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   INTRODUCTION          

 Welcome to your text book for  OCR   GCSE  Classical Civilisation. 
 This book has been created to support the new  OCR   GCSE  (9–1) specifi c a tion with 

the Thematic Study option ‘Myth and Religion’. You will study this section followed by 
a choice of one out of the three Literature and Culture sections, ‘The Homeric World’, 
‘Roman City Life’ and ‘War and Warfare’. 

 Through your reading of this text book and your wider study in class, you will be able 
to gain a broad know ledge and under stand ing of a range of liter ary and cultural mater i als 
from the clas sical world. As well as learn ing about the culture, history and ideas of the 
ancient Greeks and Romans, you will read ancient texts in trans la tion and study ancient 
art and objects from the clas sical world, together with the surviv ing remains of reli gious 
and domestic archi tec ture. 

 The specifi c a tion requires you to respond to the prescribed source mater ial and assess 
content through analysis and eval u ation. The box features (see pp. x–xi) are designed to 
build up your skills and know ledge, while exam tips, prac tice ques tions, and chapters on 
assess ment will prepare you for taking your fi nal exam in a tions. 

 A Companion Website, avail able at  www.blooms bury.com/class- civ-gcse , supports 
this text book with further inform a tion, resources and updates. If you have any sugges-
tions for improve ment and addi tional resources please get in touch by writing to contact@
blooms bury.com. 

 We hope you will enjoy this wide- ranging and fascin at ing  GCSE  course, and that it 
will inspire you to go on to further study of the ancient world.  

http://www.bloomsbury.com/class-civ-gcse
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   HOW TO USE THIS BOOK          

 The layout design and box features of this book are designed to aid your learn ing. 

   COLOUR  

 Box features that focus on assess ment prepar a tion and exam skills are coloured in blue. 

Box features with Stretch and Challenge mater ial are coloured in yellow. 

All other box features are coloured in red.  

   ICONS  

 The Prescribed Source icon  PS   fl ags a quota tion or image that is a source prescribed in 
the specifi c a tion. 

 The Stretch and Challenge icon  S&C  indic ates that an exer cise extends beyond the core 
content of the specifi c a tion. 

 The Companion Website icon  CW   high lights where extra mater ial can be found on the 
Bloomsbury Companion Website  www.blooms bury.com/class- civ-gcse .  

   BOX FEATURES  

 In the margins you will fi nd feature boxes giving short fact fi les of key events, indi vidu als 
and places. 

 Other features either  recom mend  teach ing mater ial or high light  prescribed  content 
and  assess ment  tips and inform a tion. 

 Recommended teach ing mater ial is found in the follow ing box features: 

   Activities  
  Debates  
  Explore Further  
  Further Reading  
  Modern Parallels  
  Study Questions  
  Topic Reviews   

http://www.bloomsbury.com/class-civ-gcse
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How to use this book

 Prescribed content and assess ment- focused tips and inform a tion are found in the 
follow ing box features: 

   Exam Overviews  
  Exam Tips  
  Practice Questions  
  Prescribed Sources   

 Material that extends beyond the specifi c a tion is found in the Stretch and Challenge 
box features. Remember that the specifi c a tion requires students to study extra sources 
and mater ial not listed in the specifi c a tion, so S&C inform a tion and exer cises will 
provide a good place for you to start.  

   A NOTE ON QUESTIONS  

 Discussion prompts found in Topic Review boxes and Study Question boxes are not 
worded in the form you will fi nd on the exam papers. They are inten ded to encour age 
invest ig a tion and revi sion of the mater ial, but do not refl ect the ques tions you will answer 
in the exam. Practice Questions at the end of each topic, and the ques tions found in the 
‘What to Expect in the Exam’ sections do mirror the format and wording you will encounter 
in the exam.  

   GLOSSARY  

 At the back of the book you will fi nd a full gloss ary of key words. These words are also 
defi ned on pages in margin features. 

 Spellings of names and texts are format ted in line with the  OCR  specifi c a tion. 
 On the Companion Website you will fi nd a colour- coded gloss ary that high lights 

which compon ents the words come from.  

   IMAGES  

 Illustrations give you the oppor tun ity to see the ancient visual mater ial you are required 
to study. Images of the prescribed visual/material sources are fl agged with the  PS   icon, 
but other images illus trate other relev ant aspects of the ancient world. Often what 
survives from the ancient world does not provide us with ways to illustrate what we 
study. Thus, art, drawings and reconstructions from later periods and the modern day 
may be used to illustrate this book. Don’t forget that these are not sources like your 
prescribed texts and visual material – they are later interpretations of aspects of antiquity 
and do not represent evidence for analysis  .  
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How to use this book

   TRANSLATIONS  

 If not other wise specifi ed, trans la tions are copy right  OCR . Documents of trans la tions 
cover ing the prescribed sources for each compon ent are avail able from the  OCR  website 
and include  OCR  and other trans la tions of the texts.  

   COMPANION WEBSITE  

 Resources will include: 

   ● links to the text of Prescribed Literary Sources  
  ● further images and information on Prescribed Visual/Material Sources  
  ● annotated further reading  
  ● links to websites that give useful contextual material for study  
  ● quizzes on key topics and themes  
  ● worksheets to supplement Activity box features in the book    

   DON’T FORGET  

 Look out for cross refer ences to other pages in the book – this is where you will fi nd 
further inform a tion and be able to link concepts or themes.       



               PART 1 

 THEMATIC STUDY: 

MYTH AND RELIGION        
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 Half of your  GCSE  in Classical Civilisation involves a Thematic Study. This compon ent 
provides the oppor tun ity to study both Greece and Rome, looking at liter at ure and visual/
mater ial culture. You will also be expec ted to draw informed compar is ons between 
Roman and Greek ideas, includ ing the char ac ter ist ics of the differ ent soci et ies, and the 
impact of the differ ent cultural contexts on the theme studied. 

  OCR  offers the choice between two options: 

  Myth and Religion J199/11 
 Women in the Ancient World J199/12  

 This text book includes the content for the option Myth and Religion. 

   Introduction to Myth and Religion  

    EXAM OVERVIEW J199/11  

 Your assess ment for the Thematic Study option will be: 

  50% of the  GCSE  1 hr 30 mins 90 marks  

 58 marks will test  AO 1: demon strate know ledge and under stand ing of: 

   ● liter at ure and visual/mater ial culture from the clas sical world  
  ● how sources refl ect their cultural contexts, and  
  ● possible inter pret a tions of sources by differ ent audi ences and indi vidu als.   

 32 marks will test  AO 2: analyse, inter pret and eval u ate liter at ure and visual/mater ial culture from the clas-

sical world, using evid ence and produ cing coher ent and reasoned argu ments. 

 The Thematic paper is divided into three sections: 

  Section A Greece 30 marks 

 Section B Rome 30 marks 

 Section C Greece and Rome 30 marks  

 In Section C you will be expec ted to draw compar is ons between the two cultures.  
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Introduction to Myth and Religion

 Myth and reli gion have always been areas of study popular with learners, and so this 
explor a tion of reli gion and myth o logy in the ancient Greek and Roman world will surely 
prove to be enga ging and appeal ing. ‘Rome’ here is primar ily taken to mean the city of 
Rome, although refer ence may be made to other towns and cities which betray typical 
‘Roman’ char ac ter ist ics, e.g. Pompeii. 

 Many learners come to Classical Civilisation with a love of the myth o logy of the 
ancient world, and so this forms a central part of this them atic compon ent. Learners will 
study myths regard ing the role of the gods and heroes in the found ing of Athens and 
Rome and the import ance of Heracles/Hercules to both the Greek and Roman world. 
These are well- known stories that learners will enjoy enga ging with and study ing in 
increased depth. Myth as a symbol of power will also be explored, as will ever popular 
myths about the under world. 

 Learners will also look at the role of reli gion in the every day lives of ancient Greeks 
and Romans. The study of temples, sacri fi ce, fest ivals, death and beliefs in the after life 
will give a broad over view of reli gion in the ancient world, and provides oppor tun ity for 
the study of a wide variety mater ial remains, includ ing awe- inspir ing temples and art 
works.                                                        
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  This topic will examine the  pantheon  of gods, focus ing on the twelve Olympian gods, 
as well as Dionysus*/Bacchus and Hades/Pluto. The topic will explain what unique 
skills each of them had, and how the Greeks and Romans typic ally repres en ted them in 
their art and liter at ure. This can be referred to as the  icon o graphy  of the gods. 

 For the compar at ive element of the topic you will be expec ted to compare and 
contrast the Greek and Roman gods and why certain gods would appeal to each 
civil isa tion. 

* The Latinised spelling is used in this book although the specifi cation referes to Dionysos.

               1.1 The Gods            

   TOPIC OVERVIEW  

 Greek and Roman gods, their respons ib il it ies and symbols and how they are typic ally repres en ted in 

ancient Greek and Roman art. 

 Greece 

   ● Zeus, Hera, Demeter, Poseidon, Hephaistos, Apollo, Artemis, Athena, Aphrodite, Ares, Dionysos, 

Hestia, Hermes, Hades   

 Rome 

   ● Jupiter, Neptune, Vulcan, Mercury, Mars, Pluto, Apollo, Juno, Venus, Minerva, Diana, Bacchus, Vesta 

and Ceres   

 The prescribed source for this topic is: 

   ●  Homeric Hymn to Demeter , 1–104, 301–474   

 Don’t forget that you will be given credit in the exam if you study extra sources and make relev ant use of 

them in your answers.  

 pantheon the term given 
to the gods when we 
speak of them collect ively, 
not to be confused with 
the Pantheon in Rome, 
which was a temple built 
by the Romans and 
dedic ated to all the gods 
(see also p. 63) 

  icon o graphy the symbols 
attached to a partic u lar 
char ac ter when 
repres en ted in an image  
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    INTRODUCTION TO GREEK AND ROMAN RELIGION  

 To the modern reader the rela tion ship between the Greeks and Romans and their gods 
may seem a strange one. There are several key features to under stand: 

   ●  hiera  and  religio   
  ●  poly the ism   
  ●  anthro po morph ism   
  ●  epithets    

    hiera  and  religio   

 While it is fully accept able for students to use the term ‘reli gion’, the Greeks and Romans 
did not actu ally have a word for reli gion. Instead the Greeks used the word  hiera  ‘holy 
affairs’ and the Romans  religio  ‘the correct worship of the state gods’, when refer ring to 
reli gious acts. This is import ant as we should not think of Greek and Roman reli gion as 
purely based on faith. It was not enough to just believe in the gods; Greek and Roman 
reli gion was about action. They had to phys ic ally worship the gods by perform ing sacri-
fi ces and making offer ings, either in private or public.  

