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Introduction

The measure of a man is what he does with power

– Plato

What makes a hero?

The word itself is associated with bravery, the completion of something admirable, a status to strive towards or hold respect for. Heroes are the best of us. They save, protect and improve the lives of those they come into contact with.

Most will be somewhat familiar with the heroes of Greek mythology. We hear the name Heracles and we picture a bronzed beefcake with rock-hard abs slaying countless monsters, saving townsfolk from various terrors and protecting their peace. Then there’s Jason, invoking a striking image of a brave explorer on the open sea, wiping out cruel tyrants along the way. But to dig further into the stories of these men is to unearth some decidedly unheroic acts. Heracles killed his infant sons. Theseus abducted a child to be his bride. Odysseus ordered the killing of twelve of his own slaves.

The word ‘hero’ and how we use it today doesn’t seem to fit this context anymore, but these men still earn their right to the title. We’ve evolved enough to recognise that some of the typical debauchery in these classic tales isn’t necessarily something to be celebrated, and perhaps if the epics were written today they’d be called things like Priam and the Teenager Who Slaughtered My Family, or Iphitus and the Chump Who Threw Me Off A Wall. But the fact remains that the language of old has clung on to the rippling biceps of these men and stood strong throughout changes in society. Heroes or Zeroes? will feature the better-known tales of lore, like Odysseus and his journey home, or Heracles and his twelve labours; but it will also bring forward some of the lesser-known stories, like Hyacinthus, a boy so beautiful it made the sun god Apollo lose his head, and Lycurgus, who believed his son was a plant. You could write a full book on each of these heroes (and many have), so efforts have been made to briefly summarise their tales – a shrunken epic, if you will – so that the supporting characters that come later are finally granted their time in the spotlight.

These myths have endured for thousands of years, still as entertaining and addictive in their ability to pull us in, teach and charm us, then never really let us go. It’s important to note that Greek mythology is often not as linear as we’d like. The tales are rich and complex, passed down over millennia and told from different perspectives whose motives vary. Two people who meet in one myth could be living in completely different eras in another, or someone may be killed before a particular event, then pop up years later, alive and well. Though this is what makes the myths the fantastical feats of storytelling that they are, it does create some difficulties when piecing together a coherent timeline. Often one story bleeds into another, and when you consider them as separate bodies, one makes the other nonsensical. To ignore those that contradict would be to miss out on narratives that are far too interesting, and Heroes or Zeroes? has definitely taken advantage of that, in the hopes that you’ll value knowledge and entertainment over… well, logic. In a bid to keep the focus on the men of myth, some of the women have been somewhat skimmed over. If you want to know more about these ladies, you can read about most of them in this book’s predecessor, Bad Girls of Ancient Greece.

You don’t need any prior knowledge of Greek mythology or the ancient world to read this book. As long as you’re keen to be entertained and willing to open your mind to the divine, you’ll do just fine. There are numerous names within this book, some that will crop up frequently. The important ones will stick, and those with a noteworthy link later have been highlighted, so don’t feel you have to remember each and every hero or zero you encounter. Additionally, pronunciations have been provided at the start of each chapter, but there are alternative inflections depending where, what and who you’re reading, so treat them as a rough guide only.

The so-called ‘heroes’ of mythology are natural born leaders and the unequivocal stars of the show, breaking jaws, bedding women, and thrilling townspeople in the process. But they are just the tip of the mythological iceberg. Heroes are built upon the side-characters (the ‘zeroes’, you might say), whose narratives are just as compelling as the legends that overshadow them. From top to bottom, these characters are layered, and the pure humanity that illuminates their stories is exhilarating and relatable. The Ancient Greeks lived vastly different lives to us, but humans at our core can’t seem to help but value the same priorities: family, friendship, power, pride and fornication, to name a few. So get to know not just the heroes, but also the zeroes, and anyone in between.
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Honoured Heroes

It’s tough at the top.







CADMUS (kad-muhs)

Zeus, king of the gods, had various hobbies. One of his favourites? Abducting women while in the guise of an animal. Princess Europa of Tyre was one of these unfortunates, and he stole her away to the island of Crete while disguised as a handsome white bull. When Europa’s parents discovered their daughter had been taken, they told her four brothers to get off their backsides and find her, and to not bother coming back unless they had their sister in hand. Prince Cadmus was one of the brothers, and through his adventures, he would establish himself as the first Greek hero.

Cadmus journeyed far and wide, but he couldn’t find any trace of Europa. As he travelled, he passed on the knowledge of the alphabet they used in his home city, one that was based on sound (called the ‘Phoenician alphabet’). Thanks to spreading such ingenious and useful methods of writing, he became a bit of a legend. While passing through Samothrace, he was hosted in the home of a beautiful young woman called Harmonia. She was the daughter of the Olympians Aphrodite and Ares – deities of love and war, respectively – and Cadmus was instantly smitten with her. Taking Harmonia with him when he left Samothrace, he consulted the Oracle of Delphi (a priestess of the prophetic god, Apollo, who served as his mouthpiece for delivering advice and guidance). She essentially told him to forget his quest for his sister, because he had more important business to attend to. Instead, he was advised to find a cow with a half-moon marking, follow it wherever it wandered, and build a town on the spot where it lay down to rest.

