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

Herodotus, Histories 2.53.2

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

Ovid, Amores 3.12

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

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


FOREWORD

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

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

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

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

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




A WORLD FULL OF GODS

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



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

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

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

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

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




WHAT EVEN IS A PANTHEON?

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

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