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EPISODE 1


IN WHICH WE WITNESS THE BIRTH OF HERMES
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The sun was only barely beginning to rise when Hermes came out of his mother’s womb. He stretched himself, yawned and leapt right away to his feet. Then he ran to the entrance of the cave where he had just been born, in order to admire the world. “How beautiful it is!” he murmured.


It was indeed a very strange birth. Had anyone ever seen a child who had started to walk and talk the instant he was born? This child, however, lived in the land of the gods. This child lived in the beginning of time. In times of mystery when everything was possible. What Hermes discovered on this first morning of his birth was a landscape of rare beauty. The cave where he had just seen the light of day had been dug out at the top of a very high mountain. Fine grassy hills extended below his feet. It was the fourth day of the month of May, and spring was bursting. The child put his hand over his eyes to shield them from the rising sun. He looked for a long time at the small white blotches on the green grass: they were flocks of sheep. He looked for a long time at the small purple blotches on the green grass: they were budding trees. A bird flew in the sky above, tracing great circles. A fine perfumed smell wafted in the air. Hermes suddenly felt the urge to laugh, to burst into laughter: this is how beautiful life seemed to him as it began.


It was then that a gentle voice called to him from inside the cave. It was Maia, his mother. She had long, silky hair and her gaze was sweet like honey. She smelt good, she smelt of mummy. Hermes went back inside the cave.


“Where is my father?” he asked.


Maia gave a strange smile. “He is everywhere and nowhere.”


Hermes pulled himself sharply away from his mother and stamped his foot on the ground: “But I want to see him, I want to!”


“Everything in good time,” replied Maia, running her fingers through her child’s curly hair.


The sun was already high up in the sky when Hermes realized that he was hungry. His mother had fallen asleep and he had followed her in her slumber, nestling tightly close to her. Without a sound, he freed himself from Maia’s arms and decided to go off in search of adventure. He really hoped that he would find on this beautiful earth something which would make him happy. Noiselessly, Hermes clad himself with a sheepskin; he slung a bag over his shoulder and left the cave. Then he scampered down the slopes of the very high mountain without looking back.


He was whistling gaily and walked at a brisk pace. All of a sudden his foot struck what he took to be a great green stone. The stone rolled some feet away from him. Hermes stopped and picked it up. It wasn’t a stone, but the shell of a tortoise! “It might always come in handy,” he told himself. And he slipped it into his bag.


A little farther, Hermes saw at the edge of the road some great shrubs with shiny leaves. A pungent scent which tingled his nose emanated from them. They were laurels, the sacred tree of the god Apollo. Hermes did not know this yet. But he liked the smell, so he broke off a laurel branch and slipped it into his bag. “It might come in handy,” he told himself. A little farther still, Hermes came near a pond. A forest of supple stalks swayed around him. He thought that he could hear them murmur: “Good-day, day-good, good-day…” Since he was naturally polite, he returned the greeting to the long reeds. Then he slipped a few of them into his bag, saying to himself: “They may always come in handy.” And he continued on his way. He was not yet very tall, and the forest of reeds concealed him almost completely. This is how he arrived unseen before a herd of cows. These cows were magnificent. They possessed long, curvy horns. Their skin glistened in the sun. With their heads held high, they contemplated the world around them with astonishing elegance. They were so white and so nobly proud that Hermes was certain that he had discovered the most beautiful cows in the world. He felt a great urge to play with them. He dreamt of climbing on their backs for a royal jaunt. He dreamt of sliding underneath their udders to drink their milk. Hmm, how good that warm and frothy milk must be! Hermes, who was getting very hungry, felt his mouth water at the thought. He threw a few glances all around but there was no drover in sight. No one seemed to be keeping watch over this herd. So he made up his mind to serve himself. Yet he had to show cunning. Hermes lay down for a few moments on the mound of cool grass in order to think. The butterflies flitted about him, the sun tickled his neck. What would be the best way to steal these cows without getting caught?




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 2


IN WHICH HERMES INVENTS FIRE




Previously: On the very day of his birth, Hermes runs away from the cave where he was born, in order to see the world. He discovers the most beautiful cows on earth. And he decides to steal a few…
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Hermes looked minuscule next to the immense cows of the herd he had discovered. He did not hesitate for an instant, however. He edged his way among the beasts and approached the one with the longest horns. He was convinced that this particular cow was the leader of the herd. He stretched one hand gently towards her; the cow turned her head around sharply. Hermes flinched: was she going to give him a good, hard blow with her horns? The animal’s eyes were, however, full of kindness. Hermes raised himself up on the tips of his toes and spoke into her ear for a long time. What was said between the child and the animal has remained secret. Yet the cow nodded her head thrice to tell Hermes that she had understood well. Then she assembled fifty or so of the most beautiful cows of the herd, and walked them backwards out of the field. That’s right—the cows were all of them walking backwards! Hermes was skipping with joy all around them as he guided them along the way. He was very proud of his ruse: in this manner, they were fleeing in one direction, while their hoof prints gave the impression that they were heading in the opposite one. Hermes could not keep from laughing, very pleased with the trick he had just played on the owner of the cows. Hermes could not help but wonder who could possibly possess such beautiful beasts. A thought crossed his mind: what if these cows were the property of a god? There was a good risk that his anger might be terrible…


