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Hesiod and Homer wrote genealogies of the gods for us Greeks, and they assigned the gods their names, and explained their gifts and skills, and described their appearances.


Herodotus, Histories 2.53.2


We poets made Jupiter transform himself into a bird or shower of gold
Or plough ocean waves as a bull, with a virgin on his back.


Ovid, Amores 3.12


Pro tip: if something in mythology looks simple and clear-cut it’s a TRAP IT’S ALWAYS A TRAP THERE’S THOUSANDS OF YEARS OF CONTEXT JUST WAITING TO STRIKE AND CONFUSE EVERYTHING!


YouTube, Overly Sarcastic Productions,
‘Miscellaneous Myths: Dionysus’
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To Melvyn Bragg and all the academics who have appeared on over a thousand episodes of In Our Time, a truly wonderful resource.
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Persephone and Hades on a drinking cup c.430 BCE, British Museum





FOREWORD


Recently, I listened to a podcast by two reviewers who went to see the Broadway musical Hadestown without knowing anything about it. They were surprised that most people in the audience seemed completely familiar with the world and the characters. The reviewers themselves knew nothing about the Greek gods and goddesses, or the underlying stories. They confused Hades, god of the Greek underworld, with the Christian Devil.


This guide is for those reviewers, and also for anybody else who wants a primer for the Olympian gods. I will attempt to take the richly complex characters of Greek mythology and boil them down to their broth-like essences. The stock cubes of gods.


But why? Why even bother to glance through a book on the gods? Because they still pervade our culture and it’s good to know at least a little bit about them.


Put simply, the Greek gods were supernatural fictional characters that ancient peoples used to explain and control their world. The myths probably started out as etiological, which means they explained the origin of things. For example, why is the Earth bountiful for several months of the year and then suddenly stops producing? Why does water spring out of the ground in certain places? Why does that bird seem to be saying something to me? Why does that pattern of stars look like a hunter or a woman on a throne? How did the world even begin?


This may be how the first basic concepts of earth goddess and sky god came into being. The Earth produces things. It must be female. The sky rains on the Earth and helps things grow. It must be male. At some point, other levels were added: demigods, giants, nymphs, heroes and monsters. Almost every river, spring and ancient tree had its own associated figure, its own personified essence. Once you have named the god, demigod or spirit, you can approach it. You can worship it by bringing a gift or making a sacrifice. You can ask it not to hurt you. To benefit you. To protect you.







A WORLD FULL OF GODS


We move confidently through a mostly safe and hygienic world, thinking we are in control of our lives. The ancients believed in invisible spirits that could bring disaster upon them at any moment without the proper protection and propitiation. Their world was a complicated palimpsest with invisible creatures crowding thresholds, clinging to doorways, hiding under the sewers, lurking at the crossroads, looking down from ancient trees, looking up from wells, swarming through fields and floating in the streams. We wash our hands, look both ways and occasionally mutter a prayer. The ancients lived in houses full of decoration meant to keep away evil. They wore lucky clothing and jewellery, draped their children in amulets, made daily offerings to gods and demigods, celebrated rites and festivals of purification, rang bells, burned incense and used protective gestures and exclamations. They adorned their household utensils with anti-demon devices and uttered a prayer every time they stepped across a boundary or threshold, right foot first. There might be an ithyphallic herm (a simple anthropomorphic pillar with an erect phallus) to protect the outside of their house. Or a mosaic with an apotropaic image intended to prevent evil in the same place we would put a welcome mat. To quote a Jewish traveller, St Paul the Apostle, writing in the 1st century CE, ‘[w]hat is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal’ (2 Corinthians 4.18).





As human society evolved, the gods and goddesses reflected human behaviour. People moulded gods in their image. The masculine sky god became the patriarch, the head of the family. The earth goddess became the queen of the gods, the matriarch, in charge of marital harmony, childbirth and plenty. The clever unmarried aunt is the virgin goddess of weaving and warfare. The hot-tempered uncle who likes to fight is the warrior god. So we created craftsmen gods, merchant gods, shepherd gods. Divinities presiding over music, drama, sickness, health, agriculture, birth and death.


Where did they live, those deities not attached to a particular tree, spring or glade? Ancient Greeks believed they lived on the highest mountain in northern Greece: Olympus. And so they are called the Olympian gods. Even before Greece ceded world power to Rome, the Romans had adopted these gods or melded them with their own, usually renaming them in the process. Today we call them Graeco-Roman.


Cities and city-states adopted their own god or goddess. Cults grew in popularity, waxing and waning over time and space. Eventually, humans no longer needed or wanted the Graeco-Roman deities the way they used to.


