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INTRODUCTION


This book is a collection of the gods, heroes, and monsters that populate Classical mythology as well as of the places that feature in stories told about them. The number of myths that have been preserved in the works of ancient authors is enormous, and the numbers of characters and places appearing in them vast. While Classical Mythology A to Z is an encyclopedia of myth, it is not comprehensive. Rather, it is limited to those Greek and Roman characters and places that appear in Edith Hamilton’s classic work, Mythology: Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes, for which it has been designed as a companion. In her own words, it was Hamilton’s hope that by reading her book, those unfamiliar with the Greco-Roman world would “gain in this way not only a knowledge of the myths, but also some little idea of what the writers were like who told them—who have been proved, by two thousand years and more, to be immortal” (Preface, Mythology, 1942). She indisputably achieved her goal, doing so by telling the myths of Classical antiquity in a manner that was faithful to the original sources and, at the same time, fresh, relatable, and timeless in terms of language and expression. For this reason, Hamilton’s work continues to serve as an authoritative and accessible introduction to Classical mythology in all its complexities over three quarters of a century beyond its original publication.


While Hamilton’s Mythology established this book’s scope, its contents will be useful to all those wishing to dig more deeply into the world of myth out of curiosity about individual characters’ genealogies, their exploits, and places they inhabited. Greco-Roman mythology has persisted for millennia beyond its origins, retaining its ancient meanings and accruing new ones while serving as a foundation of cultural memory that has been alluded to in myriad ways and in all manner of creative media. For this reason, Classical Mythology A to Z will be indispensable to anyone looking to verify, clarify, or connect mythological characters and places to any number of literary, musical, artistic, or even pop culture references. This is a companion to Hamilton, but also so much more.


Entries in this collection have been grouped into four basic categories: deities, humans, monsters, and places. The first category includes immortal gods and goddesses as well as mortal ones. Nymphs, for example, were spirits that were believed to inhabit trees, bodies of water, and other components of the natural world, but they were subject to decline and death. The second category, which focuses on humans, encompasses individual heroes and heroines as well as groups of people, such as the female warriors called the Amazons. Characters of prodigious size and hybrid creatures are here all classed as monsters, regardless of whether they were benign or fearsome; in this case, “monster” is conceived of in the sense of its Latin etymology, monstrum, a thing or person that is strange but not necessarily evil. Landmarks, regions, bodies of water, mountains, and cities are naturally categorized as places. One particularly interesting aspect of mythological characters and places is the degree to which they resist strict categorization. Inevitably, the categories overlap, as in cases where a human hero becomes divine, or a river is conceived of both as a geographic feature and as a divine personification of the river. Hercules and Asclepius are examples of the former; the Peneus and Achelous rivers are examples of the latter. Gaia was the earth and also the earth goddess. The hunter Orion was a giant, being in this respect a prodigy or monster, but he was neither entirely mortal nor was he entirely divine. Satyrs, hybrid creatures that most would classify as monsters, were, at the same time, woodland spirits. And so on. A system of cross-referencing ensures that entries appropriate to multiple categories can be found in all of them.


Just as categorization poses challenges, so too does the spelling of names. The spellings here follow those used in Hamilton’s work, although an effort has been made to indicate alternate spellings as well. The issue of spelling is complicated by several factors. One of them is the transmission of names from the original Greek to Latin and then to English, at least in many cases. An example is Ouranos, Greek god of the heavens. For the Romans, he was Uranus, and this is the spelling with which most speakers of English will be familiar. The Greeks had no letter “c,” but the Romans used “k” only infrequently; as a consequence, the Greek god Kronos became Cronus in Latin. Another factor influencing spelling is inconsistency among the ancient authors, even those writing in the same language.


Varying spellings of a given character’s name went hand in hand with varying, sometimes conflicting traditions concerning their lives and exploits. The myths themselves, as well as the characters in them, evolved over millennia. When confronted with variants and conflicts, it is important to remember that many or most myths were transmitted orally at some stage, being influenced by cultural shifts and factors such as depictions in art. One example is the cycle of myths surrounding the Trojan War. It has long been known that these tales had their origins in the Bronze Age (very roughly 1800–1150 BCE), the time of the Trojan War itself—and, yes, there was a Trojan War, or, more properly, a number of Trojan wars. Aspects of the story of Achilles, as well of his comrades and adversaries, so familiar from Homer’s Iliad, were, at the time when it was committed to writing—perhaps 750 BCE or later—hundreds of years old, having been passed on orally previously, and doubtless altered at least to some degree with each telling. In those hundreds of years, the Greek world had changed dramatically, witnessing the flowering and fall of powerful kingdoms, a Dark Age, and the birth of city-states no longer governed by monarchs.


Not all variants of the myths surrounding the characters and places featured in this book have been documented here. The particular details included are derived from what today are the best-known sources of Greek and Roman myths, among them Homer, Hesiod, Apollonius of Rhodes, Virgil, and Ovid, all of them authors of epic poetry; the lyric poets Sappho, Stesichorus, Pindar, and Bacchylides; the tragedians Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides; the historian Herodotus; the geographer Strabo; the travel writer and ethnographer Pausanias; the natural historian Pliny the Elder; and the mythographers Apollodorus and Hyginus. All of the ancient sources referenced in this book, complete with biographical details, have been assembled in a bibliography for quick reference. A number of these authors recorded more than one version of a given myth, even when they themselves were skeptical about some of them. In the spirit of Diodorus Siculus (first century BCE), who relates several alternate versions of the origins of the Pillars of Hercules—namely that Hercules created them to memorialize his extraordinary journey to the edges of the world, as a means by which to prevent sea monsters from penetrating the Mediterranean from the ocean beyond, or to create a channel allowing ships to pass between the seas—I invite readers of this book to select the versions most entertaining, credible, or far-fetched.












[image: image]














[image: image]














ACHELOUS Achelous was a river and, at the same time, the god of that river, which was one of the longest and most voluminous in Greece. While on the one hand associated with a specific river, this god could be invoked when making reference to rivers (and their gods) in general. In other words, he could be invoked as the god of all rivers. According to the Greek poet Hesiod, Achelous, along with a host of other rivers, was a child of the elemental Titan gods Oceanus and Tethys. His own children included the lovely voiced but monstrous Sirens as well as a number of Nymphs who were said to draw their water from him. These included Castalia, spirit of the Castalian Spring near Delphi, a fount sacred to the Muses; and Pirene, spirit of the Corinthian spring Pirene, whose waters Pegasus caused to burst from the earth when he struck it with his hoof.


Achelous is perhaps best known for his involvement with the hero Hercules, who wrestled with him for the hand of Deianeira, daughter of Oeneus, king of Calydon. Although Achelous changed his shape into a serpent and then a bull, Hercules prevailed nonetheless and broke off one of his horns. This horn, according to the Roman poet Ovid, became the Horn of Plenty, for the Naiad nymphs took it and filled it with fruits and flowers, the bounty of the earth made possible by Achelous’s waters. According to an alternate tradition, Hercules returned Achelous’s horn, and Achelous, in exchange, gave him the horn of Amaltheia, a goat that had provided milk for baby Zeus, and it was this that became the Horn of Plenty.


(See also Achelous [place], Calydon, Castalian Spring [the], Corinth, Deianeira, Delphi, Muses [the], Naiads [the], Nymphs [the], Oceanus, Oeneus, Pirene, Sirens [the], Titans [the], and Zeus.)


ADRASTEA The nymph Adrastea (also spelled Adrasteia or Adrastia) inhabited the Dictaean Cave on the island of Crete. The mythographer Apollodorus reports that since Cronus had swallowed all of his children at their birth so as to avoid a prophecy that he would be overpowered by one of his own progeny, Rhea, his consort and sister, went clandestinely to Crete when on the verge of delivering Zeus, her last child by Cronus. There Rhea entrusted her newborn child to Adrastea and her sister Ida, as well as to the Curetes, semi-divine beings who sang and clashed their weapons to hide the baby’s cries.


(See also Cronus, Curetes [the], Nymphs [the], Rhea, and Zeus.)


AEGINA The nymph Aegina was a daughter of Asopus, a Sicyonian river god, and Metope, a daughter of the river Ladon, who together produced two sons and twenty daughters, of whom Aegina was one. The lovely Aegina was carried off by Zeus to the island Oenone, where he bedded her. When Asopus went in search of his daughter, he came to Corinth and learned from Sisyphus, who ultimately received terrible punishment for offering this information, that Aegina’s abductor was Zeus. Asopus went in pursuit of the god, who hurled thunderbolts at him and drove him back to his own streams. Meanwhile, Aegina gave birth to a son named Aeacus, and Zeus renamed the island Oenone—now called Aegina—after her.


(See also Aeacus, Aegina [place], Corinth, Nymphs [the], Sisyphus, and Zeus.)


AEOLUS When Aeolus, “Lord of the Winds,” first appeared in the literary tradition, he was a mortal favored by the gods and living on the island of Aeolia with his family. It was there that the hero Odysseus encountered him, according to Homer. In the passage of time, however, Aeolus came to be viewed as a god who controlled all of the winds.


(See also Aeolus [hero] and Odysseus.)


AESCULAPIUS Aesculapius is a variant spelling of Asclepius, name of the Greek god of healing.


(See Asclepius.)


AGLAIA Aglaia (or Aglaea), whose name means “Gleaming One” or “Resplendent One,” was one of the three (or more) Charites (“Graces”), who were generally said to be daughters of Zeus and were embodiments of beauty, joy, and grace. Aglaia (or Aglaea) was the youngest of the three Charites and, according to the Greek poets Hesiod and Pindar, was married to the god Hephaestus. This Aglaia is to be distinguished from the mortal Aglaia, who was the mother of the twins Acrisius and Proetus.


(See also Acrisius, Aglaia [heroine], Charites [the], Graces [the], Hephaestus, and Zeus.)


AIDOS Aidos was a female personification of the Greek aidos, which connotes modesty, shame, reverence, and respect for others. The poet Pindar refers to her as a daughter of the second-generation Titan Prometheus and the source of joy and valor. In his description of the devolution of humanity from a virtuous Race of Gold to one of iron that was prone to all manner of vices, the poet Hesiod writes that the age of Iron–Race humans would be marked by the flight of Aidos and Nemesis from the earth so that they might reside instead with the deathless gods. Consequently, bitter sorrows were left for us humans, and there was no remedy for evil.


(See also Nemesis, Prometheus, and Titans [the].)


ALECTO Alecto (or Allecto), “The Implacable One,” was one of the Erinyes, or Furies, as they were known to the Romans. She played a significant role in Virgil’s epic the Aeneid, where she is described as a denizen of the Underworld “born of Night,” a shape-shifter, an instigator of violence and wars, and a creature so awful that she is hated even by her father, Pluto. Under orders from an angry Juno, she caused Queen Amata to fly into a rage and incite the populace of the Italian town of Laurentum to war against Aeneas and his band of Trojans, who had recently arrived in Italy. Amata had already been upset that her husband, Latinus, was considering giving their daughter Lavinia in marriage to Aeneas and not to Turnus, prince of the Italian Rutulians; the queen became more maddened still when Alecto cast a serpent into her breast. Alecto dealt similarly with Turnus, whom she inflamed by hurling a firebrand at him. Turnus consequently marched on Latinus. Alecto next incited the dogs of Ascanius, Aeneas’s son, into frenzied pursuit of a prize stag that had been a pet to the maiden Silvia; when Ascanius killed it, Silvia summoned the countryside’s farmers to arms against the Italians, Alecto herself broadcasting the call to arms.


(See also Aeneas, Amata, Ascanius, Erinyes [the], Furies [the], Juno, Latinus, Lavinia, Pluto, Rutulians [the], Silvia, Turnus, and Underworld [the].)


ALPHEUS Alpheus (or Alpheius) was both a river and god of the river Alpheus, which he personified. The Alpheus, the longest and most voluminous river in the Peloponnese, flows through Arcadia and Elis. As a mythological character, Alpheus is best known for his pursuit of the nymph Arethusa from Arcadia all the way to Sicily, where she fled, emerging there as a spring that bears her name.


(See also Alpheus River [the], Arcadia, Arethusa, and Sicily.)


AMMON Ammon was the Greek iteration of Amun, the chief god of the Egyptians, god of the sun as well as a creator and fertility god. As king of the gods, Ammon became identified with Zeus and was known as Zeus Ammon. It was the oracle of Ammon in Libya that Cepheus, the father of Andromeda, consulted before offering her as a sacrifice to the sea monster that was plaguing his kingdom of Ethiopia. The same oracle reputedly declared Alexander the Great to be the son of Zeus. As regards appearance, Zeus Ammon was represented as a mature, bearded male, like Zeus, but with the ram’s horns of Amun.


(See also Andromeda, Cepheus, Ethiopia, and Zeus.)