As the way was long, Hermes decided to take shelter with his cows in the recess of a valley. A small brook snaked its way through the hollow of the valley. The beasts drank and the child began to skim stones. He was so absorbed by the small pebbles he was throwing against the surface of the water that he did not notice the passage of time. All of a sudden he shivered. “But what is happening? It is dark here and it is cold too,” he murmured, bewildered. Night had fallen soundlessly, and Hermes was discovering it for the first time. Very quickly he began to feel anxious. No matter how wide he opened his eyes, he could see nothing in the darkness. He could just barely make out the outline of his herd, if at all. “But where has the light gone? Will it come back? I cannot stay in the dark, I am too scared, I really am!” He approached the cows in order to feel more reassured. The beasts had lain on the ground. The cow with the longest horns, however, was still standing. She was striking the rocky ground with her feet, staring hard at Hermes as she did so. She struck, and struck, and struck. All of a sudden a faint spark sprang from under her hoof. When he saw it, Hermes leapt to his feet. Right away he began to look for a tender piece of wood. When he had found it, he took out of his bag the branch of laurel that he had picked up along the way. He took it between the palms of his hands and began to rub the branch against the piece of hard wood. The child rubbed, and rubbed, and rubbed. He rubbed so very much that after a while a thin plume of smoke emerged, then a flame leapt up. Immediately he added some dry grass, then some kindling wood, and soon there were great flames dancing. Hermes had just invented fire! The fire drove away the cold, the fire drove away the darkness, the fire drove away fear. Hermes was happy. He had just created on earth the invention which would prove the most useful to men.


Since that morning, he had still not eaten anything except strawberries and raspberries he had collected along the way, and some bitter-tasting fruit he had picked off an almond tree. His hunger was once again making itself felt. He went to see the cow with the long horns. As though she had understood, the fine beast laid herself down. Hermes lay next to her and drank all of her milk.


Once he had drunk to his heart’s content, Hermes resumed his way. A friendly moon had risen. Having reached the foot of the same mountain where he had been born that very morning, he hid away the stolen cows. He wished them good night, clambered up to his cave and slipped noiselessly into his crib. His mother Maia had, however, heard him. She had been waiting for him.


“Where do you come from in the middle of the night?” she said.


“You scold me as though I were a baby,” protested Hermes, “but I am all grown up now.”


Maia was about to reply to Hermes that one should not go too fast in life, but she stayed silent. Hermes was tired. As he had been talking, he had taken hold of a rag with one hand and his tortoise shell with the other. The great adventurer looked once more exactly like a baby. So Maia approached the crib and began to hum softly:




Sweet baby Hermes, you will be the one most loved. Great cuddly Hermes, you shall never fear a thing. Because you are the son of the strongest of the strong, The son of the master of the living gods.





With his thumb in his mouth, Hermes murmured: “Mummy, who is my father?”


Maia leant down and whispered: “He is called Zeus, he is the king of the gods.” But Hermes did not hear her. He had already fallen asleep.


And he would do well to rest, for on the following day a great surprise awaited him…




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 3


IN WHICH WE WITNESS APOLLO’S ENORMOUS OUTBURST OF ANGER




Previously: Barely born, Hermes has gone off to discover the world. Along the way, he stole a herd of magnificent cows and he has brought them back with him.







[image: ]











When the sun rose up again, Hermes felt stronger and taller still. Sitting on the ground by the entrance of the cave, he began to play with his tortoise shell. First of all, he imagined that it was a ship. He blew and blew, harder and harder, until his tortoise ship keeled over. After that, he wore the shell on his head like a hat. It had now become a crown. He imagined himself king of the earth, ruling over all living things. The child played for a long time like this. The more things he invented, the more he amused himself.


This is how Hermes took out of his pocket some small bits of twine. Seven short pieces of string. He attached the seven strings onto his tortoise shell and tightened them well. Then he pulled at one of the strings. A strange sound was produced, a sound that no one had ever heard on earth. Something which echoed deep in one’s heart. Surprised, the child plucked another string. Another sound was heard. As beautiful, but a little different, more low-pitched perhaps. Hermes was dumbfounded by his discovery. He began to strum the seven strings each in turn, faster and faster, and a melodious music arose from them. It was as though it had the magic power to render one happy. Maia, his mother, had come nearer. She was looking at him, deeply moved. And Hermes felt then the urge to cry out loud the joy which inhabited him. He began to sing in order to accompany the beautiful music. His song flowed like a torrent, untamed and strong.