   Polytheism  

 Greek and Roman reli gion was poly the istic (from the Greek  poly  meaning many, and 
 theos  meaning god) with hundreds of gods and goddesses, each with their own unique 
skills. In this topic we will focus on the twelve Olympians.  

   Anthropomorphism  

 The gods were anthro po morphic (from the Greek  anthrō pos  meaning human, and 
 morphē  meaning form). By looking and acting like humans the gods were more relat able 
to the Greeks and Romans, who wove the gods into stories that explained the nature of 
things in the world. Furthermore, it explained the rela tion ship between the Greeks and 
Romans and their gods; the gods were to be honoured and revered as they could be happy 
or sad, gener ous or selfi sh, merci ful or venge ful.  

   Epithets  

 An epithet was a word or phrase applied to the gods to describe a quality or skill they 
had. For example, an athlete at Olympia may swear an oath to Zeus Horkios, ‘keeper of 
oaths’, or a sailor about to embark on a journey may sacri fi ce to Poseidon Enosichthon, 
‘earth- shaker’. 

  poly the ism the belief in 
many gods 

 anthro po morph ism giving 
human form or attrib utes to 
some thing that is other wise 
not human 

 epithet an adjectival word or 
phrase regu larly added to a 
name to denote a personal or 
phys ical quality  
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Part One  Thematic Study: Myth and Religion

     GREECE  

 There were hundreds of gods. However, the chief gods were known as the Olympians, 
who were believed to live on Mount Olympus. Mount Olympus was a moun tain in north- 
eastern Greece, but it was also believed to be in the clouds above the moun tain itself. An 
excep tion to this was the god Hades, who lived in the underworld. Figure 1.1 shows the 
gods’ family tree, in which the gods in black are prescribed gods for the  GCSE . 

   FIGURE 1.1 

 Greek gods’ family tree.         

   FIGURE 1.2 

 Zeus (with Hermes).         

   Zeus  

 After defeat ing his father Cronos during the war with the Titans, Zeus took control of the 
earth and became unques tion able king of the gods with power over all others. He divided 

the earth between himself and his broth ers. Zeus took the skies and 
heavens, Poseidon acquired the seas and Hades the underworld. Despite 
being married to his sister Hera, Zeus had a rather promis cu ous personal 
life, bearing chil dren with several women, both human and divine. Zeus 
was often seen as the keeper of justice, god of the skies and the fate of 
men. These roles are seen in the  Iliad  and  Odyssey , Greek epics composed 
by Homer. As ruler of the skies Zeus was typic ally repres en ted as a 
bearded man wield ing a light ning bolt. In addi tion to this he could be 
shown holding an eagle or seated on a throne with a sceptre. 
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  Titans  

 The Titans were gods that came before the Olympians. The young est of the 

Titans, Cronus, castrated his father Uranus to become king of the Titans. 

Uranus proph esied that Cronus’ chil dren would rise against him and so Cronos 

swal lowed them. His wife Rhea hid Zeus and brought him up in secret. When 

Zeus grew up he managed to free his siblings and in revenge they waged war 

against Cronus and the Titans for control of the cosmos. The Olympians won 

and Zeus imprisoned some of the other hostile Titans in Tartarus. Two Titans 

avoided this punish ment due to their co- oper a tion with the gods. These were 

Atlas, who instead was tasked with holding up the heavens for etern ity, and 

Prometheus (see p. 29). 

 Homer’s  Iliad  and  Odyssey  

 The  Iliad  and the  Odyssey  are the two oldest epics attrib uted to the bard 

Homer and were possibly fi rst put in writing around 700  BC , although this date 

is debated. The  Iliad  takes place in the tenth year of the war raging between 

the Greeks and Trojans and centres around the wrath of the Greek hero Achilles. 

The story ends with an epic battle between Achilles and the Trojan Prince 

Hector. The  Odyssey  is named after its prot ag on ist Odysseus, king of Ithaca. 

After the Greeks defeated the Trojans, Odysseus set sail for home. However, 

after incur ring the wrath of Poseidon, he was blown off course and endured a 

ten- year epic journey back home. On his journey, Odysseus’ will and lead er ship 

were tested as he and his men faced monsters, witches, giants and gods. 

S
&
C

      Poseidon  

 Brother of Zeus and god of the seas, Poseidon was a very import ant god 
for sailors and those taking sea jour neys. Poseidon features prom in ently 
in Greek liter at ure, siding with the Greeks in the  Iliad  due to the fact that 
the Trojans never paid him for helping to build their city. However, in 
the  Odyssey  Poseidon relent lessly pursues the Greek Odysseus after he 
blinded the Cyclops Polyphemus, Poseidon’s son. Poseidon was also a 
key god in the contest for Athens against Athena, which he lost (see also 
p. 68). In art Poseidon was typic ally repres en ted as a bearded man 
holding a trident.  

   FIGURE 1.3 

 Poseidon.         
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   Hades  

 Hades was a  chthonic  deity and ruler of the under world. Despite being 
brother to Zeus, Hades does not enjoy extens ive mention in Greek liter-
a ture. An excep tion to this is his role in the abduc tion of Persephone, 
described at length in the  Homeric Hymn to Demeter  (see also p. 125). 
This episode led to Hades acquir ing the young goddess Persephone 
as a wife, the daugh ter of goddess Demeter. In art Hades is typic ally 
repres en ted with a  cornu copia  showing the links with his wife and 
mother- in-law. In addi tion to the cornu copia he is also often depic ted 
with his wife Persephone. 

    Hera  

 As wife of Zeus, Hera was the queen of the gods and respons ible for marriage, women, 
child birth and the family. Despite being Zeus’ wife, Hera is often repres en ted as a power-
ful inde pend ent goddess who is not to be crossed. In Homer’s  Iliad  Hera opposes the 
Trojans due to Paris not choos ing her in the story of the Golden Apple. Additionally, she 
spent much of her time taking revenge on the many women who bore chil dren by her 
husband Zeus, and taking revenge on the chil dren them selves. A prime example of this 
is the myth of Heracles (see also p. 22). In art Hera is typic ally repres en ted wearing a 
 diadem  (see Figure 1.5). 

   FIGURE 1.4 

 Hades.         

 chthonic relat ing to the 
gods that were connec ted 
with the earth and the 
under world 

  cornu copia a horn shell 
that contained an endless 
supply of food and drink  

  diadem a crown often 
asso ci ated with gods or 
kings  

   EXPLORE FURTHER 

 The Golden Apple   S&C       

  Read the story at www.theoi.com/Olympios/JudgementParis.html  
 What led to Hera’s hatred of the Trojans?  

   FIGURE 1.5 

 The Judgement of Paris. Paris sits between Hera (left) crowned with a diadem and 

Athena (right) wearing a helmet. Behind Athena, you can just make out Aphrodite.         

http://www.theoi.com/Olympios/JudgementParis.html
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    Athena  

 Athena (also known as Athene) was the goddess of war and wisdom. Athena’s birth was 
one of obscur ity. Zeus impreg nated the goddess Metis who later gave him the proph ecy 
that the next child born by him would be the new leader of the gods. To avoid this Zeus 
tricked Metis into turning into a fl y which he then swal lowed. Zeus then developed a 
very bad head ache. To fi x this Zeus called on Hephaistos. Hephaistos decided that the 
best fi x for Zeus’ head ache was to strike him on the head with his hammer. As he did this 
Athena sprang from Zeus’ head. When she arose she was not a baby but an adult woman. 
As goddess of wisdom Athena was frequently depic ted with an owl; as goddess of war 
and milit ary intel li gence she is depic ted with a helmet, spear and the  aegis  ,  a breast plate 
or shield engraved with the head of a gorgon (see Figures 1.5 and 1.30). Athena was also 
often depic ted with Nike, the winged goddess of victory. Later in life Athena was victori-
ous against Poseidon in a contest to win posses sion of Athens (see also p. 68). One 
common epithet for her was  Parthenos   ‘ the virgin’, and it is from this that the Parthenon 
on the Athenian  Acropolis  took its name. 

    Demeter  

 As sister of Zeus, Demeter was the goddess of agri cul ture and the harvest. This made her 
incred ibly import ant to the Greeks as their society was built on agri cul ture and they 
depended on the harvest for survival. One of the best insights to Demeter comes from the 
 Homeric Hymn to Demeter , in which she loses her daugh ter Persephone to Hades 
(see also p. 125). Demeter was held in partic u larly high regard by the Greeks at 
Eleusis, where she had a Mystery Cult dedic ated to her known as the Eleusinian 
Mysteries. In art Demeter is depic ted wearing a diadem and holding a bundle of wheat, 
grain or fl owers. 

   Hesiod  

 Hesiod was a Greek 
who is believed to have 
lived during the eighth 
century  BC . Throughout 
his life he wrote poetry 
about the family of the 
gods, from their birth to 
Hesiod’s time. This was 
called the  Theogony . 
Read the  Theogony  lines 
886–962 to learn about 
Hesiod’s account of the 
birth of the gods.   
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   PRESCRIBED SOURCE  

  Homeric Hymn to Demeter , 1–104, 301–474 

  Date:  uncer tain, 7th–6th century  BC  (debated, see p. 125) 

  Author:  attributed to Homer 

  Genre:  poetry 

  Protagonists:  Demeter, Persephone and Hades 

  Signifi cance:  provides an insight into what the Greeks thought the 

relationships between the gods and men was like 

  Read it here:   OCR  sources booklet   
CW

  aegis the breast plate or 
shield of Athena that 
contained an image of a 
gorgon in the centre 

 acro polis  the highest 
point in a Greek city, 
usually reserved for 
reli gious build ings  

  KEY PLACE  

 Parthenon the temple to 
Athena built on the 
Athenian Acropolis (see 
also p. 48) 
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    Hestia  

 Hestia was the goddess of the home and hearth, the fi replace kept in the home. As the 
Greeks were a civil isa tion without elec tri city and central heating, Hestia was vital to their 
survival and every sacri fi ce that took place in the home started with an offer ing to her. 
Hestia’s import ance exten ded outside the home, as her fi re came to be a symbol of the 
secur ity of the city. A city would often have a fi re lit and main tained by offi  cials as a 
symbol of its power. Although rarely depic ted in art, Hestia is shown with a veiled head.  

