentle bard was placed among the
brawny heroes because of his prestige and the magical powers of his song, which
saved them all in more than one crisis; Orpheus appropriately was the leader in
religious matters. Also the chronology seems wrong for our historical Orpheus, if we
must put him back in the heroic age in the generation before the Trojan War.
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and adapt the religion of the Oriental Dionysus to that of Hellenie
Apollo, taking from both and preaching a n‘)éssage that was ne'w "1I1I:{l.
convineing, at least to some? B o
However one would like to interpret the evidence. this dualit
cannot be ignored. The music, magic, and prophecy mg,gest Ap:J[I()y
as does _the championship of civilization, but Apollo silenced the:
01tacle of Orpheus, whose sermon of gentleness and peace hasl nnne;
of t]‘}e violence of the archer-god. On the other hand r()ri)lwuti;
music is the antithesis of the clashing din of Bacchus: m:d the t‘)l.l-t:ﬁ
of ‘th.e misogyny of Orpheus could imply that at smfue period‘ hi;
religion was confined to males as opposed to the worship.of ].)iﬂll\"—
sus with its appeal to women. Yet Orphic initiation and mysteril;w
are by their very nature Dionysiac. Other elements in the lege:'lri;
of both Orpheus and Dionysus are strikingly parallel: Orpheus is
tc.':rn to pieces like Dionysus himself (at the hands of the Titan.ta). 0;‘
like Penthgus, who also opposed the god and was destroyed b.y ,his‘
Maeflads. Dionysus, like Orpheus, descended to the Undel'worl(f
in !}15 case to fetch his mother, Semele: indeed a less cnmmor;
E:‘;sgfiai Orpheus successful (just as Dionysus is) in his pursuit of
.A.t any rate, on the side of the historicity of Orpheus is the
tr_adlhop that he was not a god but a hero who lived suffer@ci and
died; his tomb was sacred, and he had a cult. He was’ in this,vi,ew a
pr_ophet, a priest, or if you like, a saint, whose god was Aim]]o or
DlOIl'lySUS or both. Such a belief is ultimately subjective. But the
fact is that by the fifth century he was accepted as a human '1'elig1'0u‘;
te.acher, whose doctrine was communicated in sacred writings at:-
tributed to him and believed to be much earlier in time T-1l;let'%
were said to be found in the mountains of Thrace inscrihed. wicth hi::
}W]tmg, prescribing potent charms, incantations, and spells Pht;)
in .the fourth century quotes hexameter lines of Orpheus amd‘ t.ell*: of
prlestts who preached his message of salvation. Later Orpheu; is
credited “_rith songs about the gods and the origin ofali things Tha
account of the Argonauts and the hymns that have come dowr;.to us
under .Orpllffus’ name were given their present form in the earl‘
cen_mrles of our era. An attractive thesis claims that the 1'eligim)1}
attributed to the legendary musician was formulated in large part
by philosophers in southern Italy and Sicily (although not necessar-

?-dT(};is flink with Dionysus might mean that Orpheus is another god (however
a.’ e )ho .the d.ea.th an.d rebirth of vegetation; Eurydice, too, has some of the chtho-
n(l;(lin(c1 aracteristics of Semele and Persephone. But these parallels could have been
;10 k03”20 thetl(;gend that grew up about a historical prophet. Some of the themes also
ok like motifs common to folk tale: conjugal devotion, the i I > reals
T e s g ion, the journey to Hades’ realm,
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ily confined to this region) in the sixth century. Thus we can ex-
plain the elements identified as Orphic in the philosophy of Empe-
docles and in the religious sect of Pythagoras, and account for the
Orphic-Pythagorean thought that is transmitted by Plato. Dominant
in the pantheon of Orphism was Dionysus, very often under the
name of Zagreus.

Although we hear about initiation into mysteries and a ritual
life of purity demanded by the Orphics, we do not know the details,
The shedding of blood and the eating of flesh seem to have been
important prohibitions inspired by a fundamental belief in the
transmigration of the soul and the sanctity of all life. It is possible to
reconstruct the basic themes of the Orphic Theogony with its myth
of Dionysus crucial to the doctrine. Parallels to the Theogony of
Hesiod are apparent, but with meaningful differences and varia-
tions. The major stages in the Orphic Theogony run as follows,
although divergent statements in the tradition are many.