He sang of the world’s beauty, which had dazzled him when he had opened his eyes upon life. He sang of his mother’s caresses and of her warm breath down the nape of his neck. He sang of the wind between the branches. He sang of the murmur of the leaves. He sang of the reflection of the sun on the ocean and of the sheen on the plumage of a field bird. He sang of the perfumes of the orange trees and of the tangy taste of lemons. He sang of the beauty of the fire he had invented and of the pallor of the moon which had provided him with light. He sang of bitter almonds and of the limpid dawn. He sang of the blackness of the night and of the absence of a father.


A tear was running from his mother’s eye. Hermes had just invented the lyre, that musical instrument which soothes the hearts of men, but makes them heavy too. He had just offered music to the world, for ever.


All of a sudden, a shadow masked the sun. A huge man stood on the threshold of the cave. He carried a silver bow over his shoulder and his tunic left one guessing at the magnificent body underneath. It was impossible not to be awestruck by his beauty. Hermes did not waste time in examining him, however. He hurried to the depths of his crib and bunched himself up into a ball under his blanket, like a baby.


“You little brat,” cried the man, “you had the nerve to steal my herd of cows!” His wrath was terrible. His voice resonated in the cave.


But Hermes was not going to let himself be intimidated: “You don’t know what you are talking about! I was born only yesterday! How could I have gone out to look for your horned beasts?”


The handsome young man seized him by the scruff of his neck and hoisted him out of his bed. “Out of your crib with you, you rascal!” He shook the child up and down, but he did not succeed in appeasing his fury.


It was then that Maia cried out: “Would you dare to hurt your own brother?”


Surprised, the young man let go of little Hermes, who fell down on his bottom. Maia hurried to take Hermes in her arms.


“You are Apollo, isn’t that right? The great Apollo, god of Light and Beauty?” said Maia.


“Yes,” the young man said, puffing himself up like a peacock, for he was flattered that she had recognized him.


“Leto is your mother’s name,” Maia continued, “and Zeus is the name of your father, isn’t that right?”


“Yes,” confirmed Apollo.


“Then in that case Hermes is your brother, since you have the same father,” smiled Maia.


Having crept inside the folds of his mother’s tunic, Hermes was trying to keep out of sight. But what he had just learnt filled him with happiness. It meant that he was the son of Zeus, the god of gods! So he was himself a god! Before him, Apollo remained speechless.


Hermes, who did not know how to appease the wrath of such a powerful older brother, suddenly had an idea: “Let us not argue any more, brother, and let us go and see daddy, so that he can decide which of the two of us is right.” The god of Light let out a sigh. But he had no reason to refuse. He agreed therefore to submit himself to the judgement of Zeus. And this is how Hermes went away to meet his father.




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 4


IN WHICH HERMES DISCOVERS HIS FATHER’S PALACE




Previously: Hermes has just discovered that he is the son of Zeus, the god of gods, and that the herd of cows he stole belongs to his brother, the god Apollo. The two brothers have decided to ask Zeus to settle their dispute. Here is Hermes, then, off to meet his father.
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The earth was dry and it crumbled under the steps of Hermes and Apollo. A reddish dust enveloped them. The child was very impatient to discover Olympus, where all the gods of the universe lived. And he had great difficulty keeping silent.


“What does our father’s palace look like?” he had asked gaily. Apollo had not replied. “Is it far from here to Olympus?” Hermes had enquired again.


“Be quiet and walk!” Apollo had grumbled. And since then, the hours had gone by with no exchange of words.


Hermes was hungry. He thought ruefully of the beautiful cow who had offered him her frothy milk. He missed her. He would have given anything to be able to be next to her and talk softly in her ear, as on the day before. Keeping quiet was very hard for him. It was obvious that Hermes’ presence bothered Apollo. Not only was he still annoyed about the theft of his herd, but the discovery of a new little brother vexed him.


So then, his father Zeus, the god of gods, had fallen in love again with another woman! And he had fathered with her a new child! This was not the first time, and Apollo knew well that it would not be the last either. Zeus fell easily in love. And no woman seemed able to resist his charm. In point of fact, Apollo’s mother had not been Zeus’ wife either… All the same, Apollo did not like discovering new brothers… From the corner of his eye he threw a glance at the little chap by his side, and his wrath flared up even stronger.


When it was time for lunch, the two brothers stopped to eat. Apollo took out of his bag a bowl full of a curious foodstuff. It was a kind of bronze-coloured broth. Its smell was deliciously sweet, and Hermes instantly felt his mouth water.


