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Note: In this book, I am updating the 1928 public-domain translation of J.H. Mozley. My intention is to make the translation more easily accessible to modern readers, mostly by adding explanatory material throughout the translation but also by doing such things as simplifying word choice and sentence structure. 

This edition contains significant new material that is not found in J.H. Mozley’s 1928 edition. 

***
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Some repetition will be found in this book. Statius refers to several myths without explaining them. The readers of this book will probably include high school seniors and college first-year students who are unfamiliar with these myths. I have included several short retellings of the myths. If a myth is referred to more than once, often I will repeat the short summary, beginning with the words “A recap.” This may be annoying at first, but readers will quickly learn to scan or skip those paragraphs. Repetition can an effective teaching tool. Also, some readers may read only one or a few chapters.

I, David Bruce, am listing myself as editor. This will help people to know what they are getting. People who want only Mozley’s translation without my changes can get it. 



Dedicated to Carl Eugene Bruce and Josephine Saturday Bruce

My father, Carl Eugene Bruce, died on 24 October 2013. He used to work for Ohio Power, and at one time, his job was to shut off the electricity of people who had not paid their bills. He sometimes would find a home with an impoverished mother and some children. Instead of shutting off their electricity, he would tell the mother that she needed to pay her bill or soon her electricity would be shut off. He would write on a form that no one was home when he stopped by because if no one was home he did not have to shut off their electricity.

The best good deed that anyone ever did for my father occurred after a storm that knocked down many power lines. He and other linemen worked long hours and got wet and cold. Their feet were freezing because water got into their boots and soaked their socks. Fortunately, a kind woman gave my father and the other linemen dry socks to wear.

My mother, Josephine Saturday Bruce, died on 14 June 2003. She used to work at a store that sold clothing. One day, an impoverished mother with a baby clothed in rags walked into the store and started shoplifting in an interesting way: The mother took the rags off her baby and dressed the infant in new clothing. My mother knew that this mother could not afford to buy the clothing, but she helped the mother dress her baby and then she watched as the mother walked out of the store without paying.

My father was a union member who always voted for the Democratic party. He said, “When a Democrat is President, I can find work. When a Republican is President, sometimes I can’t find work.”

NOTE: Tax the rich, eliminate corporate welfare, raise the minimum wage, establish universal healthcare, educate the poor (and everyone else), and be the good person your dog thinks you are.

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.

Human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception.

A Buddhist monk visiting a class wrote this on the chalkboard: “EVERYONE WANTS TO SAVE THE WORLD, BUT NO ONE WANTS TO HELP MOM DO THE DISHES.” The students laughed, but the monk then said, “Statistically, it’s highly unlikely that any of you will ever have the opportunity to run into a burning orphanage and rescue an infant. But in the smallest gesture of kindness — a warm smile, holding the door for the person behind you, shoveling the driveway of the elderly person next door — you have committed an act of immeasurable profundity, because to each of us, our life is our universe.”

In February of 1938, floods struck the San Joaquin Valley. To help people, author John Steinbeck worked with Tom Collins, who managed a camp for people who had migrated to California during the Great Depression to look for work. Together, they found a mother and her children. The mother was near starvation because she had given all the food to her children. Mr. Steinbeck walked two miles to a store to buy food for the mother and her children. Some public health nurses who had visited the area had left because they felt that the problem was too big for their efforts to make much improvement. Mr. Steinbeck disagreed with this view, saying that “the argument that one person’s effort can’t really do anything doesn’t seem to apply when you come on a bunch of starving children and you have a little money.” In 1939, a university student asked Mr. Steinbeck about his philosophy of life. Mr. Steinbeck replied, “I don’t like people to be hurt or hungry or unnecessarily sad. It’s just as simple as that.” 

In her book titled I Have Chosen to Stay and Fight, comedian Margaret Cho writes, “I believe that we get complimentary snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all receive them in a different way.” For Ms. Cho, many of her snack-size portions of the afterlife come in hip hop music. Other people get different snack-size portions of the afterlife, and we all must be on the lookout for them when they come our way. And perhaps doing good deeds and experiencing good deeds are snack-size portions of the afterlife.

Form good habits. Do not form bad habits.



Roman Gods and Goddesses

The Greek gods and goddesses have Roman equivalents. The Roman name is followed by the Greek name. I have tended to use the Roman name even when Statius occasionally uses the Greek name.

Apollo: Apollo (same name). He is often called Phoebus Apollo or Phoebus.

Ceres: Demeter

Bacchus: Dionysus

Diana: Artemis 

Hercules: Heracles. Hercules became a god after his death.

Juno: Hera

Jupiter (aka Jove): Zeus

Latona: Leto

Mars: Ares

Mercury: Hermes

Minerva: Athena. This goddess is also known as Tritonia because she was born near the Libyan lake Tritonis.

Neptune: Poseidon

Ops: Rhea

Pluto: Hades

Proserpine: Persephone

Saturn: Cronus

Venus: Aphrodite

Vulcan: Hephaestus

Notes: 

A Cyclops is a one-eyed giant who created the thunderbolts used as weapons by Jupiter. The plural of “Cyclops” is “Cyclopes.” 

The Romans referred to the Greek Odysseus as Ulysses.

Statius uses many patronymics in his Thebaid. For example, Hercules is often called “Alcides,” which means “descendant of Alcaeus.” Alcaeus was the father of Amphitryon. Hercules is a divine hero in Greek mythology. He is the son of Jupiter and Alcmene, and the foster son of Amphitryon, who was married to Alcmene. In this book, I have tended to use actual names (e.g. “Hercules”) rather than patronymics (e.g. “Alcides”).

The Furies were goddesses of vengeance who pursued and punished people who had killed parents. When Orestes, son of Agamemnon, killed his mother, Clytemnestra, because she had killed his father, the Furies pursued him. They were horrible looking with snakes for hair. Orestes went to Thebes, where a trial was held to determine if he was innocent or guilty. The goddess Athens cast the vote that declared that Orestes was not guilty. Thereafter, the Furies were known as the Eumenides, aka the Kindly Ones. No longer was vengeance always meted out; instead, there was room in some cases for mercy.



Preface: Oedipus

Oedipus was born in Thebes to King Laius and Queen Jocasta. A prophecy said that Oedipus would grow up, kill his father, and marry his mother. Trying to keep the prophecy from becoming true, King Laius pierced Oedipus’ ankles and left him alone and exposed to weather and wild animals on a mountainside. A shepherd found the injured infant and took pity on him. King Polypus and Queen Merope of Corinth raised Oedipus to adulthood. 

Oedipus learned from the Oracle at Delphi that he would murder his father and marry his mother, so to protect King Polypus and Queen Merope of Corinth, he journeyed to Thebes. Along the way, he met an older man at a place where three roads met, quarreled with him, and killed him.

In Thebes, he found that King Laius had recently been killed, and that the Sphinx — a creature with the head of a woman and the body of a lion — was terrorizing the city. To defeat the Sphinx, Oedipus had to correctly answer her riddle:

What has four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three legs in the evening?

The correct answer is a human being, which crawls on all fours as a baby and uses a cane as an old person.

His reward for freeing Thebes from the Sphinx was to become the new King of Thebes and to marry the late king’s widow.

Years later, a plague devastated Thebes. A prophet said that someone was polluting the city: the person who had killed King Laius. Oedipus searched for that person. He discovered that the old man he had quarreled with and killed on his journey from the Delphic Oracle was King Laius.

Horrified by the realization that he had fulfilled the prophecy that he would kill his father and marry his mother, he blinded himself.

In Sophocles’ play Oedipus Rex, Queen Jocasta hangs herself, but in Statius’ Seven Against Thebes, she is still alive and miserable.

At the beginning of the Thebaid (the title means “an epic poem about Thebes”), Oedipus asks the gods to curse his two sons, Eteocles and Polynices, and make them quarrel. Oedipus does this because he felt that his two sons had disrespected him. 

In the Thebaid, Eteocles and Polynices both want to rule Thebes. They decide to take turns ruling the city. Eteocles would rule for one year, and Polynices would rule for the next year, and so on.

After ruling Thebes for the first year, Eteocles refused to allow Polynices to rule Thebes for the following year. Angry, Polynices raised an army to attack Thebes so he could rule the city.

