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CHAPTER ONE

THE GODS THEN AND NOW

GRECO-ROMAN GODS and goddesses can do a lot of miraculous things. They can make themselves tiny or huge, transform themselves into any animal imaginable from serpents to swans, hurl lightning bolts, appear and vanish at will, or turn the tides of battles. But there’s one thing they cannot do: They can’t die. They are immortal.




THE PERCY JACKSON STORY 

This simple fact is the central premise for the Percy Jackson & the Olympians and Heroes of Olympus series of young adult novels by Rick Riordan, a former middle-school  English and history teacher from San Antonio, Texas. If the gods of antiquity could not die, Riordan reasoned, then they must still be around . . . somewhere. Probably not atop the original Mount Olympus in Greece, where they would stick out like sore thumbs among the thousands of tourists who climb that mountain each year. Nor would they likely reside in Rome, which is now the home of the Catholic Church and long ago rejected the “pagan” gods of ancient times. No, the old gods would most likely live in the heart of Western civilization today—and that, at least to an author born and raised in Texas, could only be the United States of America.

With that in mind, in 1994 Riordan wrote The Lightning Thief, a tale designed to introduce adolescent students to Greek mythology in an exciting new way. The book features a troubled 12-year-old hero who suffers from learning disabilities—dyslexia and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder—and has trouble keeping out of trouble in school or even staying in the same school for more than one year. Upon discovering that some of his teachers are not what they seem, Percy is forced to flee to upstate New York, where he takes refuge at a kids’ summer camp called Camp Half-Blood. This is no ordinary camp. It is run by Greek gods in the guise of mortals, and each of the kids there is a demigod—the offspring of a mortal parent and a god. Percy soon learns that the very flaws that caused him to be seen as a troublemaking nerd in the outside world are the traits of  a hero in the realm of gods and demigods. Soon he is off on the first of a series of quests with his friends—Annabeth, a daughter of the goddess Athena, and Grover, a young satyr, or goat-boy—which will take them across the breadth of the United States and bring them face-to-face with gods and monsters that have lived since ancient times.

After several years, Riordan succeeded in finding a publisher who would buy the rights to The Lightning Thief, but the book was not actually published then. Instead, the rights were traded from one publisher to another until finally one editor noticed that Percy Jackson’s story bore a striking resemblance to that of Harry Potter, the hero of the British novels that rank as the best-selling young adult series of all time. That was around the same time author J. K. Rowling announced that the Harry Potter series would come to an end with the publication of the seventh volume in 2006. Booksellers, educators, and fans alike began to wonder nervously who “the next Harry Potter” would be—and behold, the long-unpublished The Lightning Thief surfaced.

In the years since, Riordan has written a new book in his series each year, just as J. K. Rowling used to. Although his books have yet to reach anything like the universal popularity of Harry Potter, each of them has reached the top of the New York Times Best Seller List. And just as J. K. Rowling is credited with introducing a new generation to the joys of reading, Rick Riordan has undoubtedly succeeded in his  goal of bringing the adventure and excitement of ancient mythology to millions of young readers who otherwise would likely roll their eyes in exaggerated boredom when the subject came up.

Over the course of the five novels of the Percy Jackson & the Olympians series, Percy and his friends matured from age 12 to 16. By the fifth book they were getting a little old for the kind of summer camp they’d known so far, and in any case, Camp Half-Blood was no longer what it had been before the final apocalyptic battle between the Olympian gods and their ancient Titan rivals. So Riordan immediately set to work on the first installment of a new series, the Heroes of Olympus. This book, The Lost Hero, introduced a whole new set of young characters. It promised to explore the transformation of Greek mythology into the mythology of the Roman Empire. And it assured fans around the world that, as the series progressed, Percy Jackson would be back.




HOMER AND THE HEROES 

The Percy Jackson phenomenon is the latest chapter in the timeless saga of the Greco-Roman gods and goddesses, demigods, and monsters. The origins of the gods are lost in the mists of time, long before the first of the ancient Greeks were born, but date back to earlier civilizations such as the Persians (4000 B.C.), Northern Indians (3100 B.C.), Mesopotamians (3000 B.C.), and Egyptians (2600 B.C.). At least  one mythological being common to Egyptian, Greek, and Roman tradition can be traced back to sculptures erected in Turkey around 9500 B.C.

Tales of gods, goddesses, heroes, and monsters were told by firelight in nomads’ camps, priestly temples, and echoing palaces. But today, most of them are forgotten. For the most part, they were never written down. Priests and itinerant poets memorized the myths word-for-word during apprenticeship and later were hired to recite them during long nights that were otherwise short on entertainment of any kind. But poets sometimes died without passing their tales on to apprentices, and over centuries many stories were lost along with their tellers.

Amazingly, the oral traditions of antiquity did manage to keep some myths alive over thousands of years and spread them across many lands. These were still being told in the warlord-ruled city-states that would later become the Greek Empire. The largest body of Greek mythology was built up around the nine-year-long Trojan War, which probably took place around 1200 B.C. The legends of this war focused on the roles the gods of Olympus played in starting the war and steering its outcome.

Most scholars believe that the stories of the Trojan War were pulled together into two huge epic poems about 500 years later. It is hard to believe that a single poet could memorize and recite either The Iliad or The Odyssey (as the two epics came to be known). Today, translated into  English and published in book form, The Iliad runs about 700 pages, and The Odyssey, 500 pages. It takes a long time to read them, never mind memorize them. But maybe the storytellers of that era didn’t have to. For at about the same time—the early 8th century B.C.—Greek scholars rediscovered tablets containing a Phonecian alphabet that had been lost centuries earlier in the collapse of the Mycenaean civilization, around the same time as the Trojan War. They adapted it to their own language, and for the first time, it became possible to read and write Greek.

Soon after Greek emerged as a written language, someone known as Homer set about recording The Iliad and later The Odyssey on papyrus scrolls. With that act, the two epic poems became the very first European literary works, and the gods and goddesses of ancient Greece became truly immortal.

Oddly enough, Homer never wrote down anything about himself, and to this day no one knows anything about who he was. He may have been as mythical as the gods and monsters he wrote about. For centuries, educated Greeks referred to the anonymous authors of all long written poems as “Homer,” using the name as a synonym for “author.” Modern scholars argue endlessly about “the Homer question,” but most now concede that stylistic factors in both The Iliad and The Odyssey show each book—at least in the final versions—was written by a single person, and probably the same person.

 



The Parthenon in Athens.

[image: 004]

The Greek gods formed the foundation of all religion in ancient Greece. Each of the Olympian gods had his or her own cult of priests, priestesses, and followers who came together to petition for the god’s favor with ceremonies and animal sacrifices. Worship took place in temples dedicated to specific gods and goddesses. Some were modest, like roadside shrines to Hermes or forest clearings where early rituals honoring Dionysus were held. Others were the most impressive architectural accomplishments of the era, such as the Parthenon, located in the center of the Greek capital at Athens and dedicated to its patron goddess, Athena. With such tangible evidence of the presence and power of their gods, for centuries it never occurred to most people  that the deities they worshipped might be mere campfire legends without physical existence. Unquestionably, in their minds, the Olympians were as real as wheat crops, thunderstorms, and war.