“Could you maybe let me taste a little bit?” asked Hermes.


“No,” grunted Apollo, “this is ambrosia, a meal reserved exclusively for the gods.”


Hermes was silent for an instant, then he replied in a small voice:


“But I too, I too am a god, since I am the son of Zeus. A small-sized god, but a god nonetheless…”


Apollo did not deign to reply to him. He had got to his feet, and had picked up his bag and his staff once more.


They finally arrived at the foot of a very high mountain, even higher than all the ones they had walked past on their way. A white cloud formed a cap on its summit. This cloud served to keep the palace of the gods hidden from view. The two brothers quickened their step as they climbed the mountainside. At the thought of discovering his father’s house, Hermes had recovered in full his joyful impatience. When he reached the summit, he was dazzled by the sight.


The walls were dressed in marble, gold and precious stones. With each step, the child discovered a room even more beautiful than the one preceding it. Bowls filled with ambrosia were laid out on low tables. Hermes dipped his hand into one of them. The ambrosia was so delicious in his mouth that the child almost wept with delight. Magnificent atria accommodated fountains from which there jetted out an amber-coloured liquid with a bewitching smell. Hermes was fascinated by this golden-hued beverage.


“What is it?” he asked, forgetting that Apollo had ordered him to remain silent.


“You will know soon enough,” replied the god curtly.


At that very moment, the double doors of the great throne room opened up. This was where the assembly of the gods was held. All the gods and goddesses were sitting in a semicircle around Zeus, the king of Olympus. And they all waited. Hermes shuddered. What would happen once Zeus learnt of the theft he had committed?




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 5


IN WHICH HERMES MEETS ZEUS, HIS FATHER




Previously: Hermes and Apollo have made a long journey in order to reach Olympus, the seat of the palace of the gods. Hermes is mesmerized by the beauty of the place. He is preparing to meet Zeus.
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When Hermes entered the council hall of the gods, his heart began to throb with great fast beats. He had just caught sight of his father, sitting at the centre of the room. So this was the man who had loved his mother to the point of giving her a child. He wore a white tunic which fell down to his feet. His long beard, his hair and his bushy eyebrows made him look severe. Yet Hermes thought he cut a fine, noble figure. He held in his hand an object which discharged a blinding light: it was the lightning bolt of the thunderstorm. “He is truly the king of kings,” Hermes told himself proudly, looking at the flashes of lightning which were the symbol of his father’s power.


“Good morning, Apollo,” said Zeus, “who’s that you’ve brought along with you?”


“It is your latest son,” replied Apollo drily. “And I have come to complain because, barely born, this scallywag has already stolen from me an entire herd of cows!”


Apollo then told the story of the disappearance of his beasts. He recounted how he had picked up the trail of their hoof prints, how he had realized that the thief had made the cows walk backwards to cover his tracks, and how he had arrived in this manner at the cave where little Hermes was sleeping. Zeus listened to his eldest son with a faintly ironic smile on his lips.


At the mention of Maia, the child’s mother, a tender glimmer flashed across his gaze. Hermes could not take his eyes off him. He had to win his father’s favour, no matter what it took. He had to attract his goodwill. Get himself adopted. He made up his mind to soften his father’s heart and he began to speak in turn:


“Dear daddy, you I love a lot. My brother Apollo, he is mean to me, he frightens me. You are not going to believe his story, are you! How could I, so very little that I am, steal fifty cows from him? I was born yesterday! Please, come to my rescue, you who are the king of kings. I am the weakest of all the gods, and you always stand by those who are weak…”


With his brown curls falling down his forehead, his bewitching smile and his sparkling eyes, Hermes was deploying all his charms. He spoke and spoke, with such natural eloquence that everyone suddenly saw the god of all the gods dissolve into hearty laughter.


Zeus knew very well that Hermes was the cow thief, since Zeus always knew everything. Yet the little fellow amused him, and he liked his cheekiness. Deep down inside he was not at all displeased to see Apollo, who was always so sure of himself, be the loser for once. Hermes could tell that he had found the right words to touch his father’s heart. The only thing left now was to win over the other gods. He looked at the gods and goddesses surrounding the throne. He did not know any of them, yet they all cast a hard and severe eye on him. How dare he speak with such easy familiarity to the master of the gods?


Zeus took the floor just then and said: “I wish that you make peace between you. You, Hermes, you shall return Apollo’s cows to him and you shall promise never to do this again. And you, Apollo, you will forgive him. Go, and come back fast.”


Hermes was thrilled. He had managed to get out of this rather well, and what is more his father had invited him to return to Olympus as quickly as possible! Yet in the hall, the gods mumbled discontentedly.