AMPHITRITE Amphitrite was a sea goddess whose name was often used as a metonym for the sea. She was said to be a daughter of Tethys and the river Oceanus (an Oceanid), or a Nereid, daughter of the sea god Nereus and the Oceanid Doris. The mythographer Apollodorus writes that Poseidon married her and that she bore to him both the sea god Triton and Rhode, a personification of the island of Rhodes, an important center of Sun worship. According to the mythographer Hyginus, Amphitrite did not willingly become Poseidon’s consort, instead fleeing the god’s pursuit to take shelter with Atlas. Poseidon sent a certain Delphinus to plead his cause, a task that he carried out so effectively that the god rewarded him by transforming him into a star. The travel writer Pausanias describes a painting in the Theseion, or Theseus-sanctuary, in Athens that depicted an episode in the life of the Athenian king Theseus: the king Minos of Crete had challenged Theseus to prove that he was Poseidon’s son, and threw his signet ring into the sea in the expectation that Theseus would not be able to recover it from the briny depths. But Theseus did retrieve the ring and emerged from the waves wearing a golden crown from Amphitrite, further proof of his divine parentage. According to a late, post-classical source, twelfth-century CE Byzantine Greek writer John Tzetzes, it was Amphitrite who turned the once-lovely maiden Scylla into a monster out of jealousy of Poseidon’s interest in her.


(See also Atlas, Athens, Minos, Nereids [the], Nereus, Oceanids [the], Oceanus, Poseidon, Scylla, Theseus, and Triton.)


ANTEROS Anteros, “Reciprocated Love,” was the god of requited love and, as a consequence, he also punished those who scorned love and avenged unrequited love. Anteros, like his brother and companion Cupid (or Eros), was called both the son of Venus alone or, alternatively, of Venus and Mars.


(See also Cupid, Mars, and Venus.)


APHRODITE Aphrodite was the Greek goddess of erotic love, sexuality, and beauty. One of the twelve Olympian gods, she was associated with the fertility of humans and animals, the fertility of the soil, and the productiveness of plants. To the Romans she became known as Venus.


There are two accounts of Aphrodite’s birth. Homer reports that she was the child of the relatively obscure Titan goddess Dione by Zeus. The poet Hesiod, meanwhile, recounts a very different and dramatic tale of her birth in his Theogony (Origin of the Gods). Seeking to take vengeance upon his father Uranus for mistreating his mother, Gaia, Cronus castrated him, and Uranus’s severed genitalia fell from the heavens into the sea, causing the waters to churn and froth. Reflecting the etymology of her name, which means “gift of the foam,” Aphrodite arose fully grown from the waves’ froth. Roses were said to have sprung from the sand, suffusing the earth with color, when Aphrodite first stepped ashore, and the Graces offered her branches of fragrant myrtle to hide her nakedness. Some believed that the location where this took place was the island of Cythera, which earned the goddess the title “Cytherean” or “Cytherea.” Others, meanwhile, claimed her “birthplace” to have been Cyprus, whence the goddess was also called “Cyprian” or “Cypris.”


Aphrodite was one of the most important deities in the Greek pantheon, her worship being extremely widespread in the Greek world. Material evidence of her cult has been found in Northern Greece, especially Thebes; in Attica, both in the city of Athens and in the city’s territory; and in Megara and Corinth. It has been found, too, in the Peloponnese—Sicyon, Hermione, Epidaurus, Argos, Arcadia, Elis; in the islands, including Cyprus, Crete, and Cythera; at Greek colonies in Asia Minor; and in other places with close ties to Greece, including Sicily, Italy, Naucratis in Egypt, and Saguntum in Spain. Nonetheless, it was suspected even in antiquity that Aphrodite was not actually native to Greece. While the origins of Aphrodite and her cult are less than clear, it is generally conceded that Cyprus played a significant role in her genesis, likely the result of fusing Greek and Near Eastern influences. Through migrations and trade the region was exposed to new forms of fertility cult from Anatolia and the Levant during the Bronze Age (roughly 2500–1050 BCE): cults of the goddesses Ishtar and Astarte, both descended from the Mesopotamian Inanna. Aphrodite was likely a syncretization of these and, as such, adopted by the Greeks into their pantheon. The early importance of her sanctuaries on the Cyprus and Cythera in particular certainly influenced tales of the goddess’s birth.


Being the goddess of love and desire, Aphrodite was not only responsible for the romantic entanglements of numerous gods and mortals but also had a number of love affairs herself. Aphrodite was married to Hephaestus, god of the forge, but in his absence, she repeatedly sought the embrace of Ares, god of war. To the latter she bore Eros, who was known to the Romans as Amor or Cupid; Deimus (“Fear”); Phobus (“Panic”); and Harmonia (“Harmony”), who would later marry Cadmus, king of Thebes. To the god Hermes, whose advances she long rejected, Aphrodite bore Hermaphroditus. By some accounts Aphrodite was also the mother of the fertility deity Priapus by the god Dionysus and of the Sicilian king Eryx by the god Poseidon. Among the best known of her mortal loves was the handsome Adonis, who was the product of an incestuous relationship between the princess Myrrha and her father, King Cinyras of Cyprus. Notably, that relationship was the result of Aphrodite’s punishment of the young princess, one of several incidents demonstrating that Aphrodite’s gifts were not always a blessing and could, instead, be a formidable punishment.


Those whom the goddess assisted in their amatory pursuits included the heroes Hippomenes, who was smitten with the swift-footed huntress Atalanta; Jason, who so badly needed the help of the sorceress Medea to secure the Golden Fleece; and the Trojan prince Paris, who awarded her the golden apple that in turn earned him the beautiful Helen and thus became the cause of the Trojan War. Aphrodite’s victims, on the other hand, included Theseus’s son Hippolytus and his stepmother Phaedra, whom Aphrodite caused to fall tragically in love with him; Tyndareus, king of Argos, whose daughters—most infamous of them Clytemnestra, who killed her husband Agamemnon in his bath—all betrayed their husbands; the Cretan queen Pasiphae, who was overcome with lust for a bull; and the women of Lemnos, who would murder their male relatives.
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PLATE I 
Aphrodite: Goddess of fertility and lust, born of sea foam




















As for Aphrodite’s attributes and symbols, these included plants that featured in her mythology: the fragrant rose and myrtle; the apple, a fleshy fruit associated with love and procreation; and the poppy (or poppy anemone), which was the flower that sprang from the blood of Adonis. In the animal kingdom, doves, sparrows, swallows, geese, swans, hares, goats, rams, dolphins, and even tortoises were sacred to her, some being symbols of love or fertility and others being associated with her watery birth.


(See also Adonis, Aeneas, Agamemnon, Anchises, Arcadia, Argos, Atalanta, Athens, Cinyras, Clytemnestra, Corinth, Crete, Cronus, Cupid, Cyprus, Dione, Dionysus, Gaia, Graces [the], Harmonia, Helen, Hephaestus, Hermes, Hippolytus, Hippomenes, Jason, Lemnian Women [the], Medea, Megara, Myrrha, Olympus [Mount], Paris, Pasiphae, Phaedra, Priapus, Thebes, Theseus, Titans [the], Troy, Tyndareus, Uranus, Venus, and Zeus.)


APOLLO Apollo was the Greek god of prophecy, healing, archery, music, and poetry. By the fifth century BCE, he also became equated with the sun god Helios, whose functions he assumed. While Apollo was one of the most important of the gods and was well established by the time of Homer and Hesiod in the eighth century BCE, his origins are obscure. Among his many names and cult titles were Phoebus, “Bright One,” a name that is not well understood; Hekebolos, “He Who Strikes from Afar,” which highlights his role as archer-god; Pythian, an allusion to his slaying of the monstrous Python; Hiator (“Healer”); Mousagetes (“Leader of the Muses”), a title underscoring his close ties with the Muses; and Daphnephoros (“Laurel-Bearer”), a reference to the bay laurel, a plant that was sacred to him. Apollo was worshipped throughout Greece, but his sanctuary at Delphi, which was the site of his most important oracle, as well as that on the island of Delos were the most significant.


One of the twelve Greek Olympian gods, he was the son of Zeus and the second-generation Titan goddess Leto. Artemis, goddess of the wild and of hunting, was his twin sister. Apollo and Artemis (but by some accounts, only Apollo) were born on the island of Delos, their mother clutching a palm tree during delivery. It was not Leto, however, who nursed the infant Apollo, but rather the goddess Themis, who fed him ambrosia and nectar. According to the so-called Homeric Hymn in his honor, he established his oracle at Delphi upon slaying the serpent Python that resided there. The god had many loves and many children. Those who spurned his advances were the nymph Daphne and the Trojan princess Cassandra. Daphne became a laurel tree in order to escape him, but he remained devoted to her, designating laurel as his most sacred plant. As for Cassandra, she had been offered the gift of prophecy in exchange for accepting the god’s affection, but when she rejected him, he ensured that although she could foretell the future, nobody would believe her. His best-known children were Asclepius, to whom he taught the art of healing, as well as the divine bards Orpheus and Linus. As was usual in the Greek world, Apollo had both male and female love interests, his notable attachments having been to Hyacinth, whom he accidentally killed with a discus, and to Cyparissus, who pined away in grief over the death of his beloved deer. Apollo allowed Cyparissus to grieve forever by transforming him into a cypress, the tree of mourning. Where Hyacinth died, there grew the flower that thereafter bears his name. Those who incurred Apollo’s wrath included the Satyr Marsyas and Pan, both of whom challenged the god to music contests. Marsyas himself suffered a terrible punishment, but in the case of the contest with Pan, it was Midas, the judge, who was punished. The Trojans, too, were subjected to Apollo’s enmity during the Trojan War because their earlier king Laomedon had failed to pay the god for building the city’s walls. The Thessalian king Admetus, on the other hand, enjoyed Apollo’s favor, for he had treated the god with kindness when, as punishment for slaying the Cyclopes, Zeus made him Admetus’s indentured servant.


Apollo’s cult was introduced to Rome by the fifth century BCE at the incidence of a plague, and he was accordingly called upon specifically as a healer. Although his mythology was certainly known and exploited by Roman authors and artists, healing remained his main cultic function in the Roman world. While Apollo was ultimately overshadowed by Asclepius as healer, he assumed particular importance during the age of Augustus, since the emperor adopted him as his personal deity.


In terms of identifying characteristics, Apollo was represented as youthful, athletic, and unbearded. The lyre and cithara were his favored instruments, and his weapons of choice were the bow and arrow. His sacred trees were above all the bay laurel and palm but also cypress.


(See also Admetus, Artemis, Asclepius, Cassandra, Cyclopes [the], Cyparissus, Daphne, Delos, Delphi, Helios, Hyacinth, Laomedon, Leto, Linus, Marsyas, Midas, Muses [the], Orpheus, Pan, Python, Rome, Satyrs [the], Thessaly, Titans [the], Troy, and Zeus.)


AQUILO Aquilo is the Romans’ name for the Greek god Boreas, the personified north wind. His best-known exploits include the abduction of the Athenian princess Orithyia and the near-destruction of the Trojan Aeneas’s ships at the behest of an angry Juno, who had bribed the winds’ lord Aeolus to help her.


(See also Aeneas, Aeolus, Athens, Boreas, Juno, Orithyia, and Troy.)


ARES Ares was the Greek god of war and, as such, was associated with the violence of war, bloodlust, panic, and the screams of the dying. He was attended by Phobos (“Fear”) and Deimos (“Dread”), two of his children, according to the Greek poet Hesiod. Athena, too, was a war deity, but of a different sort: her particular realm was defensive war waged in the interest of safeguarding the city. Accordingly, Ares was feared as well as revered and had a limited presence in religion and cult in comparison with his siblings. One of the twelve Olympian gods, Ares was the son of Zeus and Hera. He himself fathered a number of children with a variety of partners. His most famous liaison was with the goddess Aphrodite, wife of Hephaestus, who used his skills as god of the forge in order to trap the lovers while in bed. With Aphrodite, he reputedly became father not only to Deimos and Phobos but also to Eros (“Love”), Anteros (“Requited Love”), and Harmonia (“Harmony”). His other children included the warlike Cycnus, the Thracian Diomedes, the godless Tereus, the Amazon Penthesileia, and Parthenopaeus, one of the Seven Against Thebes.


As for artistic representations of Ares, these are relatively few, and, logically, he is shown armed with helmet, shield, and sword or spear. In the Roman world, Ares was identified with the Italian war god Mars.


(See also Amazons [the], Anteros, Aphrodite, Athena, Cycnus, Diomedes, Eros, Hera, Mars, Olympus [Mount], Parthenopaeus, Penthesileia, Seven Against Thebes [the], Tereus, and Zeus.)


ARETHUSA Arethusa was a nymph who would give her name to a spring on the island of Ortygia in the Sicilian harbor of Syracuse. While there were in reality a number of springs and nymphs by this name, it is the Sicilian Arethusa whose mythology is best known; her dramatic tale is vividly told by the Roman poet Ovid. The exceedingly lovely Arethusa was born in Arcadia and spent her days at the hunt. One hot day on her way home, she decided to refresh herself in the streams of the river Alpheus. When the river’s god, Alpheus, saw her, he desired her fervently. Arethusa leaped out of the water and ran, and Alpheus ran in pursuit. At last, when she was exhausted, Arethusa cried out to the goddess Artemis for help, and the goddess obliged, surrounding her in a mist. Then, suddenly, she became liquid—a stream of water—and the river found her in this new form; changing his shape from that of a human to a river, he tried to mingle his waters with hers. Now Artemis caused the earth to split, and Arethusa dove through the crack to re-emerge in Sicily. Even there, however, Alpheus found her, plunging under the earth’s surface after her.


(See also Alpheus [god and place], Artemis, Nymphs [the], and Sicily.)