The same was true of the many fearsome monsters that populated The Odyssey. Most people, who never traveled more than 50 miles from home in their lifetimes, depended on storytellers for all their information about the world beyond the horizon, and why should a dragon, a giant cyclops, a woman with snakes for hair, or a robotic brass bull seem any less likely to exist than an elephant, a rhinoceros, an ostrich, or a gorilla?

The mythology of the ancient Greek gods and monsters was central to the culture of the time, and it carried over into other literature, especially the plays of Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschylus, and Aristophanes. A century or so later, the gods came under attack from the famed Greek philosopher Socrates and his followers, who rejected mythological explanations of the world. But Socrates’s ideas were rejected by most Greeks of his time, and he was put on trial (for his political ideas, not his religious ones) and ultimately committed suicide.

As the gods of Mount Olympus continued to reign over Greece, big changes were happening 600 miles away on the far side of the Ionian Sea. Around 450 B.C., the newly formed Roman Republic began a huge military buildup designed at first to provide security against invasions by  its neighbors. Soon it began invading and conquering other states on the Italian peninsula to form a united republic. Following an invasion by the Greek kingdom of Epirus, war broke out between Rome and Greece. The hostilities lasted for 72 years; in the end, Greece surrendered to Roman rule in 148 B.C.




THE GODS GO ROMAN 

The similarity between the mythologies of longtime rivals Greece and Rome is pronounced, and the Romans drew their religion much more from the Greeks than from any other people they conquered as their empire spread to the Middle East, the Germanic north, and the Gallic and British west. Greek gods, goddesses, heroes, and monsters were simply adopted wholesale by the Romans, who sometimes changed their names and perhaps small details of their lineages, other times not.

It may simply be that the Romans were less interested in religion than in religious ritual as a means of social organization. They erected monuments and temples to the gods and named planets, months, days, and celebrations for them, but Roman literature contained very little mythology. Consider Virgil’s Aeneid, the greatest Roman epic poem, which like The Iliad and The Odyssey was set in the Trojan War and the years that followed. While a few gods and goddesses—including Juno (Hera), Jupiter (Zeus),  Neptune (Poseidon), and Venus (Aphrodite)—put in guest appearances, by the second half of the book the gods have all but faded from the scene. Roman readers much preferred history (the officially approved version) over tales of the supernatural. Most original Roman myths, such as those of the Sabine Women, Lucretia, Horatius, and Coriolanus, did not feature gods or monsters, though some legendary kings were claimed to be demigods, with goddesses as mothers (Roman gods didn’t seem to play around with mortals as much at the Greek ones had).

A few of the Greek gods became more popular when they moved to Rome. As the god of war, Mars (Apollo) had countless temples and cults dedicated to him, and each Roman soldier would pay homage to his main temple before marching off to war. At the other extreme, Bacchus (Dionysus), the god of booze and debauchery, became a society hit as parties in his honor grew wilder and wilder. After the Senate passed a law against them, these orgies became more popular than ever.

Marble and bronze statues of the gods and goddesses (often copies from Greek originals) stood by the thousands throughout Rome. When the Roman Empire replaced the Roman Republic with the rise of Augustus Caesar as emperor in 27 B.C., statues of him and his successors were often placed on equal footing with those of the gods. This practice reached the height of absurdity with the insane Emperor Caligula. In A.D. 40, a year before he was assassinated by senate guards at the age of 29, Caligula made public appearances dressed up as various Olympian gods, introduced himself to foreign dignitaries as the “New Sun God,” and ordered statues of gods throughout Rome to be decapitated and their heads replaced by marble busts of himself.

No wonder the people of a crumbling Rome started losing respect for the old-time religion. Facing deterioration on several fronts, including food shortages and civil war, Emperor Constantine ultimately decided to abandon the city to his rivals and move the seat of government to Byzantium, Turkey, which he renamed Nova Roma Constantino-politana (the New Rome of Constantinople), capitol of the Eastern Roman Empire. He had earlier decreed a religious tolerance law that legalized the upstart religion of Christianity throughout the Roman Empire, and on his deathbed Constantine himself formally became a Christian.




ROME GOES CHRISTIAN 

As time passed, the new Roman Empire became the Holy Roman Empire, dominated by Roman Catholic clergy intent on erasing older religions from the face of the planet—especially the “pagans” who had persecuted their people for so long. Ancient temples fell into ruin and often became building materials for new churches. Statues of the gods and goddesses lay where they fell until the dust of time  buried them. As for The Iliad, The Odyssey, The Aeneid, and all the other masterpieces of Greek and Roman literature, especially the ones filled with mythology, you might expect that the scrolls would be burned in bonfires—but they weren’t. Not all of them, anyway.

That’s the trouble with immortals. You can’t kill them, you can only imprison them. For instance, the Olympians, upon defeating the Titans (who were also immortal), threw many of them into the pit of Tartarus, a place in the Underworld from which escape was impossible. The same thing happened to Greek and Roman scrolls. In those days, at the beginning of the Dark Ages, books were an extremely rare and valuable commodity, so they were not destroyed. Instead, they were hidden in the darkest, most secret corners of monastic libraries, where monks would take them out every century or so and copy their crumbling pages by hand. And there the old gods and goddesses, heroes and monsters remained, utterly forgotten by medieval civilization.




COMEBACK OF THE GODS 

Throughout the Middle Ages, a slender book called the Ilius Latina—a much-abridged Latin version of The Iliad, about 10 percent the length of the original and censored to remove any supernatural content—was a standard textbook  for the small minority of people who learned to read and write. This little glimpse into the ancient Greek world eventually spawned forgeries purporting to be histories of the Trojan War in several European languages. In 1473, one of them, the Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye, became the first book ever printed in English. As its popularity spread, it became faddish for British noblemen to concoct faux genealogies tracing their lineage back to characters in the Trojan War. Inevitably, copies of the original Iliad in its entirety leaked out, gods and all.

As the Renaissance began to flower across Europe, The Iliad and The Odyssey became some of the most popular best sellers of the time, and the immortals of Mount Olympus were on the loose once again. Shakespeare wrote plays about them, and painters and sculptors found in them a vast new body of subject matter with seemingly endless possibilities. Enthusiasm for all things classically Greek and Roman endured and grew, until by the 18th and 19th centuries no self-respecting mansion owner would be caught dead without reproductions of ancient statues of mythological beings in his gardens and foyer. Writers peppered their prose with references to the long-forgotten gods and monsters. Every truly educated aristocrat could quote passages from The Iliad, even though the text of the book, translated by stodgy scholarly types, was not always what you’d call exciting. The opening lines read: Sing, O goddess, the anger of Achilles son of Peleus, that brought countless ills upon the Achaeans. Many a brave soul did it send hurrying down to Hades, and many a hero did it yield a prey to dogs and vultures, for so were the counsels of Jove fulfilled from the day on which the son of Atreus, king of men, and great Achilles, first fell out with one another. And which of the gods was it that set them on to quarrel? It was the son of Jove and Leto; for he was angry with the king and sent a pestilence upon the host to plague the people, because the son of Atreus had dishonored Chryses his priest . . .





