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“I am Zeus, the highest and wisest. Learn how much stronger I am than the rest of you immortals.”
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But like his brother, Poseidon did not confine his sexual urges to his wife. He pursued goddesses and mortal women with a callousness and violence that surpassed even that of Zeus.
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When dawn came at last, Aphrodite arose and once again put on the shining form of a goddess.
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He slowly flayed the satyr alive, Marsyas screaming in agony until the end. No one ever again challenged Apollo to a contest of musical skill.
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Athena was so furious that she grabbed a wooden shuttle and began to beat the girl senseless. Arachne was in such pain that she took a rope and hanged herself from the cottage roof.
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The Greek and Roman myths have never died out; in fact they are as relevant today as ever. For thousands of years these myths have inspired plays, operas, paintings, movies, and television programs. They are fascinating tales that tell us about ourselves—about our hopes, fears, and desires, which are as ancient as mankind. Many of these myths are deeply disturbing; others are sublimely beautiful. All of them move us still, as they did the Greeks and Romans hundreds of generations ago.


Oh My Gods is a retelling of some of the most popular myths by a gifted scholar and writer. These tales of errant gods, fantastic creatures, and human heroes are brought to life in fresh and contemporary versions.


Have there ever been stories to rival the myths about the creation of the universe and the wars among the earliest gods? Or about the Olympian gods themselves: powerful Zeus, king of the gods, possessed of a wandering eye; his wife, Hera, queen of marriage and childbirth, perpetually outraged by her husband’s many affairs; Poseidon, god of the sea, brother of Zeus; their other brother, Hades, god of the underworld; and all the other gods and goddesses—talented Apollo, beautiful Aphrodite, fierce Athena, swift Hermes, and many more. And the dauntless heroes Theseus and Hercules, the doomed lovers Hero and Leander or Orpheus and Eurydice, whose stories can still break our hearts. From the astonishing tales of the Argonauts to the immortal narrative of the Battle of Troy, these ancient myths have inspired writers from Shakespeare to J. K. Rowling.


Philip Freeman’s vibrant, contemporary retelling makes us appreciate again why these wonderful tales have lasted thousands of years and charmed young and old readers alike.
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PHILIP FREEMAN is the Qualley Professor of Classics and chair of the classics department at Luther College in Decorah, Iowa. He is the author of many books, among them St. Patrick of Ireland, The Philosopher and the Druids, Julius Caesar, and Alexander the Great. Visit him at philipfreemanbooks.com.
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For my students





INTRODUCTION


Like most children, I loved stories of ancient gods and heroes. Zeus wielding his mighty thunderbolt, Hercules slaying monsters, battles raging before the walls of Troy—all these were favorite bedtime reading before my mother made me turn out the light. As I grew older, I continued to enjoy classical myths, so much so that I made the ancient world the focus of my life’s work as a college teacher. In the classroom I talk about the stories that so enchanted me with students who have signed up for mythology as a much-needed break from chemistry and calculus. They also read the myths as children and are now rediscovering in them the magic of a strange and distant world that echoes so clearly in their favorite modern stories by J. R. R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, and J. K. Rowling.


Mythology is every bit as fascinating to the students now as it was when they were younger, but the stories we talk about in class are more surprising and shocking than those they knew from childhood. Likewise when I give presentations to visiting high school students, parents, or members of the community, the room is always full to overflowing if the topic is classical mythology. We talk about the familiar stories they read as boys and girls, but I include all the mayhem, madness, and sensuality of the original tales. Some always linger at the end of a presentation and confess that they still have their childhood book of myths carefully tucked away on a shelf. Then they ask where they can read more about the stories as the Greeks and Romans first told them. I always try to direct them to appropriate books, but aside from scholarly works, there hasn’t been much written on classical mythology for readers past childhood.


Thus this book was born. In it I try to present the major Greek and Roman myths with all the sublime beauty and disturbing twists of the original stories so that readers can enjoy and appreciate the ancient tales as they were written long ago. We all know that Zeus was king of the gods, but did he use his immense power solely for good? Was Jason really a great hero who sailed across the sea to find the Golden Fleece or a selfish lout who succeeded only with the help of a clever and resourceful woman he later betrayed? And why did a young Roman wife named Lucretia feel she had to kill herself after she was raped by her husband’s best friend? These and many other vital aspects of mythology were understandably left out or glossed over in the stories we read as children. But for anyone ready to dig deeper, they provide astonishing insights into the Greek and Roman imagination.


When we use the word “myth” today we usually mean a story that isn’t true, such as the claim that giant alligators live in the sewers of New York City. The ancient Greeks used the word mythos to mean anything spoken, though sometimes they applied the term more narrowly to a legendary tale as opposed to a strict historical account. Even modern scholars who spend their lives studying myths can’t agree on a precise definition, but most would say that a myth is a traditional story that possesses significant meaning. Whether or not a myth reflects a historical event is beside the point since it is the underlying message that matters. The power of the Trojan War story, for example, does not depend on whether or not there really was such a conflict between Greeks and Trojans at a particular time and place, but lies in the universal themes of love and loss, courage and anguish, life and death, that the tale preserves.


There is a kind of natural selection that takes place among myths. Those that capture something essential to the human condition can be preserved for thousands of years. Those that are relevant only to a few are lost forever. The truly enduring myths may change over time as new generations discover their own lessons from the stories, but the core of the tales remains. The Greeks and Romans told countless stories that do not survive simply because no one found them compelling enough to keep alive. But those myths that spoke to the fundamental hopes and fears of humanity never died. Indeed, this is the very reason we read them still today.


The classical world derived its myths from many sources. When the Greeks first entered the Balkan peninsula perhaps four thousand years ago, they brought with them stories inherited from their Indo-European ancestors. But these newcomers to the Aegean world were quick to embrace myths from the great centers of Near Eastern and African civilization. Minoans from Crete; Hittites and other Anatolian peoples from modern-day Turkey; Phoenician traders from the eastern Mediterranean; Sumerians, Assyrians, and Babylonians from Mesopotamia; and Egyptians from the Nile valley all deeply influenced Greek mythology. It is no coincidence that Greek myths of creation bear a striking resemblance to the Babylonian Enuma Elish epic or that the Kumarbi Cycle of Hittite mythology parallels the struggle for divine supremacy among the Greek gods, just as echoes of the Sumerian hero Gilgamesh are found in Homer. The Romans were likewise great borrowers, whether from their Etruscan neighbors or from the Greeks themselves.


The flow of myth across cultures and through time is one of its most striking features. Mythology is never static, but takes on new shapes as it moves across generations and continents, yet it always preserves its fundamental message as it evolves. The latest Hollywood movies based on classical myths may use spectacular computer-generated effects, but it is the stories they tell as first recorded by ancient authors that bring these movies to life for modern audiences.


When the Greeks arrived on the shores of the Aegean, they encountered far more civilized people than themselves. Foremost among these were the Minoans from the nearby island of Crete, who lived in palaces with grand courtyards, labyrinthine passageways, and beautifully painted frescoes of female figures, raging bulls, and idyllic scenes from nature. Though they spoke a completely different language, the Minoans were great sailors and merchants who traveled the seas bringing luxury goods and undoubtedly stories as well to the Greeks on the mainland. The Minoans were also literate, though their writing system etched on baked clay tablets is still a mystery to scholars. Their civilization was strong enough to survive the tremendous volcanic explosion on the small island of Thera (Santorini) just north of Crete. The memory of this cataclysm may have given birth to the legend of Atlantis, recorded over a thousand years later by Plato.


Two centuries after much of Thera sank beneath the waves, Greeks from the mainland seized control of Crete and established kingdoms at palace centers on the mainland such as Mycenae, Thebes, Pylos, Athens, and Sparta. These were independent realms ruled by aristocratic families who sometimes warred with one another and sometimes cooperated in raids on other kingdoms. It is no coincidence that almost all these Bronze Age towns feature prominently in later Greek myth. They were to the classical Greeks what Camelot is to us today. In the greatest of all Greek stories—the tale of the Trojan War—Agamemnon of Mycenae leads a coalition of other Greek kings against the wealthy city of Troy at the entrance to the Black Sea to recover the fabled princess Helen. While it is doubtful any Greek king would go to war over a woman, the promise of glory and plunder may well have launched a thousand ships (or at least a few dozen) against the Trojans at the end of the Bronze Age.