ARISTAEUS Aristaeus was a rustic deity credited with instructing humans in agricultural pursuits. The Greek poet Apollonius of Rhodes writes that he was the son of the shepherdess Cyrene, who was abducted and impregnated by Apollo. The god rewarded her by transforming her into a nymph and making her immortal. Apollo then took the baby Aristaeus to be reared by the wise Centaur Chiron. When he was grown, the Muses found him a bride, taught him in his father’s arts of healing and prophecy, and made him shepherd of their extensive flocks. In Virgil’s Georgics, he is presented as a practitioner of agriculture, viticulture, and the keeping of bees (apiculture) whose bees have suddenly and inexplicably died. When this occurred, Aristaeus went to his mother’s spring, the spring Cyrene that feeds the Peneus River, to ask for her assistance. She instructed him to seek out the changeable sea deity Proteus, and Aristaeus learned from him that the bees’ death had been caused by Orpheus and the Dryad sisters of the nymph Eurydice, whose death he had inadvertently caused. Cyrene then told her son that he must make sacrifice to the nymphs, Orpheus, and Eurydice in atonement. Then, from the carcasses of the sacrificed oxen there emerged bees that repopulated Aristaeus’s hives.


Aristaeus was also named as the father of Actaeon by the Theban king Cadmus’s daughter Autonoe, and according to the poet Pindar, it was the Horai (“Hours”) and Gaia who made him immortal.


(See also Actaeon, Apollo, Autonoe, Cadmus, Centaurs [the], Chiron, Cyrene [heroine], Dryads [the], Eurydice, Gaia, Muses [the], Orpheus, Peneus, Proteus, and Thebes.)


ARTEMIS Artemis was the Greek goddess of the wild, residing in the mountains and glens where she kept the company of Nymphs. She was a huntress, a protector of animals and also of hunters, who were fully aware that they were taking lives of other creatures in order to sustain their own, their activities requiring thanks to animal and goddess alike. Artemis, who was one of the twelve Olympian gods, also presided over childbirth among animals and humans, protecting birthing mothers and also their offspring. At the same time, she could bring sudden death during childbirth with her golden arrows. While herself a virgin, she was a goddess of transitions, presiding over rites of passage to adulthood for young women but also young men. Insofar as their powers and realms of influence overlapped, especially with respect to childbirth, the Greek goddesses Eileithyia, Hecate, and Selene became identified with her, as did the Roman goddess Diana, who adopted Artemis’s mythology.


Artemis was a daughter of Zeus and the second-generation Titan goddess Leto, whose pregnancy Hera cruelly extended in jealousy of Zeus’s affair with her. By some accounts, both Artemis and her twin brother, Apollo, were born on the island of Delos, where Leto clung to a palm tree while giving birth. According to the Roman historian Tacitus, however, Artemis was born in a cypress grove at Ortygia near Ephesus, which would become an important site of her worship and the location of a temple built in her honor that was considered one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world. Other authors, meanwhile, cite Crete as her birthplace. As for the historical origin of this goddess, this is less than clear. There is some evidence to suggest that she may have been an import to Greece from Anatolia, but in any event, she was known since the Bronze Age, a period extending from circa 3000 to 1150 BCE. Sanctuaries of Artemis could be found throughout the Greek world, some of the most prominent being at Brauron in the territory of Athens and at Sparta: the first was the site of initiation ceremonies for young girls, who dressed as bears, and the second was linked with the ritualized process by which Spartan boys became warriors and citizens.


The many mythological tales involving Artemis featured various aspects of her complex persona. She and her brother, Apollo, armed with bow and arrows, avenged their mother when the Lydian princess Niobe boasted that, on the grounds that she had more children than Leto, she was more deserving of worship than that goddess. Artemis’s other victims included the hunter Actaeon, whose hunting dogs she turned upon him in consequence of his catching sight of her naked. According to the mythographer Hyginus, it was not Hera but Artemis who transformed her companion Callisto into a bear as punishment for becoming pregnant by Zeus, although the pregnancy was the result of rape. The hunter Orion she killed for challenging her at quoits (ring toss), and with Apollo, she set upon Tityus for his unwanted pursuit of their mother. Her best-known devotee was the chaste but tragically flawed Hippolytus, son of the Amazon queen Hippolyta, and she demanded the sacrifice of Agamemnon’s daughter Iphigeneia in compensation for that king’s killing of a deer sacred to her. By some accounts, Iphigeneia met her end on Artemis’s altar, but by others, the goddess saved her, bringing her to the barbarian land of the Taurians, where she became Artemis’s priestess, being tasked with preparing the victims of human sacrifice.


As for distinguishing attributes, Artemis was represented in Greek art as armed with a bow, quiver, and arrows. She sometimes also, like Hecate and Eileithyia, carries a torch or torches. All animals were sacred to her, but deer, bear, and boar especially. As was the case with her brother, Apollo, the palm and cypress were among her most sacred plants.


(See also Actaeon, Agamemnon, Amazons [the], Apollo, Athens, Callisto, Delos, Diana, Eileithyia, Hecate, Hera, Hippolyta, Hippolytus, Iphigeneia, Leto, Niobe, Olympus [Mount], Orion, Ortygia, Selene, Sparta, Taurians [the], Titans [the], Tityus, and Zeus.)


ASCLEPIUS Asclepius (or Aesculapius) was a son of Apollo and a healing hero who became divinized, thus being known more generally as god of healing and medicine. According to the Greek poet Hesiod, his mother was a mortal woman named Arsinoe, a daughter of Leucippus, but the more usual tale of his origins names his mother as Coronis, daughter of the Thessalian Phlegyas. Of his birth there are also several versions. Either Coronis gave birth to Asclepius while in Epidaurus with her father, who was unaware of her pregnancy, and exposed the infant in the wild. There Asclepius was suckled by goats and guarded by the dog of a herdsman who later came upon him. As lightning flashed from the child upon his approach, the terrified herdsman left him where he lay. Alternatively, the pregnant Coronis took a mortal lover, and an enraged Apollo (or his sister Artemis) killed her. However, Hermes was instructed to snatch the baby from his mother’s womb as her body lay on the lit funeral pyre. Asclepius was given to the noble Centaur Chiron to rear and educate in the arts of healing. The mythographer Apollodorus writes that Asclepius became so skilled in his profession that he not only saved lives but even revived the dead by use of Gorgon’s blood given him by Athena. Hyginus offers a different account of Asclepius’s ability to raise the dead, a tale also told of the seer Polyidos: when Asclepius was ordered to restore Glaucus, son of Minos, to life and was considering what to do, a snake wound its way up the staff that he was holding. Asclepius killed the snake, but soon afterward another snake appeared, this one with an herb in its mouth, which it placed on the head of its deceased mate. Both snakes then fled the place, and Asclepius used the same herb on Glaucus to bring him back to life. Fearing that the distinction between the immortal gods and mortal humans would forever be compromised, Zeus struck Asclepius with a thunderbolt, and an angry Apollo killed the Cyclopes, makers of the thunderbolts, for which vengeful crime he was required to be servant to a mortal, Admetus, for a year. Asclepius, for his part, was placed by Zeus among the stars at Apollo’s request.


While the most important center of Asclepius’s worship was Epidaurus in the northeastern Peloponnese, his sanctuaries—the so-called Asclepeia, forerunners to modern hospitals, to which people made pilgrimages in order to be healed—could be found throughout the Greek world and beyond; in Rome the worship of Asclepius was introduced from Epidaurus in 293 BCE in order to avert the plague. What was unique about Asclepius and his worship was the relative uniformity of the layout of his sanctuaries and the rituals practiced therein. The sanctuaries, which comprised a temple, an altar, and a dormitory, tended to lie outside settlements and close to sources of water. Asclepius’s sacred animals, snakes and dogs, were kept in Asclepeia, and goats, sacred to the god insofar as they nursed him while a baby, could not be sacrificed, nor could goat meat be consumed in the sanctuaries’ confines. The actual “healing” took place during incubation, while the patients were lying down and asleep. Asclepius, or one of his representatives, would appear to patients in a dream and either perform cures or communicate remedies for their ailments. As for representations of Asclepius, he was generally shown wearing a long mantle and holding a snake-entwined staff.


(See also Admetus, Apollo, Arsinoe, Athena, Centaurs [the], Chiron, Coronis, Cyclopes [the], Gorgons [the], Hermes, Leucippus, Minos, Polyidos, Thessaly, and Zeus.)


ASTRAEA Astraea (or Astraia) was a personification of Justice, who became the constellation Virgo, according to the Phaenomena (Celestial Phenomena) of Aratus and Roman authors influenced by this work on the constellations. Astraea was thus acknowledged as both Virgo and Dike (Justice), and she was variously known as the daughter of the second-generation Titan god Astraeus with Eos, goddess of the dawn, and as daughter of Zeus with Themis (“Sacred Law”). For the Roman authors Ovid, Hyginus, and others, Astraea departed the earth for the heavens in horror when humans became a wicked Race of Iron in the course of their devolution from a Race of Gold, then of silver, and subsequently of bronze.


(See also Dike, Eos, Themis, and Zeus.)


ATE Ate was a feminized personification of reckless folly. According to the poet Hesiod, she was the daughter of Eris, “Strife,” and Homer calls her a daughter of Zeus. The goddess has no mythology to speak of but was invoked in numerous sagas as the cause of a given character’s wildly imprudent or delusional and ruinous actions. These characters include the Mycenaean king Agamemnon, who blamed Ate for his decision to take the lovely Briseis from Achilles, which deed caused the latter to withdraw from fighting at a critical point in the Trojan War; Agamemnon’s wife, Clytemnestra, who counted folly as one of the reasons why she murdered her husband; and Orestes and Electra, who recklessly killed their mother in vengeance for their father’s death.


(See also Achilles, Agamemnon, Briseis, Clytemnestra, Electra [heroine], Eris, Mycenae, Orestes, and Zeus.)


ATHENA Athena was the Greek goddess of war, wisdom, and crafts, and she was the protectress of cities, especially Athens. As a war goddess, her character was very different from that of Ares, who represented aggression and the violence of war. Athena, by contrast, was the goddess of wars that were defensive, necessary, and not waged on impulse. As patroness of crafts and craftspeople, she had particularly strong associations with women’s crafts of spinning and weaving, but her oversight of crafts extended to carpentry and metalworking, overlapping in this regard with Hephaestus, with whom she was linked in cult. Prominent among her numerous cult titles were Ergane (“Craftswoman” or “Maker”), Nike (“Victorious”), Promachos (“Who Fights in the Front Lines”), Polias or Poliouchos (“Protectress of Cities”), and Parthenos (“Maiden”), in which guise she was housed in the Athenian Parthenon. Athena was also often called “Pallas Athena” or simply “Pallas,” a name that ancient authors derived from a close companion of the goddess whom she accidentally killed or a giant whom she killed on purpose. As for the origins of Athena and of her name, there is no consensus, though it appears that an early form of her name was known in Greece in the Bronze Age, the period extending from roughly 3000 to 1150 BCE. It is also not known whether the name of Athens, the city most sacred to her, predated her own.


Regarding Athena’s mythology, she was the daughter of Zeus and his first wife, Metis, a personification of wisdom. As the Greek poet Hesiod recounts, Zeus swallowed Metis when she was about to give birth, for he had learned from the gods Gaia and Uranus that she was destined to bear children who would threaten his position as king of the gods: first a wise and mighty daughter and then a bold and strong son. In due course, Zeus developed a terrible headache and requested the assistance of Hephaestus, who struck his head with an axe. From the cleft in his skull sprang Athena, fully grown and fully armed. Athena remained unmarried and a virgin, but she did become the foster mother of the legendary Athenian king Erichthonius, the snake-man born from semen spilled on the earth when Hephaestus attempted to rape her. A number of heroes enjoyed her support and protection, among them Perseus, to whom she gave a polished shield with which he could locate Medusa without having to look at her directly. In thanks for helping him, Perseus gave her Medusa’s head, which she fixed to her breastplate. The clever Odysseus, too, was a favorite of hers, for, as Homer writes, of all humans, he was the closest to her in terms of mental acuity. Athena was also a defender of the Mycenaean prince Orestes, acquitting him of matricide. Those who came to feel the full brunt of the goddess’s anger included Arachne, the skilled weaver who arrogantly claimed to be more talented than the goddess, her teacher. And although their city contained one of her sanctuaries, Athena hated the Trojans, for she, like the goddess Hera, remained angry over the Trojan prince Paris’s judgment of Aphrodite as the fairest of the three goddesses.
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The most important myth involving Athena, apart from the tale of her miraculous birth, was the account of her contest with Poseidon for patronage of Athens. Poseidon struck the Acropolis with his trident to produce a saltwater spring, a symbol of naval power, and Athena produced an olive tree. The goddess won this contest, as the olive, which became a mainstay of the Athenian economy, was judged the more valuable gift.


As for Athena’s attributes, she was depicted armed, wearing a helmet as well as a snake-fringed breastplate, the so-called aegis (“goatskin”) that had the head of Medusa affixed to it, and carrying a shield and lance or spear. Animals sacred to her were the snake and owl, a symbol of wisdom, and her most sacred plant was the olive.


The Romans equated their goddess Minerva with Athena.