It wasn’t exactly edge-of-your-seat stuff by modern standards.




HEROES AND BANANAS 

In the mid- to late 20th century, a new action- and adventure-loving America discovered an abundance of swords, sorcery, and sex hidden amid the verbiage of the ancient epic poems, with results that were often undignified and sometimes just plain silly. Marvel Comics brought many mythical characters into its pages, usually using their Roman names: Apollo, Ares, Hermes, Neptune, Venus, Zeus, and, of course, all-time favorite Hercules battled Gorgons, Titans, and new supervillains like Immortus and the Enchantress.  Hercules even faced off once with the Incredible Hulk. On television, mythical Greeks were staples in such shows as Xena, Warrior Princess.

But Greek and Roman mythology in the 20th century really belonged to the motion picture industry. From Jason and the Argonauts to Clash of the Titans, colorful costumes, swords, sorcery, and special effects provided all the elements for great (or not-so-great) action movies. As in comic books, Hercules (Greek name Hercules) was the favorite, beginning in 1959 with the low-budget Italian import Hercules, starring muscleman Steve Reeves, which became a surprise hit in the United States. It was the first of nine Hercules movies. Among them was Hercules in New York, which pitted the invincible superhero against cigar-chomping gangsters and crooked wrestling promoters. It was the first film appearance by Arnold Schwarzenegger (using the pseudonym Arnold Strong) and was later re-released under the title Hercules Goes Bananas.

But nothing else in pop culture has breathed new life into the myths of ancient Greece and Rome like the Percy Jackson & the Olympians and Heroes of Olympus books. While their popularity may pale in comparison to the unprecedented Harry Potter phenomenon, look at it this way: So far, the Percy Jackson books have sold more than 20 million copies worldwide. That’s more than two-and-a-half times the entire population of ancient Greece at its peak, and 20 times the population of the city of Rome in antiquity,  when it was the largest metropolis in the Western world. You could say that Zeus and his crew have never been as popular as they are today—thanks to a fictional, peculiar 12-year-old kid armed with a fountain pen.

Talk about immortality!





CHAPTER TWO

MEET THE TWELVE OLYMPIANS

AS EVERY READER of the Percy Jackson & the Olympians series knows, when they’re not out on a quest, Percy and his fellow demigods at Camp Half-Blood live in cabins at a very unusual summer camp in upstate New York. There are 12 cabins, and they’re named for the 12 Olympian gods of ancient Greece: Zeus, Poseidon, Demeter, Dionysus, Hermes, Ares, Athena, Apollo, Aphrodite, Hephaestus, Artemis, and Hera.

These are 12 most famous and powerful gods and goddesses in Greek and Roman mythology. They are known as the Olympians because they live on top of Mount Olympus, the highest mountain in Greece (elevation 9,570  feet). The mountain actually exists, and it’s not particularly difficult to climb during the summer months when it’s free of snow. Thousands of tourists make the ascent every year. Some ancient Greeks probably climbed it, too, and realized that no giant immortals actually lived there. At some point, mortals came to see the mountain itself as more of a metaphorical stairway to heaven, a symbol for a celestial home of the gods.

 



Mount Olympus, the highest mountain in Greece and the mythological home of the gods.
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Although their genealogy was sometimes muddled and hard to trace, all the Olympians were related to each other, which did not stop them from seducing their own siblings, as well as having illicit affairs of every description with gods and mortals alike—not to mention drinking, gambling, stealing livestock, and devouring their own children. Parents of younger readers of the series, or, for that matter, of such great literary works as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, would likely disapprove of such goings-on (so please don’t tell them).

These gods were clearly less concerned about morality than divinities of newer religions tend to be. In fact, they didn’t seem to take much interest at all in the well-being of humans, except as playthings. Some of the Olympian gods liked to start wars simply for entertainment, seemingly oblivious to the massive carnage that resulted when thousands of mortal soldiers hacked each other to pieces with swords. They viewed human beings as something like domesticated animals who could talk, and they graciously accepted the sacrifices of food and treasures that humans left at their temples in hope that the gods would grant them good fortune, victory in battle, smooth sailing, rain for their crops, or any of the other boons that were beyond the power of mere mortals. Whether the gods actually granted these things or only promised them is hard to say.

What the gods did do in their heyday was to make mortals feel that they had greater understanding of the world’s great forces—such as thunder and lightning, storms at sea, fire, agricultural crops, and the four seasons, as well as abstractions like wisdom, art, and sensuality—by giving them personalities that humans could relate to. Even today, psychoanalysts who follow the teachings of Carl Jung study the central Greek gods as “archetypes” that help us identify the basic traits common to all human beings around the world and throughout the ages.

With that in mind, let’s take a closer look at each of the twelve Olympian gods of Greece and Rome.




APHRODITE 


ROMAN NAME: VENUS
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Love, beauty, pleasure, and sexuality. In early Rome, Venus had been a goddess of vegetation and the patroness of gardens and vineyards. It was only after the Romans came into contact with the Greeks that she assumed many of the characteristics of the goddess Aphrodite.

 

SYMBOLS: Seashell, dolphin, rose, mirror, swan.

 

ORIGIN: Among numerous versions of Aphrodite’s origin, the most commonly told is that she was born from sea foam that formed when the titan Kronos castrated his father, Uranus, god of the sky, at the request of his mother, Gaea, and then threw his testicles into the sea. Aphrodite came into the world full-grown and was of an earlier generation than Zeus, the ruler of the gods.

 

FAMILY TIES: Hoping to prevent the sensual Aphrodite from sparking violent scandals on Mount Olympus, Zeus ordered her to marry the stodgy god of blacksmiths, Hephaestus (Roman name Vulcan). Nevertheless, she had affairs with many other Olympians, including the great love of her life, Ares, the war god, as well as Poseidon, Hermes, and Dionysus, among others. She bore at least 15 children and also gave birth to several half-humans, the most famous being Aeneas, a hero in Homer’s Iliad and Virgil’s Aenead, who survived the conquest of Troy and went on to found

Rome. Aphrodite’s motherly love for Aeneas inspired her to take a more active role in the Trojan War than any other god except Ares. In Roman mythology, Venus and Mars (Ares) were also the parents of Cupid (counterpart of the Greek primordial god Eros), the flirtatious and fickle spirit of romantic love.