The seven against Thebes are seven leaders or generals or champions. The city of Thebes has seven gates, so one general commands the forces attacking each gate. 
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CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1: 1-45 — Invocation to the Nine Muses.
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The Pierian spring is a spring of water, yet fire springs from its depths to inspire me to tell the tale of conflict between brothers.

As well it should. The Pierian spring is sacred to the nine Muses and to the nine daughters of Pierus, a king of Emathia in Macedonia. The Pierides, as the nine mortal daughters are called, challenged the nine Muses, immortal goddesses all, to a contest to see who was better in the practice of the arts. As you would expect, the Pierides lost. The arts are important, but achieving a high level of mastery of them requires much work, an often-humbling experience. Alexander Pope wrote this couplet in his 1711 poem: “A little learning is a dang’rous thing; / Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring.”

Yet the Pierian fire inspires me, Statius, to tell the tale of Eteocles and Polynices, the two sons of Odysseus who agreed to share the rule of Thebes, a city in Boeotia, yet the agreement led to hatred. Their agreement was that each brother would alternate ruling Thebes for a year. Eteocles ruled for the first year, but he refused to then allow his brother, Polynices, to rule for a year. Exiled, Polynices gathered soldiers, and he and six military leaders — the seven champions against Thebes — attacked. 

Yes, the Pierian fire inspires me to tell all this tale of Thebes.

Muses, tell me where to begin.

Should I start by telling how the Theban race of people began? Shall I tell of Europa, of Agenor, and of Cadmus?

While in the form of a bull, Jupiter, king of the gods, had kidnapped Europa, Cadmus’ sister, carrying her from her home in Sidon, Phoenicia (present-day Lebanon), to the island of Crete. Europe is named after her. Ordered by Agenor, his father, the King of Sidon, Cadmus set off on a quest to find Europa, but the Oracle of Delphi commanded him to abandon that search and instead to found a city. The Oracle commanded Cadmus to follow a cow until it lay down. Wherever it lay down was the spot that Cadmus should found his city. That city was Thebes, and to get citizens for his city, Cadmus had to slay a dragon and sow its teeth, which grew into warriors. The goddess Minerva gave Cadmus a stone and told him to throw it at a warrior. He did, and the warrior, angry, attacked his neighboring warrior. The warriors fought all day, until only five warriors remained alive. Cadmus asked them to join him in building a city, and the city of Thebes was founded by Phoenicians such as Cadmus and his men and by natives of the land of Boeotia.

The Spartoi were the armed warriors who sprang up from the dragon’s teeth that Cadmus sowed in a field. Most of the Spartoi died on the day they sprang up. Only a few survived to help Cadmus found Thebes.

Shall I tell the tale of Amphion?

Amphion and Zethus, two sons of Antiope, were the builders of the walls of the city of Thebes. The two men built the walls of Thebes with boulders. With great difficulty, Zethus lifted a boulder, but Amphion played a lyre that the god Mercury had given him and as he played it a boulder twice as big as the boulder that Zethus carried followed him and set itself in its position in the wall.

Shall I tell the tale of Bacchus and Juno?

Bacchus’ mother, Semele, was the youngest daughter of Cadmus. After Jupiter made Semele pregnant with Bacchus, Juno (Jupiter’s wife), who hated her husband’s affairs, visited Semele and made her doubt that Jupiter was really the father of her fetus. Therefore, Semele made Jupiter swear an inviolable oath that he would give her something she wanted. He did, and Semele said that she wanted Jupiter to reveal himself to her in his full glory. Jupiter, who knew what would happen, did not want to do this — the gods do not appear in their full glory to humans for good reason — but Semele insisted. Because the oath Jupiter had sworn was inviolable, he appeared before her in his full glory, and the sight incinerated her. But Mercury rescued from the flames the fetus she was carrying and gave it to Jupiter, who sewed it into his thigh from which it was later born. Because of this, Bacchus was known as the twice-born — both Semele and Jupiter had carried him as a fetus.

Shall I tell the tale of Athamas and Palaemon?

Juno made King Athamas, the husband of Ino, Semele’s sister and the daughter of Cadmus, become insane. Ino, the Queen of Thebes, had made Juno angry by raising Bacchus, who was Ino’s nephew and Jupiter’s son. After Juno drove King Athamas insane, he saw his wife coming toward him with two sons — each of her arms held a son. He thought that she was a lioness and his two sons were lion cubs, and he wanted to kill them. He killed one son, whose name was Learchus, with an arrow. Trying to escape Athamas, his wife and her other son, who was named Melicertes, drowned. After their deaths, Ino and Melicertes were deified. Ino became the goddess Leucothea, and Melicertes became the god Palaemon. 

No, I will not tell these tales about the sorrows and joys of Cadmus. The theme of my epic poem shall be the family of Oedipus and his sons Eteocles and Polynices.

Not yet may I write about the battle standards of Italy and the triumphs of the North. I will not yet write about the Roman Emperor Domitian’s campaigns against Germans and Dacians [who lived in what is now Romania].

Not yet may I write about the Rhine River twice brought beneath our Roman yoke and the Ister River [the lower Danube] twice made subject to our law and the Dacians hurled down from their conspiring mount.

Not yet may I write about the part that Domitian took in the fighting on the Capitoline Hill between Flavians and Vitellians in C.E. 69. This fighting was between supporters of Vitellius and those of the Flavian dynasty. I will not write about how in those days of scarce-approaching manhood Jove [Domitian] was defended from attack. Eventually On December 20, forces loyal to Vespasian, Domitian’s father, captured the city. On December 21, the Roman Senate recognized Vespasian as Emperor. 

Not yet may I write about you, Domitian, O glory added to the Latin name. You succeeded early to your father’s [the Roman Emperor Vespasian’s] latest exploits, and Rome longs for you to be her own forever.

Domitian, although a closer bound confines the stars, and the shining quarter of the sky — the south when lit by the sun — that knows nothing of the Pleiades, which are part of the constellation Tauris in the northern hemisphere, or of Boreas, who is the god of the North Wind, or of rending thunderbolts thrown by Jupiter from Mount Olympus, may tempt you ......

Domitian, although the god Apollo, who curbs the fiery-footed steeds, may set with his own hand upon your locks the exalted radiance of his diadem, or ... 

Domitian, although Jupiter may yield you an equal portion of the great heaven, splitting its governance between you and him ...

Domitian, despite these temptations, abide here, contented with the governance of men. You shall be lord of earth and sea, and you shall give constellations to the sky. The stars are exalted spirits, and you shall decide which exalted spirits here on earth shall become exalted spirits in the heavenly constellations.

A time shall come when Pierian frenzy makes me bold, and I shall recount your deeds, but now I tune my harp only to the singing of Theban weapons and the scepter fatal to two rulers. I will sing of their madness unchecked by death and the strife of flames in the dissension of the funeral pyre.

Yes, I shall sing of Eteocles and Polynices, who each wanted to rule Thebes, but who were unable to peacefully share power. Each man died, and when they were cremated, even their flames separated, unwilling to burn together.

I shall sing of kings’ bodies lacking burial and of cities drained by mutual slaughter. 

I shall sing of when the dark-blue waters of the spring Dirce near Thebes blushed red with Lernaean gore, and when the sea-nymph Thetis, the mother of Achilles, stood aghast seeing the Ismenos River, which was once accustomed to graze arid banks, flowing down with mighty heaps of slain warriors. 

Which hero do you first make my theme, Clio, Muse of history? 

Shall I write first about Tydeus, the father of Diomedes, uncontrolled in wrath? 

[Tydeus dies at the end of Book 8.]

Shall I write about the sudden chasm that gaped for the laurel-crowned prophet: Amphiaraus? 

Amphiaraus was one of the seven generals of the army marching against Thebes and Eteocles. He foresaw that he would die if he fought against Thebes, but his wife wanted him to go on the military expedition. During the attack on Thebes, the earth opened, and he fell into the chasm, dying as he had foreseen. 

[Amphiaraus disappears into the chasm near the end of Book 7.]

Distraught Hippomedon, too, repelling his river-foe with corpses, demands my song.

[Hippomedon dies in Book 9.]

I also must lament the gallant Arcadian — Parthnopaeus —and his wars.

[Parthnopaeus dies in Book 9.]

And I must sing with a yet fiercer thrill the fate of Capaneus.

[Capaneus dies near the end of Book 10.]

Eteocles and Polynices die at Thebes, as do the other five heroes just now mentioned. The only leader of the seven leaders against Thebes to make it home alive was King Adrastus.