We have no written myths from Mycenaean times, though the Greeks of the period did make use of a syllabic writing system borrowed from the Minoans. Mycenaean clay tablets are rare as they survived only by accident in the hardening fires of burned palaces, but the limited information they contain is intriguing. They preserve the names of gods well known from later Greek mythology, such as Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Artemis, Ares, Hermes, and Dionysus. Surprisingly, they don’t mention Demeter or Aphrodite, though this may simply be due to the small number of surviving tablets. The Mycenaean records reveal the existence of divine cults and organized worship, perhaps even human sacrifice, though the evidence for this is inconclusive. The tablets also contain names given to heroes in later myths, such as Achilles, Hector, Theseus, and Jason.


Most of the Bronze Age palaces of Greece fell to outside invaders or internal dissension not long after 1200 B.C., but Greek culture and mythology continued to flourish throughout the next three centuries, a period known to modern scholars as the Dark Age of Greek history. It was dark only in the sense that written records disappeared, but in towns and villages throughout Greece and now across the Aegean where Greek colonists settled on the western coast of Asia Minor, the stories of gods and heroes flourished. With increasing contact at this time between Greeks and peoples of the eastern Mediterranean, stories flowed into Greece from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the interior of Asia Minor. When Phoenician traders introduced their alphabet to the Aegean about 800 B.C., the Greeks quickly adapted the Semitic symbols to their own language and set the stage for an explosion of creativity.


Sometime around the year 750 B.C., a poet named Homer gathered together the stories of the great war against Troy and its aftermath and wove them into two extraordinary poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey, that would become the touchstone for all of Greek mythology. These two epics were soon recorded in the new alphabet and quickly spread throughout the expanding Greek world. For later Greeks, who memorized much of the Iliad and the Odyssey as the foundation of their education, Homer was the master bard who first sang the wrath of Achilles, the love between Helen and Paris, and the adventures of Odysseus against the one-eyed Cyclops, deadly Sirens, and alluring goddesses in his long struggle to find his way home.


But Homer was not the only Greek maker of myth. A shepherd named Hesiod was tending his flock on Mount Helicon one day when he says the Muses called to him to sing the stories of gods and mortals. Whether he was divinely inspired or not, his Theogony became the accepted account of creation in the classical world. His Works and Days, aside from offering a catalog of pithy advice to young men (i.e., “Marry a virgin who lives nearby,” and “Don’t urinate while walking down the road”), tells of the god Prometheus, who brought fire from heaven, and the beautiful maiden Pandora, who unleashed woe on men when she foolishly opened a jar full of evil (“box” is a later mistranslation). Soon after Hesiod, a whole collection of short poems erroneously labeled the Homeric Hymns spread throughout Greece. These popular songs celebrated the Olympic gods and provide us our earliest narrative stories of divinities such as Demeter, Apollo, and Aphrodite.


By 500 B.C., the Greeks had colonized the Mediterranean and Black seas from the Crimea to Spain. Wherever they went they would establish a polis, a city-state—the root of our word “politics.” Many cities abroad and in the Greek homeland were ruled by popular tyrants who lavished state funds on the arts and public theater. In Athens, the family of the tyrant Pisistratus encouraged, among other celebrations, a springtime festival to the god Dionysus in which choruses and actors performed tragedies and comedies. The festivals continued and grew even after the tyranny was overthrown and replaced by Athenian democracy to usher in the celebrated Golden Age of Greece. Many of these productions, such as Oedipus Rex by Sophocles, are major sources for Greek mythology. Aside from plays, contemporary writers of the period, such as the lyric poet Pindar and the historian Herodotus, record many enduring myths.


The defeat of Athens by Sparta in the Peloponnesian War at the end of the fifth century B.C. brought an end to the great artistic flowering of the Golden Age, but stories and myths continued to be as popular as ever. The conquests of Alexander the Great less than a century later spread Greek culture to Asia and Africa, especially to the newly founded city of Alexandria in Egypt. There and elsewhere around the Mediterranean, scholars collected and edited centuries of Greek mythology on papyrus scrolls.


Far to the west, a small village on the banks of the Tiber River in central Italy had begun to expand beyond its seven hills. The Romans had inherited a rich mythological tradition from their own ancestors, but they added many other stories when they encountered the cultured Etruscans and Greeks. Native Roman gods were ephemeral deities of field, hearth, and home. While their rituals were faithfully observed, many of the stories behind them were lost. The ancient myths that survived were often disguised as early history, such as the tale of Romulus and Remus. These Roman stories may surprise modern readers in tone and purpose compared with Greek mythology. To a Roman, unwavering loyalty to the state was the greatest virtue, so that many early myths read like stark political propaganda.


The Romans were always ambivalent about the Greeks, admiring their sophisticated culture but dismissing their neighbors to the east as inferior in honor and the manly art of war. However, as their power spread across the Mediterranean and republic grew to empire, the Romans sought to tie their own history to that of the Greeks by claiming an origin from the Trojans. Thus while distancing themselves from the Greeks in lineage, they nevertheless wrote themselves into the greatest of Greek stories—surprisingly as the heirs of the losers. The Latin poet Virgil crystallized this tradition in his monumental poem the Aeneid. In this epic the Trojan refugee Aeneas and his band of hearty followers venture ever westward through countless toils and snares eventually to become the ancestors of the Romans.


Throughout imperial times, both Romans and the Greeks under their dominion continued to retell the ancient myths, often with additions both subtle and bold. The Greek biographer Plutarch preserves many traditional stories in his prolific works, while his countryman Pausanias includes a number of myths in his travelogue of sites he visited throughout Greece. But the greatest of these writers was the Roman poet Ovid, who preserved many Greek myths that would otherwise have been lost forever. His Metamorphoses is an epic of mythological tales built around the theme of supernatural changes. Read widely long into medieval and Renaissance times, it became the most influential source of mythology in later art and literature.


There are many ways to write a book on classical mythology, all of which have their strengths and weaknesses. Many contemporary authors choose to explore the myths from a particular thematic angle, such as a function of religious ritual, a reflection of social structure, or an expression of the universal unconscious. These approaches and many more, such as feminist criticism, can be productive ways to look at classical myth, but my goal in this volume is more modest. I simply want to retell the great myths of Greece and Rome for modern readers while remaining as faithful as possible to the original sources. Sometimes this means paraphrasing a single ancient author, while in other cases I merge a number of different classical sources. In some stories I draw on authors centuries apart to create a complete version of a tale. Such an approach is unavoidable as few myths are wholly preserved in just one writer. Often I have had to choose which version of a story or episode within a myth to present as there are usually variants, some of which contradict each other. I describe the ancient authors I use for each tale in the notes at the back of the book. Readers interested in learning more about a particular story are encouraged to read the appropriate primary sources.


For Greek names, I have tried to use the spelling most familiar to contemporary readers rather than a strict transliteration of the Greek. Thus Hercules instead of Herakles, and Oedipus for Oidipous. With less familiar names I have tried to pick the form I think is most pleasing to the modern eye and tongue. Different forms, along with their Roman equivalents, are listed under each name in the Glossary.


No one should be allowed to have as much fun writing a book as I did while putting together this collection of myths. I have so enjoyed teaching these stories to my students for years that the opportunity to present them to a wider public was irresistible. My heartfelt thanks go out to all who helped me in this endeavor, including the National Endowment for the Humanities and the libraries of Harvard University. But as always, my greatest thanks go to my students, who have so patiently listened to me tell these myths in my classes. Whatever you do in life, may you never lose your love for old stories.