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Aphrodite took pity on the infant Adonis, whose mother could not care for him because she had been turned into a tree. Aphrodite later handed him over to Persephone, queen of the Underworld, who raised him. When Aphrodite visited the land of the dead again many years later, she found that Adonis had grown into a beautiful youth and wanted him back as her lover. Zeus decreed that each goddess would care for him for part of the year. One of the most complex figures in Greco-Roman mythology, Adonis was based on earlier figures symbolizing nature’s birth-death-rebirth cycle and the beauty of youth in Syrian, Egyptian, and Hebrew myths; today he is a central archetype in Jungian psychology.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: The main temple to the cult of Aphrodite was located in Paphos on the island of Cyprus. Said to be the spot where the goddess was born from sea foam, it had earlier been the site of temples dedicated to Assyrian and Babylonian fertility goddesses.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Aphrodite has been a favorite artists’ subject throughout history. She is always depicted as a beautiful woman, usually naked, and seated within a scallop shell. Her symbols include a dove, an apple, and a mirror. She is the goddess not only of love, but also of beauty and grace, and has the power to grant beauty and invincible charms to others. The Aphrodite of Milos, also known as the Venus de Milo (ca. 130–100 B.C.), one of the best-known ancient Greek sculptures, was rediscovered by a Greek peasant in the ancient city of Milos in 1820. Famously armless, it is exhibited at the Louvre in Paris. The Birth of Venus, a famous painting by Italian Renaissance artist Sandro Botticelli, shows Aphrodite rising out of the sea in a giant scallop shell surrounded by cherubs and nymphs. It can be seen in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, Italy.

[image: 007]




APOLLO 


ROMAN NAME: APOLLO
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Music, poetry, education, healing, archery, and the protection of the young.

 

SYMBOLS: Lyre, laurel wreath, bow and arrows.

 

ORIGIN: Zeus, in a dalliance with the Titan goddess Leto, conceived Apollo and his twin sister, Artemis. Out of jealousy, Zeus’s wife Hera banished Leto from all the lands on earth, so she gave birth to the twins on the floating island of Delos. Upon his birth, Apollo was fed ambrosia and nectar, and when he tasted the divine food he declared that from then on he would tell everyone the will of Zeus through prophecy. Later, worshippers of Apollo and Artemis flocked to his oracle at Delos in boats, and in gratitude for the wealth of offerings they brought, the people of Delos affixed the island to the sea bottom with massive pillars, making it easier to find. Leto remained banished on the island and played no further role in Greek or Roman mythology.

 

FAMILY TIES: Apollo never married but had many lovers, both female and male, and seems to have been especially partial to wood and water nymphs. One nymph, Daphne, became a casualty of a rivalry between Apollo and Cupid, who shot Apollo with a golden arrow that caused him to fall in love with her, but then shot Daphne with a lead one so that she was repulsed by him. Apollo pursued her, but to no avail, until she begged for help from her father, a  river god, who changed her into a laurel tree; leaves and branches from laurel trees are important in oracle ceremonies. Apollo also sired a son with Hecuba, wife of the king of Troy. The son’s story would be retold thousands of years later in Shakespeare’s tragedy Troilus and Cressida. Apollo is usually credited with conceiving Orpheus, the greatest musician of ancient times, with Calliope, the muse who inspired Homer to write The Iliad and The Odyssey. Apollo’s same-sex lovers included Spartan prince Hyacinth, whose untimely death he commemorated by naming a species of flower after him, and Cypress, whom Apollo transformed into the “weeping” tree of the same name after Cypress accidentally killed his pet deer.

 



The remains of the temple of Apollo at Delphi.
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MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Apollo replaced the original Titan god of the sun, Helios, and thus came to be known as the light-bringer. Although Apollo is usually associated with art, beauty, and radiance, he had a dark side, too. Heart attacks and other sudden deaths were blamed on him, and he helped the Trojans in their war against the Greeks by sending plague-tipped arrows against the Greek armies.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: The two most important sites dedicated to the cult of Apollo were the temple at his birthplace on the island of Delos and the famous oracle shrine at Delphi. Apollo also reigned over about a dozen other shrines across the eastern Mediterranean region where kings, generals, and priests came to receive prophecies about the future.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Apollo was a favorite subject for the portrayal of the perfect male form, both in ancient times and during the Renaissance. Some of the best-known statues of him are the life-size sculptures at the Archaeological Museum of Piraeus in Athens, the Vatican Museum in Rome, the Louvre in Paris, and the State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, Russia, not to mention the audio-animatronic version at Caesars Palace in Las Vegas.
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ARES 


ROMAN NAME: MARS

 

SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: War, battle lust, civil order, physical valor, and courage.

 

SYMBOLS: Chariot, spear, helmet, boar (Greek), wolf (Roman).

 

ORIGIN: In Greek mythology, Ares was the son of Zeus and his wife Hera; in the Roman version, Mars was the son of Hera alone, conceived through the use of a magic flower. Ares was regarded with ambivalence by the Greeks, both godly and mortal. Except for his bloodthirsty role in the Trojan War as recounted in Homer’s Iliad, Ares appeared in Greek mythology mainly as a raunchy seducer of women, the tales often involving rape. Later, he was absorbed into the Roman pantheon of gods under the name Mars and gained great respect as the god of the military.

 

FAMILY TIES: Ares’s most enduring love affair was with Aphrodite, the goddess of love. Although she was married to another god, Aphrodite’s long-standing fascination with bad-boy Ares resulted in five godly offspring, some of whom were lovers and others, fighters. Of the three who reflected aspects of Aphrodite’s personality, Eros (known to the Romans as Cupid) was the god of sexual love; his brother  Anteros ruled over requited love and marriage; and their sister, Harmonia, represented peace and harmony. But the other two sons, Phobos and Deimos, accompanied Ares into war as disembodied spirits personifying fear and terror. Although the planet Mars bears the war god’s Roman name, the Martian moons, Phobos and Deimos, are known by their Greek names. In Roman mythology, Mars is sometimes credited with being the father of Romulus and Remus, the feral twins who founded Rome. (Other versions of the legend identify Aeneas or Hercules as the twins’ father.)

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Ares and Athena found themselves on opposite sides in the Trojan War, and the war god was once wounded by the goddess of wisdom and justice. The two met more than once on the battlefield outside the gates of Troy, the last time being when Ares tried to destroy the Trojan Horse and Athena sought to defend it. The fight between them was called off when Zeus ordered all the gods and goddesses off the field of battle.