[Eteocles and Polynices die near the beginning of Book 11.]​
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Chapter 1: 46-87 — Oedipus Invokes the Fury Tisiphone.
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Oedipus was blind. Discovering that he had murdered his father and married his mother and had children with her, he had destroyed his eyes so that he might live in eternal night. Although he lived secluded in darkness, in a dwelling that sunlight could not reach, yet his mind was filled with light that revealed what he would keep hidden, and the Avenging Furies that torment the murderers of kin continually made painful his heart.

Miserable, Oedipus showed to the heavens and the gods his empty eye sockets, and then he beat on the ground with his hands to summon the infernal spirits. 

Oedipus prayed:

“Gods who rule guilty souls and Tartarus, which is crowded with the worst sinners ....”

One of the worst sinners is Tantalus, who was so proud that he tried to fool the gods. He killed and cooked his own son, Pelops, and he put the meat into a stew that he served the gods. The gods knew the trick, however, so they did not eat the stew — except the goddess Ceres, who ate part of Pelops’ shoulder. Outraged, the gods brought Pelops to life again and gave him a shoulder made from ivory, and they sentenced Tantalus to eternal torment in Tartarus. He stands in a stream of water, and branches heavily laden with ripe fruit are overhead, yet Tantalus is eternally thirsty and hungry. Whenever Tantalus bends over to drink from the stream, the water dries up. Whenever Tantalus reaches overhead to seize a piece of fruit, a breeze blows the fruit just out of his reach.

Oedipus continued his prayer: 

“God of the Styx River, although I am blind, I clearly see you ...

“Tisiphone, the Fury to whom so often I pray ...”

The Furies — who have snakes for hair — wreak vengeance when someone kills a member of his or her family. 

In Virgil’s Aeneid, Tisiphone, one of the Furies, guards the gate to Tartarus. When guilty souls come to Tartarus, Tisiphone whips them and sends them through the gate — a gate from which they will not exit. Inside the gate is another monster: the Hydra with its fifty heads and fifty mouths.

Oedipus continued his prayer:

“I pray to you now to favor and further my unnatural wish.”

As will be seen, his wish was unnatural because it was against nature. Parents naturally love their children, but Oedipus was going to pray that his two sons — Eteocles and Polynices — would be cursed.

Oedipus continued his prayer:

“If in anything I have found favor ...

“Tisiphone, if you cherished me and held me to your chest when I fell from my mother’s womb and if you healed the wounds of my pierced feet ...

“If I sought the lake of Cirrha where it winds between the two summits of the range so I could consult the Delphic Oracle, when I could have instead lived contented with my false-father Polybus ...”

Polybus is a false-father in that he is not Oedipus’ biological father. He and his queen raised Oedipus from when he was an infant.

Oedipus continued his prayer:

“If in the Phocian strait where three ways meet, I grappled with the aged king and cleft the visage of the trembling dotard while searching for my true father ...

“If in accordance with the prophecy, I solved the riddle of the cruel Sphinx ...

“If I knew exulting the sweet ecstasy and deadly union of my mother’s bed, and passed many an unholy night there, and begot sons for you, as well you know I did ... and you also know that soon, greedy for punishment, I blinded myself with tearing fingers and left my eyes upon the body of my wretched mother ...

“Then hear me to the end, if my prayer is worthy and is such a prayer that you would inspire a madman to utter. 

“Sightless though I was and driven from my throne, my sons, despite the bed on which they were begotten, did not give me guidance or consolation in my grief. No, they were haughty and stinging, and they were raised to royalty with me long lowered. They mock my blindness and abhor their father’s groans. 

“Do these my sons also hold me accursed? 

“Does the father of gods see how they treat me, and does nothing? 

“Tisiphone, you at least, my due defender, come here, and begin a work of vengeance that will blast their seed forever! Set on your head the gore-drenched crown that my bloody fingernails tore off, and inspired by my — their father’s — curses, go between the two brothers, and with the sword cut the binding ties of kinship. 

“Grant to me, you queen of Tartarus’ abyss, grant to me that I shall see the evil that my soul desires. The spirit of the youths will not be slow to follow; they will easily hate each other.

“Tisiphone, come and be worthy of yourself. You shall know that they are true sons of mine.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: 88-113 — The Fury Tisiphone Goes to Thebes.
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Oedipus prayed, and the cruel goddess — the Fury Tisiphone — turned her grim face to listen. By chance she sat beside dismal Cocytus, one of the rivers in the Land of the Dead, and she had loosed the snakes that were her hair to allow them to drink the sulfurous waters. 

Immediately, faster than the lightning bolts of Jupiter or falling stars, she leapt up from the gloomy bank of the Cocytus. The crowd of phantoms in the Land of Dead gave way before her, fearing to meet their queen.

Journeying through the shadows and the fields dark with many assembled ghosts, she hastened to the gate of Taenarus, one of the entrances to the Land of the Dead whose threshold none may cross and return. This gate was a cave in the main peninsula of the southern Peloponnese.

Day felt her presence, and Night summoned dark clouds for her and startled Day’s shining steeds. These are the shining horses that drive the Sun-chariot across the sky each day.

Towering Atlas shuddered far in the distance and shifted the weight of heaven upon his trembling shoulders. Atlas holds up the sky, and when he shifts the sky’s weight, stars and meteors fall from the sky.

Rising aloft from the valley of Malea — the southeastern promontory of the Peloponnese — Tisiphone hurried as she traveled the well-known way to Thebes, for on no errand is she swifter to go to and to return from than Thebes. Not even Tartarus itself pleases her so well as its parallel: Thebes. 

Shading her face were a hundred erect horned snakes, the thronging terror of her awful head. Deep within her sunken eyes glowed a light of iron hue, as when Thessalian magic spells in that land of witches make the moving Moon redden through the clouds.

Suffused with venom, her skin swelled with pus. A fiery vapor issued from her evil mouth, bringing upon mankind unquenchable thirst and sickness and famine and universal death. 

From her shoulders fell a stark and grisly robe, whose dark fastenings met upon her breast: Atropos and Proserpine herself fashioned and maintained this garb for her. Yes, one of the Fates and the Queen of the Land of the Dead took care of Tisiphone’s clothing.

The three Fates determine the length of mortal lives. Clotho spins the thread of life, Lachesis measures it, and Atropos cuts it. When a mortal’s thread of life is cut, the mortal dies. 

Proserpine (her Roman name), aka Persephone (her Greek name), was gathering flowers, when Pluto, god of the Underworld, entranced by her beauty, made her his bride and took her with him away from her mother: Ceres, the goddess of agriculture, who mourned. (Her Greek name is Demeter.) Because Ceres mourned, nothing grew, and Jupiter sent the messenger god Mercury to bring Proserpine back to the Land of the Living. But because she had eaten some pomegranate seeds, she was forced to spend one-half of the year with Pluto in the underworld, and so Humankind now endures Winter during part of the year, having lost the eternal Spring that Adam and Eve enjoyed in the Garden of Eden.

Then Tisiphone shook both of her hands in wrath. One hand gleamed with a funeral torch, while the other hand lashed the air with a live water-snake. 
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Chapter 1: 114-196 The Fury Tisiphone Sows Division in Thebes.
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Tisiphone halted where the sheer heights of the vast Theban mountain named Cithaeron (Mount Cithaeron is sacred to Bacchus) rose to meet the sky, and she sent forth from her snaky locks fierce repeated hisses, a signal to the land, whereupon the whole shore of the Achaean gulf and the realm of Pelops — the entire Peloponnese — echoed far and wide. 

Mount Parnassus in mid-heaven heard it, as did the turbulent river Eurotas. The din rocked the mountain Oete in Thessaly, and the Corinthian Isthmus that connected the Peloponnese to the mainland scarcely withstood the waves on either side. 

With her own hand Leucothea, formerly known as Ino, snatched her son Palaemon from the curved back of his straying dolphin steed and pressed him to her bosom to keep him away from danger. 

Then the Fury Tisiphone swooped headlong upon the palace towers in Thebes. She immediately cast upon the house its habitual gloom.

Troubled dismay seized the brothers’ hearts, and the madness of their race inspired them, as did envy that feels hate and discontent when witnessing the happiness of others. Also inspiring the two brothers was fear that causes hate. 