CREATION


In the beginning there was Chaos—a great, bottomless chasm beneath the endless darkness of the cosmos. Out of Chaos came the broad green Earth, unmoving seat of the gods, and the black hole of Tartarus below. Then from Chaos sprung Eros, who overcomes the minds of gods and mortals alike with burning desire. Out of Chaos also flew dark Erebus, the Underworld, and his sister, black Night. Erebus made love to Night and fathered the lofty air called Aether and bright Day.


Earth gave birth to starry Sky, equal to herself, who covered her on every side and became her mate. From Earth came the high mountains and the swelling sea. Then Sky made love with Earth and their children were the gods Coeus, Crius, and shining Hyperion, along with deep Ocean that surrounds the Earth, then Iapetus, Theia, Rhea, and Themis, who brings order to the world. Earth also bore Sky a goddess, Mnemosyne, who never forgets, and golden-crowned Phoebe, as well as lovely Tethys, goddess of the sea. Last of all was born Cronus, youngest of the shining gods, the most willful and crafty of all Earth’s children.


The broad Earth bore other creatures, such as the single-eyed Cyclopes, who delight in violence and brute force. These were Brontes of thunder, Steropes of lightning, and Arges, bearer of light. She also bore terrible Cottus, Briareus, and Gyges, huge monsters of enormous strength with a hundred arms springing from their shoulders and fifty heads each.


Father Sky hated all his children. As soon as they came from the womb, he gleefully shoved them into a hole in the ground and would not let them see the light of day. Mother Earth groaned from the pain of her children inside her and hatched a plan for revenge. She crafted a giant sickle from the hardest adamant and showed it to her offspring.


“Dear children of mine,” she pleaded, “who will avenge this evil done to you and me by your wicked father? Who will dare to strike back against the power of Sky?”


None of those hiding in her belly said a word, as they were all deathly afraid of their father. Only the youngest of the gods, the clever Cronus, spoke up: “Mother, I will do it. I’m not afraid of Sky, especially since he wronged us first!”


The Earth was thrilled at the courage of her son and gave him the sickle with its jagged teeth. When night was drawing near, Sky at last stretched himself out on the Earth, eager to make love to her. At just the moment they were about to join, Cronus sprang from his hiding place and grabbed his father’s genitals with his outstretched hand. With a single swing of the blade, he castrated Sky and threw what he had reaped behind him. Blood splattered everywhere across the face of the Earth. Where it hit the ground, vengeful Furies sprang forth as well as wicked giants decked in shining armor, brandishing great spears. Nymphs also arose from the bloody mud.


The severed testicles of Sky sailed through the air and landed in the sea, where they floated at last to the island of Cyprus. There the pounding waves stirred up a white foam on the beach. Inside the foam the goddess Aphrodite was born, immortal divinity of smiles and sweet delights who urges all to lose themselves in passion.


Now it was Sky who groaned at the pain within him. He called his children Titans and cursed them as ungrateful whelps who had wounded the very father who had given them life. And he swore that in time Cronus would pay dearly for his wicked deed.


The family of Chaos bore untold sons and daughters, some children of beauty and hope but most of darkness and despair. The goddess Night gave birth to hateful Doom, Blame, Distress, Nemesis, Deceit, Strife, Old Age, and Death itself. She also bore Sleep and the tribe of Dreams, for good and ill, and the three Fates who weave our destinies. From her womb also sprang pitiless Furies who hunt down gods and men to seek vengeance. Night’s daughter Strife bore Toil, Neglect, Hunger, and Pain, along with War, Murder, Lies, and many other woes. But Sea gave birth to kindly Nereus, who in turn mated with a daughter of Ocean to father fifty nymphs of the wind and waves.


Many other children were born of these early unions, such as Medusa and the Gorgons, along with Echidna, half beautiful nymph with fair cheeks and golden hair and half monstrous serpent. Typhon, mighty son of Tartarus and Earth, lay with Echidna and fathered Orthus, the dog, as well as the monster Geryon and the three-headed hound Cerberus, who guards the door to the Underworld so that no one may ever leave. Echidna also gave birth to Chimaera, a beast who was a lion in front, a goat in the middle, and a dragon in back. Chimaera was raped by her brother Orthus and bore the riddling Sphinx. Tethys, daughter of Sky and Earth, gave birth to all the great rivers of the world and to thousands of nymphs who live in streams and ponds. The daughter of Ocean, Styx, by whom the gods swear, bore Aspiration, Victory, Power, and Strength. Phoebe came to the bed of her brother Coeus and became pregnant with gentle Leto and her sister Asteria, who was the mother of honored Hecate. Theia, sister of Tethys, slept with her brother Hyperion and gave birth to Helios the sun, Selene the moon, and Eos, goddess of dawn. Eos in turn gave birth to the winds and the morning star. Iapetus, son of Sky and Earth, went to the bed of the nymph Clymene and she bore him four sons. These were stern Atlas, proud Menoetius, forward-thinking Prometheus, and foolish Epimetheus. Countless other divinities were conceived in those days, so that no one could number them all, until the world itself was full of gods.


Now that Cronus had defeated his father the Sky, the young Titan ruled all of heaven and earth. He overcame the resistance of his sister, Rhea, and lay with her, fathering six splendid children. There was Hestia, goddess of the hearth, then Demeter, who brings the fruits of the ground to ripeness, and Hera of the golden sandals. Rhea also gave birth to mighty, merciless Hades and Poseidon, shaker of the earth. But Cronus was a jealous god who had learned from his parents that he was destined to be defeated by his own child and lose his power. Thus when each child was born, he snatched it from weeping Rhea and swallowed it whole.


Rhea suffered such grief from having her children eaten that she went to her father and mother to ask how she might have vengeance on crooked-scheming Cronus. They felt pity for her and told her all that they had revealed to Cronus, how he would one day lose his throne to a son yet unborn. Then they told her to go to the island of Crete to bear the child now in her womb. Alone in a cave high on a mountain, she gave birth to Zeus. Her mother, the green Earth, came to her there and took her grandson away to hide in a secret place. But ever-vigilant Cronus was close on the heels of his wife and soon arrived in Crete to demand the newborn child. Earth, however, had given Rhea a great stone wrapped in swaddling clothes that she handed to Cronus in place of her baby boy. Greedy Cronus snatched the bundle and shoved it down his throat, never suspecting that he had been deceived.


As the years passed, Earth raised Zeus on Crete hidden from the eyes of his father. The boy soon grew wise and strong, until one day he emerged from his hiding place. He hatched a plot with the wise goddess Metis. She went to the unsuspecting Cronus and offered him a potion for his health, but it racked his stomach with pain and caused him to vomit up his deathless children. The offspring of Cronus then banded together with Zeus as their leader and challenged their father in the greatest battle the world had ever seen or will ever see.


For ten long years the younger generation of gods battled their elders, with neither side able to gain victory. It seemed as if Zeus would never be able to defeat his father, but then his grandmother Earth came to him with wise advice. Long before the birth of Zeus, his grandfather the Sky had imprisoned the Cyclopes in Tartarus along with the hundred-armed monsters Cottus, Briareus, and Gyges. Cronus and the other Titans, fearful of their power, left them there to live in misery. Now Earth told her grandson that with the help of the Cyclopes and these three monsters, he might be able to overcome his father. Zeus then sped to Tartarus and freed them, bringing them back to Mount Olympus. He fed them nectar and deathless ambrosia to nourish their bodies and spirits. Then he spoke to them: “Children of Sky and Earth, listen to me. For ten years we have been fighting the Titans for control of the world, but neither side can gain an advantage. I call on you now to help us, to remember who it was who freed you from your bonds in the misty darkness of Tartarus.”


Cottus spoke for them all and answered: “Son of Cronus, we know that you are wiser than your father and his generation. You have freed us from our prison and we will not forget it. Come, we will fight with you and crush the Titans into dust.”