In order to mollify the crowd, Hermes suddenly had an idea. Plunging his hand inside his bag, he pulled out the piece of reed that he had collected. He brought it to his lips and blew delicately into it. A pure, clear sound came from it. A sound so light, so melodious, that a joyful rustling murmur ran through the assembly. No ear had ever heard any music like it. It was like the song of a bird, one might say, a song of joy and deliverance. Hermes had just invented the flute. And his music had given birth to a smile on everyone’s face. His music gently stroked their souls. Hermes had won.


Once Hermes had finished playing, Zeus clapped his hands. The young boy made a deep bow and left the council hall radiant, accompanied by Apollo.


Yet when he saw Apollo’s disgruntled face, he could tell that the return journey was going to be anything but easy.


How was he going to get his brother to like him?




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 6


IN WHICH HERMES SEDUCES HIS BROTHER WITH HIS LYRE




Previously: Hermes has succeeded in winning the heart of his father Zeus, and in charming the gods of Olympus with his flute. Yet he still needs to win his brother over.
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The two brothers set out on foot and headed once more towards the cave. Apollo had gone back to being sulky and surly. He did not say a word, his forehead was stubbornly hardened, his eye full of black anger. He was brooding over his humiliation. How could his father allow himself to be so seduced by this younger brother, who had dropped from the sky, that he did not punish him? Was he to replace him in Zeus’ heart? Apollo was discovering an emotion unknown to him until then: jealousy.


For his part, Hermes radiated with happiness. A single little phrase had filled him with joy, the last one that his father had uttered: “Come back fast!” He could not prevent himself from taking out his lyre so he could sing. Sometimes in life we feel so very happy that we feel the urge to dance, to cry out loud. Once again, Hermes let his joy burst out through his music. He sang of the beauty of the palace of Olympus. He sang of the happiness of knowing his father. He sang of the warmth there is deep inside one’s heart, when we know ourselves loved. He sang of the strength and power of Zeus. He also sang of the good luck of having an older brother he could admire. Then his song became more melancholy. He sang of the beautiful cow with the long horns that he loved so much. And of Maia, his mother, left alone in the cave to wait for him.


Apollo had stopped walking. He was listening to his brother in hushed amazement. Hermes’ song was so delicate that Apollo had tears in his eyes. It wasn’t for nothing that he was the god of Music and Poetry, the protector of the Arts.


“You may be very little, my brother, yet you know wondrous secrets,” he said to him. “Would you be willing to teach them to me?”


At these words, Hermes turned red to his ears. Was it possible? The great Apollo was asking him, a little two-day-old fellow, to teach him something he did not know?


He replied: “You are daddy’s firstborn son, you are his favourite. And you know so very many more things than I do! But I would happily show you how to play the lyre, and I can even give it to you as a gift, if you would like…”


Apollo seized the lyre with trembling hands, plucked a string, then two. Hermes took his hand gently and guided the fingers along the strings. Little by little a melody rose from the lyre. Apollo was deeply moved. His anger had completely disappeared.


“To thank you,” he told his brother, “I offer you my golden staff and name you herdsman of my cattle. In this way you can still see the beautiful cow with the long horns as often as you like.”


Hermes was delighted by this offer. And as he was still just a very young child, he fell on Apollo’s neck to hug him. Apollo was a little taken aback and recoiled instinctively. Then he clasped the child in his arms, and hugged him in turn.


The two brothers were about to start on their way once more when a great racket was heard. A jumbled noise of rustling, chafing and whistling coming from a thicket of dense grass by the roadside. They went hastily to see what it was, and discovered two long serpents wrestling ferociously. Jaws agape, fangs sticking out, tongues a-whistling, they sought to bite one another and they coiled and twisted in every direction. This fighting frightened Apollo, who only liked tranquillity and beauty. Hermes, for his part, was fascinated by the violence of the scene. He suddenly seized the golden staff that his brother had just offered to him and held it out towards the two serpents. Instantly the serpents ceased to fight, and they wound themselves in a double braid around the magic staff. Once united on the staff, their two heads found themselves facing each other, and they embraced one another. Hermes gave a little smile of satisfaction. He took the staff, now bearing the two reconciled snakes, and he decided that from that day onwards he would never be without it. Then he turned towards Apollo and said to him: “Shall we go then?”


That evening, the two brothers stopped to spend the night by a river. The day’s heat had been intense, but night enveloped them in a cooling mantle. Hermes made a fire under Apollo’s admiring gaze. Then he sat cross-legged by the fire and took out his flute again. He had hardly begun to play, and already Apollo longed to possess that instrument as well.


“Brother, what would you want in exchange for your flute?” he asked him.


Hermes thought carefully for a moment, then he said in a clear voice: “You know so very many things, you must surely know what will happen to me. I would like you to teach me how to tell the future.”