Divested of their original function, the Graeco-Roman gods took on new roles, as archetypes. Today they are the cast of a new fictional universe that you could call the Olympians. They have taken their places alongside Harry Potter, James Bond, Indiana Jones and the characters of the Marvel and DC universes, Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, and so many more. We keep recasting them, reimagining them, rebooting them. Because the gods and goddesses are archetypal, they can wear any clothes and exist in any society. We can relate to them. To paraphrase the French philosopher Claude Lévi-Strauss, the Greek gods are ‘good to think with’. A recent spate of novels, graphic novels and musicals about them explore topics like sexual abuse, body dysmorphia and gender confusion.


So here is a compendium of Greek goddesses and gods explaining their origins, their attributes, their special talents, and also the role they play in modern storytelling and fiction. The illustrations are based on a selection of images from antiquity: depictions found on altars, vases, walls, paintings, jewellery and household objects.







WHAT EVEN IS A PANTHEON?


Pantheon is a Greek word for ‘all gods’ (pan = all; theon = of the gods). The Greek pantheon consisted of hundreds of gods but 12 were thought to rule them, the so-called Olympians. In fact, there were more than 12. The Greeks liked the number 12, so they added or switched gods, according to their preference. For example, Hades was one of the six children of Rhea and Cronus but because he dwells in the underworld he does not usually feature on the list. Poseidon, on the other hand, spends most of his time in the sea and yet he is considered an Olympian. Hestia, a modest goddess with no exciting stories, often gives place to Dionysus, the charismatic god of wine.


This book will cover all 14 Olympians and try to mention the most prominent of the other gods, as well as some heroes, heroines and monsters. I ask forgiveness from the gods and goddesses, heroes and heroines I haven’t been able to mention.








THE
OLYMPIANS
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ZEUS



(ROMAN JUPITER OR JOVE)
‘King of the Gods’



The archetypal PATRIARCH


ORIGIN STORY: Zeus is the youngest son of Cronus and Rhea – both Titans. Cronus kept swallowing the children Rhea bore him so they wouldn’t grow up and depose him, as he had deposed his father. By the time Zeus, the sixth child, came along, Rhea took action. She presented Cronus with a rock wrapped in swaddling clothes to make it look like a baby. Cronus swallowed it in one gulp. Baby Zeus was raised in secret. Later, after he had grown up, he freed his brothers and sisters from Cronus’ stomach with his mother’s help. Then he deposed his father and used lots drawn from a helmet to divide the world between himself and his two brothers. Zeus got the nicest bit, the sky, and demonstrated his sky-god powers by means of thunder, lightning, hail and rain.


JOB DESCRIPTION: sky god, king of the gods, judge, patriarch par excellence, unfaithful husband, serial seducer, master of disguise and showrunner of the affairs of men.


GOD OF: thunder, lightning, hail, rain, judgement, kings, rulers, emperors, lawmakers, judges, bureaucrats, those who want justice, including animals, and especially suppliants.


SIGNIFICANT OTHERS: His wife was Hera, but Zeus had many lovers: Alcmene, Danaë, Demeter, Europa, Io, Leda, Leto, Metis, Mnemosyne, Semele, Themis, countless nymphs and even some adolescent boys, including the Trojan prince Ganymede.


[image: image]
Zeus was snowing.


Aesop’s Fables,
‘The Goatherd and the Wild Goats’
[image: illustration]


APPEARANCE: He is often shown seated on a throne. He has a stern brow, long dark hair, a full dark beard, voluminous robes and a staff of authority or thunderbolt. He sometimes wears a crown or garland of oak leaves. In a painting by the 19th-century French artist Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, he resembles Jim Morrison, lead singer of The Doors.


EPITHETS: Father of Gods and Men, Dark-clouded Son of Cronus, Aegis-Bearer, Delighting in Thunder, All-Wise, Averter of Flies and so on.


ANIMAL & PLANT ASSOCIATIONS: eagle, bull, swan, oak, olive.


WHERE TO FIND HIM: One of his most important places was Olympia, in the Peloponnese, where the famous Olympic Games were held every four years. The massive gold-and-ivory statue of him was considered one of the Seven Wonders of the World. Sadly, nothing of it remains today. Another site he is associated with is Dodona, in Epirus, where he spoke to priests and priestesses via the rustling of sacred oak trees.


In his Roman guise as Jupiter, he had temples all over the Roman Empire because he was the chief god who kept everything running smoothly. Roman Jupiter often shared temples with his wife Juno and daughter Minerva. They were known as the Capitoline Triad, after their main residence on the Capitoline Hill.