With that the Cyclopes forged lightning bolts for Zeus to serve him in battle and joined with the young Olympians in war. They marched on the Titans and fought until the sky roared, the sea rolled, and the earth quaked. The noise of combat was terrible and filled the earth. Zeus now raged with all his might and threw lightning bolts down on his enemies from the sky. The forests of the world burst into flame and smoke rose to the heavens. At last the tide of battle turned and the young gods began to drive back Cronus and his allies. The Titans turned to run, but were captured and cast down themselves into gloomy Tartarus. There they are guarded by the Cyclopes and will never again see the light of day, save for Atlas, son of Iapetus, who Zeus punished by forcing him to bear the weight of the heavens on his shoulders.


But just when Zeus thought the struggle was over, a new threat emerged. Typhon, son of Tartarus, rose against the young gods. Some say his mother was Earth herself or even Hera, but whatever his origin, he was a grave threat to Zeus. A horrible creature of hideous strength, he had a hundred snake heads with burning eyes. He bellowed like a bull and roared like a lion as he rushed Mount Olympus and began to climb. The immortals shook in fear and panicked. Typhon would have destroyed the gods that day if Zeus had not taken his weapons of thunder and lightning down to face him. He leapt from the mountain and struck the monster again and again with terrible blows. At last Zeus picked up the broken body of the creature and cast him down into Tartarus to dwell forever with the Titans, where Typhon rages still, bellowing typhoons across the seas.


Zeus now lorded over the immortals from the shining heights of Mount Olympus, ever watchful lest he himself should be overthrown as were his father and grandfather before him. He took the stone Cronus had swallowed in his place and set it up at the holy vale of Delphi as a monument to himself for ages to come. He chose this site because when he had released two eagles from opposite ends of the world, they met here beneath Mount Parnassus, marking the navel or center of the earth.


Zeus was the most powerful of the gods, but he knew he could not rule alone. He cast lots with his brothers Poseidon and Hades to divide the world among them. The sea fell to Poseidon and the underworld to Hades, while Zeus received the sky. The earth and Mount Olympus belonged to the three brothers alike, but all the gods knew that Zeus was their king.


The master of the gods decided he should marry and chose as his first wife Metis, who had forced Cronus to vomit up his brothers and sisters. He did this not out of love but cunning, for Earth and Sky had revealed to him that any son Metis bore to him would surpass him in power. Therefore when Metis was pregnant, Zeus swallowed her whole, just as Cronus had done to his children. He thought he had seen the last of his bride and her child, but soon he began to have a terrible headache. He ordered Prometheus, a nephew of Cronus who had taken his side against the Titans, to split open his head with an ax to relieve the pain—and out came the goddess Athena, wisest of the children of Zeus. Metis, however, remained trapped inside Zeus, where she was a constant source of good advice.


The next wife of Zeus was Themis, goddess of order and justice. Some say she also was the mother of the Fates. Eurynome, daughter of the Ocean, was his next bride and she bore to him the beautiful Graces. Then Zeus married Demeter, fathering Persephone, and afterward took Mnemosyne, goddess of memory, as his wife. He also chose Leto, daughter of Titans, and she bore to him the archer god Apollo and the virgin huntress Artemis. Last of all he married his sister Hera, who became the mother of youthful Hebe, and Eileithyia, goddess of childbirth, and pitiless Ares, god of war. Some say the god of the forge, Hephaestus, was also their son, but others say that he was born of Hera alone.


The earth below Mount Olympus was beautiful, but empty except for wild animals and green plants. All the gods looked down from Olympus and saw no one who could honor and worship them. A few tales say it was Zeus who solved the problem, but most say it was clever Prometheus who first conceived the idea of creating mortals to serve the gods.


According to this story, Prometheus took clay from the earth and mixed it with water, then shaped it into men formed in the image of the gods. He gave them two legs so that unlike animals, they would walk upright and gaze at the stars. There were no women yet, just men who toiled alone.


But another tale says there were different races of humanity created at different times. There was first a golden age during the reign of Cronus when the gods fashioned men to dwell on the earth. These men lived like gods themselves, free from all worries, enjoying the fruits of the earth without labor. In great old age they died as if they had fallen asleep and became divine spirits who still walk the world unseen, granting happiness and wealth to those who deserve it. When the golden race had passed away, the gods made humans of silver, but these were not at all like their predecessors. They remained children for a hundred years in the care of their mothers and died soon after becoming adults, for they were foolish and violent against each other. They refused to worship the gods or offer sacrifices on the altars, so Zeus destroyed them. Then the son of Cronus made a race of bronze men who cared for nothing but war. They were strong brutes who wore bronze armor and lived in bronze houses. In time they all killed each other and went to dwell in Hades. Then Zeus made a fourth race, but not of metal. These became the great heroes of old who fought at Thebes and Troy. Most of these went down to Hades at their deaths, but a few the gods rewarded with eternal life on the Isles of the Blessed at the ends of the earth. Finally the gods made a race of iron, our own race, who suffer constant toils and trouble, a people of evil mixed with little good. The story says it is our fate to destroy ourselves one day, when children no longer respect their parents and think only of their own gain. Innocence will disappear, might will become right, and envy will rule the world. Justice will flee the earth, along with decency and righteous indignation. We will perish in our own hatred and there will be no help from the immortal gods.


Yet another tale claims that there were in the beginning three kinds of human beings. The first kind were male, the second female, and the third a mixture of the two. The males were offspring of the sun, while the females came from the earth and the third were children of the moon. These early humans were completely round creatures with four arms, four legs, and two faces on opposite sides of a single head. They had two sets of sexual organs on the outside of their bodies facing away from each other. All three types walked upright as we do, but when they ran they used eight limbs to cartwheel across the land faster than anyone today could hope to move. They were immensely strong, so much so that they threatened the gods just as the Titans had done.


Zeus held a council of the gods to decide what to do about these troublesome humans. After much debate, he decided to cut them in half. Zeus reasoned that this would make them less of a threat as well as doubling the number of people who could offer sacrifices to the gods. They would henceforth walk on two legs instead of four. If they still caused trouble, Zeus warned, he would cut them in half yet again so that they would have to hop about on one leg.


So Zeus split these spherical humans apart, just like cutting an apple in half with a knife. As he divided each one, he ordered the healing god Apollo to turn their faces around so that they could see the gaping wound and remember not to trouble him again. Apollo then took each and gathered the skin on the cut side into a pouch and drew it together in the center of the belly, so that we still have navels to show where the god sewed together our ancestors. However, he left the genitals on the outside near the buttocks.


When Zeus had finished, all the new human beings began frantically searching for their missing halves. Those that had once been all male sought out males and females longed for females, while the children of the moon who had once embodied both genders looked for their opposites. If some found their absent partner, they would throw their arms around each other in a pitiful attempt to reunite and remained that way until they starved to death. Zeus finally had mercy on them and decided to move their genitals to the front of their bodies. Thus when a male half embraced a female half, they would join together in pleasure and produce children. When two males or two females embraced each other, they could at least give each other satisfaction.


We are the children of these formerly joined creatures that Zeus split apart, though we always long for our missing half. Those who seek after the opposite sex come from humans who once were a mixture of male and female. Men and women who seek after the same sex as themselves descend from those who were once all male or all female. Love between people is in fact a pursuit of wholeness, a desire to be complete.


Most say it was indeed Prometheus who created men from clay and that he cared for them from the beginning above all other gods. He taught mortals to build houses for themselves and how to track the movements of the stars across the night sky. He instructed them in mathematics, arts, medicine, metallurgy, divination, and even how to write. He patiently showed them how to yoke oxen and plow fields to grow their food and tame wild horses to pull carts. At last he led them to the shore and taught them how to build ships to sail across the seas.


Men long lived at peace with the gods, even feasting together with them in fellowship. One day when there was a great banquet set at a seaside town, Zeus was invited to join in the celebration. At such festivals, the gods always chose the best portion of meat, leaving mortal men skin and bones, so Prometheus decided to play a trick on Zeus. He arrived early and slaughtered an ox for the feast, then roasted the animal over the fire and placed the choicest cuts of meat inside the ox’s ugly stomach. At the same time, he wrapped the white bones in rich, appealing fat and laid both choices on the banquet table. When Zeus arrived and took his seat at the head of the table, he was surprised at how Prometheus had divided the portions.


