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—— Introduction to Part One: —

The Olympian Gods and Other Deities

Hesiod’s Theogony (theos, “god” + gonos, “offspring”) provides most of the
myths about the Greek gods’ birth, offspring, and genealogical descent. Given
the poet’s bitter experience of poverty and hard work, Hesiod presents a grim
picture of intergenerational conflict among the gods.

In the beginning, the universe is a cosmos evolving from Chaos. Chaos
and Gaea (the earth) generate everything that exists, including seas, mountains,
monsters and gods. Then gods of succeeding generations are traced back to Gaea
and her mating with her son Uranus (the sky). This incestuous union produces
12 Titans with Cronus as their leader. Advised by his mother, Cronus castrates
Uranus, severing the link between sky and earth, and becomes the new king of
the cosmos. Cronus copulates with his sister Rhea to bring about Zeus and his
siblings, the future older Olympians.

Zeus then overthrows his father after subfluing the Titans and imprisoning
them in Tartarus and defeating Typhoeus, the hundred-headed monster. Zeus
mates with his sister Hera to produce a group of younger Olympians. Thus,
after a cosmic history marked by acts of appalling violence of emasculation,
cannibalism, treachery and war, Zeus ultimately initiates a hierarchical and
patriarchal rule into the Greek cosmos.

The Greek gods are depicted quite differently from their counterparts
in other cultures — humanism is more expressly emphasized. This human
element can be shown through the fact that the Greek gods are very much like
us human beings physically and psychologically, only larger, more powerful,
and above all, immortal. They behave just like flawed mortals with their lusts
and competitiveness, showing more of human foibles than of divine perfection.
This anthropomorphism (! A [F]4:) is found ubiquitous in the stories of gods.
Zeus, for example, though the upholder of justice and the world’s moral balance,
is a promiscuous god, who to satisfy his sexual desire will use force to violate
both goddesses and mortal maidens, even handsome boys like Ganymede. The
promiscuity of Zeus runs so rampant that his graceful queen Hera, just like any
married woman similarly treated, regularly resorts to the modern equivalent of
cloak-and-dagger and sabotage tricks to abort Zeus’s extramarital affairs and
punish the objects of his affection. Artemis (Diana) is another case in point. She

does show her determination to safeguard her celibacy by punishing a hunter



(Actaeon) savagely, yet she herself is involved in a number of amorous liaisons,
one of which involves the perpetually sleeping Endymion. Athene is still another
immortal who betrays human weaknesses. Being the brainchild of Zeus, and
thereafter goddess of wisdom and arts and crafts, she out of her divine anger
changes into a spider a mortal weaver who dares to challenge her for a contest at
the loom.

In the Works and Days, Hesiod focuses on the relationship between gods
and humans, particularly on how the latter become more and more alienated
from the former and nature. The double alienation is caused by man’s possession
of fire stolen from the heavens by Prometheus and the curiosity of Pandora,
which unleashes from a jar all kinds of diseases and miseries that plunge the
human world into a downward spiral. This irreversible devolution is represented
by Hesiod as five metallic ages of gold, silver, bronze (and an interpolated Age
of Heroes), culminating in the Age of Iron characterized by injustice and strife.
To cleanse the earth of its filthiness, gods dispatch a global deluge, destroying all
humanity excepting Deucalion and his wife Pyrrha. This pious couple becomes
the progenitors of a whole new race.

The legend of King Midas, popularized in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, is just
another example showing how man’s vices, in this case foolishness and greed,
bring miseries and destruction. From another story involving the same figure
who gets punished after judging unwisely in a musical contest between Apollo
and Pan, we have obtained a familiar allusion, Midas’s ears — a symbol of poor
judgment.

To go back to the world of immortals, let’s take up the myth of Dionysus
(Bacchus). This myth is interesting for a number of things. First, the god has a
double birth, first from Semele’s womb and then from his father Zeus’s thigh.
Then comes his traveling across foreign lands and changing into dolphins
the pirates who kidnap and hold him for ransom. The god is also famous for
his retinue of satyrs, panthers, maenads and goats. Lastly, Dionysus, god of
intoxication and impulse, forms a striking contrast to Apollo, god of rational
control and harmony.

The kidnapping of Persephone by Hades and the subsequent frantic search
of Demeter for her daughter can be described as an etiologic myth showing the
so-called agricultural revolution of planting, tending and harvesting crops. It can
also be read as an exploration of the individual female as she goes through the

life cycle from innocence to maturity.



Thus, Hades and Persephone become the joint sovereigns of the
Underworld, land of no return. In Homer’s account in the Odyssey, Hades’s
kingdom is situated far to the west, beyond the River of Ocean. It is eternally
dark and cheerless, as the permanent prison of all dead souls; only a few of
Zeus's favorites are sent to Elysium to enjoy earthly pleasures while the wicked,
including the deposed Titans, suffer in anguish and despair. Among the famous
sufferers in Tartarus, a mention should also be made of Tantalus, Sisyphus and
Ixion, who meet their downfalls due to their insolent ambitions. While the
Underworld proves to be torments for these god-offending souls, it becomes a
testing ground for Hercules, Odysseus and Aeneas to prove their mettle as god-
favoured heroes.

Apart from the twelve Olympian Gods who hold sway over much of
the universe, there is a much larger number of minor deities who reside in
geographically limited parts of the world: the Naiads of brooks and fountains,
the Oreads of mountains and grottos, the Nereids of the sea, and the Dryads of
trees. There are also the deities responsible for the making of all kinds of winds.
In fact, almost every inanimate object and natural phenomenon is personified
and animated, hence the term animism, a universal feature among world

mythologies.
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