EPITHETS


An epithet is an adjective or descriptive phrase. Homer and other poets apply epithets to gods, heroes and even objects. These epithets help the poet keep to the metre, but they also reveal the essence of the person or thing. For example, Achilles is ‘swift-footed’ even when sulking in his quarters. Dawn is almost always rhododactylos, ‘rosy-fingered’, and the sea is oinops, ‘wine-dark’. It can also be ‘barren’ because, even though it teems with life, you cannot grow anything on its surface.


The origins of some epithets could be mysterious, even to the ancients. Nobody could agree on why Athena is tritogenia. Does it mean ‘born three times’ or ‘raised on the banks of a river called Triton’? Nobody knew for sure. It may be that you could make up an epithet. Plagued by flies as he made a sacrifice, Heracles called upon Zeus, Averter of Flies (Pausanias 5.14.1). This also suggests that you chose the epithet of a god or goddess to show which of their aspects you most required.





ONE OF HIS BEST-KNOWN MYTHS: ‘Leda and the Swan’. Although married to his sister Hera, Zeus had many affairs, many of them non-consensual, showing that #MeToo is nothing new. His seductions were disturbingly creative. Zeus took the form of men, women, animals, birds, and once even a shower of gold. Zeus wasn’t choosy. He was attracted to goddesses, nymphs, girls and boys. Leda was one of his many sexual conquests. Zeus took the form of a swan to seduce her. This memorable scene appears on ancient Greek vases, Roman frescoes, jewellery, mosaics and oil lamps. Hundreds of artists have painted or sculpted it, including Leonardo, Michelangelo, François Boucher and Paul Cézanne. Some depict Leda as willing, others not.


The offspring of this union is Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world. She will grow up to be the cause of the Trojan War and – indirectly – the deaths of many warriors, both Greek and Trojan. The Irish poet W.B. Yeats hints at this in two lines from his poem ‘Leda and the Swan’, which Camille Paglia has called ‘the greatest poem of the twentieth century’:




A shudder in the loins engenders there
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.





[image: image]
But when the sun had taken his stand at the top of the sky, the Father of the Gods held out his golden scales. He put two portions of death upon them, one side for the Trojans, the other for the Greeks. When he lifted the scales by their middle, the portion of the Greeks sank down. So Zeus thundered loudly and from Ida he threw a sizzling bolt at the army of the Greeks.


Iliad 8.68ff.
[image: illustration]



THE SOFTER SIDE OF ZEUS:



The earliest literary account in the Homeric Hymn to Cronides (Cronides meaning ‘son of Cronus’, that is, Zeus) praises him as the lord of all who whispers words of wisdom to Themis (goddess of law and order). In Homer’s Iliad, Zeus is the beleaguered head of the family trying to keep the peace between the gods who support the Trojans and those who support the Greeks. In one of Aesop’s Fables dating from the 1st century CE, Zeus creates man from clay with the help of Prometheus, one of the ‘good’ Titans. He also patiently hears complaints from a number of newly created animals who are unhappy with what he’s given them.


Yes, Zeus can be just. The mythical Greek hero Odysseus says, ‘May Zeus the god of suppliants make them pay, for he observes all men and he punishes those that sin’ (Odyssey 13.213).


[image: image]
Zeus, Delighting in Thunder, is with those who seek his protection…


Odyssey 7.165
[image: illustration]


FUN FACTS ABOUT ZEUS:


[image: illustration] Some of his most famous children include Apollo, Artemis, Ares, Athena, Dionysus, Heracles, Hebe, Minos of Crete, Persephone, Perseus and Polydeuces (Pollux), but not Castor. He also fathered the nine Muses and the three Graces.


[image: illustration] The word ‘numinous’ (meaning blessed or awe-inspiring) comes from the Latin word numen, ‘a nodding of the head’, because Zeus has looked at the place and nodded his divine approval. For this reason, numen came to mean a divine presence.


[image: illustration] On film, the role of Zeus has been played by many actors, including Laurence Olivier, Liam Neeson, Sean Bean, Lance Reddick and Arnold Schwarzenegger, the last in a 2022 BMW commercial.


[image: illustration] In 2022, Irish folk singer Hozier wrote a song called ‘Swan Upon Leda’ about the experience of women all over the world who suffer oppression and rape.