“Son of Iapetus, my good friend, great among the immortals, this doesn’t seem a fair choice.”


But Prometheus smiled and flattered him with winning words: “Zeus, greatest and most glorious of all the gods, please choose whichever part you would most desire.”


Zeus suspected a trick, but the savory smell of the rich fat was too much to resist. He greedily took it in his hands to devour, only to find that he had chosen a bag of bones. Thus to this day at sacrifices men set aside the bones covered in fat for the gods at the altar while they keep the meat for themselves.


But the cloud-gathering king of the gods became furious at this deception and raged at Prometheus, “Son of Iapetus, clever above all the gods, you are always the trickster!”


Zeus then stormed from the banquet furious at Prometheus and mankind. In his anger he decided to take back the fire that he had given men to roast their food and keep themselves warm. But Prometheus stole fire from heaven and brought it down to men, this time hidden in the stalk of a fennel plant. Zeus was angrier than ever and decided to punish Prometheus in a most terrible way. He ordered Power and Strength, sons of the goddess Styx, to take Prometheus to a distant cliff in the Caucasus Mountains and bind him naked in chains to an immovable pillar of stone. Then he sent a great eagle to tear the god open and eat his liver raw. Being immortal, Prometheus could not die, so that his liver grew again each night, only to be devoured again the next day by the same eagle. Defiant against Zeus, refusing to repent for helping men, Prometheus was bound for eternity alone on a cold mountain at the end of the world.


But the anger of Zeus against men still raged. Rather than destroy the creation of his enemy Prometheus, he decided to inflict on them a much more subtle and insidious punishment. With a wicked smile he ordered Hephaestus, craftsman of the gods, to mix together clay and water to shape a trap for men. He gave this creation life and speech, then molded it into the lovely image of an immortal goddess. It was a new kind of creature, a mortal woman, something never seen before by gods or men. Zeus ordered Aphrodite and the Graces to cover her in beauty, but place inside her the pain of heartbreak and the aching sorrow of love. Athena then taught her weaving and the womanly skills she would need, while all the gods gave her gifts to make her irresistible to men. Her name was thus Pandora, “bearer of all gifts,” and every woman is descended from her. Zeus told Hermes to take the woman down to earth and present her to the brother of Prometheus, Epimetheus, who always acted first and thought later. Epimetheus and indeed all mortal men gazed on Pandora in wonder and desire.


Until that time men had lived on the earth free from cares, but Zeus gave the first woman a great jar sealed tightly on top. Unable to resist her curiosity, Pandora broke the seal and opened the jar. Out flew every kind of evil into the world, so that from that day forward the earth has been full of pain, sickness, and woe. Pandora slammed the heavy lid back on, but it was too late. Only feeble Hope remained in the jar, trapped inside, unable to escape.


Zeus had loosed the evils of the world on humanity, but he believed men and women might yet be able to live worthwhile lives of honest labor and worship. To see for himself, one day he left the heights of Mount Olympus and came down to walk upon the earth as a simple peasant. But everywhere he went he saw nothing but wickedness and impiety. In lush Arcadia he at last came to the kingdom of Lycaon, a savage ruler who terrorized both his neighbors and his own people. The king of the gods appeared before his palace seeking hospitality for the night, as was the sacred custom for wandering strangers. By certain signs, Zeus showed the people of the town that he was no ordinary traveler and they began to worship him, but their king scoffed at the idea that a god had come to visit.


“I’ll test this fellow,” said Lycaon, “and see if he is divine or mortal.”


The king took one of the hostages he had demanded from a nearby kingdom and slit his throat. While the body was still warm, he boiled parts of the dead man and roasted others, then served them to his guest for dinner. Zeus knew immediately what Lycaon had done and stormed in anger. His lightning bolts destroyed the palace and killed all inside except the king. Lycaon he transformed into a creature befitting his cruel nature. The king’s skin turned to shaggy gray hair and his arms to legs, then Lycaon began to howl. The wolfish man had become a wolf himself and rushed from the palace to attack his own sheep in their pasture.


The savage behavior of Lycaon was the last straw for Zeus. He summoned the gods to council on Olympus and told them he was going to destroy the entire human race because of their wickedness. The gods agreed with his decision, but some wondered who would offer sacrifices to them and celebrate their rites at the altars. Zeus then assured them that he would create a new race of humanity far better than the doomed people of the earth.


With that, Zeus called down all the waters of the heavens on the earth and ordered his brother Poseidon to raise the ocean waves on the land. The river gods pushed their streams out of their banks and flooded the dry ground. Men, women, and children ran in panic to the hills seeking high ground. Some fled to little boats to ride among the treetops, but the violence of the storm overwhelmed them. Wild lions and bears swam among sheep in the raging waters, but it seemed no creature of the earth, whether animal or human, was able to survive the horrible flood.


As Zeus looked down in satisfaction on the waters covering the earth, he saw a large, sturdy chest floating on the waves. Inside were a single man and woman, Deucalion, son of Prometheus, and his wife, Pyrrha, daughter of Pandora. Prometheus had somehow warned his son of the coming flood and told him to build the chest to ride out the anger of Zeus. For nine days and nights the couple floated amid the death and destruction of their world until at last they came to rest on the soaring twin peaks of Mount Parnassus above Delphi.


At first Zeus was furious at being deceived again by Prometheus, but he knew Deucalion and Pyrrha alone were righteous on the earth, always honoring the gods and treating strangers with kindness. The ruler of Olympus thus ordered the waters to return to the seas and reveal once more the dry land.


When Deucalion and Pyrrha emerged from their chest, they saw the world was desolate and empty, save for themselves. Deucalion took counsel with his wife about what they should do and both agreed they should seek the guidance of the gods. Nearby was a temple of Themis, goddess of order and justice, still covered with seaweed and debris. They had no animal to sacrifice, so they fell to their knees before the dripping altar and begged the goddess for her help. Themis took pity on the pair and gave this oracle: “Leave here with your heads veiled and robes undone. As you go, throw behind you the bones of your mother.”


The couple stood in silence trying to believe their ears. Even if they could find the bones of their mothers it would be the greatest impiety to dig them up and treat them so disrespectfully. Pyrrha collapsed in tears and perplexity, but Deucalion turned the oracle over in his mind. Then at last he spoke to his wife and assured her that the gods would never order sacrilege. The bones the goddess spoke of must be the stones of Mother Earth.


Pyrrha was doubtful, but what harm could it do to try? They picked up rocks from around the altar, veiled their heads, loosened their robes, and began to throw the stones over their shoulders as they left. As soon as they hit the ground, the stones began to soften and grow. The stones thrown by Deucalion took on the form of men, while those tossed behind Pyrrha became women. From these stones the entire human race is descended, forever tough and enduring like the rocks our ancestors sprang from.





GODS
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ZEUS
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Of all the gods on Mount Olympus, Zeus was by far the most powerful. He might have willingly shared some of his power over the universe with his brothers and the other gods, but woe to any divinity who threatened his domination. As he himself warned his fellow gods:


 


Learn how much stronger I am than all the rest of you immortals. Drop a golden cord from the heavens, if you wish, and I will prove it. Grab the end of the cord, all of you gods and goddesses, and pull with all your might. You can try and drag me down from the heavens, but you won’t budge me an inch. I am Zeus, the highest and wisest. If I wanted to, I could pull that cord and drag all of you up to me with the land and the sea trailing along behind you. Then I would tie the end of the cord to Olympus and leave all of you there twisting in the wind.


Little wonder that Zeus remained largely unchallenged after he defeated the Titans and Typhon. The other gods might grumble and even plot against him, but they knew they could not defeat him.


Zeus was the great god of the sky and the raging thunder. He wielded his lightning bolts against those, mortal or immortal, who challenged the order he had established. Anyone who stepped out of line was punished in most unpleasant ways. He was especially concerned with maintaining justice in the world and caring for strangers. No human ever knew if the lowly beggar who appeared at his door might be Zeus himself in disguise.