Apollo seemed ill at ease. “Yes, I know, but I don’t have the right to teach you that myself,” he answered. “The women who taught me to read the future, they alone can teach that skill to you as well.”


Hermes’ curiosity was inflamed: “Who are they? Where can they be found? Can you take me to them?”


“Calm down, calm down!” said his brother, smiling. “The women who taught me to foretell the future are the Thriae, the nurses of the babies of the gods. They are three old women living on Mount Parnassus. Go find them and tell them I sent you. Perhaps they will agree to entrust you with their secret…”


Hermes set out instantly for Mount Parnassus. Was he going to be able to learn the secrets of the three nurses of the babies of the gods?




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 7


IN WHICH HERMES LEARNS TO SEE AN INVISIBLE UNIVERSE




Previously: Hermes has become friends with his brother Apollo. Curious about the world he is discovering, he has made up his mind to go to see the old nurses of the babies of the gods in order to learn how to read the future.
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Hermes was thirsting to know the world. He left instantly and headed towards Mount Parnassus, taking with him his golden staff with the two intertwined snakes. He walked singing all the way. He crossed the verdant plains, then the flowering orchards. Trees with pink or yellow flowers intermingled on the grassy meadows and this vision of nature filled him with happiness.


Hermes soon arrived at the foot of Mount Parnassus. That mountain was not as high as the mountain of the gods, yet it was dark and cold, despite the springtime warmth. The more Hermes climbed, the more the herbs and flowers became scarce. Soon there were only stones.


A little brook appeared at the turn of the path. There, an old woman squatting on her heels was washing great white sheets, which served to swaddle babies. Her grey hair was done up in a tight bun. She had a beautiful face, still smooth in spite of her advanced age. Yet her eyes were unsmiling.


“What have you come here for?” she asked gruffly.


“I have been sent by the great Apollo, who loves you so very fondly, O nurse,” replied Hermes, “I would like to learn how to foretell the future.”


The nurse gazed hard at him: “Why do you wish to know what will exist? Do you already know how to see what exists around you?”


The young god hesitated and then replied: “No. Teach me.”


The stern-faced old woman beckoned to Hermes to approach. “Look down into this brook and tell me what you see,” she told him.


Hermes looked at the flowing water and replied: “Good nurse, I see nothing but water flowing on the pebbles.”


“When you leave this place, you will see there a thousand hidden treasures,” she said. She took the boy’s bundle and led him to the cave where she slept.


Hermes stayed for seven days and seven nights with the first nurse, whose name was Antalia. And she taught him to open his eyes upon the world. She taught him to observe life under a blade of grass, to smell the scent of the flowers, to recognize the taste of honey and that of salt, to love the caresses of the sun and of the wind, to listen to the voice of the earth, to hear the murmur of the stars.


By the end of the seventh day, Antalia returned to the bank of the brook with Hermes and she asked him: “Look down into these flowing waters and tell me what you see.”


Hermes squatted down on his heels over the brook and this is what he said: “I see the dancing and graceful curve of the running water, I see the golden flecks of sun reflected on its surface, I see the little silver fish huddling under this stone, I see the green seaweed rippling in the current, I see the insect skating on the surface, and I see the tracks of animals who have come to drink. I smell the fresh scent of the moss, and that of bluebells. I hear the music of the droplets as they strike against the rock. I hear the dragonflies skimming the water with their vibrating wings. I hear the song of the little frogs crouching behind the blades of grass.” Hermes stopped for an instant. He dipped his fingers into the current and brought a mouthful to his lips. “And I find again the wholesome taste of the earth and the sun in the purity of this water.” Hermes had found the key to an invisible universe. Only he who knows how to wait and how to see may enter it.


Antalia smiled at last and said: “Hermes, you now know how to see what exists around you. You may continue your way. Go and find my sister, farther up on the mountain, she might be able to help you.” The young god thanked the old nurse warmly for all that she had taught him. He picked up his golden staff once more and left, impatient to discover all the other mysteries of this world.




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 8


IN WHICH HERMES LEARNS HOW TO FORETELL THE FUTURE




Previously: Hermes has met Antalia, one of the nurses of the babies of the gods. She has revealed to him how to see the unseen around him. Now he is off again to seek out the one who will teach him to foretell the future.
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Hermes walked for a long, long time. As the path turned, he suddenly met another old woman. She was hanging on a washing line great white sheets which served to swaddle babies. The wet sheets flapped in the cold wind, which blew very hard at this altitude. This woman resembled the one he had just left, but she was older. In her tight bun, the silver hairs were more numerous than the black strands. She had the same beautiful face as Antalia, but it was already lined with numerous wrinkles. Her eyes were unsmiling.


“What have you come here for?” she asked gruffly.


“I have been sent by the great Apollo, who loves you so very fondly, O nurse,” replied Hermes, “I would like to know what will happen to me. I would like to learn how to foretell the future. And I am also sent by your younger sister, who has taught me how to look at the present.”