   Hephaistos  

 Hephaistos was the god of metal work ing, fi re and crafts men. According to 
the  Iliad , Hephaistos was the son of Zeus and Hera. However, the poet 
Hesiod states that he was the son of Hera who bore him alone in revenge 
for Zeus giving birth to Athena alone. Hephaistos also walked with a limp 
which, like his birth, was explained in two varying stories; the fi rst relates 
that Hephaistos was born with a limp, the second notes that Hephaistos 
suffered his foot injury when Zeus threw him from Olympus. After falling 
for a whole day he landed on the island of Lemnos, where the local people 
looked after him. In art Hephaistos is often depic ted with a hammer. 

    Aphrodite  

 Aphrodite was the goddess of love and beauty. Unlike many of the other gods she was not 
the daugh ter of Zeus or Hera, instead she was born from the sea. According to the  Homeric 
Hymn to Aphrodite , with the excep tion of Athena, Hestia and Artemis, no human or god 
could resist the infl u ence of Aphrodite ( Homeric Hymns , 5, 9–44). Aphrodite’s beauty had 
power ful effects on more than one occa sion. First, as the winning goddess in the story of the 
Golden Apple, Aphrodite gave Helen of Sparta to the Trojan prince Paris, which resul ted in 
the Trojan War. Second, Aphrodite was caught by her husband Hephaistos having an affair 
with the god of war Ares. Catching them in bed, Hephaistos ensnared them in an unbreak-
able net and called all the gods to witness their humi li ation (Homer,  Odyssey , 8.266–366). 
In art Aphrodite can be depic ted in various ways, one of which shows her rising from a sea 
shell. In sculp ture she is usually depic ted naked.  

   FIGURE 1.7 

 Hephaistos.         

   Eleusinian Mysteries  

 The Eleusinian Mysteries were a set of secret rituals that took place in the town 

of Eleusis near Athens. The fact that they were called myster ies means that we 

do not actu ally have much inform a tion about them as initi ates were not allowed 

to speak about their exper i ences. The myster ies were linked to Demeter and her 

daugh ter Persephone, and are discussed in the  Homeric Hymn to Demeter  

(lines 470–479). Mystery cults were popular as they offered salva tion after death, 

some thing that tradi tional Greek reli gion did not. With this in mind, Persephone 

as Queen of the underworld and Demeter as goddess of regen er a tion and the 

harvest would be appeal ing gods for those who sought a happy after life.  
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   FIGURE 1.6 

 Hestia.         
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   Artemis  

 Artemis was the goddess of hunting, wild life and child birth. As twin sister of 
Apollo she came to be asso ci ated with the moon, while Apollo was asso ci ated with 
the sun. In the same vein she was also referred to as  Phoebe  and Apollo as  Phoebus , 
‘shining’. In art she was depic ted with a bow and arrow, and with wild animals. 

    Apollo  

 Apollo was the god of music and the arts, educa tion, archery and proph ecies. As 
twin brother to Artemis he was asso ci ated with the sun, while she was asso ci ated 
with the moon. He was given the epithet  Phoebus , meaning ‘shining’. The wide 
range of respon s ib il it ies this god had shows how import ant he was to the Greeks. 
While he was widely worshipped across the Greek world, he had cult centres in 
Delos, where he was said to have been born, and Delphi, the site of the biggest  oracle  
in the Greek world. In art Apollo was depic ted with his bow and arrow, and  lyre . Unlike 
the other gods, Apollo was depic ted in eternal youth. 

    Hermes  

 Hermes was the god of travel and trade, and messen ger of the gods. Hermes was also 
given the honour of being the only god, other than Dionysus, who could travel to the 
under world and consort with Hades. As a trav el ler god, Hermes is depic ted in art with his 
trav el ler’s cap,  caduceus  and winged sandals (see Figure 1.2). 

    Ares  

 Ares was the god of war. In the Homeric Hymns Ares is seen as a god who gives men the 
courage to stand their ground in order to uphold peace, and to stand up against hostilities 
in order to avoid a violent death. However, in the  Iliad  he is described as a merci less 
killer when Zeus attacked him by saying, ‘always your delight is in strife and war and 
fi ght ing’. (Homer,  Iliad , 5.891). With this in mind, Ares should be considered as the 
oppos ite to Athena in that she repres en ted tactics and control in battle, whereas Ares 
repres en ted the raw viol ence of the fi ght. Like Athena, Ares is depic ted in art wearing his 
armour.  

   Dionysus  

 Dionysus was the god of wine and theatre. As son of Zeus and the  Theban  
mortal Semele, Dionysus attrac ted the wrath of Hera, which forced Zeus to 
hide him from her. As Dionysus was the son of both a god and a mortal he 
was seen as an outsider and there fore not one of the original Olympians. 
Dionysus received a great follow ing from the Greeks and as god of wine and 
theatre he was pivotal to public and private celeb ra tions. Additionally, as god 
of the theatre he enjoyed his own fest ival in Athens, the Dionysia (see also 

  oracle an utter ance, often 
ambigu ous or obscure, 
given by a priest or 
priest ess said to be 
speak ing the words of a god  

  lyre a small Greek harp 
consist ing of a sound box 
with two curved arms 
connec ted by a cross bar 
from which strings are 
attached.  

  caduceus a trav el ler’s 
staff most closely 
asso ci ated with the god 
Hermes (Mercury)  

  Thebes an ancient city in 
Greece that is the focus of 
many myth o lo gical stories 
See map, Figure 1.10  

   FIGURE 1.8 

 Artemis and Apollo.         

   FIGURE 1.9 

 Dionysus holding a wine cup 

and  thyrsus .         



12

Part One  Thematic Study: Myth and Religion

p. 88). In art Dionysus is depic ted with a  thyrsus , vines and an animal skin. In addi tion, 
he is often depic ted with his compan ions, the  maenads  and  satyrs . 

   EXPLORE FURTHER   S&C    

 The  Homeric Hymns  

 Choose one of the  Homeric Hymns . 

   1. What do we learn about the person al ity and powers of the god/goddess from 
the poem you chose?  

  2. Explain why the god/goddess is so import ant to the lives of the Greeks.   

 Homer’s  Iliad  

 Read Homer’s  Iliad  Book 1. 

   1. What gods are involved and what powers do they use?  
  2. Explain why the gods are so import ant to the progres sion of the plot in Book 1 

of the  Iliad .   

 Homer’s  Odyssey  

 Read Book 5 of the  Odyssey . 

   1. How do the gods demon strate their anthro po morphic qual it ies?  
  2. How does the meeting between the gods high light the rela tion ship between 

gods and men?    

   ACTIVITY  

 Create top trump cards 
for each of the Greek 
gods and goddesses. 
When creat ing the cards, 
you must decide: 

   ● what criteria you will 
include for your gods’ 
powers  

  ● what score you will 
assign each god on a 
scale from 1–5 with 5 
being the strongest.    

   EXAM TIP  

 You may be given any image of a god mentioned in the specifi c a tion. It is import-

ant that you are able to recog nise them in many differ ent situ ations. For any 

non- prescribed sources, you will be told the medium the god has been drawn on, 

for example an amphora, relief sculp ture or statue.  

  thyrsus a staff asso ci ated 
with the god Dionysus, 
which was tipped with a 
pine cone; it could also be 
inter twined with ivy 

 maenads female 
follow ers of Dionysus 

 satyrs in myth, half man, 
half goat attend ants of 
Dionysus, known for their 
promis cu ous nature  

   PRACTICE QUESTIONS: GREECE  

  Source A: A Greek vase   

  Study  Source A . 

    1. a.   Who is the god labelled  A  and how do you know? [2]

    b.   Specifi cally why would the Greeks have worshipped 

this god? [1]     

   2. a.   Who is the god labelled  B  and how do you know? [2]

    b.   Specifi cally why would the Greeks have worshipped 

this god? [1]       
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     ROME  

 Before Rome was founded, Italy was inhab ited by lots of tribes. Some of these were indi-
gen ous, while others had their origins in the wider Mediterranean world; some engaged 
in friendly trade, others had more aggress ive milit ar istic inten sions. When Rome was 
believed to have been founded in 753  BC , one of the biggest and most infl u en tial of these 
tribes were the  Etruscans . Although based to the north of Rome in Etruria, they colon-
ised much of Italy. As Roman infl u ence grew and Rome expan ded the Etruscans were 
slowly brought under Roman control. This prolonged expos ure to the Etruscans led to 
the Romans adopt ing and adapt ing several aspects of Etruscan culture, namely temple 
design and divin a tion (see also p. 56). 

 An infl u ence on the Etruscans and Romans were the Greeks. The Greeks, or  Hellenes , 
  were not only living in what we now know as Greece, but also migrated to other areas 
includ ing south ern Italy and Sicily from as early as the ninth century  BC  (see Figure 1.10). 
The large quant it ies of Greeks that inhab ited these areas led to it being known as  Magna 
Graecia  (Great Greece) .  Much like the Etruscans before them, Rome was in contact with 
the Greeks from its found a tion. When Rome looked to expand through out Italy, espe-
cially south, they had further contact with the Greeks. Again, much like with the 
Etruscans, Rome borrowed and adapted the reli gious ideas of the Greeks. By 270  BC , 
when the whole of Magna Graecia came under Roman control, Greek reli gion and myth-
o logy were having a major infl uence on Roman reli gious ideo logy. 

   FIGURE 1.10 

 Map of the Mediterranean showing Greek settle ments.         