(See also Acropolis [the], Aphrodite, Arachne, Athens, Erichthonius, Gaia, Hephaestus, Medusa, Metis, Minerva, Mycenae, Odysseus, Orestes, Pallas, Paris, Perseus, Poseidon, Troy, Uranus, and Zeus.)


ATLAS Atlas was a second-generation Titan god, from a patrilineal perspective. He was the child of the first-generation Titan Iapetus and Clymene, a daughter of Iapetus’s brother Oceanus (an Oceanid). With his Oceanid aunt Pleione he sired the Pleiades, the Hyades (whose mother is also named as Aethra, another Oceanid), and Calypso. With Hesperis, daughter of the Evening Star Hesper, he produced the Hesperides. Atlas’s brothers were Prometheus, Epimetheus, and Menoetius.


The mythographer Hyginus reports that as a consequence of his leadership role in the power struggle between the Olympian gods and the Titans, Zeus punished him by placing the heavens on his shoulders. Atlas was said to live by the garden of the Hesperides, on the westernmost shores of the river Oceanus, in Libya, or in the distant North (or East), where the Hyperboreans resided.


Hercules enlisted Atlas’s assistance when he went to fetch the apples of the Hesperides: Hercules asked Atlas to retrieve the apples in exchange for giving Atlas a break from holding up the heavens by shouldering the burden himself. But Atlas, apples in hand, attempted to protract the reprieve from his onerous task by offering then to deliver the apples to Eurystheus, at whose behest Hercules was performing the task. Hercules tricked him into taking the heavens back by asking him to hold up the burden momentarily while he looked for a pillow to cushion his shoulders. Needless to say, Hercules did not resume the burden. Atlas also played a role in the saga of the hero Perseus. As retribution for not having offered him hospitality, Perseus, holding up Medusa’s severed head, transformed Atlas into the mountains that still bear his name.


(See also Calypso, Clymene, Epimetheus, Eurystheus, Hercules, Hesper, Hesperides [the], Hyades [the], Hyperboreans [the], Oceanids [the], Oceanus [place], Perseus, Pleiades [the], Prometheus, and Titans [the].)


ATROPOS Atropos, the “Unturnable One,” was one of the three Fates, or Moirae, goddesses that portioned out or allotted a person’s destiny. As Atropos’s name suggests, it was generally the case that the Fates’ determination could not be altered once they had spun and cut the thread of an individual’s life.


(See also Fates [the] and Moirae [the].)


AURORA Aurora is the Roman name for Eos, goddess of the dawn.


(See Eos.)


AUSTER Auster was the Roman equivalent of Notus (or Notos), the south wind.


(See Notus.)


BACCHUS Bacchus was another name for the god Dionysus. This name was originally used as a title or descriptor of Dionysus, with particular reference to his being a god inducing ecstatic frenzy. The name Bacchus could also be used to designate a male worshipper of Dionysus who was in such an ecstatic state or was an initiate of the mysteries of the god, however. Similarly, Bacchantes were celebrants of the god.


(See also Bacchantes [the] and Dionysus.)


BELLONA Bellona, whose name was derived from bellum, the Latin word for war, was the Roman goddess of war and was identified with the Greek war goddess Enyo. Representations of her in art show her wearing a helmet. Her other attributes include a shield, a sword or spear, and a trumpet, with which to sound the call to battle, as well as Gorgon-like snake-hair. Because she personified the destructive aspects of war, her temple “in” Rome was located outside the city’s pomerium, its religious and legal boundary.


(See also Enyo and Gorgons [the].)


BOREAS Boreas was the personification of the north wind and the deity of that wind. He, along with Notus, the south wind, and Zephyr, the west wind, were children of Eos, goddess of the dawn, and Astraeus, a second-generation Titan. His home, according to the Greek poet Pindar, was beyond the land of the Hyperboreans, who were untouched by his frozen, wintry breath. Boreas’s bride, whom he abducted as she was gathering flowers by the Ilissus River, was Orithyia, daughter of the legendary Athenian king Erechtheus. With her he became father to twin sons, Zetes and Calais, who would accompany Jason and the Argonauts on their quest for the Golden Fleece, and to two daughters, Chione and Cleopatra. His children collectively were known as Boreads.


Boreas and his brothers were depicted as winged and sometimes even as horses. Indeed, there were legends to the effect that Boreas and his siblings sired particularly swift horses. Among them were colts born to the mares of the Trojan king Erichthonius. The Romans identified Boreas as Aquilo.


(See also Aquilo, Argonauts [the], Athens, Erechtheus, Erichthonius, Hyperboreans [the], Ilissus River [the], Jason, Notus, Orithyia, Troy, Zephyr, and Zetes.)


BROMIUS Bromius (or Bromios) was a name used for Dionysus and is translated as the “Thunderer” or “Loud/Boisterous One.” This name describes the loud and boisterous nature of the god’s worship, which involved ecstatic dancing and ritual shouting. This title is also a nod to the thundering Zeus, Dionysus’s father, and, at the same time, to the fact that Dionysus could change his shape at will into that of a roaring beast, among others.


(See also Dionysus and Zeus.)


CALLIOPE Calliope, the “Beautiful-Voiced” goddess, was one of the Muses and was sometimes described as their leader. She became known as the Muse of epic poetry but was also considered a patroness of poetry more generally. According to the mythographer Apollodorus, Calliope bore two sons to the Thracian king Oeagrus (or to Apollo): the famed musician Linus, whom his pupil Hercules killed, and another son, Orpheus, who with his music could move trees and stones. Even Homer was called her son, though likely in a symbolic sense.


(See also Apollo, Hercules, Linus, Muses [the], Orpheus, and Thrace.)


CALYPSO Calypso, whose name means “I will hide you,” was, according to Homer in his Odyssey, a goddess and a daughter of the second-generation Titan Atlas. Calypso was a nature or earth goddess who lived in a cave surrounded by luxurious vegetation: trees, burgeoning vines, and thick meadows. By the time Odysseus arrived on her island of Ogygia, he was alone, his ships having been destroyed and all his companions lost. The goddess loved and cared for him for seven years and offered to make him immortal, but Odysseus missed his wife and home. While Calypso was nurturing, she also posed a threat to Odysseus and his homecoming, which was intimated by the presence of particular species of plants and animals surrounding her cave: black poplars, alders, cypresses, violets, owls, gulls, and hawks, all mentioned by Homer, had symbolic associations with death. Knowing the threat Calypso posed, the goddess Athena prevailed on Zeus to send Hermes to convince Calypso to release Odysseus. This she did and, with her perhaps surprising knowledge of technology, assisted him in making a raft.


(See also Athena, Atlas, Hermes, Odysseus, Titans [the], and Zeus.)


CAMENAE, THE The Camenae were four (or three) Roman goddesses who became identified with the Greek Muses, goddesses presiding over the sciences, poetry, and the arts. The nymph or goddess Egeria was sometimes included in their number. According to the ancient biographer Plutarch, the legendary second king of Rome, Numa Pompilius, established a sacred grove for them in Rome and also declared as holy the spring that watered this location, designating use of its waters by the Vestal Virgins (priestesses of Vesta) for the purpose of purifying their temple.


(See also Egeria, Muses [the], Numa, Nymphs [the], and Vesta.)


CASTOR Castor (or Kastor) and his brother Pollux (or Polydeuces) were known as the Dioscuri, twin “Sons of Zeus.” According to some Classical sources, Castor’s father was actually the Spartan king Tyndareus while Pollux’s was Zeus, both of whom had lain with Leda, queen of Sparta, on the same day. While both brothers were associated with horses, it was Castor who was called an expert horseman and a tamer of horses by the Greek poet Alcman. His brother, by contrast, excelled at boxing. Following a number of adventures, the twins were transformed into stars central to the constellation Gemini.


(See also Dioscuri [the], Gemini, Leda, Pollux, Sparta, Tyndareus, and Zeus.)


CEPHISSUS Cephissus was the name both of several rivers in Greece and of the gods of those rivers, one in Boeotia, two in the territory of Athens, and one in the territory of Argos. The deity personifying the Boeotian Cephissus was said to be the father of the lovely youth Narcissus, who pined away out of love for himself. The deity of the Argive Cephissus, for his part, was reputedly one of the judges in the contest between Hera and Poseidon for patronage of Argos, a contest in which Hera prevailed.


(See also Argos, Athens, Boeotia, Cephissus River [the], Hera, Narcissus, and Poseidon.)


CERES Ceres, whose name could be used as a word for grain or bread, was an ancient Italian goddess of agriculture upon whom the growth of crops depended. Her origins are obscure, but early on, she became identified with the Greek goddess Demeter, to whom she was inherently similar and whose mythology she assumed. In Roman cult, Ceres was associated with Liber, the ancient Italian god of fertility and wine who was the Roman counterpart of Dionysus, and with Tellus, the Roman goddess Earth.


(See Demeter, Dionysus, and Liber.)


CHAOS In his Theogony (Origin of the Gods), the earliest surviving account of the origin of the Greek gods, the poet Hesiod writes that Chaos, a great Void, was first to come into being, followed by Gaia, the Earth; Tartarus, the earth’s deepest recess; and Eros, Desire. Thereafter, the Darkness of Erebus and Night came to being from the elemental Chaos, and Night then gave rise to Aether, the bright upper atmosphere, and Day, both of whom she conceived by lying in love with Erebus. Gaia, for her part, first bore Uranus (or Ouranos), the Heavens, and then the mountains (Ourea) and sea (Pontus) that “shaped” her physically. Gaia and Uranus then produced several groups of children between them, and so on. This theogony is clearly also a cosmogony, an account of the origins of the universe and its components; the first deities to come into being are elemental, but they are also to some degree personified, with personification increasing the narrative progresses.


(See also Erebus, Eros, Gaia, Tartarus, and Uranus.)


CHARITES, THE The Graces, goddesses embodying beauty, joy, and grace, were called Charites (“Graces”) by the Greeks. According to the poet Hesiod, they were the children of Zeus and the lovely Eurynome, a daughter of Oceanus, and their names were Aglaia (“The Resplendent One”), Euphrosyne (“Good Cheer”), and Thalia (“Blooming One”).


(See also Graces [the], Oceanus [god], and Zeus.)


CHARON In Greco-Roman mythology, Charon was the ferryman of the dead. He conveyed those who were deceased and had received proper burial across the river Acheron (or Styx) in his skiff and thus from the world of the living to the Underworld. The god Hermes was responsible for leading the souls of the dead to the Acheron’s banks, where they were met by Charon. The fare of an obol (an ancient Greek coin having the equivalent weight of a cooking spit) secured passage across the river, and for this reason the dead were buried with a coin in their mouths. Only a few had been able to persuade Charon to ferry them into the land of the dead while alive: the heroes Theseus, Pirithous, Hercules, and Aeneas. The most vivid description of Charon is the poet Virgil’s in the Aeneid, where he is grim, aged, fearsome, and squalid, having a matted beard, a filthy mantle, and eyes that blaze like fire.


It is thought that Charon, a minor deity, was originally a personification of death. Interestingly, he was honored in cult as a healing deity, according to the geographer Strabo.


(See also Acheron [the River], Aeneas, Hercules, Hermes, Pirithous, Styx [the River], Theseus, and Underworld [the].)


CIRCE Circe was a goddess possessing a sorceress’s powers. She is described by Homer as the sister of Aeetes, king of the barbarian people of Colchis, and the daughter of the sun god Helios and Perse, a daughter of Oceanus. Circe lived on the island of Aeaea in a house built of well-polished stone. Her companions were nymphs as well as wolves and lions that she had enchanted. She entertained those of Odysseus’s men who had been sent to explore her island, offering them drugged wine. When she then struck them with her wand, they turned into swine, a transformation that Odysseus was later able to compel her to reverse. Odysseus himself escaped transformation only because the god Hermes had supplied him with an herb, moly, that served as an antidote to Circe’s potion, which he, too, was served. Odysseus and his men stayed with Circe for a year, at which point she instructed the hero to travel to the land of the dead at the ends of the earth, there to consult the seer Teiresias about how to achieve his homecoming. By Odysseus, Circe became the mother of Telegonus (or Nausithous, Agrius, and Latinus), according to post-Homeric traditions.


Other heroes or mythological figures who had encounters with Circe included the sea god Glaucus, who wanted to obtain a love potion from her but whose love interest, Scylla, Circe turned into a monster out of jealousy. Circe also featured in tales surrounding her niece Medea, who, accompanied by the hero Jason, visited her in hopes (ultimately unrealized) of being purified of the murder of Apsyrtus, Medea’s brother.


(See also Aeaea, Aeetes, Apsyrtus, Colchis, Glaucus, Helios, Hermes, Jason, Medea, Oceanus [god], Odysseus, Scylla, and Teiresias.)
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CLIO Clio (or Cleio), “The Praiser,” was one of the nine Muses, patron goddesses of literature and the arts. Clio’s particular realm of influence was rhetoric and history, especially works that recounted noteworthy deeds of persons and achievements or initiatives of towns. The mythographer Apollodorus records a disturbing episode in which Clio mocked Aphrodite for her infatuation with Adonis. Aphrodite punished Clio by causing her to fall in love with Pierus, to whom she bore the handsome Hyacinth, who in turn was loved by the bard Thamyris and Apollo, and met a tragic end.


(See also Adonis, Aphrodite, Hyacinth, Muses [the], Pierus, and Thamyris.)