The nurse looked at him sternly: “Why do you wish to know what will exist?”


“So I may know who I am,” replied Hermes.


“Do you really think that the answer is to be found in the future?” said the nurse.


Hermes replied smiling: “Teach me, and we will soon find out.”


And so Hermes stayed seven days and seven nights with the second of the nurses of the babies of the gods, whose name was Roxanne. And she taught him how to foretell the future. Roxanne would toss small and smooth round pebbles into a great pool full of water. In their fall, the pebbles traced beautiful patterns in the air and then in the water as they sank down. By observing these patterns, the nurse was able to foretell all that should come to pass. On the first day, Hermes questioned her about his life later on. “You will be much loved by your father, and you shall have a fine place by his side,” said Roxanne. And she added: “Your entire life you will be a great traveller and you will be immensely curious.” On the second day, Hermes sought to find out what would become of his mother: “Maia will be proud of you all her life and she will be happy to know that you are among the gods of Olympus.” On the days that followed, Hermes himself learnt to foretell what would come to pass by following the fall of the small and smooth round pebbles in the water. By the end of the seventh day, he had mastered the art of prophesying the future. And yet the young god was still not quite satisfied in his mind.


“Well, then,” Roxanne asked, smiling, “are you now content? Do you know who you are?”


Hermes sighed and shook his head: “No, you were right, I can read the present and the future, and yet I still lack something. But I do not know what.”


“What you lack,” replied the old nurse, “is knowledge of the past. You are made of what you experience today, and of what others have experienced before you. In order to know who you are, you need to know where you come from.” At these words Hermes’ face lit up. Yes, that was it: what he sought was to know the origin of all things! “Continue on your way,” said Roxanne. “Go and see my sister, higher up on the mountain, perhaps she might be able to help you.”


Hermes thanked Roxanne for all that she had taught him, grabbed his golden staff and left. He walked for a long, long time. As the path turned, he came at last before the eldest of the three nurses of the babies of the gods. She was sitting on a small stool made of stone, and she was folding up great white sheets which served to wrap babies with. A faint gleam emanated from her wrinkled face. She had swaddled, fed and cradled the children of the gods for all eternity. Her arms were tired from having carried so many. Her hands were coarse from having caressed too much. Her voice was broken from having sung so often. Yet she was the living memory of the world. Her eyes had seen everything, since the mists of time. She was called Pausania. Hermes looked at her without saying anything. It was she who lifted up her head and said to him: “Come in, I have been expecting you.”


Hermes threw himself at her feet. And, without thinking any more, he rested his head on the old woman’s knees. “I beg you, tell me about the birth of the world,” he murmured.


She laid her furrowed hand on the child’s hair and asked him: “Are you quite sure that you wish to know all this, little one? It is a story where the forces of evil and of good fight against each other. A story from which one comes out transformed…”


Hermes shivered. “Yes, I do wish to know,” he breathed.


The old woman gave him a faint smile. She raised her hand and made a strange gesture, as though to cast a spell on Hermes, who was at her feet. He sank immediately into a deep slumber. “Since you have wished it so hard,” muttered the old woman, “you yourself will witness the birth of the world.”




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 9


IN WHICH HERMES WITNESS ES THE BIRTH OF THE WORLD




Previously: Pausania, the oldest of the nurses of the babies of the gods, has agreed to reveal to Hermes the origin of all things. Here he is projected into the past, ready to witness the birth of the world.







[image: ]











When Hermes opened his eyes, everything was darkness, a profound darkness. There wasn’t the faintest glimmer of light. He did not know where he was. He could hear nothing, nothing except an immense silence. The young god was floating in an endless vacuum. He could feel strange movements around him, as though some form of matter were stirring in silence. As though forces were growing restless in this emptiness where he found himself.


“You are inside Chaos,” a voice breathed in his ear. It was the voice of Pausania. She reassured Hermes: “You see, in the beginning there was nothing at all. Nothing except a gaping hole—Chaos. And then, all of a sudden, we do not know how, or why, goddess Earth emerged from the Chaos. Look! She is called Gaia.”


At last, something stable and solid had just been born out of this vertiginous black hole. Gaia, streaming with light, was offering herself up as the solid surface of the world. Hermes could not take his eyes off her, dazzled by this apparition. He felt protected, he felt safe, exactly as when he was still in his mother’s arms. Part of Gaia still remained plunged inside Chaos, yet the rest lifted itself upwards. She was the goddess of the earth, the mother of all things in the universe. Henceforth, all beings would have a place where they could put down their feet. She stretched herself gracefully. And it was at that moment that another god appeared above her.