  Etruscans the exact 
origins of the Etruscans 
are not known, although it 
is believed that they 
inhab ited Italy from at 
least the ninth/eighth 
century  BC . By the time 
Rome was founded they 
were well estab lished in 
Italy  

  Hellenes a collect ive 
name for the Greeks, a 
group of peoples who 
shared the same social 
and reli gious customs and 
language 

 Magna Graecia ‘Great 
Greece’, the term used to 
describe the region of 
south ern Italy and Sicily 
where there were many 
inde pend ent Greek cities   
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   FIGURE 1.11 

 Roman gods’ family tree.         

 Figure 1.11 shows the gods’ family tree, in which the gods in black are prescribed 
gods for the  GCSE . 

   Jupiter  

 As the king of the gods and control ler of the skies, Jupiter was equated with the Greek Zeus. 
The name Jupiter comes from  Iov pater  ‘Father Jove’, showing the Roman links with the 
Etruscans, who worshipped Jove as a sky god. Jupiter’s major temple was the Temple of 
Jupiter Optimus Maximus, ‘Jupiter the Best and Greatest’, which stood on the Capitoline 
Hill, one of the most import ant hills in Rome. Although the Temple of Jupiter Optimus 
Maximus has now been destroyed, you can still see its found a tions in the Capitoline 
Museum in Rome, which was built over the site of the temple. Like the Greek god Zeus (see 
Figure 1.2), Jupiter was typic ally repres en ted as a bearded man wield ing a light ning bolt. In 
addi tion to this he could be shown holding an eagle or seated on a throne with a sceptre. 

    Neptune  

 Neptune was the brother of Jupiter and god of the seas, earth quakes and storms. Like the 
Greek Poseidon, Neptune was also linked with horses. With the Romans always looking 
to expand through out the Mediterranean, Neptune became an increas ingly import ant god 
to Roman sailors, traders and trav el lers. In art, like Poseidon (see Figure 1.3), he was 
typic ally repres en ted as a bearded man holding a trident.  

   Pluto  

 Pluto was the brother of Jupiter and Neptune, and god of the under world. In liter at ure 
Pluto makes a brief appear ance in the story of Orpheus and Eurydice in Ovid’s 
 Metamorphoses , which makes refer ence to his abduc tion of Proserpina (Persephone) 
(see also p. 131). Due to his posi tion beneath the earth he was not often repres en ted in 
Roman art. However, the myth of Proserpina’s abduc tion at the hands of Pluto was a 
popular decor a tion for Roman  sarco phagi . 

  sarco phagus  (pl.  
sarco phagi) a stone 
coffi n, espe cially one 
bearing sculp ture and 
inscrip tions  

  KEY PLACE  

  Capitoline Hill one of 
the seven original hills of 
Rome, it was the polit ical 
and cere mo nial heart of 
the city  
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    Juno  

 Juno was the wife of Jupiter, queen of the gods and respons ible for marriage, women, 
child birth and the family. Juno was equated with the Greek goddess Hera. Like Hera, 
Juno was a power ful and wrath ful goddess. In the opening of Virgil’s  Aeneid  Juno takes 
revenge on the Trojan Aeneas, destroy ing his ships and killing many of his men. In art 
Juno is typic ally repres en ted wearing a diadem (like Hera, see Figure 1.5), holding a 
sceptre or accom pan ied by a peacock. 

    Ceres  

 Ceres was the goddess of the harvest and grain. Ceres was incred ibly import ant to the 
Roman  plebs  as they relied on grain, and by exten sion bread, for their survival. Her 
import ance was refl ec ted in the fact that she had both a temple on the Aventine Hill and 
an annual fest ival in Rome called the  Cerealia . In art Ceres, is depic ted wearing a diadem 
and holding a bundle of wheat, grain or fl owers. 

    Vesta  

 Vesta was the goddess of the hearth and fi re. For this reason she was one of the most 
import ant goddesses to both the family and the state. For the family, the hearth or fi re 
was the central part of the home as it provided light and heat for cooking and warming 
the family. As a state goddess Vesta had her own priest hood and temple complex (see 
also p. 59). Vesta’s fl ame was believed to have been brought to Italy by Aeneas and 
symbol ised the secur ity of the state. The Romans believed that if the fl ame went out, 

   FIGURE 1.12 

 Ceres.         

   The  Aeneid   

 The  Aeneid  was a Roman epic poem composed by the poet Virgil who died in 

19  BC . Virgil’s epic was heavily infl u enced by Homer’s  Iliad  and  Odyssey  and 

contin ued the story from a Trojan perspect ive. Ultimately Virgil sought to tell 

the story of how the Roman race was founded. The epic starts at the end of 

the Trojan War, after the walls had been breached and the city captured by the 

Greeks. The hero Aeneas and his fellow Trojans fl ed Troy and sought to estab lish 

a new home else where. While many of the gods make an appear ance in the 

 Aeneid  the two main gods are Juno and Venus. Juno’s hatred of the Trojans 

meant she was constantly trying to kill Aeneas. On the other hand, Venus, the 

mother of Aeneas, helps him along the way. After landing on the west coast of 

Italy Aeneas went to war with a native tribe. After fi ght ing a long and bloody war, 

Aeneas married Lavinia, daugh ter of King Latinus and became king of Latium. 

Aeneas’ son Ascanius founded the kingdom of Alba Longa and from this line 

Romulus and Remus were born. Aeneas is there fore seen as the founder of the 

Roman race, while Romulus is seen as the founder of Rome itself (see also 

p. 79).  
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  plebs the lowest social 
class of Romans, making 
up the major ity of the 
Roman popu la tion 

 Cerealia a major fest ival in 
honour of Ceres held in 
Rome every year between 
12th and 19th April  
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Rome would be destroyed. Although rarely depic ted in art, Vesta is shown with a veiled 
head (like Hestia, see Figure 1.6).  

   Vulcan  

 Vulcan was the god of metal work ing, fi re and crafts men. Industry and warfare were 
essen tial to the Roman way of life and there fore as god of crafts men Vulcan was vital to 
the Romans. He had a fest ival called the  Vulcanalia  each year in Rome. He also had an 
import ant role in Virgil’s  Aeneid  as he crafted the shield that Aeneas used in battle. In art 
Vulcan is depic ted with a hammer (like Hephaistos, see Figure 1.7). 

    Venus  

 Venus was the goddess of love and beauty. She was partic u larly import ant to the Romans 
as she was the mother of their ances tral founder Aeneas. The Roman emperor Augustus 
linked his own family to Venus, and util ised her symbols in his art. In art Venus can be 
depic ted in various ways, but in sculp ture she is usually depic ted naked or accom pan ied 
by her son Cupid.  

   Minerva  

 Minerva was the goddess of war and wisdom. Although Minerva was a goddess of war, 
it appears that the Romans more closely asso ci ated war with Mars. As goddess of wisdom 
Minerva was frequently depic ted with an owl, whereas as goddess of war and milit ary 
intel li gence she was depic ted with a helmet, spear and the  aegis  (like Athena, see 
Figure 1.5).  

   Diana  

 Diana was the goddess of hunting, child birth and the moon. She could also be referred to 
as Phoebe. Diana had a temple and shrine on the Aventine Hill. The temple was dedic-
ated by the sixth king of Rome Servius Tullius who, accord ing to legend, was born a 
slave. Diana’s cult there fore gained a large follow ing from the urban poor and slaves. As 
a goddess of hunting, in art she was depic ted with a bow and arrow (like Artemis, see 
Figure 1.8). 

  Vulcanalia a fest ival held 
in Rome each year on 23rd 
August in honour of the 
god Vulcan  

   FIGURE 1.13 

 Venus.         

   Servius Tullius  

 According to the Roman histor ian Livy, one of the sixth century Roman kings 

Servius Tullius was born into a slave family. When he became king he made a 

treaty with the neigh bour ing Latins, which recog nised Rome as the head of 

Latium. In order to honour the treaty, he built a temple to Diana who was univer-

sally worshipped in Latium.  
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    Mercury  

 Mercury was the god of travel and trade, and messen ger of the gods. Since the Roman 
Empire extended from Britain to Syria and from Germany to Egypt, 
Mercury was very import ant for the protec tion of trav el lers. On a more 
personal level Mercury was a popular house hold god due to his role as god 
of trade and wealth, and there are many examples of small  votive  statuettes 
to Mercury that would have been kept in the home’s  lararium . In art 
Mercury is depic ted with his trav el ler’s cap, caduceus and winged sandals 
(like Hermes, see Figure 1.2). 

    Mars  

 Mars was the god of war. However, in early Roman history he was 
also asso ci ated with agri cul ture. Rome was an expan sion ist civil isa tion 
and often did this through milit ary conquest. With this in mind Mars was 
very import ant to the Romans. The area just outside Rome was known 
as the Campus Martius, ‘Field of Mars’, and was tradi tion ally where 
the army would assemble to train and before going to war. Mars was 
also the father of Romulus, the founder of Rome (see also p. 79) and so 
enjoyed great favour among the Romans. In art Mars is depic ted wearing 
his armour. 

  Actium port on the west 
coast of Greece, it is now 
called Preveza  

  votive an offer ing to the 
gods 

 lararium a small shrine 
to the house hold gods 
(Lares) that was found in 
Roman homes  

    Apollo  

 Apollo was the god of music and the arts, educa tion, archery and proph ecies. The Roman 
gods usually stemmed from those of the Etruscans who came before them, and were then 
equated with Greek gods. Unlike the other Roman gods, Apollo had no Etruscan altern-
at ive, hence he was taken straight from the Greek  pantheon . As god of the arts Apollo 
was popular among sculptors and poets. Apollo was also import ant to the Roman leaders. 
After the battle of  Actium  Apollo was a god favoured by the Roman emperor Augustus, 
who built him a temple in Rome and honoured him with fest ivals, prayers and sacri fi ces. 
Apollo was often depic ted with his lyre (see Figure 1.8), in eternal youth. 