CLOTHO Clotho, “The Spinner,” was one of the three Moirae, or Fates. What Clotho spun was the “thread of life” that she and her sisters subsequently measured and cut to a determined length.


(See also Fates [the] and Moirae [the].)


CLYMENE The best-known Clymene in the extant body of Classical myth was an Oceanid (daughter of Oceanus) and a second-generation Titan, as she was born of Oceanus and Tethys, who were first-generation Titan gods. The Greek poet Hesiod calls her the mother of Atlas, Epimetheus, and Prometheus; and according to the Roman poet Ovid, she was mother to the tragic figure Phaethon by Helios (Apollo in the guise of sun god).


(See also Apollo, Atlas, Epimetheus, Helios, Oceanids [the], Oceanus, Phaethon, Prometheus, Tethys, and Titans [the].)


COEUS Coeus was one of the Titans, a group of twelve gods born to Gaia (“Earth”) and Uranus (“Heaven”). He was known primarily as joining with his sister Phoebe to produce the second-generation Titan goddesses Asteria (“the Starry One”), future mother of Hecate, and Leto, who in turn would become mother to the divine twins Apollo and Artemis.


(See also Apollo, Artemis, Gaia, Hecate, Leto, Phoebe, and Uranus.)


CORA Cora (or Kora and Kore), translated as “The Maiden,” was a name or title used for Persephone, daughter of the harvest goddess, Demeter.


(See also Demeter and Persephone.)


CORYBANTES, THE The Corybantes were divine beings who became confused and conflated with the Curetes. They were variously said to be children of the Muse Thalia with Apollo, as according to the Greek poet Hesiod; sons of Helios and Athena; of Zeus and the Muse Calliope; or of Cronus and Rhea. The Corybantes were priests and attendants of the Phyrgian Great Mother Goddess Cybele, whom they worshiped in orgiastic dance, and it was due to the identification of Cybele with Rhea that the Corybantes in turn became identified with the Curetes. As the Curetes had been guardians of the infant Zeus, so the Corybantes were said to have been guardians of the infant Dionysus.


(See also Apollo, Athena, Calliope, Cronus, Curetes [the], Cybele, Dionysus, Helios, Muses [the], Rhea, Thalia, and Zeus.)


CRONUS Cronus (or Kronos) was a son of the primeval elemental deities Gaia (“Earth”) and Uranus (“Heaven”), whose children were the twelve Titan gods, of whom Cronus was the youngest, as well as the monstrous Hecatoncheires (“Hundred-Handers”) and Cyclopes. Uranus hated his malformed offspring and pressed them back into their mother, causing her much suffering. According to the Greek poet Hesiod in his account of the origins of the gods, Gaia asked her remaining children for help, but only Cronus was willing. She supplied him with a sickle of adamant as a weapon, and at nightfall, when Uranus came to lie with Gaia, Cronus ambushed and castrated him. Uranus’s severed genitals yielded Aphrodite and the Erinyes, spirits of vengeance. Cronus dethroned his father and became king of the gods. Largely following Hesiod, the mythographer Apollodorus writes that after releasing the Cyclopes and Hecatoncheires, Cronus again imprisoned them in the earth, deep in Tartarus, and took his sister Rhea as wife. From his parents he learned that he, in turn, would be dethroned by one of his children, and, as a consequence, he swallowed each of them as they were born, apart from Zeus, whom Rhea saved by giving Cronus a stone wrapped in swaddling clothes to swallow instead. A decade-long battle between the older-generation Titan gods and Zeus and his siblings, the so-called Olympian gods, raged until Zeus, with the aid of the Cyclopes and Hecatoncheires, prevailed. The Titans were then imprisoned in Tartarus, and Zeus became king of the gods.


According to a different poem attributed to Hesiod, the Works and Days, a golden race of mortals inhabited the earth while Cronus was king of the gods, and this golden race would later be replaced by a race of silver and then races of bronze and iron—the current, sinful race. The reign of Cronus thus became viewed as a Golden Age, a notion that appears also in Roman myths of Saturn, Cronus’s Roman equivalent. An additional detail about Cronus is added by Plato, who presents the dethroned Cronus as a later king of Elysium.


(See also Aphrodite, Cyclopes [the], Elysium, Erinyes [the], Gaia, Hecatoncheires [the], Olympus [Mount], Rhea, Saturn, Tartarus, Titans [the], Uranus, and Zeus.)


CUPID Cupid was the Roman name for the Greek god of love, Eros. As in the case of Eros, he was a personification of desire, which in Latin is cupido.


(See also Eros.)


CURETES, THE According to the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus, the Curetes were divine beings, nine in number. By some accounts, they were born of the earth, and they lived in mountainous, thickly wooded places that offered them good shelter. They taught humankind animal husbandry, beekeeping, hunting, and communal living, all being arts that they discovered. They were also said to have invented swords and helmets, with which they danced and made noise when they were entrusted by Rhea with the safekeeping of the infant Zeus either on Mount Ida or Mount Dicte on Crete. The Curetes became confused and conflated with the Corybantes, attendants of the goddess Cybele.


These divine Curetes are to be distinguished from the people of the same name who became embroiled with the hero Meleager in the course of the hunt for the Calydonian Boar.


(See also Corybantes [the], Crete, Ida [Mount], Cybele, Meleager, Rhea, and Zeus.)


CYBELE Cybele, who was also called the Great Mother (Meter Megale in Greek, and Magna Mater in Latin), was a western-Asiatic fertility goddess whose wide-ranging powers and realms of influence included healing, prophecy, and the protection of settlements and cities. Acknowledged by the Greeks and Romans as a foreign deity, she was introduced to Greece by at least the sixth century BCE from Phrygia, but her roots extended deeper still: to Mesopotamia. In Greece, Cybele was equated with the goddess Rhea, mother of Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Hades, Demeter, and Hestia. She also had close ties with the goddesses Demeter, Artemis, and Aphrodite insofar as their realms of influence overlapped.


Cybele’s cult was ecstatic and orgiastic in nature, involving dancing and chanting to the wailing of the flute and beat of cymbal and drum. Cybele’s priests were called galli (“roosters”), and some of their number were eunuchs, having undergone voluntary castration following the model of Cybele’s mythological “consort” or love interest, Attis, who castrated himself. As for the Romans, they imported the Great Goddess in the form of her cult image, a great meteoritic stone, in the year 205/204 BCE, when they were hard pressed by war with the Carthaginian general Hannibal. The resolution to bring the goddess from Phrygia was made on the basis of codified utterances of the prophetic Sibyl of Cumae, and, according to Roman legend, it was through the efforts of the noble matron Claudia Quinta that the stone entered Rome. The hull of the barge carrying this stone had become stuck in the Tiber’s bottom at the river’s mouth. As the Roman poet Ovid records, Claudia easily dislodged the barge with a gentle tug on a rope affixed to it, this act serving as testimony to her chastity, which a vicious rumor had put into question.


The best-known myth involving Cybele is the account of her birth and love for Attis. According to the travel writer Pausanias, there was an occasion on which a drop of Zeus’s semen fell upon the ground, and after a time, the earth produced a deity called Agdistis, who had both male and female reproductive organs. In fear of this most fortunate and powerful daemon, the gods cut off the male organ, leaving their victim a female goddess, Cybele. Meanwhile, an almond tree grew from the severed penis. This tree’s fruit fell into the lap of Nana, daughter of a local river god, and from its contact with her, Nana gave birth to a handsome baby boy called Attis. When he was grown, Cybele fell in love with him, but her affections were not returned. When, on Attis’s marriage day, Cybele appeared at the wedding ceremony in place of his intended bride, a crazed Attis castrated himself. At Cybele’s request, he became immortal and was transformed into a pine tree. There were, of course, other legends associated with Cybele, too. She played a role in the tale of the young lovers Hippomenes and Atalanta, who thoughtlessly defiled her temple and whom she consequently transformed into the lions that pulled her chariot. Another tradition made Cybele the mother of the overly fortunate king Midas, known for his golden touch. The ships of the hero Aeneas, who traveled from a fallen Troy to Italy so as to found the Roman race, were reputedly from a pine grove sacred to her on Mount Ida.


Given the orgiastic nature of her worship, she became linked with Dionysus and his entourage. As a counterpart to the Greek goddess Rhea, who called upon the Curetes to care for the infant Zeus, Cybele’s mythical celebrants included warrior Corybantes, with whom the Curetes were confused.


As regards Cybele’s appearance and attributes, she was regularly represented seated on a throne flanked by lions or in a chariot drawn by them. On her head she wore a basket or a crown in the shape of a turreted city wall, while holding a bowl for the pouring of liquid offerings or a ritual drum.


(See also Aphrodite, Artemis, Atalanta, Carthage, Corybantes [the], Curetes [the], Dionysus, Hades, Hera, Hestia, Hippomenes, Ida [Mount], Midas, Phrygia, Poseidon, Rhea, Rome, Sibyl of Cumae [the], Troy, and Zeus.)


CYNTHIA Cynthia, which literally means “of or relating to Mount Cynthus,” was an epithet of and name for Artemis, the goddess of the wild, who was said to have been born on the island of Delos, where Mount Cynthus is located. However, in cult, even the goddess Hera could be called “Cynthia,” specifically in reference her worship at her temple on that mountain.


(See also Artemis, Cynthus [Mount], Delos, and Hera.)


CYPRIAN GODDESS, THE The goddess Aphrodite was sometimes called “Cyprian” or “Cypris,” which names or epithets were an allusion to the island of Cyprus and its claim to have been the land where the goddess first stepped ashore after her watery birth. The same claim was also made by the island of Cythera, among other places.


(See also Aphrodite, Cyprus, and Cythera.)


CYTHEREA Cytherea was named for Aphrodite as a direct reference to the island of Cythera’s claim to have been the place where the goddess first stepped on land after her birth from the waves of the sea.


(See also Aphrodite and Cythera.)


DEMETER Demeter was the Greek goddess of grain, the harvest, and agriculture more generally. The earth’s fertility depended on her good will and that of her daughter, Persephone, with whom she was closely linked in cult. Demeter’s origins as a goddess are disputed, as is the derivation of her name, a combination of the word for mother (meter) and, perhaps, the word for earth or barley. One of the Olympian gods, Demeter was, according to the Greek poet Hesiod, a child of the Titan gods Rhea and Cronus, her siblings being Hestia, Hera, Poseidon, Hades, and Zeus. The most significant myth relating to Demeter was the abduction of her daughter, Persephone, by Hades, who wished to make her his bride and queen of the Underworld. As detailed in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, when Persephone was abducted, Demeter wandered the earth for nine days in search of her until she learned that Hades was responsible. In anger at Zeus and the gods of Olympus, she changed her form to that of an old woman and was taken in by King Celeus of Eleusis, in whose palace she became the nurse of his infant son Demophoon. When the child’s mother, Metaneira, saw that Demeter had placed him in the embers of a fire, she cried out in terror, not knowing that the nurse was a goddess and placement in embers a means to make her son immortal. Demeter dropped the boy and shed her disguise, revealing herself in her full divinity. She commanded Celeus and the people of Eleusis to build a temple and altar in her honor, which they did. Demeter, however, did not relent from her despair and anger over the abduction of Persephone, refusing the offer of all manner of gifts from the gods. Instead, she remained in mourning for a full year, during which time no crops of any kind grew. People starved, and the gods ceased to receive sacrifices. At this point Zeus intervened, persuading Hades to release Persephone. To this Hades agreed, but by tricking his bride into eating pomegranate seeds, he ensured that she would be compelled to spend at least a portion of the year—the months of winter—with him in the Underworld.


Demeter’s mythology was closely tied to the rituals associated with her. The most famous of these were the Eleusinian Mysteries, initiation into which offered the promise of a felicitous afterlife and prosperity in the present. While a great deal about the Mysteries is necessarily not known, they involved ritual bathing and piglet sacrifice on the part of those participating, a procession in which sacred objects were conveyed from Athens to Eleusis, and a re-enactment of the abduction and search for Persephone. Another of Demeter’s festivals was the Thesmophoria, an autumn festival that was celebrated by women to ensure agricultural fertility but that also was related to the establishment of law in conjunction with the introduction of agriculture.


As for Demeter’s attributes, she was variously represented holding poppy capsules, which were many-seeded and thus symbols of fertility; sheaves of grain; a bowl for pouring libations; and torches, by the light of which she sought her daughter. On her head, she could wear a wreath of grain stalks or myrtle.


The Romans identified their goddess of agriculture, Ceres, with Demeter.


(See also Athens, Celeus, Ceres, Cronus, Demophoon, Eleusis, Hades, Hera, Hestia, Metaneira, Olympus [Mount], Persephone, Poseidon, Rhea, Titans [the], and Zeus.)


DIANA The Roman goddess Diana, the “Bright One,” was very early on identified with the Greek goddess of the hunt and wild places, Artemis, whose mythology and attributes she assumed.


(See Artemis.)


DIKE Dike was a personification of justice and the guarantor of the rights upheld by custom and law in the human realm. The poet Hesiod describes her as a daughter of Zeus and Themis, a Titan goddess who embodied divinely established law and order. With Zeus in his capacity as a civic god she sat in judgment over mortals. Her sisters were Eunomia, “Good Order,” and Eirene, “Peace.” She is logically associated also with the Erinyes, goddesses of retribution for blood crimes against family members, and Nemesis, wrathful retribution.