Those few mortals who dared to challenge the ruler of the gods soon learned their lesson. Among these was Salmoneus, an arrogant king of Elis in western Greece who believed he was more powerful than Zeus himself. He even tried to convince his subjects that he was Zeus and so attached bronze kettles to his chariot, claiming he was making thunder as they clattered behind him. He would also throw torches into the sky and say they were lightning bolts. Zeus quickly grew tired of this fool and destroyed him along with his entire city in a blaze of genuine lightning.


Another Greek king named Ixion was a cheapskate who refused to pay his father-in-law, Eioneus, the promised bride-price for his daughter. Eioneus seized the prize mares of Ixion as security until payment was made, so his son-in-law invited him to come and collect the money himself. Once his guest arrived, Ixion threw him into a burning pit where he died. Everyone was horrified at this murder of a family member and refused to help ritually purify Ixion of this crime lest they be cursed themselves. However, Zeus had a soft spot for the king—or at least for his beautiful young bride—and invited him to come to Mount Olympus as his guest. While he was in the court of Zeus, Ixion tried unsuccessfully to seduce Hera. When the wife of Zeus told her husband of this shocking breach of hospitality, the ruler of the gods couldn’t believe it. Hera insisted it was true, so Zeus tested his guest by fashioning a lifelike Hera out of a cloud and placing the seductive imitation in Ixion’s bed. While Zeus watched, Ixion eagerly made love to the cloud. Zeus then grabbed Ixion and chained him to a fiery wheel that revolves forever in the sky.


But the anger of Zeus did not fall just on kings. The great physician Asclepius, a son of the god Apollo himself, was so skilled in his art that few of those he treated failed to recover. He even succeeded in raising mortals from the dead, using drops of blood from the right side of one of the snake-haired Gorgons to bring people back to life—blood from the left side caused death. Zeus could not allow such acts against the natural order to continue for he was afraid that if mortals learned the secret of eternal life they would become gods themselves. And so, much to the dismay of Apollo, Zeus killed the divine physician with a lightning bolt.


Zeus was the enforcer of cosmic justice, but he was noticeably iniquitous in many of his private dealings with mortals, especially young women. Although the king of the gods created women as a punishment for men, he spent a great deal of time seducing them, usually against their will. His human lovers often paid for this attention with severe punishment from Hera, his divine and very jealous wife. Zeus fathered many children with immortal goddesses, but his children by mortal women were even more numerous. Many of these offspring became great heroes of Greek mythology.


One of the first unlucky maidens to catch the eye of Zeus was Io, a virgin priestess at the temple of his own wife, Hera, near Mycenae in the Peloponnesus peninsula of southern Greece. Zeus had already seduced Io’s young niece Niobe, but this was not enough to quench his appetite for the beautiful women of her family. Every night he would come to Io in a vision with wooing words: “Most blessed maiden, why stay a virgin so long when you can have me, Zeus, in your bed? I am enflamed with love for you and would give anything to enjoy your pleasures. Go out now, child, to the wild meadows of the river Lerna among the flocks and cattle of your father. There I will come to you!”


The poor, unwilling girl was tormented by these nocturnal visions from Zeus until at last she went to her father Inachus for help. He was sympathetic to the pleas of his daughter and repeatedly sent messengers to the oracles at Delphi and Dodona to learn what he should do. As was often the case, the responses were ambiguous and offered no clear guidance to Inachus. But at last Io’s father received a message from an oracle of Zeus telling him to cast his daughter out of the house to wander unprotected on the borders of his land like a cow set aside for sacrifice. If he did not obey, Zeus would annihilate his entire family with a thunderbolt.


The heartbroken father had no choice and so exiled Io to face her fate alone. It did not take long for Zeus to find her. He surrounded her with a mist and raped her there in her father’s distant meadow. Hera was ever-watchful of her husband and noticed both his absence and the strange cloud of mist on an otherwise sunny day. She swept down at once from Olympus so fast that Zeus barely had time to hide his philandering, turning Io into a white cow. When Hera arrived at his side, he claimed he was innocent of any wrongdoing and, perish the thought, would never touch a mortal woman when he had such a beautiful goddess as his wife. Hera was buying none of this and asked her husband for the lovely white cow as a gift. As his lust had been satisfied, he happily agreed to give the cow to his wife.


It was now that Io’s punishment began. Hera did not kill her, but instead placed her under the guard of the monster Argus, a creature with a hundred eyes. Argus tied her to a nearby olive tree and sat down to watch over her day and night. By this point Zeus was starting to feel guilty about his treatment of Io and sent Hermes, the god of thieves, to steal her away from Argus. But even Hermes had a difficult time as some of the monster’s eyes were always open and awake. At last he played a lullaby for Argus on his flute until one by one all his eyes closed. The god then quickly cut off the head of the monster so that Io could escape. When Hera found out about the deed she was furious and swore vengeance, but first she placed the hundred eyes of Argus onto the tail of the peacock, a bird sacred to her ever after.


It wasn’t long before Hera found Io wandering nearby and set upon her a gadfly to sting her mercilessly and drive her near to madness. The tormented girl, still in the form of a cow, then began an epic journey to escape the fury of Hera. She fled northwest across Greece to the sea, henceforth named Ionian after her, then beyond the mountains to Macedonia, followed by a long trek through Thrace to the waters separating Europe from Asia at the entrance to the Black Sea. She swam these narrow straits, which were later called the Bosporus, or “cow crossing,” for her. She wandered through the wilds of Scythia until at last she came to the barren Caucasus Mountains near the end of the earth and there found the Titan Prometheus chained to a rock.


Io begged the far-seeing Prometheus for news about how long she would have to suffer. Would she ever be free from Hera’s anger? In between bouts of having his liver eaten by Zeus’ eagle, Prometheus told Io her fate. She still had far to go, over mountains and through deserts, escaping violence and dangers along the way. She would narrowly avoid the Graeae, three gray-haired hags, never young, who dwell in darkness sharing only a single eye and tooth between them. She would also find their sisters, the snake-haired Gorgons, at the ends of the earth. But at last she would find her rest in Egypt. He also revealed that she would be the ancestor of a man thirteen generations hence who would at last free him from his chains. He also told the eager Io that Zeus himself would one day fall to a son of his own loins, just as Father Sky had been defeated by Cronus, and Cronus in turn had been bested by Zeus. The only one who could save Zeus from this destruction was Prometheus himself, though he was in no mind to help someone who had done such evil to him.


Taking heart from the vengeance that she hoped would one day fall on the head of Zeus, Io left the Caucasus and roamed the lands of Europe, Asia, and Africa until she at last came to the banks of the Nile River near Memphis in Egypt. There she collapsed in exhaustion only to be discovered by Zeus once again. This time the god was more gentle and impregnated her with the mere touch of his finger. He also restored Io at last to her human form so that she gave birth as a woman to a child she named Epaphus, meaning “touched by the god.” Hera, however, always vigilant and vengeful, sent divine spirits to kidnap the child and take him to Syria. The distraught mother finally found her child there cared for by the queen of Byblos and returned with the boy to Egypt, where she married the Egyptian king Telegonus and settled down to a peaceful life. It was said she brought the worship of Demeter to the Egyptians, who called the Greek goddess of grain Isis in their own language. It was also said that Isis was worshiped in the form of a woman with the horns of a cow in memory of the struggles of long-suffering Io.


As the years went by, Io’s son Epaphus grew up and had a daughter of his own named Libya. This girl had twin sons, Agenor and Belus, by the god Poseidon, brother of Zeus. Belus reigned over the land of Egypt, but Agenor went to Lebanon and there married a princess named Telephassa. The royal couple had three sons, Phoenix, Cilix, and Cadmus, along with one daughter, a beautiful maiden named Europa. Like her ancestor Io, Europa was troubled by dreams. In a vision one night, she saw two women fighting over her, one like a woman of her own country trying to hold her and another like a foreign woman from across the sea trying to steal her away. The foreigner said she had been sent by Zeus himself to bring her to a distant country.