But love was also present: the fierce love of power that can break a mutual covenant because of ambition that will not accept second place. The dearer joy of sole supremacy was present, but also present was the discord and trouble that accompany shared, partnered rule. 

A farmer can eagerly unite under the plow-yoke two picked bullocks of the savage herd, but they can be indignant — for not yet has the plow frequently bowed those arching necks to the sinewy shoulders — and so the two bullocks pull in different directions and with well-matched strength they break the harness and make badly executed furrows in the plowland. 

Like the two bullocks, the two brothers furiously disagreed and became enraged. But they eventually agreed to take turns ruling in Thebes and being in exile away from Thebes. For one year, so they agreed, one brother will rule, and the other will be in exile, and then the next year they will switch positions.

But this agreement will result in hate and discontent. Whichever brother is ruling Thebes will be aware that the year of rule will pass quickly and the year of exile will arrive quickly. But this is the agreement the brother made; this is the way they avoided a battle with weapons.

This agreement would not last longer than a year.

Yet Thebes was not then rich. No ceilings glittered with thick plates of yellow gold, nor did quarried Grecian pillars bear aloft vast halls that could easily provide room for a crowded mass of clients. No spears kept guard over a monarch’s troubled slumbers, and no sentinels groaned at the recurring duty of the watch. No one thought to entrust precious stones to the wine-cup, nor to soil gold with food. Thebes had no gold goblets or plates.

It was for naked power that the two brothers eventually armed; a poor, starveling realm was their cause of battle. 

And while they quarreled over which of the two shall plow scant Thebes’ squalid fields, or boast himself on the Tyrian exile’s — Cadmus’ — lowly throne, the laws of God and man were broken, righteousness perished, and honor was not present in either life or death. 

Misery! Unhappy ones! What limits do you set to your wrath? What if you dared so impiously the sky’s farthest boundaries, on which the sun looks when he issues from the eastern gate and when he sinks into his Iberian — western — haven, or the far-off lands the sun touches with slanting devious rays, lands that the North Wind freezes or the moist South Wind warms with fiery breath! What if the wealth of Phrygia and Tyre were gathered as the prize! 

But Thebes had little or none of that vast territory and wealth.

A land of horror and a God-accursed city was enough to rouse your hatred, and hell’s madness was the price of sitting in the seat of Oedipus!

The two brothers cast lots to determine who would rule Thebes the first year, and Polynices lost, with the result that he would go into exile for a year.

How proud a day was this for you, fierce tyrant — Eteocles — when alone and unchallenged in your palace, you looked and knew that all the power was yours, all other men were your subjects, and every head bowed to you beneath your rule! 

Yet already murmurs were creeping among the Theban people. The people were at silent disagreement with its prince, Eteocles, and, as is usual of a crowd, they love the claimant to the throne — Polynice — and not the person already sitting in it.

One citizen among them, whose chief thought it was to hurt by mean and venomous speech and never to bear the yoke of rulers with submissive neck, said: 

“Is this the lot that the hard Fates have appointed for our Theban land: yearly to change those whom we must fear, and to give uncertain allegiance to alternating rulers? 

“From hand to hand, the Fates toss the destinies of peoples and according to their own desire they make Fortune fickle. 

“Am I always to serve princes who take their turn of exile? 

“Great Lord of heaven and earth — Jupiter — is this your will and purpose for your realm here on earth? 

“Does the ancient omen still have power for Thebes? 

“Cadmus, who was ordered to search the Carpathian sea in vain for the winsome burden — the pretty Europa — of the Sidonian bull, founded an exile’s kingdom in the Boeotian fields, and in the gaping of the pregnant earth — the rising of warriors sown from a dragon’s teeth. Did he bequeath the warfare of brethren as an omen to his posterity forever? 

“See how the tyrant Eteocles, rid of his colleague, rises erect more fiercely threatening under cruel brows! What terror in his look! How overbearing his pride! Will this man ever stoop to subject rank? But the other — Polynices — was gentle to our entreaties, friendly in his speech, and more patient of what is right. And why not? He was not alone. He was in our midst.”

The citizen’s implication was that Polynices may have been gentle with the citizens because he did not have power; however, once he had the power that Eteocles now had, then he would be cruel.

Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.

The citizen continued: 

“A worthless crowd indeed are we, ready for every chance, at the bidding of every lord, whoever he is! As the sails yield to the cold North Wind on this side and to the cloudy East Wind on that side, and the vessel’s fate hangs wavering —the cruel, intolerable lot of peoples to be racked by doubt and fear — so now one commands and the other threatens.”

The citizen’s implication was that if Polynices gained power, he may be as much of a tyrant as his brother, Eteocles. 
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Chapter 1: 197-248 — Jupiter Addresses the Gods.
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By Jove’s command, the High Court and chosen council of the gods had assembled in the spacious halls of the revolving sphere, in heaven’s inmost depths. Equally removed from heaven’s inmost depths is the whole world’s extent. The east and west, and the earth and sea outspread beneath the infinite sky are all equally distant from this place. 

Proudly, the king of gods and men — Jupiter himself —moved through the halls, making all present tremble, yet his countenance was serene, and he took his seat on the starry throne. None of the heavenly ones dared to sit in his presence, until the sire himself with tranquil hand permitted them. 

A crowd of wandering demigods and Rivers (which are related to the high clouds) and Winds, whose clamors are hushed because of fear, thronged the golden halls. All the arching vaults of heaven gleamed with majesty, the heights glowed with a fuller radiance, and a light that was not of earth bloomed upon the portals. 

When quiet was commanded and heaven’s sphere fell silent, Jupiter began to speak from his lofty throne — his sacred words had authority and immutable power, and Destiny waited upon his voice: 

“I complain about Earth’s transgressions, and about Humankind’s mind that no Avenging Powers can satiate. Am I forever to be exhausted because of my punishing the wicked? I am weary of venting my anger with the flashing lightning bolt, the busy arms of the Cyclopes have been exhausted for a long time because of overwork, and the fires that serve the Cyclopes’ anvils in the Aeolian islands fade instead of roar. 

“True, in the past, I once allowed the sun’s steeds to run free of an incompetent driver, and heaven to be burned with their straying wheels and earth to be fouled with the ashes that once were Phaëthon.”

When Phaëthon demanded proof that Helios, the Sun-god, was his father, he made Helios swear an inviolable oath that he would grant Phaëthon a wish. After Helios made the inviolable oath, Phaëthon demanded that he be allowed to drive the Sun-chariot that brought light to earth. Phaëthon could not control the horses, he nearly destroyed the earth, and Jupiter was forced to save the earth by throwing a thunderbolt at Phaëthon and killing him so that Helios could again drive the Sun-chariot.

Jupiter continued:

“Yet this achieved nothing. Humankind continued to sin.

“Nor did you, Neptune, my brother, achieve the desired result when with your strong spear you sent the sea flooding widely over the forbidden land in the Great Flood. 

“Now I am descending to inflict punishment on two houses, — two families — each of which I am myself an ancestor. One family is in Argos, one of whose kings was the hero Perseus, and the other is in Thebes in Boeotia.”

King Adrastus, the King of Argos, will wage war against Thebes after taking the side of the exiled Polynices. The royal families of Argos and Thebes are both descended from Jupiter’s son Epaphus (an ancestor of Perseus and of Cadmus), and so Jupiter is an ancestor of both royal families.

Argos is both a region and the name of the major city in that region. Thebes is located in the region known as Boeotia.

Jupiter continued:

“In both families the innate bad character abides.

“Who does not know about Cadmus’ causing the bloodshed of most of the warriors who grew from the planted teeth of a dragon? 

“Who does not know about the array of warring Furies so often summoned from the depths of hell?”

The Furies punish those people who murder relatives. Oedipus murdered his father, and when his sons mistreated him, he called the Fury Tisiphone to cause pain for his sons.

Agamemnon was the ruler of Mycenae in the region of Argos, and the leader of the Greek armies in the Trojan War, which occurred the war of the Seven Champions against Thebes. Agamemnon was murdered by his wife, Clytemnestra, when he returned home from the war. To avenge Agamemnon’s death, his son, Orestes, killed Clytemnestra. The Furies then pursued him. This myth is told in Aeschylus’ Oresteia.

Jupiter continued:

“Who does not know about the mothers’ unhallowed joys and frenzies as they roam in the forests and worship Bacchus?”