In his Roman manifestation, Mars spent a good deal of time in conflict with his fellow gods. He killed one of Neptune’s sons for raping one of his daughters and as a result was brought to trial before his fellow gods on a charge of murder. Unlike the other gods and goddesses associated with war, Mars loved war for its own sake. He personified the chaos of war—its noise, confusion, and horrors. He delighted in the slaughter of men and the destruction of towns  and cities and would sometimes even take both sides in a battle, first helping one army and then the other. This less-than-heroic trait made him a disappointment to his mother, Juno.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: No major temple in Greece was dedicated to Ares, though sacrifices to him were held at the Phoebaeum near Sparta. As Mars, he had many temples throughout the Roman Empire, from Turkey and Greece to Britain. The most important was at Porta Capena in Rome, where armies gathered before going to war.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Ares or Mars is often depicted nude except for his weapons of war. Perhaps the most familiar such image is a marble statue known as the Ares Borghese, which was originally erected in the Forum in Athens; a Roman copy of it now resides in the Louvre in Paris. A fresco of Mars from Pompeii, also nude except for his helmet, spear, and shield, is in the Museo Archaeologico Nazionale in Naples, Italy. The Ares Ludovisi, a Roman copy of a 5th century B.C. Greek marble sculpture, can be seen at the National Museum of the Terme in Rome.
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ARTEMIS 


ROMAN NAME: DIANA
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Moon, wild forests, hunting, and midwifery.

 

SYMBOLS: Moon, bow and arrows, hunting hound, deer.

 

ORIGIN: Artemis was the twin sister of Apollo, conceived by Zeus with the Titan goddess Leto. The twins were born on a floating island after Zeus’s wife, Hera, banished Leto from all the lands of the earth.

 

FAMILY TIES: At age three, Zeus granted Artemis’s wish that she would always remain a virgin. She never married but had numerous male hunting companions at different times, including her one great love, the heroic hunter Orion, who was murdered—according to some versions of the legend—to protect Artemis’s chastity. She had no children but was usually attended by wood nymphs and accompanied by a pack of 13 dogs, a gift from the goat-god Pan.

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Like her brother, Artemis sided with the Trojans in their war with the Greeks and did her best to prevent the Greek fleet from even setting sail. Agamemnon, king of Mycenai, had offended her by claiming to be a better hunter, so she created huge storm winds that stopped his ships from leaving port. To appease the goddess, the king was forced to sacrifice his own daughter, and only after doing so did the winds die down, allowing  the Greek fleet to set sail. Later she helped heal the Trojan hero Aeneas and actually came to blows with Hera, who sided with the Greeks in the conflict. Like her brother, Apollo, Artemis had the power to bring sudden death and disease, but she only targeted women and girls, while he went after men and boys. She required her followers to share her oath of chastity, and woe betide any who broke that oath: Her punishments were swift and mean. When one of her handmaiden wood nymphs, Callisto, was seduced by Zeus and tried to hide her pregnancy, Artemis turned the unfortunate woman into a bear and cast her into the heavens, where she became the constellation Ursa Major. Today, Diana is worshipped in the United States by a feminist branch of the Wicca religious movement.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: In Greece, Artemis was a favorite cult figure, and many people offered sacrifices to her for good luck in hunting. Important temples, in addition to the one at her birthplace on Delos, included one at Brauron in Attica, adolescent girls were sent to her temple for one year before they could marry. Romans also built many temples and sanctuaries to Diana from Portugal to Jordan. Her temple at Ephesus was considered one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Artemis or Diana has usually been depicted as a girl dressed in a knee-length garment, carrying  a hunting bow and a quiver of arrows, though in her role as moon goddess she wears a long dress instead. She has been one of the most popular immortal subjects for both classical and contemporary artists. One of the best-known classical statues of her is the Diana of Versailles, a Roman copy of a 4th century B.C. Greek statue, which can be seen in the Louvre in Paris. In more recent times, she has been painted by such masters as Titian, Rubens, and Rembrandt. A huge, stylized bronze statue of her by 19th-century Irish-American sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens dominates the atrium in New York City’s Metropolitan Museum of Art.

 



The sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron (modern-day Vravrona).
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ATHENA 


ROMAN NAME: MINERVA
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Wise counsel, philosophy, magic, Sphere of INFLUENCE: Wise counsel, philosophy, magic, military strategy, heroic endeavors, weaving, and pottery.

 

SYMBOLS: Olive branch, serpent owl, shepherd’s staff, lance, shield with Medusa-head emblem.

 

ORIGIN: Under various names, Athena was worshipped throughout the Middle East, Egypt, Crete, and North Africa for thousands of years, so she arrived in ancient Greece bringing many legends with her, including one of the strangest origin stories ever. Supposedly she was conceived parthenogenetically—that is, without sexual intercourse—by Metis, the Titan goddess of wisdom and devious thought. When Zeus and his brothers seized power from the Titans, a prophecy predicted that a child of Metis would become greater than Zeus. To prevent this, Zeus devoured Metis, not knowing that she was already pregnant with Athena. Then Zeus suffered headaches so terrible that he asked one of his fellow gods to release the pain by splitting his skull with an axe, whereupon Athena emerged full-grown and dressed for battle.

 

FAMILY TIES: Athena remained a virgin and never took a husband or lover. She had no children.

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Athena was known for her association with scientific inventions. She is said to have inspired  the invention of the trumpet, the chariot, numbers, and navigation. Aside from assisting with those inventions, she was also believed to have given men the means and the instruments for using them. So not only did she give them flint and stone, she also gave them the idea of striking the two together.

As the goddess of wise counsel, she was also the patron divinity of the apparatus of government and maintaining the authority of the law, justice, and order in the courts and assemblies of the people. In Greece, she inspired the concept of democracy. In Rome, as the goddess Minerva, her skills as a military strategist became more important. Unlike Mars, the god of war, Minerva did not love war but recognized the need for it when the state was under attack. She encouraged men to seek a peaceful resolution to armed conflict first and only resort to war when there was no other choice.

In contemporary American literature, Athena is the mother (again by virgin birth) of demigoddess Annabeth, a central character in Rick Riordan’s Percy Jackson & the Olympians and Heroes of Olympus series.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: Athena was the patron goddess of Athens, Greece, where the most magnificent temple in the city, the Parthenon, was built in her honor. It is considered the finest achievement of ancient Greek architecture.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Athena is usually depicted as thoughtful, earnest, and majestic, slender but strong, wearing an ornate helmet, a sleeveless tunic, and a cloak. In both Greece and Rome, statues of her were often monumentally large, such as the 100-foot-tall 5th century B.C. gold and ivory statue that stood in the Parthenon in Athens. Although the original statue was destroyed, a smaller-scale Roman replica stands in Athens’s National Archaeological Museum. Another copy, 42 feet tall, stands in the full-size concrete replica of the Parthenon that serves as a public art museum in Centennial Park in Nashville, Tennessee. Other large statues depicting the Roman goddess Minerva are found around the world in cities as diverse as Brooklyn, New York; Portland, Maine; Minneapolis, Minnesota; Glasgow, Scotland; Guadalajara, Mexico; and Bangalore, India.
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DEMETER 


ROMAN NAME: CERES
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Crops, harvests, fertility, the seasons, and sanctity of marriage.

 

SYMBOLS: Cornucopia, wheat, torch, lion, poppy.