(See also Erinyes [the], Nemesis, Themis, Titans [the], and Zeus.)


DIONE Not a great deal is known about the goddess Dione, although she appears to have been an important deity. There is reason to believe that she was the god Zeus’s original consort, as Homer and other sources name her as the mother of Aphrodite, and she was worshipped alongside Zeus at his famous oracular site of Dodona in northwestern Greece. According to Homer, after being wounded by the hero Diomedes at Troy, Aphrodite went to see Dione, who comforted and healed her daughter, brushing away the ichor (divine blood) that had been drawn and making the injured arm whole again.


(See Aphrodite, Diomedes, Dodona, Troy, and Zeus.)


DIONYSUS The god Dionysus was also called Bacchus. As the god of wine, he was held in highest esteem, being paired with Demeter as providing basic sustenance for humankind. Although Dionysus is known primarily as the god of wine, he was a great deal more than that, however. He was one of the oldest Greek gods, his name having been identified in inscriptions dating to the Bronze Age, circa 1250 BCE. The tragedian Euripides’s play The Bacchae offers the most comprehensive information about Dionysus and the nature of his worship, especially in the earliest period in Greece. While Dionysus was among Greece’s oldest identifiable deities, he was not originally Greek. In all likelihood, he was a Near Eastern deity, from Lydia or Phrygia, who made his way to Greece via Thrace and Macedonia or via the Greek islands. He was originally, and first and foremost, a god of liquid life, in particular of the life-sustaining fluids in plants. It was he who was responsible for plant growth and, for this reason, was called Dendrites (“Tree God”), Anthios (“Bloom-Producing”), and Karpios (“Bringer of Fruit”). By extension, he became the god of liquids made from plants as well as issuing from other sources in nature, including wine, milk, and honey. Dionysus enjoyed great popularity in Greece, his worship spreading like wildfire—reasonably so, as he was the most democratic god of all. He was the god of blurred distinctions, an effeminate shape-shifter, doubtless to some degree an effect of his sacred wine. As such, he was the opposite of his half brother, Apollo, the god of order, but with whom he shared the sacred mountain of Parnassus. Everyone was equal in Dionysus’s eyes: male and female, young and old, slave and free, even human and animal. His worship was most popular among women, whose place was in the home and whose movements were greatly restricted in Greek society. The worship of Dionysus was considered an essential release from daily routine, and in the case of women, who constituted the greater number of his worshippers, it provided a welcome opportunity to leave behind the shuttle and loom. Partly by consuming him in the form of wine and partly through ecstatic dancing, Dionysus’s celebrants would achieve communion with the god, becoming enthusiastic Bacchant(e)s and maenads (“manic ones”), literally having the god inside them, en-theos in Greek. They headed for the mountain wilderness, there to be “one” with nature. Small or young animals would be seized, torn apart, and consumed raw, their blood being viewed as another incarnation of the deity. While such rituals continued into historic times, especially in rural areas, the city of Athens transformed the worship of Dionysus into performances in the theater, which were staged in his honor. Dionysus thus also became the patron god of the theater.


As regards Dionysus’s own mythology, he was a son of the philandering Zeus and the Theban princess Semele. As was so often the case, Hera was jealous of her husband’s roving eye and caused Semele to doubt that it was a god with whom she was sleeping. When Zeus next visited her, Semele asked for a favor, which Zeus was bound to grant; she asked him to appear to her in his full divinity, and as a result, she was incinerated. Zeus rescued the unborn Dionysus and placed him in his thigh. After nine months, Dionysus emerged and was taken to the Nysaean Nymphs to raise. According to an alternate myth, Dionysus was raised by his mother’s sister Ino. When grown, Dionysus took a sea voyage, wishing to travel to Naxos, but was taken captive by pirates, who wrongly believed that their princely cargo would yield a handsome ransom. Only the pirates’ captain, Acetes, acknowledged that they were in the presence of divinity and was deferential. Dionysus caused the ship to become immobile, covered with grapevines, eerie flute music filling the air. Next to Dionysus appeared phantom tigers, lynxes, and panthers, causing the pirates, apart from Acetes, to jump overboard in fear. The god and his attendants faced more challenges when he arrived in Thrace, there being attacked by Lycurgus, who was duly punished. When he reached Thebes, his “birthplace,” Dionysus met resistance from his cousin, Pentheus, the young regent, who refused to acknowledge his divinity. As a consequence of his arrogance, Pentheus was torn to pieces by his own mother and her sisters while they were in a Bacchic trance on Mount Cithaeron, mistaking Pentheus for a young lion. Not all of Dionysus’s exploits were violent, however: his bride was King Minos of Crete’s daughter Ariadne, whom he rescued from Naxos, where she had been abandoned, and made immortal.


As for Dionysus’s attributes and symbols, the grapevine and ivy, a plant emblematic of eternal life, were especially sacred to him. His typical companions were Satyrs and Silens, lusty hybrid creatures, as well as Maenads, his female followers. The god and his followers appear frequently in Greek art, especially on cups and pitchers used for wine. There Dionysus is depicted regularly with long hair, bearded, wreathed with ivy, wearing the skin of a fawn, and holding a wine cup in his hands.


The Romans identified Dionysus with their wine god Liber.


(See also Acetes, Apollo, Ariadne, Athens, Bacchantes [the], Bacchus, Cithaeron [Mount], Crete, Hera, Ino, Liber, Lycurgus, Lydia, Maenads [the], Minos, Naxos, Nysaean Nymphs [the], Parnassus [Mount], Pentheus, Phrygia, Satyrs [the], Semele, Silens [the], Thebes, Thrace, and Zeus.)


DIOSCURI, THE There were two primary sets of Dioscuri, twin “Sons of Zeus,” in Classical myth and thought: Castor and Pollux of Sparta, and Zethus and Amphion of Thebes. The more important of these were Castor and Pollux (or Polydeuces), and it is they who are typically known as “the” Dioscuri. Castor and Pollux are variously described as sons of Tyndareus, king of Sparta (by Homer, for example), and, more frequently, as having mixed parentage, their mother, Leda, having lain with both the god Zeus and her husband on the same day, the result being children sired by different fathers: Castor and his sister Clytemnestra by Tyndareus, therefore being mortal; Pollux and the beautiful Helen by Zeus, thus being immortal. Their adventures were numerous, among them the rescue of their sister Helen when she was abducted by the Athenian hero Theseus. The Dioscuri reputedly took part in the hunt for the Calydonian Boar, and also joined Jason and the Argonauts in the quest for the Golden Fleece; in the course of this second undertaking, Pollux, availing himself of his skills as a boxer, defeated and killed the hostile Amycus, king of the Bebryces, a tribe that lived near the eastern end of the Sea of Marmara. When Castor and Pollux attended the wedding of their cousins Idas and Lynceus to the daughters of Leucippus (the Leucippides), who were also their cousins, they carried off the brides. This infamous episode became known as “the rape of the Leucippides.” The Dioscuri were pursued by the bridegrooms, and a fight ensued in which Castor and Lynceus were slain, while Idas was killed by Zeus with a thunderbolt. According to the mythographer Apollodorus, Zeus wished then to transport Pollux to the heavens, but he refused to accept immortality while his brother Castor was dead. Consequently, Zeus permitted them both to be among the gods and among mortals every other day. By some accounts this meant that the brothers would take turns being on Olympus or among humans (on earth or in Hades, where deceased mortals normally went). There was an alternate tradition according to which Castor and Pollux came to blows with their cousins over a collaborative cattle raid in which they felt they did not receive their fair share.


As deities, the Dioscuri Castor and Pollux were often represented as horsemen. When they were transported to the heavens, they became stars, specifically those of the constellation Gemini. They were called upon to bring help to those in distress at sea and appeared as stars or as the atmospheric phenomenon known as St. Elmo’s fire. Their power as saviors extended beyond the sea to battles fought on land.


(See also Amphion, Calydon, Castor, Clytemnestra, Gemini, Hades [place], Helen, Leda, Leucippus, Olympus [Mount], Pollux, Sparta, Thebes, Tyndareus, Zethus, and Zeus.)


DIS Dis, or Dis Pater (“Father Dis”), was the Roman equivalent of the Greek god of the Underworld, Hades, who was also called Pluto. As in the case of Pluto, his name was derived from the word for wealth, divitiae, or its adjectival form, wealthy (dives). The lord of the Underworld was considered wealthy, since all things and everyone came to him eventually but also, and perhaps more importantly, because the earth was the source of bounty, especially agricultural. As was the case with Dis’s Greek counterpart, his name became a toponym, thus being synonymous with the Underworld itself.


(See also Hades [god and place], Pluto, and Underworld [the].)


DORIS Doris was a sea nymph and one of the Oceanids, daughters of the Titan god Oceanus and his sister Tethys. With the sea god Nereus, she became mother to the fifty Nereid nymphs, the best known of whom were Galatea, whom the Cyclops Polyphemus loved; Thetis, who became mother to the hero Achilles; and, by some accounts, Amphitrite, who was pursued by the god Poseidon and bore his children Triton and Rhode.


(See also Achilles, Amphitrite, Cyclopes [the], Galatea, Nereids [the], Nereus, Oceanids [the], Oceanus [god], Polyphemus, Poseidon, Rhode, Tethys, Titans [the], and Triton.)


DRYADS, THE Dryads were a specific kind of nymph, nymphs being female nature deities or “spirits” who were thought to inhabit and animate various parts or components of the natural world, including bodies of water (Naiads), mountains (Oreads), and trees. Nymphs could possess powers of prophecy and, unusually for deities, were mortal. Dryads were tree nymphs, often associated with oaks in particular, though the Greek word drys was used to designate trees in general as well as oaks. Dryads were distinguished from Hamadryads, who were also tree nymphs, but in the latter’s case, the nymphs’ lives were dependent on and “one with” the life of their trees.


(See also Hamadryads [the], Naiads [the], Nymphs [the], and Oreads [the].)


ECHO The nymph Echo became nothing but a disembodied voice that repeated only the last words that someone else had spoken. How this occurred is explained by the Roman poet Ovid in his Metamorphoses. It had been Echo’s task to divert Juno’s attention when Jupiter was dallying with various mountain nymphs, and this she did by chatting with her. For this Juno punished her by limiting her speech to repetition of snippets of others’ words. It was Echo’s further misfortune to fall in love with Narcissus, who spurned her along with all others. As a result of her lovesickness and his inattention, she wasted away to become nothing but her voice.


(See also Juno, Jupiter, Narcissus, and Nymphs [the].)


EGERIA Egeria was a nymph or goddess of springs and was associated both with prophecy and childbirth. In Roman tradition she was best known as lover, wife, and/or counselor of Numa Pompilius, the legendary second king of Rome, the dates of whose rule are given as 715–673 BCE. The Roman historian Livy recounts that, on assuming the crown, Numa set out to provide Rome with a set of laws and customs whereby to subdue and civilize its bellicose people. Importantly, this effort involved establishing cults, priesthoods, and religious rites. In order to lend credence to these cultic institutions and to instill in the populace fear of the gods, Numa made it known that he had been meeting with the nymph Egeria at night, and that his actions were based on her advice. From the poet Ovid we learn that, grief-stricken upon Numa’s death, a despondent Egeria fled from the City to the forests of Aricia and dissolved in a flood of tears. Taking pity on her, the goddess Diana transformed Egeria into a spring near her sanctuary near Aricia in Latium.


In cult, Egeria was associated both with Diana and the Camenae, at whose grove in the city of Rome she was worshipped.


(See also Camenae [the], Diana, Latium, Numa, Nymphs [the], and Rome.)


EILEITHYIA Eileithyia (or Ilithyia), “The One Who Comes to Help,” was the Greek goddess who assisted women with childbirth. She is described by the poet Hesiod as a child of Zeus and Hera, but there are mentions of two aspects of her, or even multiples of her, in other sources: one Eileithyia who brought relief and hastened childbirth and another who delayed it, causing discomfort and pain. These two iterations (or functions) of the goddess, together with Eileithyia’s close relation to Hera, patron goddess of women as wives, are illustrated by the well-known tale of Hercules’s birth, in which instance she hastened the birth of Eurystheus to Nicippe, a daughter of Pelops, and delayed that of Hercules to Alcmena. This she did at Hera’s command, since it had been prophesied that a child of Zeus’s bloodline would soon be born and become the ruler of all the territory of Argos. As Hercules was her husband Zeus’ own child, while Eurystheus was more distantly related, a jealous Hera wished to prevent this boon from falling to Hercules.


Eileithyia was sometimes invoked as an aspect of the goddesses Artemis and Hera in their function as goddesses of childbirth. Her Roman counterpart was Lucina.


(See also Argos, Artemis, Eurystheus, Hera, Hercules, Lucina, Pelops, and Zeus.)


ELECTRA Two minor deities were named Electra. One was a daughter of the sea deities Oceanus and Tethys. With Thaumas, a son of Pontus and Gaia, she became mother to Iris, goddess of the rainbow, and to the dread Harpies. Another Electra was one of the Pleiades. She was pursued by Zeus, who successfully made advances toward her, even though she had taken refuge at a statue of Athena. Impregnated by the god, she bore Dardanus, an ancestor of the Trojans, and Iasion, with whom the goddess Demeter would fall in love.