In Euripides’ tragedy Bacchae, Pentheus, a king of Thebes, is torn into pieces by the frenzied worshippers of Bacchus, whose Greek name is Dionysus. 

Jupiter continued:

“Who does not know about the reproaches of gods that must be veiled in silence?”

The “reproaches of gods” is ambiguous. It can mean the bad deeds of mortals against the gods or the bad deeds of the gods against mortals. Since many of the bad deeds are sexually immortal in nature and involve sex between gods and mortals, the bad deeds may involve both the bad deeds of mortals against the gods or the bad deeds of the gods against mortals.

Semele was a citizen of Thebes and the mother of Bacchus. Jupiter seduced or raped her: To the ancient Greek and Roman gods, seduction and rape were much the same thing. These gods are. Not omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient, or omnibenevolent. Manipulated by Juno, Jupiter’s jealous wife, Semele demanded that Jupiter prove that he was a god: She demanded that Jupiter let her see his true form. This is forbidden knowledge. Having sworn an inviolable oath, Jupiter, the god of lightning, revealed himself to Semele, and the sight incinerated her.

Jupiter continued:

“Scarcely would the period of day or passing night avail me to recount the impious doings of the race of the Thebans in Boeotia and the Argives in Argos. Indeed, this unnatural heir — Oedipus — has even ventured to climb into his father’s bed and defile the womb of his innocent mother, returning — incestuous horror! — to his own life’s origin. 

“Yet he has made everlasting atonement to the gods above by casting away from himself the light of day. He has made himself blind, and he no longer feeds upon the air of heaven. But his sons did an unspeakable deed and trampled on his eyes as they fell. 

“Now, Oedipus, now are your prayers fulfilled, you terrible old man! You are deserving, yes, deserving in your blindness to hope that I, Jove, will be your avenger. 

“I will send new grief upon the guilty realm of Thebes, and I will uproot the whole stock of the deadly race. Let the gift of King Adrastus’ daughter and her ill-omened nuptials furnish me the seeds of war.”

In an alliance, Polynices will marry the daughter of King Adrastus of Argos, and then Polynices and King Adrastus and five other champions will war against Thebes.

Jupiter continued:

“This race of the Argives in Argos I am also resolved to scourge with punishment, for never has the deceit of Tantalus, nor the crime of the pitiless banquet been forgotten in the secret counsels of my heart.”

In the Thebaid, Tantalus was a King of Argos, although in other sources, Tantalus was a king elsewhere. Mythology frequently has such contradictions.

So spoke Jupiter the Almighty. 
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Chapter 1: 248-282 — Juno, Jupiter’s Wife, Replies to Jupiter.
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Wounded by Jupiter’s words and nursing a heart inflamed with sudden wrath, Juno spoke up: 

“Is it I, then, most ‘just’ of gods, is it I whom you order to engage in war?”

Jupiter wanted the city of Thebes and the city of Argos to go to war, and Juno, his wife, was fond of Argos. The city was named after Argus Panoptes, a giant with a hundred eyes who was loyal to Juno.

Juno continued:

“You know how I always give the aid of men and might to the Cyclopean towers and the far-famed scepter of great Phoroneus.”

The Cyclopes built the walls and towers of Argos, which was founded by Phoroneus, its first king. 

Although Juno loved Argos, Jupiter had had affairs there.

Juno continued:

“In Argos, you ruthlessly put to sleep and then murdered the guardian of the Pharian — Egyptian — heifer.”

Juno was a jealous wife with an often-adulterous husband, and she hated her sex rivals and often punished them. For example, she punished Io, one of the many mortal women with whom Jupiter slept, by changing her into a cow. One of Juno’s servants was Argus Panoptes, who had one hundred eyes, which never slept all at the same time. He was given the job of always keeping an eye on Io, so that she could not be rescued. Jupiter sent Mercury, the swift messenger of the gods, to charm Argus asleep and then kill him. After the act was performed, Jupiter changed Io back into a human woman. 

The Egyptian goddess Isis was often identified with Io. 

Pharos is an island on the western edge of the Nile Delta. 

Juno continued:

“In Argos, you entered barred turrets in a shower of gold.”

Danaë’s father, Acrisius, heard a prophecy that her future son would kill him, so he kept her shut away from men so that she would not become pregnant. Jupiter, however, came to her in the form of golden rain and made her pregnant. Her father put her and her son, whose name was Perseus, in a chest and threw it into the sea. It washed ashore on an island. Much later, Perseus participated in athletic games and accidentally killed an old man with a wild throw of a javelin. That old man was Acrisius.

Juno continued:

“I pardon you your hidden love affairs.

“But I hate that city — Thebes — where you go undisguised, where you sound the thunders that proclaim our high union, and where you wield the lightnings that are mine.”

Juno was referring to Jupiter’s having sex with Semele, mother of Bacchus. As a result of that affair, she hated Semele. Semele had seen Jupiter’s true form, although the sight had destroyed her, and so she had known Jupiter more fully than the other mortal women with whom he had had sex.

Juno, of course, could see Jupiter in his true form without being destroyed.

Juno continued:

“Let Thebes atone her crimes.

“Why do you choose Argos to be her foe? 

“Indeed, if such discord has seized our holy marriage-chamber, go and raze Sparta to the ground. Go and bring war’s destruction upon Samos and old Mycenae.”

Samos was an island that had an important temple to Juno, and Sparta and Mycenae were two of her favorite cities in the Peloponnese.

Juno continued:

“When you treat me so badly like this, I ask why I am worshipped anywhere.

“Is the altar of your spouse made warm by sacrificial blood or fragrant with heaps of eastern incense? Sweeter is the smoke that rises from the votive shrines of Coptic Isis in northern Egypt or from the wailing crowds and brazen gongs of the Nile River.” 

The Egyptian goddess Isis was often identified with Io, with whom Jupiter had had one of his many affairs. The followers of Isis were known as Copts.

Juno continued:

“But if it is the evil deeds of former men that Humankind now atones, and this resolve has come so tardily to minister to your wrath, to cast back your gaze through days of old, at what far stage of time does it suffice to drive away Earth’s madness and purge the backward-reaching ages?”

A war between Thebes and Argos was meant to fulfil the wishes of blind Oedipus, whose ancestors had committed many sins and crimes, and whose sons had not respected him when he blinded himself and ceased to be King of Thebes. 

Juno did not want Argos to be the city that warred against Thebes. Other cities had histories of sins and crimes. Why shouldn’t Jupiter choose one of those to war against Thebes?

Juno continued:

“Choose straightway that spot for your beginning where Alpheus following afar the track of his Sicanian — that is, Sicilian — love glides by with sea-wandering wave.”

“That spot” was Arcadia, which is in the center of the Peloponnese. Arethusa was a nymph who was pursued by the Peloponnesian river-god Alpheus. She lived in an underwater home. Fleeing from Alpheus, she reached Sicily, where she was transformed into a stream on the island of Ortygia, located in the historical center of the city known as Syracuse, Sicily. 

Arethusa’s myth appears in Book 5 of Ovid’s Metamorphosis.

Juno continued:

“Here on accursed ground the Arcadians set up for you a shrine — yet it does not shame you.”

Pelops, after whom the Peloponnese is named, won the right to marry Hippodamia in a chariot race. Her father, Oenomaus, had heard a prophecy that his son-in-law would kill him. He decreed that each of Hippodamia’s suitors would have to compete against him in a chariot race. If the suitor won, he would marry Hippodamia. If the suitor lost, Oenomaus would kill him. Oenomaus had killed thirteen suitors before Pelops competed in the chariot race, but Pelops switched the sturdy linchpins attaching the wheels to Oenomaus’ chariot with linchpins that would break. During the race, in which Pelops took the lead, the linchpins broke just as Oenomaus was about to spear Pelops in the back. Oenomaus fell from the chariot and was dragged to his death, and then Pelops was able to marry Hippodamia.

Pelops was King of Pisa in the Peloponnese. According to Statius, at the time that the Thebaid is set, Pias was a city in Arcadia. The ground in Pisa was unsanctified because it is polluted with the blood of the suitors whom Oenomaus killed.

Juno continued:

“Here is Oenomaus’ chariot of war and the steeds that would be more fitly stalled beneath Getic Haemus. Even now the severed heads and mangled corpses of the suitors lie stark and unburied. Yet you have here the welcome honors of a temple.”

Getic Haemus refers to the Haemus mountains in the Balkans. The Getae were an ancient Thracian people. Thrace is in the Balkan Peninsula. 