[image: image]
‘I am the most powerful of all the gods.’
Iliad 8.19
[image: illustration]


[image: image]
A man loved by Zeus is worth entire armies.
Iliad 9.116–17
[image: illustration]
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Bronze statuette of Jupiter (Zeus) 1st–2nd century CE, British Museum
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HERA



(ROMAN JUNO)
‘Queen of the Gods’



The archetypal JEALOUS WIFE


ORIGIN STORY: She was one of the children of Rhea and Cronus. Like most of her siblings, she was swallowed by her father shortly after her birth, then ‘resurrected’ when Rhea and Zeus made Cronus vomit up the ones he had swallowed. She married her brother Zeus with whom she had a tempestuous relationship.


JOB DESCRIPTION: to help women in childbirth and to get revenge on Zeus by tormenting his illegitimate children by other women.


GODDESS OF: childbirth, marriage, women, family, lawful marriage, wronged wives.


SIGNIFICANT OTHERS: her husband Zeus, to whom she is faithful, and her children Ares, Hephaestus, Hebe and, in some accounts, Eileithyia, a goddess of childbirth.


APPEARANCE: Hera is often shown seated on her throne. One of her defining attributes is a sceptre, which is more like a long staff, often with a twisty design and sometimes with a lotus on top. She almost always wears a crown, sometimes a diadem and sometimes a polos (a cylindrical crown). All these show her power as queen of the gods.


EPITHETS: Ox-eyed, Unbulled (i.e. Virgin), Yoking-goddess (i.e. of Marriage) and so on.


[image: image]
Zeus:


‘But as for Hera, I’m not as furious with her. I know that she always interferes with my plans.’


Iliad 8.407ff.
[image: illustration]







THE CATTLE CONNECTION


Ancient Greece was a culture based on sheep, goats and especially cattle. To own cattle, or even a single cow, made you rich. The greatest sacrifice you could make to a god was a bull or cow. Once you start looking for cattle in the myths, you see them everywhere. The first thing baby Hermes does is steal the cattle of Apollo. Prometheus taught humans how to wrap cattle bones in fragrant fat as an offering to the gods, so that people could keep the meat for themselves. Odysseus got in deep trouble for stealing the Cattle of the Sun. Zeus turned the beautiful Io into a heifer to hide her from Hera. He himself became a bull to abduct Europa. And Hera, queen of the gods, is described as ‘unbulled’, ‘yoking-goddess’ and ‘ox-eyed’ (a compliment).





ANIMAL & PLANT ASSOCIATIONS: heifer (female cow), lion, cuckoo, peacock, gadfly, pomegranate (a symbol of fertility).


WHERE TO FIND HER: Hera as Roman Juno often shares a space with Jupiter and Minerva as the Capitoline Triad. But there are two impressive Doric temples of Hera at Paestum, not far from Pompeii. The oldest one, built in 550 BCE, was used in the 1963 film Jason and the Argonauts for the story of Phineas and the Harpies.


SOME OF HER BEST-KNOWN MYTHS: Most often identified by her relationship with her philandering husband Zeus, many of her best exploits centre around trying to catch her husband in acts of infidelity or making life hard for his illegitimate children. She was cruel to the female Titan Leto, and tried to prevent her from giving birth to Apollo and Artemis. She delayed the birth of Heracles, tried to kill him by dropping snakes into his cot and tormented him during his life. She hunted down a nymph named Io, whom Zeus hastily turned into a cow. Hera then drove Io the cow mad by the bites of a gadfly.


As Roman Juno, her fury opens the epic Latin poem the Aeneid, when the poet Virgil writes, ‘On land and sea, Aeneas was badly battered by forces from above, because of cruel Juno’s unforgiving wrath’ (Aeneid 1.3–4).


THE SOFTER SIDE OF HERA: Hera can be charming when she wants to and is sometimes seen as a protector of married women and those in childbirth. Digging deeper into many of the myths, we see that Hera’s ultimate approval is needed for the offspring of Zeus – Heracles, Dionysus, Hephaestus – to be accepted into the family of Mount Olympus. In Etruscan lore, she even suckles the adult Hercle (Heracles) to give him immortality.







GREEK MYTHS VS OVIDIAN MYTHS


Some Greek myths have come down to us by means of only one author. For example, the story of Antigone seems to have been invented by Sophocles and that of Cupid and Psyche is only told by Apuleius in his book The Golden Ass. The Roman poet Ovid also gives us some of our most memorable versions because he was a genius at writing memorable imagery: Arachne becoming a spider, Daphne transforming into a laurel tree, Actaeon morphing into a deer and being devoured by his own hounds.