   Actium  

 In 31  BC  Octavian (later known as Augustus) fought Mark Antony and Cleopatra 

at the harbour of  Actium  in a fi nal civil war that cemen ted Augustus’ power over 

the Roman Empire. Apollo had a sanc tu ary at Actium and after Augustus was 

victori ous he accep ted that he was under the protec tion of Apollo. To honour 

him he exten ded Apollo’s sanc tu ary at  Actium  and built him a temple on the 

Palatine Hill in Rome. You can read more about the battle on page 385.  
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   FIGURE 1.14 

 Mars.         
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    Bacchus  

 Bacchus was the god of wine and theatre. The Romans equated him with the Greek god 
Dionysus. Around 200  BC  the  Bacchanalia  was intro duced to Rome from Greece. As a 
mystery cult what happened in it was meant to be kept secret. Therefore we are not 
completely sure what happened. However, the fact that cult members met in private was met 
by fi erce oppos i tion from the Roman state, which feared rebel lion, and around 186  BC  the 
cult was banned. Despite this, Bacchus contin ued to be popular among the Roman lower 
classes. In art Bacchus is depic ted with a  thyrsus , vines and an animal skin. In addi tion, like 
Dionysus (see Figure 1.9) he is often depic ted with his compan ions, the maenads and satyrs.    

   Mars  

 Like Apollo, Mars was an import ant god to the emperor Augustus. After the 

assas sin a tion of his adopted father Julius Caesar, Augustus vowed to avenge 

his death. In 42  BC  Augustus fought Caesar’s murder ers Brutus and Cassius at 

Philippi in Greece. While in battle Augustus vowed to build a temple to Mars if 

he were success ful, which he was. In 27  BC  he began build ing his new forum 

and, at its centre, a temple to Mars Ultor (Mars the Avenger). From that point 

the senate met there when discuss ing war, gener als conduc ted a cere mony 

before leaving for war, and a victori ous general would dedic ate a portion of 

booty to Mars at the altar just outside the temple.  
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  Bacchanalia a Roman 
fest ival in honour of 
Bacchus  

   Study ques tions  

    1  Choose the three most import ant gods for the follow ing Roman 

occu pa tions and justify your choice:

    a. A soldier  

   b. A merchant  

   c. A slave  

   d. A magis trate     

   2      Explain why it was bene fi  cial for the Romans to integ rate the gods/

goddesses of the Greek pantheon into their own rather than to omit 

them.    

   EXPLORE FURTHER   S&C     

 Read Book 1 of Virgil’s  Aeneid . 

   1. How do the gods demon strate their anthro po morphic qual it ies?  

  2. How do the actions of Aeneas and his men demon strate the rela tion ship 

between gods and men?    
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   ACTIVITY Which god or goddess are you?  

 Construct a table like the one below and fi ll the categor ies with as much 

inform a tion about your self as possible. An example has been done for you. 

Be careful not to include inform a tion that is specifi c to the modern world, i.e 

computer games.  

         

  Skill    Personal trait    Interests  

  Creative    Short tempered    Travelling  

  Once you have fi lled the table you must decide which Roman god you most 

resemble. You must justify your decision by drawing compar is ons with the 

god or goddess you have chosen.  

   PRACTICE QUESTIONS: ROME  

  Source A:   Virgil, Aeneid, 1.8–11  

  Muse, tell me the cause: how was she offen ded in her divin ity, how was she grieved, the Queen of Heaven, 

to drive a man, noted for virtue, to endure such dangers, to face so many trials? Can there be such anger in 

the minds of the gods?  

    1. a.  Who is the goddess described in  Source A  and how do you know? [2]

    b.  Specifi cally why would the Romans have worshipped this goddess? [1]     

   2.  Why were the gods import ant to the every day lives of the Romans? [8]    

   TOPIC REVIEW  

 You should be able to: 

   1. Describe:
   ● the key respons ib il it ies of each of the Olympian gods  
  ● the symbols used to identify the Olympians, as well as Hades/Pluto  
  ● any differ ences between the Greek and Roman versions of the Olympian gods  
  ● the storyline of the  Homeric Hymn to Demeter .     

  2. Explain:
   ● the char ac ter of Greek and Roman reli gion, includ ing poly the ism and anthro po morph ism  
  ● the import ance of epithets to describe the gods  
  ● what the rela tion ship between men and gods was like  
  ● the import ance of the  Homeric Hymn to Demeter  for the Greek under stand ing of the cycle of the seasons.       
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   PRACTICE QUESTIONS: COMPARING GREECE AND ROME  

  Source A:   Relief from a stone coffi n (sarco phagus) showing the abduc tion of Persephone/Proserpina.  

  Source B:   Homeric Hymn to Demeter, lines 267–277; 292–315; 399–406.  

  “I am Demeter, the honoured one, who for mortals and immor tals alike has been made the greatest bless-

ing and source of joy. But come, let all the people build me a great temple and an altar beneath it, below the 

steep walls of the city above Kallichoron, upon the rising hill. And I myself will inaug ur ate my myster ies, so 

that from now on you may perform them in all purity and be recon ciled to my heart.” As the goddess said 

this, she changed her stature and form, throw ing away old age . . . But as soon as dawn appeared they told 

power ful Keleos exactly what had happened, just as the goddess had commanded, Demeter with her lovely 

crown. So he called to assembly his innu mer able people, and he ordered them to build for Demeter with the 

lovely hair a sump tu ous temple and an altar upon the rising hill. They heard his voice and hurriedly obeyed 

him, build ing it as he commanded. And it grew as the goddess decreed. 

 Now when they were fi nished and done with their labour, each man went back to his house. But golden- 

haired Demeter sat there, far away from all the blessed gods she stayed there, wasting with longing for her 

deep- breasted daugh ter. And she made the most terrible and cruel year for human beings on the deeply 

nour ish ing earth. The earth did not send up seed, for rich- crowned Demeter kept it hidden. Many times the 

oxen dragged the curved plough across the fi elds in vain, and many times the white barley fell upon the earth 

fruit lessly. So she would have destroyed utterly the mortal race of human beings, starving them to death, 

and depriving those who lived on Olympus of the glor i ous honour of gifts and sacri fi ces, if Zeus had not 

noticed it and refl ec ted upon it in his heart.  
  

  After Hermes’ inter ven tion at the request of Zeus, Hades agreed to free Persephone but tricks her before 
she leaves. Demeter explains the result of the trick . . .  

  . . .But if you did eat anything you will have to go back again to the secret depths of the earth and live there 

for a third part of the seasons of the year, but for the other two parts you will be with me and the other 

immor tals. But whenever in spring the earth blos soms with sweet fl owers of every kind, then you will rise 

again from the realm of dusk and dark ness and be a source of great wonder for mortals and for gods.  

 Study  Sources A  and  B . 

    1.  Explain why Homer and the deceased’s family may have chosen to use this myth in these contexts. [3]  

   2.  Explain a benefi t of having gods with human forms and qual it ies. [3]    
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 For the Greek element of the topic we will examine the twelve labours of Heracles and 
his import ance to the site of Olympia. For the Rome element of the topic we will study 
Hercules’ victor ies against Achelous and Nessus as told by the poet Ovid. We will also 
learn about Hercules’ victory over Cacus and why this was import ant to the Romans by 
reading a section from Virgil’s  Aeneid . For the compar at ive part of the topic we will 
compare and contrast the import ance of Hercules to the Greeks and Romans. 

               1.2  The Universal Hero: Heracles/Hercules            

    TOPIC OVERVIEW  

 The myths asso ci ated with Heracles (known to the Romans as Hercules) and how he is typic ally 

repres en ted. 

 Greece 

 Heracles and Olympia: 

   ● Heracles as founder of the Olympic games  
  ● The 12 Labours of Heracles as repres en ted on the Temple of Zeus at Olympia  
  ●  Homeric Hymn to Heracles the Lion Hearted    

 Rome 

 Hercules in Ovid and Virgil: 

   ● The myth of Hercules and Cacus, and Hercules as protector of Rome  
  ● Battles with Achelous and Nessus, and the death of Hercules   

 The prescribed sources for this topic are: 

   ●  Homeric Hymn to Heracles the Lion Hearted   
  ● The Temple of Zeus at Olympia (metopes)  
  ● Virgil,  Aeneid , 8.154–279  
  ● Ovid,  Metamorphoses , 9.1–272   

 Don’t forget that you will be given credit in the exam if you study extra sources and make relev ant use of 

them in your answers.  
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  seer a person who is 
reputed to be able to see 
the future  

   FIGURE 1.15 

 Roman copy of a Greek statue of Heracles. On his 

right he leans on his club and in his left hand he 

holds his lion- skin cloak.         

KEY INDIVIDUALS

  Alcmene  wife of 
Amphitryon, descendant 
of Perseus 

  Amphitryon  husband of 
Alcmene and nephew of 
Sthenelus 

    GREECE  

   The birth of Heracles  

 The story of Heracles’ birth is set in myth ical times when Alcmene and Amphitryon lived 
in Thebes. At this time, Creon was king of Thebes. When Creon was on a campaign with 
Amphitryon, Zeus visited Alcmene. As is explained in the  Homeric Hymn to Heracles 
the Lion Hearted , Heracles was born to a human mother and divine father. In order to 
avoid suspi cion, Zeus took the form of Amphitryon and there fore Alcmene thought she 
was sharing a bed with her husband: 

  Heracles, Zeus’ son, I will celeb rate, who, greatest and best of 
those on earth, was born in Thebes’ beau ti ful places, Alcmene  
having slept with the black- clouded son of Cronus.  

   Homeric Hymn  15, lines 1–3       

 Upon his return Amphitryon slept with Alcmene, but then he found out from a  seer  that 
Alcmene had slept with another man. Although initially fuming at this, when he 
discovered that the other man was in fact a god, Amphitryon was surpris ingly relieved. 

Thus, Alcmene was now preg nant with two chil dren, one was 
Zeus’, the other Amphitryon’s. When the boys were about to be 
born Zeus boasted that he would now have a son that could match 
him on earth: while he ruled the skies, his son would rule the earth. 
Enraged by his promis cuit ies Hera made Zeus vow that the fi rst son 
of the House of Perseus born that night would indeed rule. Once he 

PS

   PRESCRIBED SOURCE  

  Homeric Hymn to Heracles the Lion Hearted  

  Date:  around 700  BC  

  Author:  attrib uted to Homer (see also p. 125) 

  Genre:  poetry 

  Protagonist(s):  Heracles 

  What we learn from the poem:  the birth and labours of 

Heracles 

  Signifi cance:  the poem outlines some of the key aspects 

of Heracles’ life 

  Read it here:   OCR  sources booklet   
CW
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did this, Hera asked her daugh ter Eileithyia to prolong Alcmene’s labour until Sthenelus’ 
son Eurystheus was born. Having succeeded in this, Hera hoped the prolonged labour 
would kill both Alcmene and the unborn Heracles. However, due to the help of Alcmene’s 
midwife, this plan failed and Heracles was born. This meant that Eurystheus became 
king of Mycenae while Heracles and his brother Iphicles held no offi  cial power. 