Juno had said that Oenomaus’ steeds that would be more fitly stalled beneath Mount Haemus in Thrace. Hercules’ eighth labor was to capture the man-eating mares of Diomedes of Thrace. Hercules took a few companions with him during this labor. He captured the horses, but they ate human flesh. While Hercules was fighting Diomedes, Hercules’ companion Abderus watched the mares; unfortunately, they attacked and ate him. To avenge the death of Abderus, Hercules fed Diomedes to the mares. Hercules took the mares to Eurystheus, who ordered them to be taken to Mount Olympus and sacrificed to Jupiter. Jupiter did not want such a sacrifice, so he sent wild animals that killed the mares.

Oenomaus’ horses were not man-eaters, but because they won chariot races, they were man-killers. King Oenomaus killed the suitors whom his horses defeated in chariot races.

Juno continued:

“Guilty Ida pleases you, and Crete that tells falsely of your death.”

Mount Ida of Crete pleases Jupiter because he was hidden there away from the sight of his father, who would have killed him. As an infant and young child, Jupiter was raised on Mount Ida by nymphs.

To Juno, Mount Ida is guilty because it shares its name with another Mount Ida, located near Troy. It was there that the Judgment of Paris took place. In a beauty contest, Prince Paris of Troy had to choose between Juno, Minerva, and Venus. He chose Venus as the winner, outraging Juno and Minerva.

The nymphs on Crete also falsely said that Jupiter had died, even building an empty tomb to him. This was a lie, of course, but it was a lie necessary to keep his father, Saturn, from devouring him. Saturn devoured each of his children out of fear that they would grow up and overthrow him. His wife, Ops, tricked Saturn into swallowing a stone instead of the infant Jupiter, who lived in a cave where Amaltheia took care of him and nursed him. The warriors known as the Kouretes engaged in noisy dances to keep Jupiter’s father from hearing him cry. When he reached maturity, he made Saturn drink a potion. Saturn vomited up Jupiter’s siblings, who were still alive: Juno (Greek name: Hera), Ceres (Greek name: Demeter), Vesta (Greek name: Hestia), Neptune (Greek name: Poseidon), and Pluto (Greek name: Hades). Jupiter and his siblings warred against the Titans, of whom Saturn was one. After defeating the Titans, Jupiter, Neptune, and Pluto cast lots to see who would rule the sky, the ocean, and the Land of the Dead. The lots determined that Jupiter would rule the sky, Neptune would rule the sea, and Pluto would rule the Underworld. Because Jupiter is the strongest god, he also has priority in ruling the land.

Juno continued:

“Why do you then begrudge me to abide in my Tantalean land? Turn away from my land the tumults of war and have compassion on your own blood. Many a wide and wicked realm do you have that can better suffer and endure the crimes of offending sons.”

Juno called Argos “Tantalean land” because in the Thebaid, Tantalus was a King of Argos.
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Chapter 1: 283-311 — Jupiter Sends Mercury to the Land of the Dead.
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Juno had finished her mingled entreaty to and reproach of Jupiter. 

But Jupiter’s words in reply were not hard, although their result would be cruel, as he still intended that Argos and Thebes would go to war:

“Truly I did not think that you would bear and approve all that I might devise, albeit justly, against your city of Argos, nor does it escape me that, if the occasion arose, Bacchus and Dione would dare to long plead on Thebes’ behalf, but their reverence for my authority prevents them from doing that.”

Bacchus’ mother, Semele, came from Thebes. A few Diones appear in ancient mythology. In Homer’s Iliad, Dione is the mother of Aphrodite/Venus. In ancient art Dione (perhaps a different Dione from Venus’ mother) is a member of Bacchus’ entourage.

Jupiter continued:

“For by those awful waters, the Styx River of my brother Pluto, I swear an enduring and irrevocable oath that nothing will make me waver from my word! 

“Therefore, my Cyllenian — my son Mercury who was born on Mount Cyllene in Arcadia — in winged speed outstrip the winds that bear you as you travel through the air, and after you glide through the clear air down to the dusky realms underground, tell this message to your Uncle Pluto, god of the Land of the Dead:

“Pluto must allow old Laius, the father of Oedipus, to go to the world above: the Land of the Living. Oedipus’ blow killed Laius, whom by the law of profound Erebus — the god of darkness — the further bank of Lethe has not received.”

Mercury led the souls of the dead to the Underworld. Charon ferried the souls across the Styx River to the Land of the Dead, where they drank from the Lethe River, which took away their memories. The souls of unburied corpses had to wait 100 years before they were allowed across the Styx River. According to one version of the myth, Damasistratus, the king of Plataea, buried Laius where he died. But Thebes suffered a plague because Laius’ murderer had not been revealed and punished, so that may be a reason for his soul being refused entry to the Land of the Dead. 

Jupiter continued:

“Let Laius bear my commands to his hateful grandson: Eteocles. 

“The exile of his brother, Polynices, has brought Polynices confidence and his Argive friendship has brought Polynices boastful pride. Although Polynices is Eteocles’ brother, let Eteocles keep Polynices far from the Theban halls that Polynices already much desires. Although the two brothers made an agreement to alternate the kingship of Thebes, let Eteocles deny Polynices the alternating honor of wearing the crown. 

“In this way, angry deeds will be begotten, and the rest I will lead on in due order.”

Obedient to his father’s word, Mercury, the grandson of Atlas, immediately fastened the winged sandals on his ankles, and he veiled his locks of hair with a wide hat that lessened the brilliance of the stars. Mercury took in his right hand the wand that he used to dispel or call again sweet slumber, and that he used to enter the gates of gloomy Tartarus or summon back dead souls to life. 

After Pluto abducted Proserpine, Jupiter sent Mercury to bring her back to the Land of the Living, a place where she was able to dwell a part of each year. 

Then down Mercury leapt, and he shuddered as the frail air received him. Not delaying, he winged his speedy flight through the void on high and drew a mighty curve as he sped upon the clouds.
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Chapter 1: 312-335 — The Exiled Polynices Journeys to the Isthmus of Corinth.
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Meanwhile the son of Oedipus, Polynices, who for a long time had been a wandering exile far from his father’s lands, traveled stealthily the waste places of Aonia, a district of Boeotia. 

Already he brooded on the lost realm that was his due, and he cried that the long year stood motionless in its tardy constellations. He wanted to rule Thebes, and the time it would take for his year of exile to end seemed endless.

One thought that recurred both night and day held him: If he could only see his brother, Eteocles, removed from the throne, and see himself master of Thebes and all its power; then that day would be worth a lifetime. 

He complained that his exile was only time consumed in idleness, but soon the gust of princely pride swelled high, and he imagined that his brother was already cast down from the throne and he himself was seated proudly in his place; fretful hope kept his mind busy, and he tasted all his heart’s desire in far-reaching prayers. 

Then he resolved to journey undismayed to the cities along the Inochus River and the Danaan lands and to Mycenae dark with the sun’s withdrawal because of the sin of Atreus. All these places were in the region named Argos.

Why was Mycenae dark? Atreus and Thyestes were brothers, but Thyestes committed adultery with Atreus’ wife and through trickery took Atreus’ crown as King of Mycenae. To get revenge, Atreus killed Thyestes’ three sons and cooked them, except for their hands and feet. After Thyestes had eaten the flesh of his sons, Atreus showed him their hands and feet, which Thyestes recognized. In horror at the deed, the gods caused darkness over Mycenae.

Whether because of the Fury piloting his steps, or the chance direction of the road, or the summoning of resistless Fate, Polynices traveled to Argos. He left the glades that belonged to the early King Ogyges; they resounded with frenzied howlings. He traveled through the hills that drink deep of blood that was shed in the worship of Bacchus, and then he passed the region where the long Mount Cithaeron settles gently to the plain and stoops its weary height to the sea. Thereafter with a dizzy climb along a rocky path he put behind him Sciron’s infamous cliffs and Scylla’s country where the purple monarch ruled, and kindly Corinth, and in the midmost plain he heard two shores resound.

Sciron was an outlaw in the Isthmus of Corinth, which connected the Peloponnese to the mainland. Scylla was the daughter of King Nisus, who had a purple lock of hair that guaranteed the safety of his kingdom. He fought a war against King Minos, with whom Scylla fell in love. To gain his favor, she cut off her father’s purple lock of hair. Unfortunately for her, this evil deed repulsed King Minos. 