These Electras are to be distinguished from the daughter of the Mycenaean king Agamemnon of the same name.


(See also Agamemnon, Athena, Dardanus, Demeter, Electra [heroine], Gaia, Harpies [the], Iris, Oceanus [god], Pleiades [the], Tethys, Thaumas, Troy, and Zeus.)


ENYO Enyo was a Greek goddess and personification of war, especially of close combat. In Homer’s Iliad, she accompanied both Ares, god of war and its horrors, and Athena, goddess of defensive war. In the work of later authors, she is named as the mother, nurse, and even sister of Ares, and is described as blood-covered, grim, torch-bearing, and, like the Erinyes, snake-haired. The Romans conflated and identified her with their war goddess Bellona.


(See also Ares, Athena, Bellona, and Erinyes [the].)


EOS Eos was the goddess of the dawn and, by extension, of daylight. To the Romans, Eos was known as Aurora. Homer famously describes her as “rosy-fingered,” “saffron-robed,” “golden-throned,” and “early-born.” According to the Greek poet Hesiod, Eos was a second-generation Titan, being the child of the Titan gods Theia and Hyperion. Her siblings were Helios (“the Sun”) and Selene (“the Moon”), and her original consort was said to be another second-generation, Astraeus, to whom she bore the wind gods Zephyr, Boreas, and Notus as well as the other stars in the heavens, including Eosphorus (Lucifer), the Morning Star.


Eos had human lovers as well, however, and she abducted those mortals who caught her fancy. One of them was the newly married Cephalus, who prayed to be released and restored to his young wife, Procris. In anger, Eos set in motion the tragic events that caused Procris’s death at Cephalus’s hands. Another was the hunter Orion. A third was the handsome Tithonus, a son of the Trojan king Laomedon and brother of the later king of Troy, Priam. According to the so-called Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite, Eos asked Zeus that he make Tithonus immortal, a request that the god readily granted, but she had forgotten to ask that Tithonus also remain eternally youthful. So long as he remained young, Eos and her beloved lived happily beside the river Ocean (Oceanus), but as soon as he began to age, she no longer permitted him inside her bedroom, though she fed him ambrosia, the food of the gods, and gave him lovely clothes. When, in the passage of time, he became so feeble that he could no longer move and only babbled endlessly, she locked him in a chamber. By a tenth-century, post-classical account, he became a cicada.


Eos’s sons by Tithonus were Emathion, a king of Arabia whom Hercules killed, and Memnon, whom Achilles slew at Troy and at whose death Eos reputedly left the earth in darkness for a day.


(See also Achilles, Boreas, Cephalus, Helios, Hercules, Laomedon, Notus, Oceanus [place], Orion, Priam, Procris, Selene, Titans [the], Tithonus, Troy, and Zephyr.)


ERATO Erato was one of the Muses and, as her name “The Lovely One” (who is thus desired) suggests, her sphere of influence was lyric poetry focusing on the theme of love. Given her realm, it is especially striking that the poet Virgil calls on her for inspiration at the midpoint of his epic poem the Aeneid, the latter half of this poem being given over to war incited by love and lovers wronged, central to which are the Carthaginian queen Dido, the Rutulian prince Turnus, and the Italian princess Lavinia.


(See also Carthage, Dido, Lavinia, Muses [the], Rutulians [the], and Turnus.)


ERINYES, THE The Erinyes were spirits of vengeance whose greatest concern was blood crimes against family members. In his account of the origin of the gods, Hesiod writes that the Erinyes, together with the Giants, were produced by Gaia (“Earth”), when drops of blood from the castration of Uranus fell on her; in the sense that she, too, resulted from this violence against Uranus, Aphrodite was their sister. According to the mythographer Apollodorus, the Erinyes were named Megaera (“Envious One”), Tisiphone (“Avenger of Murder”), and Alecto (“Implacable One”). The Erinyes play a large role in the myths of Oedipus and of the matricide Orestes, son of King Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, whom he killed in vengeance for Agamemnon’s death. The tragedian Aeschylus describes the Erinyes, who pursued Orestes until he was purified of his crime by Apollo and by Athena, as similar in appearance to the Gorgons and Harpies, having snakes as hair but having no wings. They dripped gore from their eyes, were dressed in squalid garments, and their snores emitted fetid breath. At the culmination of Orestes’s tribulations, the goddess Athena transformed the fearsome Erinyes into Eumenides (“Kindly Ones”), spirits that promoted the fertility of flocks, fields, and humans alike and went to live beneath the Areopagus (“sacred Hill of Ares”) in Athens. It is as the Eumenides that Oedipus, blinded and exiled from Thebes for his crimes, encountered them, having accidentally stepped into an area sacred to them at Colonus in the territory of Athens. This trespass compounded Oedipus’s guilt, but he was expiated of this recent crime by the Athenian king Theseus, in compensation for which favor Oedipus would protect Athens from his place of burial at Colonus even after his death.


For the Romans, the Erinyes were known as Furies.


(See also Agamemnon, Alecto, Aphrodite, Apollo, Athena, Athens, Clytemnestra, Colonus, Eumenides [the], Furies [the], Gaia, Giants [the], Gorgons [the], Harpies [the], Oedipus, Orestes, Thebes, Theseus, and Uranus.)


ERIS Eris, the personification of strife, was a goddess chiefly known for her role in the Trojan War. It was, in fact, she who was that war’s ultimate cause. All the gods had been invited to the wedding of the hero Peleus and the sea goddess Thetis, except the disagreeable Eris. For this slight she would have her revenge. Eris appeared at the wedding to deliver a gift: a golden apple inscribed with the words “for the fairest.” Three goddesses came forward to claim this prize: Athena, Hera, and Aphrodite. The individual thought best qualified to judge this beauty contest was Paris, the prince of Troy, handsomest of men, who was tending a flock of sheep on Mount Ida. The goddesses did not leave his decision to chance, each of them offering him a bribe. Hera offered him wide rulership, Athena offered him success in war, and Aphrodite, knowing him best, offered him the most beautiful woman in the world. Paris chose Aphrodite and set sail for Sparta to claim his prize, Helen, wife of the Spartan king Menelaus. By some accounts, Helen left for Troy with Paris willingly, by others not. In any event, Menelaus and his brother Agamemnon, king of Mycenae, assembled a fleet of 1,000 ships manned by the best warriors that Greece had to offer and headed for Troy, where they would battle over Helen for a decade.


(See also Agamemnon, Aphrodite, Athena, Hera, Ida [Mount], Menelaus, Mycenae, Peleus, Sparta, Thetis, and Troy.)


EROS Eros, who was known as Cupid and Amor to the Romans, was the Greek personification of sexual desire. He was originally conceived of as a primeval, physical, and elemental force that was absolutely essential to the genesis of the gods and the various components of the universe. In the Theogony, the Greek poet Hesiod’s account of the origins of the gods, Eros arose out of the great Void (Chaos) together with Gaia (“Earth”) and Tartarus (“earth’s depths”), and he is there characterized as the most beautiful or handsome of the gods, with the ability to overpower humans and gods alike. For the Greek lyric poets he was beautiful, young, golden-haired and golden-winged, and wreathed with flowers, but, armed with a bow and arrow with which to induce love, he was also capricious and sometimes cruel. As the notion of him as an anthropomorphized fertility deity prevailed over his guise as a cosmic “force of nature,” he was viewed as the son of Ares and the love goddess Aphrodite, whom he accompanied together with Pothos (“Longing”) and Himeros (“Desire”), the Charites (“Graces”), and Peitho (“Persuasion”).


In terms of mythology, Eros played a role in a great many myths, causing one character to fall in love with another: the sorceress Medea with Jason, the god Apollo with Daphne, and the hard-hearted Hades with Persephone. But Eros, too, could fall in love, as he did with the lovely Psyche.


(See also Aphrodite, Ares, Chaos, Charites [the], Cupid, Daphne, Gaia, Hades [god], Himeros, Jason, Medea, Persephone, Psyche, and Tartarus.)


EUMENIDES, THE The Eumenides, whose name means “Kindly Ones,” were the benign counterparts of the Erinyes, Spirits of Vengeance. The Eumenides, who were responsible for the fertility of flocks, fields, and humans, were worshipped at a range of sites in Greece, among them the Athenian sanctuary at Colonus. That site was made famous by Oedipus, who, prior to being absolved of his sins, accidentally trod on the Eumenides’s sacred ground, thereby polluting it.


(See also Athens, Colonus, Erinyes [the], and Oedipus.)


EUPHROSYNE Euphrosyne, whose name means “Joy” or “Good Cheer,” was one of the three Graces, or Charites as they were known in Greece, goddesses embodying beauty, joy, and grace.


(See Graces [the].)


EURUS Eurus, or Euros in Greek, was a personification and deity of the east wind. In his account of the origin of the gods, in which he describes the birth of the winds Boreas, Notus, and Zephyr, Hesiod makes no mention of Eurus. The Roman architect Vitruvius writes that Eurus derives his name from the fact that he develops from the morning breezes, and for encyclopedist Pliny the Elder, Eurus’s dry and warm properties are conducive to beehives’ and vineyards’ productiveness if exposed to him.


(See also Boreas, Notus, and Zephyr.)


EURYDICE The best-known Eurydice was a Dryad nymph married to the Thracian bard Orpheus. Her tale is told most vividly by the Roman poets Virgil and Ovid. When the famed herdsman and beekeeper Aristaeus pursued her, she fled and, as she ran, fell victim to a lurking snake’s venemous bite. A grief-stricken Orpheus sang of his love for her day and night, and entered the Underworld in search of her. There, even the shades of the dead were mesmerized by his song, and Proserpina, Hades’s queen, granted Eurydice’s release to the world above on the condition that, while leading her back, Orpheus did not look back. But, overcome by worry that she may have fallen behind, he did look back, and Eurydice vanished from sight, returning to the dead. For nine months Orpheus wandered, lamenting all the while. When, at last, he was seen and desired by some Thracian Bacchantes, he repulsed their advances, and they tore him limb from limb. Orpheus’s remains were swept along the currents of the Hebrus River, and as it was carried along, his severed head continued to lament Eurydice.


The nymph Eurydice is to be distinguished from the wife of the Theban regent Creon, who committed suicide upon the death of Antigone and her son Haemon.


(See also Antigone, Aristaeus, Bacchantes [the], Creon, Dryads [the], Eurydice [heroine], Hades, Haemon, Hebrus River [the], Orpheus, Proserpina, Thebes, and Thrace.)


EURYNOME Eurynome, “Good Cheer,” was the mother of the three (or more) Graces, goddesses who embodied beauty, joy, and grace.


(See also Graces [the].)


EUTERPE Euterpe, “Bringer of Delight,” was one of the Muses, daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne. Euterpe’s particular realm of responsibility became the music of the flute. She and her sisters Calliope and Clio were all three named as mothers of the Thracian king Rhesus.


(See Calliope, Mnemosyne, Muses [the], Rhesus, Thrace, and Zeus.)


FATES, THE The Fates were goddesses of prophetic destiny. Their name, as well as the word “fate,” is derived from the Latin word “to speak”: for, fari, fatum (I speak, to speak, it has been spoken). Thus speech, taking the form of decreeing or foretelling what will happen, is central to the concept of fate. For the Greeks, the Fates, generally thought of as being three in number, were known as Moirae, and for the Romans, Parcae. In both Greek and Roman traditions there is tension between the Fates and the gods: sometimes the gods could influence fate, and at other times it appears they could not.


(See also Moirae [the] and Parcae [the].)


FAUNS, THE Fauns were woodland spirits of hybrid form, predominantly anthropomorphic but having goats’ tails, ears, and horns.


(See Fauns [Hybrid Creatures].)


FAUNUS Faunus was an Italian nature deity who was associated with forests and wild places and was responsible, too, for the fertility of flocks and fields. He became conflated or identified with the Greek god Pan, as a consequence borrowing the latter’s goatlike physical features. In addition to being a nature and fertility deity, Faunus possessed prophetic powers. In Virgil’s epic The Aeneid, for example, Latinus, the king of Latium in Italy, goes to consult the oracle of Faunus, which is located in a sacred grove: he needs to know the true meaning of the sudden presence of a swarm of bees in his citadel’s sacred laurel and of his daughter’s hair bursting into flames. The oracle reveals to him that Latinus’s daughter is not destined to marry the Rutulian prince Turnus but rather someone from afar. This foreigner was the hero Aeneas. For Virgil, Faunus is a son of the agriculture god Picus and a grandson of Saturn.


(See also Aeneas, Latinus, Latium, Pan, Picus, Rutulians [the], Saturn, and Turnus.)


FAVONIUS For the Romans, Favonius was a personification and deity of the west wind, who was also known as Zephyr. Favonius, a warm and gentle wind, was considered a god of spring responsible for the rebirth of dormant plant life.


(See also Zephyr.)


FLORA Flora was the goddess of flowering crops and plants, and as such, a fertility goddess. She appears to have been a native Italian deity, not an import from Greece. She was closely linked with Ceres, goddess of the harvest, and with Ceres’s daughter Proserpina (Persephone), with whom she was sometimes identified. A festival in her honor, the Floralia, was celebrated annually from April 28 to early May.