 Unhappy that her plot to kill Heracles was unsuc cess ful, Hera sent two snakes to 
poison Heracles. Again this plot failed when Heracles strangled the snakes. Frightened 
by Hera’s wrath, Alcmene aban doned Heracles in the woods where he was recovered by 
Athena. Athena took Heracles to Mount Olympus in the hope that he would be accep ted 
there, but Hera rejec ted him and ordered that he be returned to Alcmene to raise him. 
From this point, Athena was Heracles’ protector. 

    The early life of Heracles  

  Many things he did that were reck less, many things he suffered.   PS
   Homeric Hymn  14, lines 6–7       

 Here the  Homeric Hymn  is making refer ence to Heracles’ early life. When he came of 
age Heracles married Creon’s daugh ter Megara. The marriage did not last long. Still 
enraged by Zeus’ affair, Hera sent the goddess Madness to infect Heracles. Driven insane, 
Heracles killed his chil dren and wife. 

 In his depres sion Heracles exiled himself from Thebes and went to consult the oracle 
at Delphi as to what he should do. Again, unbe known to him, Hera was in control of the 
oracle and advised Heracles that he should serve King Eurystheus for twelve years. It 
was from this time that Heracles started his twelve labours.  

   FIGURE 1.16  
PS Heracles strangling 

the snakes sent by 

Hera. Athena stands 

to the left.         

KEY INDIVIDUALS

   Eileithyia  daugh ter of 

Zeus and Hera, goddess 

of midwives and child birth 

  Eurystheus  son of 
Sthenelus 

  Iphicles  son of Alcmene 
and Amphitryon, brother 
of Heracles 

  Sthenelus  uncle of 
Amphitryon and King of 
Mycenae, descend ent of 
Perseus  

   EXAM TIP  

 Either spelling of Heracles/

Hercules will be accepted 

in the examination.

However, students should 

try to use Heracles when 

referring to Greece and 

Hercules when referring to 

Rome.
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   The twelve labours of Heracles  

 As punish ment for killing his family, Eurystheus initially chal lenged Heracles to 
complete ten labours, which he believed would be impossible. During two of the labours 
Heracles either received help or payment so when he returned success ful, Eurystheus 
deman ded he complete a further two labours. 

   Study questions  
 Examine the story of 
Heracles’ birth. 

    1  What does this story 
reveal about the 
rela tion ship between:
   a. gods and men  
  b. gods and gods?     

   2  To what extent were 
the gods respons ible 
for the lives of men?    

   EXPLORE 
FURTHER   

S&C
   

 The Roman comic writer 
Plautus wrote a comedy 
on the birth of Heracles. 

 Read Plautus, 
 Amphytro , 1–152. 

 To what extent does 
Mercury’s speech 
suggest that the gods 
are no better than men in 
their beha viour?  

   EXPLORE FURTHER  S&C    

 In 416  BC  the Greek tragic play wright Euripides wrote the play  Heracles . 

The play focuses on the tragedy of Heracles’ family. 

 Read Euripides,  Heracles , 815–1177 

   1. How respons ible was Heracles for the death of his family?  

  2. Does Euripides expect the audi ence to feel pity or hatred for Heracles? 

Explain your answer.    

   FIGURE 1.17 

 Map showing the loca tion of 

Heracles’ labours.         
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   DEBATE Labours of Heracles  

 The stories of Heracles were an oral tradi tion. This means that origin ally stories 

about Heracles were told verbally between friends and famil ies. It was not until 

the mid- sixth century BC that his labours were recor ded in writing. 

 Discuss 

 Why might sources vary with regards to the precise details about the order and 

events of Heracles’ labours?  

   ACTIVITY  

 Read the descrip tion 
of Heracles’ labours on 
the following pages and 
identify the labours 
depic ted in the 
pictures on the 
Companion 
Website.  

CW
   

    The Nemean Lion  

  The Nemean Lion whom Hera, the queenly wife of Zeus, trained up and settled 
among the hills of Nemea, to be a plague to mankind . . . Nevertheless, the force of 
strong Heracles subdued him.  

  Hesiod,  Theogony , 327    

 This was the fi rst of Heracles’ labours, and so in art he is some times depic ted more youth-
ful than in his later labours. After attack ing the lion with his bow and arrows and his 
sword, Heracles real ised that the skin of the lion was impreg nable to weapons, there fore 
he strangled it to death. Even dead the lion still posed prob lems for Heracles, because he 
needed to present a prize to King Eurystheus as proof of his victory. But he could not skin 
the lion with his knife. Finally, Athena told Heracles to use one of the lion’s own claws to 
skin it. He was success ful and took the prize back to the king. From this point Heracles 
was often depic ted wearing the lion skin as a cloak with the lion’s head as a helmet.  

   The Lernaean Hydra  

  The grisly- minded Lernaean Hydra, whom the white- armed Hera nour ished because 
of her quench less grudge against the strong Heracles. Yet he, Heracles, son of Zeus, 
of the line of Amphityron, by design of Athena the spoiler and Iolaus killed the beast 
with the piti less bronze sword.  

  Hesiod,  Theogony , 313    

 As the second of the labours Eurystheus tasked Heracles with killing the Lernaean 
Hydra. The  hydra  had many heads and venom for blood. The main problem that Heracles 
faced was that when one head was removed from the hydra, two more would grow back 
in its place. So Heracles got help from his cousin Iolaus. After Heracles removed one of 
the heads, Iolaus would seal the neck with a fl aming torch. Enraged at Heracles’ progress, 
Hera sent a giant crab to attack him. After it bit Heracles on the foot, he crushed it and 
contin ued his attack on the hydra. Once all the heads were removed, Heracles detached 
the immor tal head and buried it under a pile of rocks. When the hydra was defeated, 
Heracles used its venom as poison for his arrows. 

   DEBATE Hydra  

 Sources vary as to the 
number of heads the hydra 
had with the number 
ranging from a few to a 
hundred. Several versions 
of the myth mention an 
immor tal head that could 
not be killed.  

 hydra a many- headed 
serpent monster 
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   Diodorus Siculus  

 Diodorus Siculus was a Greek histor ian who lived in the fi rst century  BC . He 

wrote the  Bibliotheca Historia  (Library of History) his work covered the period 

from the mythic begin nings of both Greek and non-Greek civil isa tions around 

the Mediterranean to the Greek and Roman world around 60  BC . 

 Pseudo-Apollodorus 

 The  Bibliotheca  was origin ally believed to have been written by a man called 

Apollodorus of Athens who lived in the second century  BC . However, a refer-

ence made to a man who lived around 100 years later in one of the chapters 

made it impossible for this Apollodorus to have been the author. For this reason 

pseudo is added before the name Apollodorus (from the Greek word pseudes, 

meaning false). The  Bibliotheca  is considered one of the best collec tions of 

myth o logy ever complied.  

S
&
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 Upon return ing to Eurystheus, he was told by the king that the labour did not count as 
he had been helped by his cousin.  

   The Golden Hind  

 The Golden  Hind  was also known as the Ceryneian Hind as it was from Mount Ceryneia 
in Arcadia. This hind was special as it was said to be larger than a bull and golden from 
horns to hooves. It was also sacred to Artemis. As Heracles’ third labour the Golden Hind 
did not pose the same level of danger as the previ ous two. However, the task was diffi  cult 

 hind a deer 

DEBATE Snaring it

 Two ancient writers wrote differ ing accounts of how Heracles caught the Golden 

Hind. Writing in the fi rst century  BC , Diodorus Siculus wrote: 

  Some say that he captured it by the use of nets, others that he tracked it 

down and mastered it while it was asleep, and some say that he wore it 

out by running it down. One thing is certain, that he accom plished this 

Labour by his saga city of mind, without use of force and without running 

any perils.  

  Diodorus Siculus,  Library of History  4.12.13    

 However, writing in the second century  AD  (c.200 years later), Pseudo-Apollodorus 

wrote: 

  Heracles shot it (the Hind) just as it was about to cross the stream, and 

catch ing it put it on his shoulders and hastened through Arcadia.  

  Pseudo-Apollodorus,  Bibliotheca , 2.5.4    

 Based on your know ledge of Heracles so far, which do you believe to be the more 

likely account? 
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owing to the swift ness of the animal. Heracles tracked the hind for a whole year before 
he was fi nally able to catch it by snaring it. He then bound its legs and carried it back to 
Mycenae. 

 On his journey back to Mycenae, Heracles was met by Apollo and his sister 
Artemis who was angry that Heracles had caught her sacred hind. Fortunately, when 
he told her that he had been forced into it by King Eurystheus, and that he only 
inten ded to borrow the animal, her anger subsided and she allowed him to continue on 
his way.  

   The Erymanthian Boar  

 As his fourth labour Heracles was ordered by Eurystheus to bring the Erymanthian Boar 
back to him alive. Like the Golden Hind, the boar was much larger than normal boars and 
was terror ising the coun tryside of Arcadia. Heracles wore the boar down by chasing it 
through the thick winter snow. When the boar was tired, Heracles caught it, bound its 
legs and carried it back to Mycenae. On Heracles’ arrival, the king was so scared that he 
hid in a sunken  pithos  jar. 

    The Augean Stables  

 As his fi fth labour Heracles was tasked with clean ing the stables of Augeas, King of 
Elis, in one day. Augeas was famed for having a herd of enorm ous cattle that produced 
an extremely large amount of dung and so Eurystheus thought the task impossible. 
Heracles once again rose to the chal lenge and with a combin a tion of brains and brawn 
diver ted the rivers Alpheios and Peneios through the stables, clean ing them instantly. 
Initially, Augeas prom ised Heracles payment. However, once the task was complete, he 
refused. Enraged at this, Heracles returned with an army and defeated the king. To 
commem or ate his victory Heracles founded the Olympic Games for his father Zeus (see 
also p. 31).  