The myth of Scylla appears in Book 8 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.

While standing on the Isthmus of Corinth, Polynices heard the waves of two seas sounding on the shores: To the west of the Isthmus of Corinth is the Gulf of Corinth (aka the Ionian Sea), and to the east is the Saronic Gulf (which opens to the Aegean Sea).
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Chapter 1: 336-389 — The Exiled Polynices Reaches Argos in a Storm.
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But now through the wide sky-domains that Phoebus Apollo the Sun-god, having finished his day’s work piloting the Sun-chariot, had left bare, rose the Titanian queen — the Moon, whose goddess was the Titan Selene — borne upward through a silent world, and with her dewy chariot she cooled and rarefied the air. Now birds and beasts are hushed, and Sleep steals over the greedy cares of men, and stoops and beckons from the sky, shrouding a toilsome life once more in sweet oblivion. Humankind slept.

Yet no reddening clouds gave promise of the light’s return, nor as the shadows lessened did the twilight gleam with long shafts of sun-reflecting radiance. No promise of the dawn appeared in the sky.

Black night, blacker as it came closer to earthward and undisrupted by no ray of sunlight, veiled both poles. And now the rocky prisons of Aeolia — the domain of Aeolus, god of the winds — are smitten and groan. 

Aeolus, king of the winds, keeps them imprisoned in a cave until he wishes to change the weather. He controls the winds named Auster (South Wind), Boreas (North Wind), Eurus (East Wind), and Zephryus (West Wind).

The coming storm threatened with hoarse bellowing. The winds loudly clamoring met in conflicting currents, and they flung loose heaven’s vault from its fastened hinges, while each wind strove for mastery of the sky.

Auster most violently thickened gloom on gloom with whirling eddies of darkness, and it poured down rain that keen Boreas with its freezing breath hardened into hail; quivering lightnings gleamed, and sudden fire burst from the colliding air. 

Quickly the site of Nemea and the high peaks of Arcadia that border the forests of the low mountain Taenarum were drenched; the Inachus River flowed in a mighty flood, and the Erasinus River swelled high into icy billows. Streams that before were dusty road tracks now flooded and overflowed all confining riverbanks. Lake Lerna, once home of the Lernaean Hydra, surged up from her deepest depths and foamed with her ancient poison. The storm shattered all the forests, the storm swept out aged boughs, and the shady summer haunts of Mount Lycaeus, unseen before by any suns, are now stripped bare to view. 

Yet Polynices, out in the storm, marveling at the rocks hurled down from the cloven mountains, now listening in terror to the cloud-born torrents dashing from the hills, and seeing the raging flood whirling away the homes of shepherds and the stalls of beasts, did not slacken his pace, although he was distraught and uncertain of his way. Instead, through the dark silences he continued striding and devouring the lonely stretches of his road. On every side fear and the thought of his brother assail his heart. 

Just like a sailor, caught in a tempest on the deep sea, to whom neither lazy Wain — the Big Dipper — nor Moon with friendly beam shows the ship’s bearings, stands beggared of resources in the middle of the tumult of sky and sea, and even now expected the ship to hit the treacherous reef submerged beneath the wave, or waited to see foaming jagged rocks fling themselves at his prow and heave it high in air, just so the Cadmean hero — Polynices — threaded the darkness of the forests with quick steps, while with his huge shield he braved the lairs of fearsome beasts and forward-stooping he thrust through the brushwood thickets.

Terror’s somber influence added spurs to Polynices’ resolve, until from above the village called Inachus — the same name as the river — conquering the gloom with beams of light pouring down upon the shelving walls, the turrets of Larissa shone forth, clearly visible. The Larissa was a fortress located on the acropolis of Argos, the city where King Adrastus lived.

Sped by every hope, Polynices hurried there, with Juno’s temple of Prosymna high on his left hand, and yonder the black marsh of Lerna’s water branded by Herculean fire. 

Hercules’ second labor was killing the Lernaean Hydra. In accomplishing this labor, Hercules had the help of a nephew named Iolaus. The Hydra of Lerna had nine heads, the middle of which was immortal. Hercules and Iolaus traveled to Lerna and found the Hydra’s lair. Hercules forced the Hydra to leave its lair by shooting flaming arrows into the lair. Hercules fought the Hydra, but he discovered that each time a mortal head was cut off, two more heads grew in its place. Juno gave Hercules even more trouble by sending an enormous crab to fight him, but Hercules crushed the crab. Hercules then got help from Iolaus. Each time Hercules cut off one of the Hydra’s mortal heads, Iolaus cauterized it with a torch, thus preventing more heads from growing. Hercules then cut off the immortal head and placed it under a boulder. The blood of the Hydra was poisonous, and before leaving, Hercules dipped the heads of his arrows into the Hydra’s blood.

After a long time, Polynices reached the open gates, and he entered the city of Argos. Immediately he saw the entrance to the royal palace, although he did not yet know that it was the palace. His limbs stiffened by rain and wind, he sat down, and leaning against the palace doors under a porch roof, he invited gentle slumber to his hard bed.
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Chapter 1: 390-446 — Polynices and Tydeus Meet and Quarrel.
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In Argos, King Adratus, arriving now at old age from life’s middle age, ruled his people in tranquil governance, rich in the wealth of ancestry, and on either side tracing his line to Jupiter. He had no children of the stronger sex, but he was prosperous in female offspring. Two daughters gave him their pledge of love and service. 

At fate’s bidding, the god of prophecy, Phoebus Apollo, told him that sons-in-law drew near in the shapes of a bristly boar and a tawny lion— this seemed to be a deadly horror to tell, yet soon the truth will be made plain. King Adrastus was unable to comprehend the truth of the prophecy despite all his efforts, and neither were you, the wise seer Amphiaraus, able to understand it, for your master Apollo forbid you to have that knowledge. King Adrastus’ heart sickened because of deep-felt anxiety.

But pay attention now! Olenian Tydeus, so called because he came from a town called Olenos in western Peloponnesus, has left ancient Calydon because of fate’s decree. Tydeus had killed his brother, and the guilty terror of fratricide blood drove him forth into the world.

Tydeus tread beneath night’s slumberous veil the same wild ways that Polynices had journeyed. Like Polynices, he endured wind and rain and hail, and with ice covering his back, and his face and hair streaming rain and hail from the storm, he came to the same porch and doorway where Polynices, stretched on the cold earth, had lain down to sleep. 

Both Polynices and Tydeus were seized with bloody rage, and they did not want to share a roof to ward off the night. For a while they did not fight but instead exchanged threatening words, and then when the taunts they flung at each other had swelled their anger to fever pitch, each rose up, set free his shoulders by stripping to the waist, and challenged each other to combat. Polynices the Theban was taller; he had a long stride and towering limbs, and he was in the prime of life. But Tydeus was not less in strength and spirit, and although his frame was smaller, he had greater valor in every part than Polynices.

Closing fiercely, they dealt many blows on face and temple, like showers of darts or showers of hail from the Rhipaean mountains in northern Scythia, and they bent their legs so they could knee each other in the sides.

Just as when the fifth year brings back his festival to the Pisaean Thunderer — the Olympic Games held in honor of Jupiter at Olympia, near Pisa — and all is dust and heat and the crude sweat of men, while the crowd urges on their favorites of the youthful striplings, and the mothers, who are not allowed to watch the games, await the prizes of their sons — just like that, but with nothing but hate to spur them, and inflamed by no lust for praise, they fell on each other, and their sharp fingernails probed far into their faces and forced their way into the yielding eyes. 

By some chance — so hot was their anger — they had drawn the swords belted to their sides, and you, Theban youth — Polynices — would have lain on the ground as the victim of the sword of an enemy and earned your brother’s share of tears as he mourned. This would be far better than the future coming toward you.

But King Adrastus, marveling at the night’s unusual show of clamor and the fierce, deep-heaving, panting groans, bent his steps to the doorway. Age and the burden of the grave cares of a ruler held him now in broken fitful slumbers. As the aged King of Argos, he did not sleep well. 

He proceeded through the high halls with an attendant train of torches, and when the bars that locked the door were undone, he saw upon the front of the threshold a terrible sight: faces torn and cheeks disfigured with streaming blood.