In the Roman poet Ovid’s Fasti, Flora herself describes the divine powers given her and why. She was once a nymph called Chloris (“Greenery”) who was pursued and seized by the god of the west wind, Zephyr. This god subsequently made her his bride, and she became Flora, “mistress of flowers,” who lived in perpetual spring and surrounded with gardens burgeoning with all manner of blossoms. The Horae (“Hours”) came to pick her flowers, and with these flowers, the Graces plaited garlands for their hair. The earth, she says, had been only one color until she scattered varied seeds. It was she, by her account, who transformed the youths Hyacinth, Narcissus, Attis, Crocus, and Adonis into the flowers that, apart from the violet (formerly Attis) and anemone (Adonis), still bear their “human” names. She was responsible, too, for the birth to Hera of the god Mars, an ancient god of agriculture. Her speech concludes with a summary of flowering plants over which she wields power: grain, grapes, olives, beans, lentils, clover, violets, and thyme all fall under her sway.


(See also Adonis, Ceres, Graces [the], Hera, Hyacinth, Mars, Narcissus, Persephone, Proserpina, and Zephyr.)


FURIES, THE The Furies were Roman deities known also as Dirae, “Dreadful Ones,” and were equated with the Greek Erinyes. The name of the Furies, Furiae in Latin, reflected their fearsome nature: ancient authors derived the name from furere (“rage”) and furia (“fury, anger”). Like the Erinyes, the Furies were spirits of vengeance. In literature and art, they are variously represented as Gorgon-like, having snakes as hair, or as having snakes wrapped around their arms and bodies. They could also be shown as winged and bearing torches and whips. Of the three Furies, Tisiphone and Alecto are the best known. Tisiphone guarded the portals of Tartarus, the region of the Underworld where sinners resided, while Alecto played a significant role in ensuring that there would be armed conflict between the people of Italy and the Trojan Aeneas when he arrived from Troy.


(See also Aeneas, Alecto, Erinyes [the], Gorgons [the], Tartarus, Tisiphone, and Troy.)


GAEA Gaea, also written Gaia or Ge, was the goddess of the earth and a personification of the planet Earth.


(See Gaia.)


GAIA Gaia (also called Ge and Gaea) was the goddess of the earth, a primeval elemental deity personified to varying degrees. To the Romans she was known as Tellus. Both Gaia’s antiquity and her importance in religious thought cannot be overemphasized. She is the Greek incarnation of an earth-mother goddess that had been widely worshipped in Greece, the Near East, and elsewhere for millennia by the time that she made her appearance, complete with a mythology, in the works of Homer and Hesiod. In the so-called Homeric Hymn in her honor, Gaia is the mother of all living things and the oldest of all the gods. She is the source of nourishment, too, for all creatures, and as such, she is the mainstay of human civilization and prosperity. It is the case that all or most goddesses are refractions of her in her omnipotence: she was the first, and those who came after each had a portion of her powers.


Given her importance, it is not surprising that Gaia was honored in cult throughout the Greek world. The travel writer Pausanias makes particular mention of a sanctuary of Gaia in Achaia and a Gaia-altar consisting of ashes at the earlier site of her oracle within the sacred precinct of Olympia. With respect to the oracle, it should be noted that Gaia’s powers extended to the realm of prophecy: her prophecies, it was thought, issued from within the earth, through clefts in the rock or otherwise. While there are a number of stories around how the god Apollo acquired, or seized, control of the famous oracle at Delphi, these are in agreement that the oracle first belonged to Gaia solely or in part. It was she who established the dragon Pytho (or Python) as the oracle’s guardian.


As for Gaia’s own origins and offspring, Hesiod’s Theogony, which describes the birth of the universe, offers the earliest account: in the beginning Chaos, a great Void, was first to come into being, followed by Gaia, the Earth; Tartarus, the Earth’s deepest recess; and Eros, Desire. Thereafter, the Darkness of Erebus and Night arose from the elemental Chaos, and Night produced Aether, the bright upper atmosphere, and Day, both of whom she conceived with Erebus. Gaia, for her part, first bore Uranus (or Ouranos), the Heavens, to surround and protect her, and then she produced the mountains (Ourea) and Pontus, the sea, that “shaped” her physically. Gaia and Uranus together became the parents of the twelve Titan gods, among whom were Oceanus, Coeus, Hyperion, Iapetus, Rhea, Themis, Mnemosyne, Phoebe, Tethys, and Cronus, the youngest of these. Gaia’s next children by Uranus were two sets of monsters. The first of these were the Cyclopes, giants who each had a single eye on their foreheads. They were named Brontes (“Thunderer”), Steropes (“Lightning”), and Arges (“Brightness”) and, when Zeus later became king of the gods, they crafted lightning bolts and thunder for him. The second set of monster-brothers were the three Hecatoncheires (“Hundred-handers”), each having one hundred arms and fifty heads. They were Cottus, Briareos, and Gyes, all three being arrogant, violent, and terribly strong. These six monsters were so hateful to their father, Uranus, that he thrust them back inside their mother after their birth, causing her great pain—pain she would not bear. Gaia made a sickle and asked her Titan children to avenge her for the violence she had suffered. Only the youngest, Cronus, came forward. Armed with the sickle, he waited until his father came to lie with Gaia at night and, ambushing Uranus, castrated him. Drops of blood fell on the earth, and from them were born the Erinyes, spirits of vengeance; the Giants, fully armed; and the Meliae nymphs. From the foam that arose where Uranus’s severed genitalia fell into the sea was born Aphrodite, goddess of sexuality and desire. His father now emasculated, Cronus became king of the gods, a station he enjoyed until he himself was later overthrown by his son Zeus.


(See also Aphrodite, Apollo, Chaos, Cronus, Cyclopes [the], Delphi, Erebus, Erinyes [the], Eros, Giants [the], Hecatoncheires [the], Hyperion, Iapetus, Mnemosyne, Oceanus, Olympia, Phoebe, Python, Rhea, Tartarus, Tellus, Tethys, Themis, Titans [the], Uranus, and Zeus.)


GALATEA The sea nymph Galatea was one of the Nereids, the fifty daughters of the Oceanid Doris and the sea god Nereus. The principal story associated with her involves the Cyclops Polyphemus, who fell desperately in love with her and wooed her with melodies that he played on a reed pipe large enough to fit into his rough, ungainly giant’s hands. He promised her a wealth of rustic delights: his cave; a flock of sheep; and ample harvests of golden apples, berries, and grapes. Her father-in-law, he proudly sang, would be Poseidon. All this did not move Galatea, who was as enamored of young Acis, a son of the rustic god Faunus, as she was revolted by the Cyclops. In a jealous rage at the lovers’ dalliance, Polyphemus struck and killed the youth with a rock torn from a mountain. As the poet Ovid writes, in answer to Galatea’s prayers, where Acis fell the earth split open to reveal him reborn as river god, larger now than in his previous life, with horns newly grown upon his head and his body blue-green in hue.


The nymph Galatea is to be distinguished from the “animate” statue of the same name sculpted by Pygmalion.


(See also Acis, Cyclopes [the], Doris, Faunus, Nereids [the], Nereus, Oceanids [the], Polyphemus, Poseidon, and Pygmalion.)


GE Ge is another commonly used name for the Greek earth goddess Gaia.


(See also Gaia.)


GEMINI Gemini is the name of the constellation into which the Divine Twins or Dioscuri, Castor and Pollux, were transformed. Castor and Pollux were the brothers of Helen of Troy and of the faithless Clytemnestra.


(See also Clytemnestra, Dioscuri [the], Helen, and Troy.)


GLAUCUS Glaucus had been a mortal and a fisherman until he ate a bit of grass that caused his transformation into a sea deity with a fish’s tail in place of legs. As a god, he was a patron of sailors. He pursued Scylla, and it was he who inadvertently caused her transformation into a monster by the sorceress Circe.


(See also Circe and Scylla [monster].)


GRACES, THE The Graces, or Charites as they were known in Greece, were goddesses embodying beauty, joy, and grace. According to the Greek poet Hesiod, they were born of Zeus and the lovely Eurynome, a daughter of Oceanus (and thus an Oceanid), and their names were Aglaia (“The Resplendent One”), Euphrosyne (“Good Cheer”), and Thalia (“Blooming One”). Thalia the Grace was distinct from the Muse of the same name. Love and beauty, Hesiod reports, streamed from their eyes. We also learn from Hesiod that they lived with Himerus (“Desire”) beside the Muses on Mount Olympus, and they took part in the creation of the first mortal woman, Pandora. In the works of later authors, they are sometimes more numerous, one of their number being called Charis (“Grace”), and their parents are variously said to be Zeus and Eunomia (“goddess of good order”), the sun god Helios and the Naiad nymph Aigle, Hera and Dionysus.


The Graces are best known as attendants of other female goddesses, especially Aphrodite, whom they were said to have clothed with branches of myrtle when she first stepped ashore after her birth from the sea’s foam.


(See also Aphrodite, Dionysus, Helios, Hera, Muses [the], Naiads [the], Oceanus, Oceanids [the], Olympus [Mount], Pandora, Thalia, and Zeus.)


HADES Hades was the god of the Underworld, Lord of the Dead, the god of death, and even death personified. The Underworld was sometimes called the House of Hades, but the god’s very name also became synonymous with the Underworld and was accordingly used as a toponym. Though encountering Hades was unavoidable, even calling upon him by name was a frightening prospect. For this reason it was avoided by resorting to circumlocutions such as “Cthonian Zeus” or “Lord of Underworld.” The etymology of the name Hades is disputed, but it may mean the “Invisible One.” Called by Homer “hateful” and “implacable,” Hades was not prayed to or worshipped in cult. He did, however, also have a more benign side, and as such was known as Pluto, “Wealthy One,” who was a source of all good things that rise from the earth. As Pluto, he was worshipped alongside his wife, Persephone, queen of the dead, and her mother, the goddess Demeter.


In mythology, Hades was the son of the Titan gods Cronus and Rhea. His siblings were Zeus, Poseidon, Hestia, Hera, and Demeter. When Cronus’s children overpowered him, it had not yet been determined what part of the world each of the gods would take control of. In order to establish this, the brothers drew lots from a helmet, and it was in this way that Hades was awarded the Underworld as his realm of influence. Given the nature of this god and his kingdom, it is not surprising that he took his bride, Persephone, by force, abducting her as she was picking flowers in a meadow. As Demeter was despondent over the loss of her daughter, Hades did eventually concede to allowing Persephone to return to the world above, but for a limited time; he obliged Persephone to return for a portion of every year by tricking her into eating the seeds of a pomegranate. The abduction of his bride is his best-known myth.


As a deity who was feared, depictions of him in art were few. In a fresco painting from a Macedonian royal tomb, he is represented as a mature male with a full beard and driving a chariot, a wailing, gesticulating Persephone in his arms. Hades/Pluto could also be depicted holding a cornucopia, a pomegranate, or a scepter.


(See also Cronus, Demeter, Hades [place], Hera, Hestia, Persephone, Pluto, Poseidon, Rhea, Titans [the], Underworld [the], and Zeus.)


HAMADRYADS, THE Hamadryads were particular tree nymphs whose lives were intertwined with the lives of the trees that they inhabited. While they appear to be a subset of Dryads, who were tree nymphs of all varieties, they were sometimes indistinguishable from them.


(See also Dryads [the] and Nymphs [the].)


HARMONIA Harmonia, the personification of harmony, was generally said to be a daughter of Aphrodite and Ares, with whom Aphrodite, Hephaestus’s wife, was having an affair. It was Zeus’s wish that Harmonia should wed the hero Cadmus, and the historian Diodorus Siculus writes that the wedding of Harmonia to Cadmus, who would become the founder of the city of Thebes, was the first for which the gods provided a marriage feast. At this feast, the Muses sang, and Apollo played the lyre. Cadmus’s gifts to his bride were a splendid robe and a necklace made by Hephaestus, and though lovely, the necklace, created by Hephaestus in anger over his wife, Aphrodite’s, infidelity, would be a source of woe for Cadmus’s family. Harmonia and Cadmus became parents to a son, Polydorus, and four daughters, Ino, Autonoe, Semele, and Agave, all of whom gained notoriety. As for the necklace, Oedipus’s son Polyneices, who had inherited it, offered it to Eriphyle as a bribe so that she might persuade her husband, Amphiaraus, to join him in marching against his brother Eteocles, the current regent of Thebes; Eteocles had refused to honor the terms of what was to be a joint, alternating regency. Both Eteocles and Polyneices were killed in the battle that ensued, as was Amphiaraus and five of the others who had accompanied Polyneices (the Seven Against Thebes). The necklace (or by some accounts, the robe) was again brought into play when Eriphyle was bribed by Polyneices’s son to persuade her son Alcmaeon to lead the sons of Polyneices’s cohort against Thebes in order to avenge the deaths of their fathers. Alcmaeon was instructed by the oracle at Delphi to kill his mother for causing his father’s death, which he did and, consequently, was visited by madness as a matricide. To complicate his life even further, Alcmaeon married Arsinoe (or Alphesiboeia), daughter of the king of Psophis, to whom he gave Harmonia’s necklace as a wedding present. Later, Alcmaeon married Callirrhoe, daughter of Achelous, who wanted the necklace. Alcmaeon attempted to retrieve the necklace from his first wife by employing a ruse but was discovered and killed. Alcmaeon’s sons by Callirrhoe avenged his death by killing their father’s murderers and dedicated the necklace at Delphi.
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