 

ORIGIN: Demeter was a child of the Titans Kronos and Rhea, as were several other Olympian gods, including Hera, Hades, Zeus, and Poseidon. Because Gaea had predicted that Kronos would be overthrown by one of his offspring, he took the precaution of eating his children at birth. Long afterward, Kronos was given a drug that caused him to vomit up his children, who then went to war against the Titans and overthrew them.

 

FAMILY TIES: Demeter did not marry but had many affairs with gods, men, and even horses. With her brother Zeus, she conceived Persephone, who would become the queen of the Underworld, and also, according to some versions of the legend, Dionysus, the god of wine.

Another of Demeter’s brothers, Poseidon, in the guise of a stallion, forced himself on her and sired the goddess Despoine as well as the immortal horse Areion, who would become Heracles’s steed.

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: When her daughter Persephone was abducted by Hades, lord of the Underworld, with Zeus’s consent, Demeter not only left the home of the gods  but withdrew fertility from the earth, causing great famine among men. To end the famine, Zeus and Hades agreed to let Persephone leave the Underworld for part of the year, giving rise to the seasons. During her search for Persephone, Demeter was welcomed into the court of Celeus, the king of the Greek city-state of Eleusis, who asked her to nurse and care for his two sons. In thanks for his hospitality, Demeter offered to make one of the sons a god, but her ritual failed when it was interrupted by the child’s mother. Instead, Demeter decided to teach the other son, Triptole-mus, the secrets of growing crops, and he traveled throughout Greece in a flying chariot, sharing his knowledge of agriculture.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: Most temples to Demeter or Ceres were located in rural areas since their purpose was to offer sacrifices for bountiful crop harvests. For this reason, they were usually modest structures, often made of wood, and few have survived.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Demeter or Ceres was often depicted as a mature woman crowned and holding sheaves of wheat and a torch. This is only fitting for the goddess who was not only considered the goddess of fertility for the fields but for women as well. The mother goddess of the ancient world, she was more matronly than many of the goddesses. In Imperial Rome, following agricultural reforms  in the 1st century A.D., Ceres was traditionally represented on the back of coins as a reminder that the emperor and the gods were equal partners in grain production. Classical Roman marble statues of Ceres can be found in the Vatican Museum in Rome and the National Museum of Roman Art in Mérida, Spain.
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DIONYSUS 


ROMAN NAME: BACCHUS
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Wine, theatre, intoxication, and ecstatic madness.

 

SYMBOLS: Grapevine, leopard skin.

 

ORIGIN: Dionysus, the child of Zeus and Semele—a mortal who is variously described as a priestess of Zeus or a princess of Thebes—was born in almost as unusual a manner as his half-sister Athena. Hera, being jealous of any of her husband’s lovers, cast doubt on whether the person who impregnated Semele was actually a god and so tricked her into begging Zeus to reveal himself to her in his godly form. Since mortals who beheld gods in their true form often died of fright, Semele caught fire. As she died, she gave birth three months early, and the infant Dionysus would not have survived if he hadn’t been saved from the fire by Hermes and sewn up into Zeus’s thigh, where he grew to full term. The fact that he was “born” twice, the second time from Zeus himself, may explain why he became an immortal god instead of a mere demigod.

 

FAMILY TIES: To keep Dionysus safe from Hera’s wrath, according to a popular version of the legend, Zeus changed him into a ram and gave him over to be raised by rain nymphs in a distant land. There he learned how to grow grapes and make wine from them. He traveled the world teaching these skills and ultimately returned to Greece,  where he found himself at the center of a controversy over whether mortals should be allowed to drink alcoholic beverages. He married Ariadne, a daughter of the king of Crete, who gave him 11 children. Party animal that he was, Dionysus also bedded dozens of other women, both goddesses and mortals (including Aphrodite), and sired many children.

 



A Roman bacchanalia.
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MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Dionysus, like Apollo, possessed the power to reveal the future through oracles and to heal. In Greece, his worship developed into a cult known as the Dionysian Mysteries, in which wine was used to induce prophetic visions. In Rome, where he was known as Bacchus, he was often celebrated in drunken gatherings called “bacchanalia.” His cult became wildly popular but no less  controversial than it had been in Greece. At first the bacchanalia were for women only and took place once a year, lasting two days and nights. But soon men began joining in, too, turning them into orgies, and instead of an annual celebration, they came to be held five times a month. Bacchanalia were held in secret, and besides drunken debauchery their secrecy also made them an ideal place to hatch conspiracies and criminal plots. They were ultimately banned by the Roman Senate in 186 B.C., which made them even more secret but no less popular, and bacchanalia continued to be held in Rome and other parts of the empire for centuries. At the same time, Bacchus was officially removed from the list of Olympian gods and replaced by Vesta (Greek name Hestia), purportedly to achieve a gender balance on Mount Olympus.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: Early rituals were held in the woods. Later temples dedicated to him were often built as representations of the forest—circles of columns with no roofs—and became amphitheaters used to perform plays. Temples and theaters dedicated to Dionysus sprang up all over the Mediterranean world. Examples can still be seen in Naxos, Greece, and in Pergamum, Turkey.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Dionysus was depicted most often as a rather pretty and effeminate long-haired youth carrying a pine cone–tipped staff and holding a drinking cup, sometimes accompanied by a leopard and a troop of fauns and mainades, the name given to his female devotees. In ancient times, Bacchus’s image was often painted on cups used for drinking wine. In more recent times, he has been a favorite subject of many visual artists, from Michelangelo and Caravaggio to Walt Disney.

[image: 022]




HEPHAESTUS 


ROMAN NAME: VULCAN
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Metalworking, fire, building, sculpture, and volcanoes.

 

SYMBOLS: Hammer, anvil.

 

ORIGIN: Hephaestus was one of the two children of Zeus and Hera, according to most versions of the myth, though some say Hera conceived him alone by parthenogenesis. When she saw that he had been born lame, his mother threw him from Mount Olympus because his appearance brought shame to her as queen of heaven. He was saved from death by Thetis, a goddess of the sea, but the fall left him even more crippled. He returned to Mount Olympus to make thrones of gold for the other gods.

 

FAMILY TIES: Hephaestus was wed to Aphrodite in a marriage arranged by Zeus, but there seems to have been no love lost between them. When Aphrodite embarked on her longtime affair with Ares, Hephaestus wanted to present Zeus with proof of her infidelity. He made a gossamer-thin metal net, set it to snare anyone in his bed, and then told Aphrodite he had to go out of town. She sent word to Ares that he should come join her. When he did, they were caught in the net in a compromising position and held there for all the gods to see. Although Hephaestus and Aphrodite had no children together, he sired many lesser gods and goddesses by others and later, in his Roman version, also  fathered monsters such as the fire-breathing, man-eating monster Cacus, who was ultimately conquered by Heracles.

 



The temple of Hephaestus in Athens.