   The Stymphalian Birds  

 The sixth of Heracles’ labours was to defeat the Stymphalian Birds. The birds had been 
ravaging the farm lands of Stymphalos, some accounts even suggest ing that they ate the 
resid ents too. This task took Heracles deep into the Arcadian forests where the 
Stymphalian Marsh was. Unsure of how to rouse the birds, Heracles received help 
from Athena who gave him a rattle made by the god Hephaistos. After shaking it the 
birds fl ew into the sky, and Heracles then shot them down either with his arrows or a 
sling shot. 

    The Cretan Bull  

 For his seventh labour Heracles had to bring Eurystheus the Cretan Bull to Mycenae. The 
bull had been destroy ing Cretan homes and farm land, and so when Heracles arrived, King 

  pithos  (pl.  pithoi )  a large 
clay storage jar  
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Minos was happy to let him remove it. To do this Heracles crept up behind the bull and 
strangled it, but import antly he released his grip before the bull passed out. He then rode 
the bull across the sea to Greece. Upon return ing to Mycenae, King Eurystheus was once 
again terri fi ed of the animal brought before him and hid in his pithos. Heracles let the bull 
loose and it wandered to Marathon, where it was later defeated by Theseus (see also p. 72).  

   The Mares of Diomedes  

 Diomedes was the King of the Bistones in Thrace. The king owned a set of horses that 
he kept tethered in a bronze manger with iron chains. The horses were crazed as their 
master fed them on the limbs of defeated enemies and passing strangers. Upon arriv ing 
Heracles defeated the stable men looking after the horses. When he discovered the loss of 
his horses, Diomedes set out with his men to over come Heracles. Heracles left the horses 
with his compan ion Abderos while he went to fi ght Diomedes. While he was away the 
horses over powered Abderos and ate him. In retali ation Heracles fed Diomedes to his 
own horses after defeat ing him. With their appet ites calmed Heracles took the horses 
back to Eurystheus. At this point the story varies, one account suggests the horses, now 
etern ally calm, were freed to roam the plains of Argos. Apollodorus stated that they were 
set free and when they arrived at Olympus they were killed by wild animals.  

   The Belt of Hippolyte  

 Hippolyte was the queen of the Amazons, a race of female warri ors who lived near the 
Black Sea. Hippolyte was given a magical belt by her father Ares. Eurystheus’ daugh ter 

   The Stymphalian Birds  

 We have already seen that the writers Diodorus Sicilus and Pseudo-Apollodorus 

differed in their accounts of Heracles’ labours. Again in this labour their writing 

differs, this time regard ing how Heracles defeated the birds: 

  Now it was not possible to master the animals by force because of the excep-

tional multi tude of them, and so the deed called for ingenu ity in clev erly 

discov er ing some device. Consequently, he fash ioned a bronze rattle whereby 

he made a terrible noise and frightened the animals away.  

  Diodorus Siculus,  Library of History , 4.13.2    

  Heracles was stumped by the problem of driving the birds out of the woods, 

but Athena got some bronze noise- makers from Hephaistos and gave them 

to him, and by shaking these from a moun tain adja cent to the lake frightened 

the birds. Not endur ing the racket, they fl ew up in fear, and in this manner 

Heracles reached them with his arrows.  

  Pseudo-Apollodorus,  Bibliotheca , 2.90    

 The writer of the  Bibliotheca  was a myth o grapher, Diodorus Siculus was a 

histor ian. Given this inform a tion why may their accounts of Heracles differ? 

Support your answer with evid ence from the text.  

S
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wanted the belt for herself and so the king sent Heracles to retrieve it as his ninth labour. 
Like his journey to Diomedes, Heracles once again took an army because he expec ted 
trouble. Unbeknown to Heracles, Hippolyte greatly admired the deeds Heracles had 
performed, so when she greeted him she freely offered her belt to him. Unhappy with the 
ease of this task, the goddess Hera took the form of an Amazonian. She then spread 
rumours that Heracles actu ally planned to steal the queen, not her belt. Enraged by 
Heracles’ appar ent schem ing the Amazons rode out to kill Heracles and his men. Seeing 
the Amazons arriv ing from a distance Heracles now thought that the queen had been 
schem ing all along and had never planned to hand him the belt. A bloody battle followed 
in which Heracles killed Hippolyte and took the belt.  

   The Cattle of Geryon  

 Unlike his previ ous nine tasks the cattle of Geryon took Heracles beyond the Greek 
world to the edge of the earth. Eurystheus tasked Heracles with fetch ing Geryon’s cattle 
who were famed for their red hides. To steal the cattle Heracles fi rst had to defeat the 
herds man Eurytion and his dog Orthrus. After beating them with his club, Heracles 
began to leave with the cattle. Another shep herd had warned Geryon of Heracles’ actions 
and so Geryon quickly rushed after Heracles. Geryon was no normal man, he had three 
heads and three sets of arms and legs. Eventually Heracles was success ful, using his club 
and bow to defeat Geryon. The journey back took Heracles through south ern Italy and 
it was here that the Romans forged their link with Heracles in their version of the story 
(see also p. 35). Upon his return to Mycenae, Eurystheus sacri fi ced the bulls from the 
herd to Hera. 

 Although Eurystheus only origin ally gave Heracles ten tasks, he did not count the 
Lernaean Hydra owing to the help he had received, nor did he count the Augean Stables 
as he was offered money for the task. He there fore gave Heracles two more tasks.  

   The Apples of the Hesperides  

 In the garden of the Hesperides grew the golden apples which Gaia (Earth) presen ted as 
a wedding gift to Zeus and Hera. The apples were guarded by the Hesperides, who were 
Nymphs, daugh ters of Atlas, and were asso ci ated with the light of the world. Heracles’ 
elev enth task was to collect the golden apples. This turned out to be one of Heracles’ 
longest tasks as he was initially unaware of where the garden was. His journey took him 
from Northern Africa to the Near East, then to Illyria. It was in Illyria that he fought the 
river Achelous (see also p. 39). His fi nal stop was on Mount Caucasus. It was here that 
the Titan Prometheus was chained. For defying the gods Zeus chained him to the 
moun tain and each day an eagle would come and peck out his liver. Each night his liver 
grew back and the process started again (see also p. 48). When Heracles arrived, he killed 
the eagle. As a reward, Prometheus told Heracles how to acquire the apples. Heracles 
trav elled to Atlas who had been tasked with holding up the skies by Zeus. Heracles 
offered to hold the sky if Atlas would get the apples, Atlas accep ted. When he returned, 
Atlas offered to deliver the apples himself so that he would not have to take back the 
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skies. Heracles now showed his clev erness. He accep ted but asked that Atlas take them 
back for one moment while he got some pillows to cushion his shoulders. When Atlas 
took them back, Heracles picked up the apples and ran off with them. As the apples were 
the prop erty of Zeus they were not allowed to stay with King Eurystheus. Once Heracles 
presen ted them to him, Athena took them back to the garden.  

   Cerberus  

 Heracles’ fi nal task was the retrieval of Cerberus from the under world. In Homer’s 
 Odyssey , Odysseus trav elled to the under world and met the ghost of Heracles who 
stated: 

  He [Eurystheus] sent me down here (to Hades) to bring back the Hound of Hell. And 
under the guiding hands of Hermes and bright- eyed Athena, I did succeed in 
captur ing him and leading him out of Hades’ realm.  

  Homer,  Odyssey , 11.623–626    

 In order to gain the favour of Persephone, Heracles was initi ated in the Eleusinian 
Mysteries (see also p. 10). Upon arriv ing in the under world, he was greeted by both 
Persephone and Hades who presen ted Heracles with a chal lenge. If he could capture 
Cerberus without any weapons, he would be allowed to take him to Eurystheus. Heracles 
accep ted and used the strangle hold that had proved so success ful against the Nemean 
Lion and Cretan Bull. After present ing Cerberus to Eurystheus he was returned to Hades 
to guard the entrance to the under world. 

Study ques tions

    1  What heroic qual it ies did Heracles display while complet ing his labours?  

   2  Use the heroic traits you devised in ques tion 1 to identify which of 

Heracles’ labours was his most heroic. Ensure you justify your answer 

with evid ence from the stories.  

   3  ‘Heracles always used brute force over brains during his labours.’ To what 

extent do you agree with this state ment? Make sure you support your 

answer with evid ence from the stories.   

   ACTIVITY  

 Create a news pa per article on one of Heracles’ victor ies. In the article, you 

should include: 

   ● an eye catch ing head line and sub head ings  
  ● artist impres sions of what happened during the labour  
  ● state ments from Heracles and various eye- witnesses.    
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     HERACLES AND OLYMPIA  

 Olympia was in Elis, a kingdom in the west of the Peloponnese. The tradi tional date for 
the found ing of the Olympic Games was 776  BC , although it is clear that some form of 
fest ival had taken place since long before this. As was usual for the Greeks, they devised 
stories to explain the origins of the games. 

   Pelops and Hippodamia  

 This story was shown on the eastern pedi ment of Zeus’ temple at Olympia (see also p. 52). 
Hippodamia was the daugh ter of Oinomaos, King of a town near Olympia called  Pisa . 
Oinomaos had received an oracle that he was going to die once his daugh ter married. In 
order to avoid his daugh ter ever marry ing he set up a chariot compet i tion as he was a very 
skilled rider. He chal lenged any suitors of his daugh ter to a race. If they won they would wed 
his daugh ter, if they lost they would be killed. By the time Pelops arrived many suitors had 
lost and died. Pelops chal lenged Oinomaos to a race. To ensure victory Pelops bribed 
Oinomaos’ chari oteer to replace his bronze  linch pins  with ones made of wax. While racing, 
the heat from the wheel melted the wax and threw Oinomaos from the chariot killing him. 
Pelops married Hippodamia and set up the Olympics as funer ary games in honour of 
Oinomaos. 