When she woke from this troubling vision, she sought out her own friends among the young women of the royal court to ease her mind. They ran to a seaside meadow and there laughed as they chased each other across the grass and gathered flowers.


Zeus looked down from Mount Olympus and spied the girls in the meadow, but his eye lingered on Europa alone. The maiden was every bit as beautiful as Io had once been and his heart was overcome with desire. But how could he go to the girl without Hera discovering him? He immediately hit upon a clever plan and flew down to the seashore, transforming himself into a handsome white bull with horns like the crescent moon. He paused at the edge of the meadow where the young women were playing and walked forward as gentle as a lamb. They had never seen such a lovely animal before and approached slowly so as not to frighten it away. But the bull was not at all afraid and inched toward the girls to stand before Europa. He began gently to lick her neck as she laughed and at last placed a kiss upon its cheek. The bull had a wonderful smell and lowed deeply as it knelt before the princess and urged her with its eyes to mount its back.


The other maidens were too frightened to climb onto an unknown bull, but Europa told her friends not to worry. “Look at this loveable creature,” she told them. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly.” She then sat down on the broad back of the bull—but suddenly it rose up and began to move toward the sea. Her friends called to Europa to jump off, but the bull was in the water before the maiden could move, charging headlong into the waves. Out to sea the bull swam with Europa until the shore of her homeland was left far behind. The terrified girl clasped her purple robe tightly around herself as hour after hour they traveled on. Dolphins accompanied them like wedding guests as the bull made its way west toward the island of Crete, the very place where Zeus had been raised secretly as a child.


“Who are you?” Europa cried at last to the bull. With a bellow the animal answered, “I am Zeus, king of the gods, and I can take any form I wish. I came to you in the meadow because of my burning desire. You won’t be a virgin long, for I am taking you to Crete to share my bed.” The poor girl was too frightened to say anything more, but clung to the horns of the bull until they at last made their way onto the shore of the distant island. There Zeus wasted no time in taking on human form and stripped Europa of her clothes. He had his way with her until he was at last satisfied, then left her, alone and pregnant, in a foreign land. But he did give her three remarkable gifts. The first was a hound that always caught its prey, the second a spear that never missed its mark, and the third a giant bronze man named Talus who ran around the island of Crete three times each day throwing rocks at any ship that tried to land there. In time, Europa gave birth to three sons by Zeus—Sarpedon, Rhadamanthys, and Minos. The king of Crete, Asterius, took pity on Europa and married her, raising her sons as his own.


Europa’s father, Agenor, was distraught when he heard the news of his daughter’s disappearance and was determined to recover her at any cost. He sent out his wife along with his three sons to search every land. He warned them not to return without Europa. After endless seeking there was still no sign of her, so the brothers decided to settle abroad to found their own kingdoms. Phoenix stayed close to the shore of Lebanon, afterward named Phoenicia for him, while Cilix established the royal house of Cilicia to the north. Cadmus, however, took his mother all the way to Greece and there founded the city of Thebes on a new continent named after his lost sister.


Of all the places of the earth, the favorite of Zeus was Arcadia, a verdant land of forests, springs, and mountains in the Peloponnesus. One day when Zeus was visiting there he saw a young woman hunting in the woods. Her hair was tied back so that she could chase her prey and a simple brooch held her short dress to her body. In her hand was a polished spear with a quiver and a bow slung over her shoulder. She was Callisto, a sworn virgin dedicated to Artemis, the maiden goddess of the hunt.


As Zeus watched, Callisto removed her weapons, unstrung her bow, and lay down on the soft grass to rest. The king of the gods could not resist such a beautiful and unprotected girl.


“Hera will never see me here in these thick woods,” Zeus said to himself. “And even if she does, the pleasure will be worth the price.”


Immediately Zeus took on the form of Artemis herself and approached Callisto. The girl sprang up with joy to see her patroness and ran to embrace her.


“Callisto, loveliest of all my maidens,” spoke the false Artemis, “where have you been hunting all day long?”


“Here in these woods, my lady, greatest of all the gods—and thus I would call you even if Zeus himself were to hear my words.”


Zeus laughed and kissed her, not as one innocent girl might kiss another but with a passion that surprised Callisto. She began to tell the divine visitor about her hunting that day, but before she knew it, the god had returned to his true form and threw her on the ground. She tried to resist but was no match for Zeus. After he had raped her and departed, the shattered young woman struggled to her feet and wandered away in shock, barely remembering to take her quiver and bow.


A few days later the true Artemis with her band of virgin hunters appeared to Callisto and called on her to join them. The distraught girl obeyed, but followed the goddess with downcast eyes, ashamed that she had lost her virginity. Artemis noticed the sadness in Callisto’s eyes, but thought little of it as the months went by. After nine moons had come and gone, Artemis and her maidens came one hot day to a pool in the woods where they all stripped for a welcome swim in the cool water. Artemis told Callisto to join them, but the girl hesitated and made excuses. At last the goddess grew angry and demanded Callisto remove her clothing. Her swollen belly told the tale all too clearly and Artemis was in no mood for excuses.


“Get out of here!” the goddess proclaimed. “You defile the purity of our sacred pool with your shameful state. You are no longer one of my followers.”


Shattered by this rejection, Callisto ran away in disgrace from her friends and the goddess she loved. Soon she gave birth alone to a son she named Arcas.


Hera saw all of this and realized what had happened. As ever, she could not strike back directly against Zeus, so she vented her fury on his victim.


“You whore!” the wife of Zeus cried when she found Callisto in the woods. “Did you really think you could get away with leading my husband astray and bearing him a son as proof of this scandal? You think you’re so pretty, do you? Well, that can change.”


With that she caught Callisto by the hair and threw her on the ground. The girl stretched out her arms to beg for mercy, but they were now covered with black, shaggy fur. She grew long claws instead of fingers and her once lovely face was replaced with broad, rough jaws and a large nose. So that she might not call on Zeus for help, Hera took away her voice and gave her a harsh, terrifying growl in its place. Callisto had become a wild bear of the mountains. Only her human mind remained unchanged as she reached her limbs up to the heavens, beseeching the ruler of the gods, but to no avail.


Callisto could no longer care for her son, so she left him to be raised by the local king. As a bear, she wandered the mountains and forests ever fearful of hunters, but equally scared of other bears she found in the woods. The years passed in misery for poor Callisto, until one day when young Arcas, who had grown to manhood, was hunting in the forest with his friends. They suddenly saw a bear watching them from behind a tree with a strange look upon its face. It seemed to know Arcas and moved toward him as if to speak. The young man grabbed his spear and was about to plunge it into his mother’s breast when Zeus had pity on Callisto at last and snatched her up into the heavens. He placed her as a constellation of stars in the sky to shine during the night.


This was still too much for Hera. She went to Tethys, goddess of the sea, and her husband Ocean to ask of them a favor.


“Isn’t it enough,” she sobbed, “that Zeus honors this harlot by placing her in the heavens for all to see? Grant to me that she may not bathe in your waters. Let her forever circle the sky without rest.”


And so Tethys and Ocean granted her request. Callisto remains to this day ever wandering, ever revolving around the pole star, a great bear who never vanishes below the horizon.


After Cadmus had founded the city of Thebes, rule of the town passed in time to a Greek named Nycteus, who had a beautiful daughter named Antiope. This maiden caught the eye of Zeus as he looked down from the heavens. He came to her in the form of a satyr, a half-man, half-goat creature known for crazed addiction to wine and sex. As with other young women in the past, he raped her and left her pregnant. When her father discovered her condition, he was furious and drove her away from Thebes. She fled south across Greece to the city of Sicyon, where the king of the city, Epopeus, took her in and married her.