“From what source comes this fury, stranger youths?” he cried. “No citizen of mine would dare to commit such violence as this. From what source comes this implacable desire to let your hatred disturb the tranquil silence of the night? Has then day so little room, or is it grievous to endure, even for a while, sleep and peace of mind? 

“But now come and tell me. From where have you come, to where do you go, and what is your quarrel? You cannot be mean of soul — such anger as this proves it. The noble signs of your proud race show clearly even through bloodshed.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: 447-481 — The Aged King Adrastus of Argos Brings Peace to the Young Men Polynices and Tydeus.
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Scarcely had King Adrastus spoken, when with mingled clamor and sidelong glances, Polynices and Tydeus began to speak at the same time: 

“Achaean prince! Most gracious monarch!”

“What need do you have of words?”

“You can see for yourself this face all bloody.” 

Their words were lost in the confused sound of bitter accents as Polynices and Tydeus tried to talk louder than and over each other. 

Then Tydeus took first place of speech and told his tale:

“Desiring solace for my unhappy lot, I left the wealth of Calydon, nurse of monsters, and the fields by the Achelous River.”

One of the monsters was the Calydonian boar, killed by Meleager after the huntress Atalanta had been the first hunter to wound it.

Tydeus continued: 

“In your boundaries, deepest night overtook me. Who was this man to forbid me shelter from the sky? Or was it because he made his way first to this threshold? 

“But two-form Centaurs stall with each other, so it is said, and Cyclopes have peace together beneath Mount Etna. Indeed, nature has given laws and their own rule of right even to wild monsters. Why shouldn’t this man and I share a lodging on the ground? But why waste words?”

Tydeus turned to Polynices and said:

“Either you, whoever you are, shall today depart rejoicing in any spoils you take from me, or, if rising pain does not dull my blood, you shall know that I am of mighty Oeneus’ stock and no degenerate scion of my forefather Mars!” 

King Oeneus of Calydon is Tydeus’ father. Tydeus also claimed Mars, the god of war, as an ancestor.

Polynices replied, “Nor do I lack spirit or race,” but conscious in his heart of ruthless fate, he hesitated to name his father, Oedipus, who had suffered many troubles.

Kindly King Adrastus said to the two combatants:

“Come now, cease the threatening words that night or sudden wrath or valor prompted you to speak, and go into my palace. Let your right hands be joined to pledge your hearts. These doings have not been vain nor without the sanction of the powers above.

“Perhaps these angry quarrels foreshadow a friendship to come, so that you may have pleasure in remembering this fight.” 

Nor were the old man’s words an empty presage, for they say that from their comradeship in wounds, Polynices and Tydeus grew as loyal to each other as Theseus showed when he shared the most extreme peril with his friend the lustful Pirithous, or as Pylades showed when he rescued distraught Orestes from the fury of the Fury Megaera. 

When Pirithous, the King of the Lapiths, married Hippodamia, he did not invite Mars to the wedding, but he did invite the Centaurs. Mars tempted the Centaur Eurytus to attempt to rape Hippodamia, and a battle broke out between the Lapiths and the Centaurs. Theseus, a guest at the wedding, immediately began fighting the Centaurs.

Unfortunately, Hippodamia died shortly after giving birth to Polypoetes, who led the armies of Thessaly on the side of the Greeks during the Trojan War. He was one of the Greeks who hid in the Trojan Horse.

Later, Theseus’ friend Pirithous wanted to be married to Proserpine, whom Pluto, the lord of the Underworld, had kidnapped. Theseus and Pirithous went down into the Land of the Dead to speak to Pluto and try to get Proserpine back. The plan did not work. Pluto invited them to sit on a rock, and once they sat on the rock, they were unable to stand up again. They were held captive. Later, Hercules rescued Theseus, but he was unable to rescue Pirithous.

Pylades and Orestes were two good friends. In Cicero’s “On Friendship” [De Amicitia] he describes a play by Marcus Pacuvius in which Orestes is sentenced to die, but his friend Pylades, who is willing to die in Orestes’ place, shouts, “I am Orestes!” Both survive. By preventing Orestes from dying, Pylades gave Orestes the opportunity to go to Athens, where he was put on trial. The goddess Minerva cast a vote that resulted in Orestes’ acquittal. Minerva also changed the nature of the Furies, who punished those who killed relatives and made them insane. Minerva changed them from the Furies to the Eumenides: the Kindly Ones. No longer would law always be “an eye for an eye,” but it would also have room for mercy.

Euripides’ Iphigrenia in Aulis also contains a scene in which Pylades and Orestes are willing to die for each other.

Polynices and Tydeus yielded their savage hearts to the king’s soothing words. Just as waters that winds have made their battleground sink to rest, and yet on the drooping sails one surviving breath of wind is long in dying — just as submissive as that, they entered the palace.
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Chapter 1: 482-529 — King Adrastus Prays to the Goddess of Night. Polynices and Tydeus Forgive Each Other.
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King Adrastus now had leisure to let his glance pass over the heroes’ dress and mighty weapons. On Polynices’ back he saw a lionskin, all rough with uncombed mane, like the skin of the lion that in the glades of Mount Teumesus near Thebes, Amphitryon’s step-son — Hercules — laid low in his boyish years and clothed himself with, before the battle with the Nemean lion of the village of Cleonae.

Eurystheus, King of Mycenae, gave twelve labors to Hercules. Only by accomplishing these labors would Hercules be cleansed of a great sin he had committed: the murder of his children during an episode of madness that Juno had sent to him. Hercules’ first labor was killing the Nemean lion. After he had been given this labor to accomplish, Hercules set out for Nemea and the lion. In Nemea, he met a shepherd named Molorchus whose son the lion had killed, and Hercules told him to wait thirty days. If Hercules returned with the carcass of the lion, then Molorchus would make a sacrifice to Jupiter, but if Hercules had not returned with the lion’s carcass in thirty days, that meant that Hercules was dead and Molorchus should make a sacrifice to Hercules — the Greeks and other ancient peoples sometimes made sacrifices to heroes as well as to gods. Hercules found the lion and tried to kill it by shooting arrows at it, but he discovered that weapons could not penetrate the lion’s fur. Hercules forced the lion into its cave, which had two entrances. Hercules trapped the lion by blocking one entrance and then going into the cave through the other entrance. Because ordinary weapons could not penetrate the lion’s skin, Hercules killed the lion by strangling it. To skin the lion, Hercules used one of the lion’s claws. For the rest of his life, Hercules wore the skin of the lion. On the thirtieth day, he found Molorchus ready to make a sacrifice to Hercules, whom he thought had died, but Molorchus happily made the sacrifice to Jupiter instead.

King Adrastus then looked at Tydeus, whose broad shoulders strove to enfold the proud spoils of the boar of Calydon, grim with bristles and curved fangs. 

Meleager — Tydeus’ half-brother — was one of the Argonauts, the heroes who traveled on the Argo in search of the Golden Fleece. After successfully completing this quest, he returned home and organized the hunt for the dangerous Calydonian boar that the goddess Diana had sent to punish the citizens for not showing her the honor she wanted. A woman, Atalanta, first wounded the boar, and Meleager killed it and awarded the boar’s hide to her. Two uncles of Meleager objected to the hide being awarded to a woman, and in a quarrel Meleager killed them, a deed that led to his own death. When Meleager was born, the Fates told his mother that he would live only until a piece of wood in the fire burned up. His mother took out the piece of wood, put out the flame, and put the piece of wood in a secure place. But after she learned that Meleager had killed two of her brothers, she burned the piece of wood and Meleager died.

Shocked at seeing the lion skin and the boar skin, old King Adrastus remembered the divine words — that had seemed to be a warning — uttered by the inspired oracle of Phoebus Apollo. King Adrastus’ countenance was fixed in frozen silence, while through his limbs ran a thrill of joy. He felt that they — his daughters’ bridegrooms — had come, led by heaven’s clear prompting, whom prophetic Apollo in riddling obscurities had foreshown to be his destined sons-in-law, under the feigned guise of beasts. 

Then stretching forth his hands to the stars, King Adrastus prayed to the goddess Night:

“O Night, 

“You cast your dark mantle over toiling earth and heaven, and you send the fiery shooting stars on their diverse roaming courses.

“You graciously refresh minds until the next sun sheds blithe upspringing upon faint mortality.

“You, kindly Night, bring me of your bounty the assurance I have long sought in my perplexity and doubt, and you reveal the ancient purposes of fate.
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