“This is Uranus,” breathed the voice of Pausania in Hermes’ ear. “He is the sky!” Uranus looked powerful and protecting. Hermes saw him lie down just above Gaia, covering her entirely, like a lid. Uranus had just attached the sky for ever above the earth.


Hermes murmured: “But this earth and this sky are still empty, they do not resemble at all the earth and the sky as I know them!”


Pausania broke into a little laugh: “How impatient you are!” she replied. “We are still only at the beginning of the story… There is still someone very essential missing…”


Utterly absorbed as he was by the marvels taking place under his eyes, Hermes had not noticed the presence of another figure, who had also come out of Chaos just after Gaia. This was a very old man with a long white beard. Two silver wings were attached to his back. He was sitting very close to Hermes, and was watching fondly the meeting between Gaia-Earth and Uranus-Sky.


“How beautiful it is…” he said all of a sudden. These words made Hermes jump.


“But… but… who are you?” asked the young god, discovering his new companion.


“I am Eros,” replied the old man, “I am the god who brings love. For nothing may be born without love.”


Eros’ voice was pleasant. The kindness which could be read on the old god’s face inspired trust in Hermes. He looked once more at Gaia and Uranus as they were creating the world. Gaia had just given birth to the mountains, the hills, the valleys and the caves on the earth. Then she had fallen asleep. Leaning tenderly over her, Uranus caused a light, fertile rain to fall. This rain slid in every secret crack of the earth. Instantly, the grass emerged, the trees, the flowers and all of the earth’s plants. The light rain which continued to flow gently on Gaia filled the ponds, the streams, the rivers, then the oceans.


Hermes, eyes glistening with excitement, asked Pausania: “But why did you tell me that the story would be terrible? What I see here is wonderful!”


“It is after this that it all becomes complicated,” replied the old nurse in a dark tone, “yet you have had the answer to your first question. Now, you must go back home. Come and see me when you have more questions to ask me.”




 





To be continued…



















EPISODE 10


IN WHICH HERMES REALIZES THAT HE IS IMMORTAL




Previously: Thanks to Pausania, the old nurse of the babies of the gods, Hermes has just witnessed the birth of the world. Now he is returning to Olympus to discover his new life.
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On the way back, Hermes whistled as he looked at the valleys and the hills, the seas and the streams, the fields and the woods that he crossed. The earth was magnificent. Thanks to Pausania, he had seen all these landscapes being born. He loved the earth all the more for it.


When he was back at the palace of Olympus, Hermes did not see his father Zeus again right away. He had gone off walking on earth, as he was wont to do. He was still not back eight days later. While he waited for him to return, Hermes took the opportunity to discover his new home.


The first to greet him was Hestia, the goddess of the Hearth and one of the sisters of Zeus. She had neither husband, nor lover, nor child. Her main task was to oversee the smooth running of the palace. Hestia had welcomed Hermes with her customary gentleness. “How tired you look, come and rest, I will lead you to your room,” the goddess had said to him in her sweet voice. And Hermes had instantly taken a liking to her, like everyone in the palace. Hestia, with her round face, her discreet smile, her chubby arms and above all her sweet voice, looked as though she had been born to sing cradle songs. It was by her side that Hermes learnt the habits of the palace of the gods.


Hermes was rather fond of food, so he began with the palace kitchens. Hestia and the maidservants never said no to him, and readily offered him good things to eat. Yet it was especially around the mysterious fountains that Hermes kept turning. He loved to admire the amber liquid which flowed in great tides in the palace atria. The first time that he had dared slip his finger under the fountain, he brought it hastily to his lips. The taste was exquisite. He glanced about him: no one was looking. And so he plunged both his hands in the fountain and drank avidly in long sips. The beverage poured down his throat like a caress. As though it were a promise fulfilled. Hermes suddenly felt himself invincible. Soon afterwards he noticed that all the gods who lived in the palace served themselves drink from the fountains.


One day, he was gorging himself on the golden beverage when he noticed a young girl, looking at him enviously as he drank. She was one of Hestia’s maidservants. He beckoned her to approach and come and drink with him. Yet she shook her head to say no, and ran away. Hermes came across the young maidservant several times, several times he offered to share with her the delicious drink, yet she always refused, and would run off without a word.


“Are you quite happy here, my nephew?” asked gentle Hestia one day. “Do you have everything you need?”


“Yes, aunt, thank you,” replied Hermes. “But I would like you to explain to me what this strange beverage is, which flows from every fountain in the palace. And why your maidservants refuse to dip their lips in it.”


A smile lit up the goddess’ face. “You speak of our precious nectar. It is reserved for the gods alone; this is why my maidservants cannot taste it. It is the drink which renders us immortal.”


Immortal? So then the gods themselves never died? Hermes was left speechless. And so he, Hermes, would never die either?




 





To be continued…
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