[image: 024]

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: It was Hephaestus, under the guidance of Zeus, who actually made the physical body of Pandora and then bound the Titan Prometheus to the rock after he had stolen fire and given it to men. However, he was most famously known for his metal works, especially his armor. Not only did he fashion the armor worn by the Trojan heroes Aeneas and Memnon, showing he didn’t play any favorites in the war, he also made armor for the Greek warriors Achilles and Diomedes. He also made armor and a shield for Heracles. In an earlier Roman legend, after the war with the giants and the defeat of Typhon, the “father of all monsters” who was buried under Mount Etna, Vulcan’s  anvil was placed on the giant’s neck to make sure he was held permanently in place.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: The forge where Hephaestus made all his creations, including the armor for gods and heroes, was located beneath the volcanic Mount Etna on present-day Sicily, an Italian island first colonized by the Greeks. Later the Romans renamed him Vulcan and celebrated him in the Vulcanalia festival on August 23 each year by lighting fires all along the Tiber River and roasting live fish over them. The Romans kept his temples either outside or on the outskirts of their cities due to the risk of fire. The 2,400-year-old temple of Hephaestus in the Agora of Athens is the best-preserved ancient temple in Greece.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Unlike the other gods, Hephaestus was not known for his looks or his strength. Instead, he was usually shown riding on the back of a donkey and carrying the hammer and tongs of a blacksmith.

[image: 025]




HERA 


ROMAN NAME: JUNO
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Heavens, sky, women, marriage, and family.

 

SYMBOLS: Crown, lotus-tipped staff, hawk, cuckoo, lion.

 

ORIGIN: Hera was among the Olympian gods who were children of the Titans Kronos and Rhea, along with her brothers Poseidon, Hades, and Zeus, and sisters Hestia and Demeter, as well as Chiron the centaur. Kronos ate his offspring at birth to protect himself from a prophecy that they would overthrow him—which they did long afterward when he was forced to vomit them up.

 

FAMILY TIES: Hera married her brother Zeus and reigned by his side. She gave birth to Ares, the god of war, and several lesser gods and goddesses by Zeus. Some myths of Hera claim she was a lifelong virgin who conceived Zeus’s children by beating her hand on the ground. The god Hephaestus, especially, was widely viewed as being Hera’s child alone, without Zeus’s participation. Unlike most other gods, Hera was faithful to her husband and did not take lovers, but she was jealous and vindictive about Zeus’s many affairs and often meted out horrifying punishments against the women he dallied with.

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Much of Hera’s time and energy was devoted to persecuting both the children of her husband’s affairs and the women he had the affairs with. As the goddess of marriage, she took each of these affairs as a personal insult. But she did have her favorites among heroes, especially Jason, and she did her best to assist him and his crew of Argonauts in their quest for a treasure known as the Golden Fleece.

Aside from her role in legends about the fates of Zeus’s lovers, two other stories about Hera stand out. She especially hated one of Zeus’s illegitimate demigod sons from birth, even when the boy was renamed Heracles in her honor. After he married, Hera drove Heracles insane, causing him to murder his own children. As punishment, Heracles was sentenced to perform twelve “labors”—increas-ingly dangerous and difficult tasks—which he succeeded in doing. Some versions of the legend hold that Hera later forgave Heracles and declared him the greatest of Greece’s Olympian heroes (in fact, the word “hero” probably derived from the name Hera) and made him an immortal god after his human death.

One of the most important stories associated with Hera was the Judgement of Paris. When the goddess of discord, Eris to the Greeks, was refused entry to a wedding, she left behind a golden apple addressed “To the Fairest.” Hera, Aphrodite, and Athena all laid claim to the title and the apple. When Zeus was asked to judge between them, he wisely declined and ordered Hermes to lead the three goddesses to Paris, a prince of Troy, to make the decision.  Aphrodite bribed Paris, promising him the hand of Helen, the world’s most beautiful mortal woman. This not only started the Trojan War but, when Aphrodite favored the Trojans and Hera, the Greeks, it led to most of the Olympian gods taking one side or the other, making the Trojan War a pivotal event in Greek and Roman mythology.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: Hera personified the Mother Goddess worshipped by pre-Greek matriarchal societies. As such, temples dedicated to her were among the oldest and largest in the ancient world, including several that once stood as Samos, where cults from such distant lands as Babylon, Syria, Egypt, and Persia came to worship. The Temple of Hera at Olympia, Greece was destroyed by an earthquake around A.D. 300, but its site is still used for the ceremonial lighting of the Olympic torch in modern times.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Classical Greek and Roman statues of Hera or Juno abound throughout the Mediterranean world. Among the most familiar images of her that has survived is the Hera Campana, a Roman copy from a lost Greek sculpture, which stands in the Louvre in Paris. In 2006, a headless statue of Hera dating back 2,200 years was discovered sealed inside a city wall at Mount Olympus, the tallest mountain in Greece and the mythological home of the gods.
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HERMES 


ROMAN NAME: MERCURY
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Communications, oratory, diplomacy, literature, trickery, thievery, travel, borders, athletics, and inventions.

 

SYMBOLS: Winged sandals, winged hat, caduceus (staff entwined by snakes), lyre, tortoise, rooster.

 

ORIGIN: Hermes was the son of Zeus by a mountain nymph named Maia, one of the daughters of the Titan Atlas. He was born in a cave in the Greek state of Arcadia, but as soon as his mother fell asleep, he snuck away and stole a herd of immortal oxen from Apollo. To calm Apollo’s anger, he played music on a lyre he had invented from a tortoise shell, and Apollo, as the god of music, traded his cattle for the instrument. Hermes was then invited to join the pantheon of gods on Mount Olympus, but he spent most of his time traveling the earth. He even discovered the route to the Underworld, becoming the guide for others who tried to visit Hades’s realm and return alive.

 

FAMILY TIES: Hermes had an eye for the ladies—especially nymphs—and is credited with siring at least 42 immortal children. Some of them were strange in appearance, such as the half-man, half-goat god Pan and the half-male, half-female Hermaphroditus, born of Aphrodite.

 



The caduceus issymbol of Hermes.
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MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Hermes was the most “mercurial” of the ancient gods—hard to pin down. Like other gods, he was adapted by the Greeks and later the Romans from deities worshipped by earlier cultures. But as a trickster, a bringer of good luck, and a world traveler he came to represent a wide variety of traits that did not easily fit into the court of the Olympians. Besides travelers, he protected smugglers, thieves, and prostitutes. He invented the alphabet and grammar, enabled communication across distances in a time before literacy, and brought dreams to sleeping mortals, but he was also as likely to lie as to tell the truth. He combined the qualities of older gods from as far away as Germany , Ireland, Spain, the Middle East, and North Africa, and would have been perfectly at home in the role of Coyote, the trickster of Native American folklore.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: According to historians, roadside shrines to Hermes or Mercury were very common in Greece and throughout the Roman Empire, though few have been preserved. As the patron of athletics, statues of him were also placed in gymnasiums, where he was often shown as having prodigiously large genitals.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Hermes or Mercury is depicted as either a handsome and athletic youth or an older bearded man, but he is always shown wearing his winged sandals and winged hat, and of course carrying the caduceus, the herald’s staff with a pair of entwined snakes wrapped around it. A Roman marble copy of a Greek bronze sculpture, on display in the Louvre in Paris, shows him putting on his flying sandals.
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POSEIDON 


ROMAN NAME: NEPTUNE
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Seas, rivers, earthquakes, floods, drought, and horses.