Nycteus was angrier than ever at Antiope when he heard the news of her good fortune and was consumed with shame—not for driving his daughter away but because she had brought such disgrace to her family. He called his brother Lycus to his side, making him pledge to punish Antiope and exact revenge on the king who had treated her so kindly. Nycteus then killed himself. Lycus took the throne of Thebes and set about to follow his late brother’s wishes. He marched on Sicyon and destroyed the city, killing Epopeus and hauling Antiope out of the town in chains.


Antiope was nine months pregnant at the time and struggled to walk the rough roads back to Thebes with the victorious army. On the slopes of Mount Cithaeron near Thebes, she went into labor and crawled into the bushes to give birth. She bore twin sons, Amphion and Zethus, who were immediately taken by Lycus and left to die on the mountainside. After the army had marched on with the grieving Antiope trailing behind, a local shepherd found the boys and raised them secretly as his own sons.


At Thebes, Lycus handed Antiope over to his wife Dirce for punishment—a task the new queen took on with great pleasure. Every day for many years Dirce subjected Antiope to every cruel punishment she could think of, then chained her in a filthy hut to spend each miserable night alone.


Meanwhile the sons of Antiope grew into fine young men roaming the wilds of the mountains, unaware of who they were or of their mother’s fate. Zethus became a master herdsman and cattle breeder while Amphion excelled all others in playing the lyre. The two brothers were opposites in nature and taunted each other endlessly about their respective talents, but they were devoted to one another nonetheless.


One night after Dirce had tormented Antiope and imprisoned her in her hut, the chains holding her mysteriously fell away, perhaps by the power of Zeus. Not stopping to question this miracle, she ran as fast as she could out of Thebes and into the forests below Mount Cithaeron. Cold and miserable, she at last found a shepherd’s hut and knocked softly on the door. Two young men answered and took the poor woman inside to sit by the fireplace. After giving her food and drink, they asked her how she came to such a wretched condition. She then told them her sad story, how Zeus had taken advantage of her, how her kind husband had been slain, how she had suffered endless cruelty at the hands of the Theban queen, but most of all her sorrow at being forced to abandon her newborn children years before near the very spot where they sat that night.


As the two young men listened to the story, they realized they themselves were the sons she spoke of. It was a joyous reunion for all, but Zethus and Amphion soon determined to seek their revenge on the king and queen who had been so cruel to their mother. They attacked the city of Thebes and killed Lycus, taking the throne that was rightfully theirs. Then they found Dirce and tied her to the horns of a bull that dragged the queen through the streets and rocky pathways until she was dead. They took what was left of her body and threw it into a nearby spring that thereafter bore her name.


The brothers ruled Thebes together in peace and harmony, even working together side by side to strengthen the city walls. Zethus used his great strength to carry enormous stones to the town, but Amphion played his lyre so sweetly that he charmed the very stones of the earth to follow him from the quarry to their new home on the walls of Thebes.


Near Sicyon, where Antiope had once found peace with King Epopeus, there is a river that runs from the nearby mountains to the blue waters of the Corinthian Gulf. The god of this river was named Asopus and he had a beautiful daughter named Aegina. Zeus fell in love with the girl and came to her one night in the form of a flame to ravish her. Then he carried her off to an island near Athens where she bore a son named Aeacus.


Asopus was frantic at the kidnapping of his beloved daughter and searched everywhere for her. At last he came to Sisyphus, king of nearby Corinth, who revealed to him that it was Zeus himself who had stolen Aegina away. In thanks Asopus created a stream of fresh water for Sisyphus on top of the Acrocorinth, a previously dry fortress looming over the city. The river god then rashly set out to take back his daughter, but Zeus struck him with a thunderbolt and wounded him severely, forcing him to return home without Aegina. To punish Sisyphus for betraying his secret, Zeus decreed that he would be sent to Hades to roll forever a boulder up a hill, only to have it roll back down again when he reached the top.


As usual, Hera was furious at the latest maiden to catch her husband’s fancy. But this time instead of changing the girl into an animal or driving her to endless wandering, she poisoned the water of Aegina’s island and killed the girl outright, leaving her son, Aeacus, alive. In memory of his mother, the boy named the island after her. When he grew to manhood and became king of Aegina, Hera struck again and annihilated the inhabitants with a horrible plague, save Aeacus and his own young son, Telamon. Young King Aeacus was left alone with the boy on his island and prayed beneath an oak tree to his father Zeus for help, either to repopulate the island or to strike him dead. Zeus showed his favor by sending a flash of lightning across the sky with a peal of thunder. Aeacus was thrilled and sat down beneath the tree to wait for Zeus to act. While he was there, he saw a column of tiny ants carrying grain to their nest. Aeacus admired their industry and prayed again to Zeus: “O most excellent father, grant to me as many subjects for the walls of my city as there are ants here beneath your sacred oak tree.”


The branches of the tree swayed back and forth even though there was no wind. Aeacus shivered at the sight and continued to wait for Zeus to do something. At last evening came and he fell asleep beneath the oak. He dreamed that the ants he had seen earlier suddenly grew in size and took on human form. When he awoke, he found his island was full of men and women laboring hard to build homes and farms. Grateful, Aeacus gave thanks to Zeus and named his subjects Myrmidons, after the myrmex, or ant, that each had once been.


Aeacus, son of Zeus, became a man known throughout Greece for his fairness and piety. Kings came to him to be judged and cities appealed to him to intervene with Zeus to restore fertility to their lands. After a long life, Zeus appointed him guardian of Hades itself, where he kept the keys to the kingdom of the dead.


The Titan Atlas fathered seven daughters, known as the Pleiades, after their mother Pleione. One of these sisters, Electra, lived on the island of Samothrace and there was seen by Zeus as he looked down from Mount Olympus. He flew to the island and snatched Electra up, taking her back to the halls of Olympus in his eagerness. The girl clung to a sacred wooden statue called the Palladium next to the throne of Zeus for sanctuary, but this meant little to the ruler of the gods in his fit of lust. He cast the Palladium out of Olympus and raped Electra then and there. He then returned her to Samothrace, where in time she bore twin sons, Iasion and Dardanus. Some say that Iasion later became a god, but others say Zeus killed him after he, as a mortal, dared to sleep with the goddess Demeter. Dardanus married the daughter of King Teucer and became the ancestor of the Trojans.


One of Electra’s sisters was named Taygete, who was a nymph living in the high mountains to the west of Sparta. Like Callisto, she was a virgin devoted to the goddess Artemis. Zeus also fell in love with Taygete, but this time Artemis did what she could to protect her follower from Zeus. She transformed Taygete into a doe to disguise her. But this did not fool Zeus. He found her and raped her, fathering a son by her named Lacedaemon, who became the ancestor of the Spartans. Taygete was nonetheless grateful to Artemis for her help and dedicated a doe with golden horns to the goddess—a sacred deer that became known as the Cerynitian hind, sought by Hercules in one of his labors.


Zeus placed all seven daughters of Atlas in the sky as the constellation still called the Pleiades. But except to the sharpest eyes on the darkest nights, only six stars are visible. Some say that the seventh star is Electra, who veiled herself in mourning when the city of Troy fell.


As the years went by, the descendants of Taygete’s son, Lacedaemon, grew into the powerful kingdom of the Spartans in the Peloponnesus. A son of this royal house named Tyndareus was driven from his home and sought refuge with King Thestius in Aetolia near Mount Parnassus. There he met the king’s daughter, a beautiful princess named Leda. They married and when Tyndareus returned to Sparta to claim his throne, he took Leda with him as his queen.


The beauty of Leda did not escape Zeus. Hoping that Hera would not notice, the god came to the queen one night in the form of a swan. He seized her by the neck and forced himself on her, leaving her pregnant. That same night, Tyndareus also came to her bed and slept with her. There are different stories of what happened next. Some say that Leda gave birth to two eggs. From one came twins fathered by Zeus, Helen and Pollux, and from the other came Clytemnestra and Castor, fathered by her mortal husband, Tyndareus. Others say that Castor and Pollux were both sons of Zeus or that both were fathered by Tyndareus. In any case, the brothers were inseparable and came to be known as the Dioscuri, or “sons of Zeus.”
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