    Heracles and the Augean Stables  

 As we saw in the previ ous section, Eurystheus ordered Heracles to clean the stables 
owned by Augeas, the King of Elis (see also p. 27). On comple tion of his fi fth labour, 
Augeas refused to pay Heracles the prom ised money and so Heracles prom ised revenge. 
As Pseudo-Apollodorus wrote: 

  Not long after (he completed the twelve labours) Heracles collec ted an Arcadian 
army, and being joined by volun teers from the fi rst men in Greece he marched against 
Augeas . . . and march ing on Elis took the city . . . He also celeb rated the Olympian 
Games and founded an altar of Pelops, and built six altars of the twelve gods.  

  Pseudo-Apollodorus,  Bibliotheca , 2.7.3    

 Which then was the correct version of the found ing of the Games? In truth, the ancient 
Greeks could pick and choose which stories they believed and there is no evid ence that 
confl ict ever arose from these compet ing stories. This mythic equal ity is best exem pli fi ed 
in the archi tec ture of the Temple of Zeus.  

   Heracles and the Temple of Zeus  

 The story of Pelops is repres en ted on the eastern  pedi ment  of the temple of Zeus at 
Olympia. The labours of Heracles are repres en ted on twelve  metopes , six are above the 
front entrance and six over the back entrance. 

 Pisa a town near Olympia 
in the Greek Peloponnese 

  linch pin  (pl.  linch pins )  a 
fastener used to stop a 
wheel from coming off its 
axis  

 pedi ment trian gu lar area 
at the top of each end of a 
temple, which could 
contain sculp ture 

  metope  (pl.  metopes )  
square decor at ive spaces 
that ran around a Doric 
temple and could contain 
sculp ture  
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 The sculptor had several object ives to fulfi l when sculpt ing the metopes. These were to: 

   ● create a scene that could be easily recog nis able  
  ● create realism in his scene  
  ● fi ll the space so as not to leave big blank areas.   

 We will use Figure 1.20 for our analysis. 

   PRESCRIBED SOURCE  

 The Temple of Zeus at Olympia (metopes) 

  Date:  started 472  BC  

  Material:  local marble 

  Original loca tion:  Temple of Zeus, Olympia 

  Current loca tion:  Olympia Museum 

  Signifi cance:  the metopes were included on a temple dedic ated to Zeus, 

emphas ising Heracles’ import ance to the site and games.  

   FIGURE 1.18  
PS A plan of Olympia.         
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   Create a scene that could be easily recog nis able  

 The context in which the metope is placed makes this instantly easier 
for the viewer as all the metopes on the temple are of Heracles. To 
assist the viewer Heracles holds his club even though the myth suggests 
that he strangled the bull.  

   Create realism in his scene  

 Heracles’ body is well sculp ted; the abdom in als follow the correct line 
as they bend away from the bull. Heracles’ right pectoral correctly 
reacts to the move ment of his right arm. The rearing bull’s head and 
legs suggest move ment away from Heracles. Both fi gures are in the 
correct propor tion.  

   Fill the space so as not to leave big blank spaces  

 The sculptor has been very clever with his execu tion of the scene. He 
has formed a cross between the two char ac ters using diag on als to fi ll 
the space. The space left by the rearing bull’s front legs is taken up by 
Heracles legs. Although, accord ing to the myth, the club was not used 
in the labour, the sculptor has used Heracles’ raised club arm to fi ll the 
top left hand space. 

   FIGURE 1.19  

 Diagram showing PS
where the Heracles 

metopes and pediment 

are found on the Temple of 

Zeus at Olympia.         

   FIGURE 1.20  
PS Metope from the 

temple of Zeus at 

Olympia showing Heracles 

wrest ling the Cretan Bull 

(left) and a modern 

inter pret a tion of the same 

metope (right).         

   ACTIVITY  

 The Thebans have decided to build a statue to commem or ate Heracles’ 

greatest achieve ment. You must choose what that achieve ment was and then 

design a statue to honour the great hero.  
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   PRACTICE QUESTIONS: GREECE  

  Source A:   Sculpture of a labour of Heracles  

    1.  Who were Heracles’ parents and why did this make him a demi- god? [3]  

   2.  Study  Source A.  
    a.  Where was this sculp ture origin ally displayed? [1]  

   b.  Which of Heracles’ twelve labours is depic ted in Source A and who asked Heracles to do it?   [2]

   c.  Why was this myth signi fi c ant to Olympia?        [1]

   Study ques tions  

    1  Why may the archi tect have chosen the internal metopes to 

display the twelve labours of Heracles?  

   2  Examine the metopes on the Companion Website.  
CW

 

   a. Identify which of Heracles’ labours is depic ted.  

  b. Comment on how effect ively the sculptor has fi lled the space of 

metopes A, B, E, F, H and I.       
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      ROME  

 The Romans inher ited their ideas about Hercules from the Greeks. The follow ing stories 
formed some of Hercules’ other adven tures. The battle with Cacus formed part of the 
Roman Epic the  Aeneid , written by Virgil. It explained why Hercules’ cult in Rome was 
founded. The battle between Hercules and Achelous, and between Hercules and Nessus 
were known to both Greeks and Romans and were recor ded by the Roman poet Ovid in 
his  Metamorphoses . The fi nal myth is of Hercules’ death, again this was known to both 
Greeks and Romans and told by Ovid. 

   Hercules and Cacus  

   The context of the story  

 The story between Hercules and Cacus took place during Hercules’ tenth labour, the 
cattle of Geryon. Although the myth of Geryon was origin ally Greek, the Romans wove 
their own history into the story, which they believed took place about 500 years before 
Romulus founded Rome. Once Hercules had captured the cattle and killed Geryon, he 
had to get them back to Eurystheus. To do this he had to travel up through south ern 
Spain, into France and down through Italy. As Rome had not yet been founded, the area 
around the  Tiber  was inhab ited by others. As Virgil wrote: 

  Arcadians have chosen a site on this coast, a race descen ded from  Pallas , friends of 
King Evander, who followed his banner, and located their city in the hills, named, 
from their ancestor Pallas, Pallantium.  

  Virgil,  Aeneid , 8.53–56    

 The cult of Hercules in Rome stemmed from the story of Hercules and Cacus. The story 
took place by the Aventine Hill next to the Tiber (see Figure 1.14). According to Evander, 
Cacus terror ised the city of Pallantium. When the people had almost lost hope, Hercules 
arrived.  

   Cacus and his lair: lines 190–199  

 Evander began his story by char ac ter ising Cacus through descrip tion of his lair and 
physique. 

  Now look fi rst at this rocky over hanging cliff (the Aventine Hill), how its bulk is 
widely shattered, and the moun tain lair stands deser ted, and the crags have been PS  
pulled down in mighty ruin. There was a cave here, reced ing to vast depths, 
untouched by the sun’s rays, inhab ited by the fell shape of Cacus, the half- human, 
and the ground was always warm with fresh blood, and the heads of men, insolently 
nailed to the doors, hung there pallid with sad decay. Vulcan was father to this monster: 
and, as he moved his massive bulk, he belched out his dark fi res.  

  Virgil,  Aeneid , 8.193–199       

 Tiber the main river 
running through Rome 

  Pallas a Giant who fought 
against the gods, not to be 
confused with Evander’s 
son, also called Pallas, or 
with Athena when called 
Pallas Athena  

 The  Aeneid , Book 8, 
lines 175–279 

  Date:  19  BC  

  Author:  Publius Vergilius 
Maro (Virgil) 

  Genre:  epic poetry 

  Protagonist(s):  Hercules 

  Signifi cance:  the poem 
outlines some of 
the key aspects of 
Heracles’ life 

  Read it here:   OCR  
sources booklet   

CW

   PRESCRIBED SOURCE  

   ACTIVITY  

 Read Virgil’s  Aeneid , 
8.190–199. 

 Draw a picture of 
Cacus and his home 
using only Virgil’s 
descrip tion. Annotate 
your image with quotes 
from the  Aeneid  to 
support your drawing.  
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   Hercules arrives in Pallantium: lines 
200–212  

 When Hercules arrived in Pallantium he was welcomed as a 
god. It is import ant to remem ber that this adven ture took place 
during his original twelve labours; there fore, he is not yet a god, 
Evander is, however, telling the story after Hercules was deifi ed: 

  Now at last time brought what we wished, the 
pres ence and assist ance of a god. Hercules, the  PS

greatest of avengers, appeared, proud of the killing 
and the spoils of three- fold Geryon, driving his great 
bulls along as victor, and his cattle occu pied the valley 
and the river.  

  Virgil,  Aeneid , 8.200–204      

 While Hercules slept, Cacus stole eight of his cattle and took them back to his cave. 
In order to fool Hercules, he led the cattle into his cave back wards. This meant that the 
hoof marks led away from where they were being held.  

   Hercules chases Cacus: lines 213–249  

 While prepar ing to leave, Cacus’ plan was thwarted by a single trapped cow whose moos 
were heard by Hercules: 

  At this Hercules’s indig na tion truly blazed, with a venom ous dark rage: he seized 
weapons in his hand, and his heavy knotted club, and quickly sought the slopes  PS

of the high moun tain. Then for the fi rst time my people saw Cacus afraid, 
confu sion in his eyes: he fl ed at once, swifter than the East Wind, heading for his cave: 
fear lent wings to his feet.  

  Virgil,  Aeneid , 8.219–224       

 Having fl ed to his cave, Cacus blocked the entrance with a huge boulder. Despite his 
best efforts, Hercules was unable to move the rock. 

  Hot with rage, three times he circled the whole Aventine Hill, three times he 
tried the stony doorway in vain, three times he sank down, exhausted, in  PS

the valley.  

  Virgil,  Aeneid , 8.230–233       

   Study ques tions  

    1  How success fully does Virgil create a vivid image of Cacus’ home?  

   2  How does Cacus’ home add to the heroic feat of Hercules?  

   3  How success fully does Virgil create a fear some monster in Cacus?  

   4  Where would you rank Cacus when compared to the other monsters 

faced by Hercules during his twelve labours? Justify your answer with 

detail from the  Aeneid  and the other labours you have studied.    

   Study ques tions  

    1  Did Hercules use brain 
or brawn in his pursuit 
of Cacus? Justify your 
answer with evid ence 
from Virgil’s  Aeneid .  

   2  How does Virgil create 
a vivid scene in lines 
213–249?    

   FIGURE 1.21 

 Roman sarco phagus 

showing the twelve labours 

of Heracles, around  AD  240.         