 

SYMBOLS: Trident, dolphin.

 

ORIGIN: Poseidon was one of the sons of Titans Kronos and Rhea. Some versions of the legend say that he was devoured by Kronos and later freed by his youngest brother, Zeus, while others say he was hidden by Rhea, who gave Kronos a young horse to eat in his place, and raised on the island of Rhodes by Telchines, fish children with fins instead of hands. In any case, he came back to help his brothers overthrow the Titans and divide the realms of the world between themselves.

 

FAMILY TIES: Poseidon’s original wife was Amphitrite, a sea goddess, but she faded out of mythology over the centuries as more and more tales described the god’s dalliances with other women and occasionally men. Poseidon had more immortal and semimortal offspring than any other Greek god. While most of them were so obscure that only Classics professors would recognize their names, an exception was Pegasus, the winged horse, whom he conceived with the Gorgon Medusa. Other strange children of Poseidon included Antaeus, his child with Gaea, who liked to wrestle people to death and then decorate his temple to his father with their skulls; Charybdis, the sea monster/whirlpool that  would drag ships to the bottom of the sea in the straits of Messina; Polyphemus, the man-eating Cyclops giant who attacked Odysseus (Roman name Ulysses) and his crew; and Laistrygon, the king of the man-eating giant tribe that took their name from him the Laistrygones. He also had nicer children, such as Theseus, the Athenian hero who slew the Minotaur, and Bellerophon, who tamed Pegasus and defeated the Chimera. With Amphitrite (Roman name Salacia), he had four children, chief among whom was Triton, god of the depths of the seas. And then, of course, there’s Percy Jackson….

 



Temple to Poseidon at Cape Sounion.
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MYTHS AND LEGENDS: As the god who controlled the power of the seas, Poseidon often played a key role in the outcome of naval battles in The Iliad and harrowing sea adventures in The Odyssey. He engaged in a legendary competition with Athena for dominion over the city of Athens, the Greek capital and major seaport. This competition is depicted in the elaborate frieze that decorates the front of the Parthenon, the city’s magnificent temple to Athena.

 

TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: Because they were virtually always built along the seacoast, many temples to Poseidon have weathered badly over the centuries. The best-preserved is at Cape Sounion, a popular day-trip from Athens for modern tourists who come to watch the sun set over the Aegean Sea from its spectacular clifftop setting.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Poseidon is typically portrayed in sculptures as a powerful, mature man with a long, curly beard, holding a trident. The trident itself, which was usually crafted of bronze because it was too delicate to carve from marble, is often missing from the statues that survive, such as the famous Poseidon of Milos that now stands in the National Archaeological Museum of Athens.
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ZEUS 


ROMAN NAME: JUPITER
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SPHERE OF INFLUENCE: Sky, thunder, weather, law, order, fate, and kingship.

 

SYMBOLS: Lightning bolt, royal scepter, eagle

 

ORIGIN: Zeus was the youngest son of Kronos and Rhea, Titans who ruled the earth at the dawn of time. A prophecy foretold that Kronos would be overthrown by his own son, so the Titan sought to avoid this fate by eating his children as soon as Rhea gave birth to them. But Rhea gave birth to Zeus while away from home in Crete. She left him in a cave on Mount Ida in Crete, where different versions of the legend have him being raised by earth goddess Gaea, or by one of various nymphs, or by shepherds, or by a female goat. When he grew up, Zeus returned and forced Kronos to disgorge his siblings, who then overthrew the Titan as predicted, divided the world among themselves, and set up a new order of gods and goddesses on Mount Olympus.

 

FAMILY TIES: Zeus’s wife Hera gave him five children, though some accounts claim three of them were conceived parthenogenetically, without fertilization by a male. Zeus was notorious for his many affairs with goddesses, Titans, nymphs, and mortal women, and whenever there wasn’t a war going on, it seemed that the main focus of Greek and Roman mythology was Zeus’s lust and deception—and Hera’s jealousy and revenge. He often assumed the form  of an animal to accomplish his seduction, most famously a swan or a bull, for if a mortal woman looked at Zeus in his true form she would catch fire and die. He fathered quite a few children—demigods, gods, and monsters alike. Artemis, the goddess of the hunt, was his daughter by the Titan Leto; Hermes, the messenger god, was his son by Maia, a daughter of Atlas.

 

MYTHS AND LEGENDS: Zeus was the highest authority on Mount Olympus, the god to whom all the other gods answered, and much of his role was to hand down decrees that would avoid or resolve disputes among the other gods. He also was in charge of welcoming guests and showing hospitality to strangers. He received oaths from humans and made sure they kept them. All-seeing, all-knowing, and all-powerful, he could see what was happening everywhere, to everyone. (Whether he did anything about it is another matter.) Most of all, Zeus’s job was to bring justice to wrongdoers, often in imaginative ways: He condemned Prometheus to have his immortal liver eaten by a huge eagle forever for the crime of giving fire to humankind, and he blinded Phineus and sent harpies to torment him for revealing other godly secrets to humans. He killed Salmoneus with a thunderbolt for impersonating him and causing fake storms. He sent Tantalus to be tortured eternally for slaughtering his son and serving him in a feast of the gods.

 



Temple of Olympian Zeus in Athens.
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TEMPLES OF WORSHIP: As the supreme god, Zeus’s temples were large and numerous, and they were often the most important in Greek cities. Among the most impressive were the Temple of Olympian Zeus in Athens, which now stands mostly ruined, and the Temple of Zeus at Olympia, also in ruins now. Jupiter, the Roman counterpart of Zeus, was the patron god of Rome, and the people of the city believed that he brought them military victory because they loved him above all others. The temple dedicated to him—along with Juno and Minerva—on Rome’s Capitoline Hill was the largest in the region before it was destroyed by fire.

 

ARTISTIC DEPICTIONS: Zeus is almost always portrayed as a large, bearded man with a scepter and, in Roman times, an eagle. Some archaeologists point out that classical marble statues of Zeus or Jupiter bear a strong resemblance to Renaissance images of the Christian God the Father such as the one on Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling; but paintings and mosaics of Jupiter show his beard as being black, not white. Relatively few statues of Jupiter have survived intact, partly because when the mad Roman emperor Caligula declared himself a god, he ordered their heads knocked off and replaced with busts of himself.
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