When Jupiter’s lover Alcmene was trying to give birth to a giant baby who would be Hercules (the Roman version of Heracles), Juno caused her to labour for seven days. She asked a goddess of childbirth to sit on an altar outside the bedroom with crossed legs and folded hands, thus shutting Alcmene’s womb. The poor mother screamed with pain until a clever maid noticed a figure in a strange position on the altar. ‘All is well!’ she cried. ‘Alcmene has delivered a bouncing boy!’ Juno’s minion jumped up, and the moment she uncrossed her legs and untwined her fingers, Hercules was finally born.







[image: illustration]


Painted terracotta figurine of Juno (Hera), 4th centruy BCE, Villa Giulia Etruscan Museum, Rome










GREEK VASES


Many Greek vases are true masterpieces. Today, potters struggle to make pots as light, well balanced, silkily glazed and superbly decorated, even with modern technology. Vases are a window into the world and minds of the ancients. Figures shown on the vases range from the greatest gods to naked enslaved field workers beating olive trees to release their fruit. The faces often show subtle expressions: look out for eye contact, as when Athena takes the toddler Erechtheus from Gaia. Observe the gentle smile and expression of tenderness on Achilles’ face as he concentrates on bandaging Patroclus’ wounded arm. Patroclus bares his teeth in pain and turns his head away, so as not to let Achilles see his discomfort.


Emotions are also revealed in stock gestures. The hand to the head in women is an expression of grief and mourning. The hand extended palm up is a gesture asking for mercy. A god or satyr with grasping hand extended and pursuing a woman or nymph is after the obvious thing. And when on many vases Paris leads Helen off to Troy, he grasps her wrist rather than her hand in a gesture which is not quite the same as the hand-holding on many marriage vases. Generally, black-figure vases (where incised black glaze makes the figure) are older than red-figure (where the natural red clay makes the figure, with added touches of black for details).











FUN FACTS ABOUT HERA:



[image: illustration] She gives some horses the ability to speak in Iliad 19.407.


[image: illustration] According to Hesiod, Hera raised a lion to terrorize an area called Nemea (Theogony 327ff.). Its skin was impervious to weapons so Heracles strangled it as the first of his ‘twelve tasks’. He then used its own sharp claws to skin it and make it into his iconic lion-head cape that protected him.


[image: illustration] When Zeus gives Hera the infant Heracles to suckle in order to make him immortal, the moment she discovers the baby is Heracles she thrusts him away. The milk that spurts from her breast sprays across the heavens to form the Milky Way.


[image: illustration] When I was studying at Cambridge in the late 1970s, the Classics Library was in the same building as a gallery full of life-sized plaster casts of many Greek gods and goddesses. One day I was heading through the cast gallery to the ladies’ room, walking briskly in my new cowboy boots. Suddenly, my heel slipped on the freshly waxed floor and I crashed to the ground, accidentally knocking one of the pale-blue bases with a plaster bust of Hera on top. Time seemed to slow down as I watched the base rock one way while the bust rocked the other. I had a terrifying vision of all the casts going down like dominoes. In the end, only the Hera crashed to the floor. Ashen-faced, I reported the accident. Professor Hugh Plummer and others came rushing. ‘It can be fixed,’ they reassured me. ‘If you had to break one cast,’ wheezed Professor Plummer, ‘the Farnese Hera was the best choice.’


[image: illustration] In the 1963 film Jason and the Argonauts, Hera is played sympathetically by Honor Blackman, better known as Pussy Galore in the 1964 Bond film Goldfinger.


[image: illustration] In the post-#MeToo era, the queen of the gods has often been shown as a sympathetic character.


[image: image]
Hera to Zeus:


‘I am a god like you, with the same parents. In fact, I am the eldest child of our devious father Cronus.’ Iliad 4.58ff.
[image: illustration]
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HEPHAESTUS



(ROMAN VULCAN)
‘God of the Forge’



The archetypal UNDERESTIMATED MISFIT


ORIGIN STORY: According to some accounts, Hephaestus is the son of Zeus and Hera, but in other versions Hera gave birth to him on her own (because goddesses can do that). He was either born lame, or he was disabled after being tossed off Mount Olympus because he was so ugly. Either way, the young god was raised by the sea nymph Thetis in an underwater grotto, possibly near the island of Lemnos. When grown, he organized his return to Olympus by sending his mother a beautifully crafted throne that held her fast. He vowed he would only release her if the gods gave him Aphrodite as a wife and received him back among them. A popular scene on Greek vases is the return of Hephaestus to Olympus, where he rides a mule, accompanied by Dionysus. On one vase he is even shown returning in a winged chariot, as if it were a prototype wheelchair.


JOB DESCRIPTION: blacksmith, inventor, armourer, cupbearer to the gods, occasional court jester, pyromaniac, cuckold.
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