The first principle was Chronus (Time), sometimes described
as a monstrous serpent having the heads of a bull and a lion with a
god’s face between; Chronus was accompanied by brooding Adras-
teia (Necessity), and from Chronus came Aether, Chaos, and Ere-
bus. In Aether Chronus fashioned an egg that split in two and from
this appeared the first-born of all the gods, Phanes, the creator of
everything, called by many names, among them Eros.” He was a
bisexual deity, with gleaming golden wings and four eyes, de-
seribed as possessing the appearance of various animals. Phanes
bore a daughter, Night, who became his partner in creation and
eventually his successor in power. Night then bore Gaea (Earth)
and Uranus (Heaven), and they produced the Titans. Next Cronus
succeeded to the rule of Night and subsequently (as in the Hesiodic
account) Zeus wrested power from his father, Cronus.

Then Zeus swallowed Phanes and with him all previous crea-
tion (including a special race of men of a Golden Age); Zeus now
created everything anew with the help of Night, and Zeus became
(as second creator) the beginning and middle and end of all things.
Eventually Zeus mated with Kore (Persephone), and Dionysus was
born. This myth of the birth of Dionysus is most potent in the
dogma it provides but we have related it in connection with the
study of Dionysus himself. Its essential features are that the infant
god is killed and devoured by the monstrous Titans, who are struck
down in punishment by the thunderbolt of Zeus. From the ashes of
the Titans came mankind; thus man is partly evil and mortal but
also partly pure and divine, since the wicked Titans had consumed

7. See Aristophanes’ parody translated on p. 31.
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the 3 ]
andg}?j\;lihg::ﬂ} ;g(;ti;(‘)mpletely. The heart of Dionysus was saved,
- IF .thIS way .the Orphic bible provided the divine authority for
eliet In man's immortal soul, the necessity for keeping this soul
pure as opposed to the contamination and degradation of the bod
the concept of a kind of original sin, the transmigration of the s yi
and an afterlife of reward and punishment, and finally, after vari<())u
.stages of purification, an apotheosis, a union with the’ divine s 11?:&
}?Ortrllui)}rlealms onthe upper aether. The seeds of everything. cfl)me
anes or Zeus; ou i i
the Ono are onacus; 0 :e(;f) Klzd(.)ne all things come to be and into
Plato’s myth of Er and Vergil’s vision of the afterlife are as far
as we can tell, strongly influenced by Orphic concepts; a l'ea(iin of
bf)th, trans!ated in a previous chapter, will convey mos:t simpl fnd
dll‘f—_‘.cﬂy a feeling for the basic tenets of Orphism. The ritual 3:1 ifi
ca.hon and catharsis of the great god Apollo are mingled wifh rtlh i
Dloqgésiacc?eli'efin the ultimate immortality of the human soul ang
E}:?Zlmisierliizl_phne and control of the ecstatic passion of his Bac-
. We cannot distinguish with clear precision among the man
dlf‘ferent mystery religions and philosophies of the ancient worldy
It is po‘ssﬂ)le to argue that the mysteries of Demeter with their'
emphasis on participation in certain dramatic rites lacked the spirit
ual de'pth‘of Orphism with its insistence on the good life as wé)ll X
mere Initiation and ritual. The correspondences between Chria;
hamtly and other mystery religions of antiquity are perhaps m
.fstartlmg that the differences. Orpheus and Christ 8 share atlt)ril:auct)re
in the _early centuries of our era, and of all the ancient deities tl?s
god Dmnys!,ls has most in common with the figure of Christ. But i::
any comparison or contrast for the greater glory or detrime;lé of one
god and one religion as opposed to another, it must be remembered
tha't we know relatively nothing about the Greek and Roman mys-
teries as compared with our knowledge, say, of Christianit “
ularly in its full development. ’ RS

8. For the archetypal Orpheus and subsequent motifs including that of the good

shepherd, see John Block Friedman, Orph i ]
Mass.: Harvard University Press, l;';]OJ RIS i fhe Middie Agon (Cambridge,