Delphi and its oracle were in the region of Phocis, and while the couple were scratching their heads about where on earth they were supposed to find this unusual cow, their presence was noted by King Pelagon. Pelagon had heard all about the alphabet spreader and wanted to meet with him. He invited Cadmus and Harmonia to stay at his palace, and they feasted together for three whole days. Possibly in an attempt to work off all the delicacies he had gorged upon during his stay, Cadmus took part in a round of sporting games that the king was hosting. He won the discus competition, and his prize just happened to be a cow with a peculiar marking on its back… that of a half-moon.

The couple, as well as the rather sizeable group of clingers that they had amassed from Tyre and on their travels, followed the roving bovine until it finally parked itself on a vast plain in Boeotia. Cadmus declared that ground to be his new city, naming it ‘Thebes’, and its citadel ‘Cadmea’. Knowing how important it was to appease the gods in such matters, Cadmus wanted to sacrifice the cow as thanks. He sent a group of his men to fetch some water for the ritual. However, they took their sweet time. By the time Cadmus checked on them, he found they had all been killed by a fearsome dragon who guarded the very spring they sought. Avenging his men, Cadmus slayed the dragon, using boulders to crush its skull, but by doing so he achieved the exact opposite of what he desired – he upset a god, and it was a god you really didn’t want to piss off. Turns out the dragon was sacred to the war god Ares, and sort-of-father-in-law or not, he was furious with him.

Cadmus, at that point, was blissfully ignorant to the god’s anger, especially since the wisdom goddess Athena chose that moment to appear and offer advice (Athena loved to cheerlead a hero, fyi). She told him to collect the teeth of the dead dragon and sow them into the fertile ground where he was building his city, warning him that from the teeth, an army of fullygrown, armoured men would spring forth. Cadmus did as directed, stepping back in time to see these soldiers rise from the earth. Before they could turn on him, Cadmus tossed a stone into their midst, causing them to fight among themselves. Only five of these teeth-people survived (the Spartoi, translating to ‘sown men’), and they would help him build Thebes and become the founders of the noblest families of the city.

In penance for killing his pet, Ares would sentence Cadmus to servitude for eight years. If completed without complaint, he would be allowed to rule over his new city and marry Harmonia. Very off-brand for Ares not to hold a grudge. Good for him.

When it finally came, the wedding was a big deal, with both gods and mortals in attendance. The royal couple were showered in many wonderous gifts, but there was one that stood out – a beautiful necklace made by the forging god, Hephaestus. Harmonia was awestruck by its beauty, but nobody stopped to consider that Hephaestus may have had ulterior motives, considering the bride was the lovechild of his own wife and her fancy-man (who was also his brother – double burn). The god had indeed seized the opportunity to spite Aphrodite by cursing the necklace, so that whoever owned it was destined to face dreadful misfortune.

Together, Cadmus and Harmonia would embark on an epic dynasty, with their descendants ruling over Thebes for many generations. Thanks to that necklace, though, each Theban royal would be plagued with bad fortune, and Thebes itself would fluctuate through varying states of turbulence the whole time. The trinket did happen to have anti-ageing properties, which of course made people blind to any of its drawbacks.

When Cadmus felt the time was right to take a step back from the reigning of Thebes, he handed the throne to his grandson, Pentheus. He and Harmonia would spend their retirement travelling Greece, eventually settling in Illyria. Cadmus never really did shake the feeling that his father-in-law was mad at him, blaming him for all the misfortune that afflicted his life. Until one day, he wailed that clearly the god would not rest until Cadmus was a scaly beast like the one he had killed all those years ago, and if that was the case then the gods should just go ahead and turn him into one.

Perhaps Cadmus didn’t mean it quite so literally, but that’s certainly how those upstairs interpreted it. The old man found himself shrinking down to the ground, his skin breaking out in scales, until his belly was on the floor, and he was sighing ‘oh, godsssssssss’. Harmonia cried out to be allowed to join her beloved husband in this new slithering form, and the gods consented, allowing the pair to live out the rest of their days in serpentine peace.






PERSEUS (puh-see-uhs)

Up next is another heroic conception hinged on the persistence of Zeus. As we go on, you’ll see a lot of these myths stem from Zeus being horny…

Princess Danaë of Argos caught the lustful eye of the king of the gods. But her father, King Acrisius, was taking very active steps to stop his daughter liaising with the opposite sex, divine or otherwise. Terrified of a prophecy that said he’d meet his end at the hands of his own grandson, Acrisius had locked Danaë in a bronzed chamber without any windows or doors, only a skylight allowing in light and air. This did not hinder Zeus, though, who slipped through the skylight in the form of golden rain (yes, you read that right), where he impregnated the princess anyway.

In the ancient world, there was no greater crime than the killing of a family member. To do so would invite the wrath of the Furies, vengeance goddesses that would drive you to complete madness. So, when Danaë gave birth to the baby Perseus, Acrisius knew he could not invite such fury into his home by outright killing her and the child. Instead, he locked them in a chest which he then threw from a cliff and out to sea. Because that’s not the same, essentially. Thanks to the god of the sea, Poseidon, Danaë and her son were carried safely by the waves to the shores of Seriphos, where they were unboxed and saved by a local fisherman called Dictys. He was a truly good man who took them in and acted as a sort of fosterer for the pair of them. In time, Dictys would teach young Perseus his trade, while Danaë kept their home.

Though you’d never guess from the humble way he lived, Dictys was the brother of King Polydectes of Seriphos. When Polydectes caught wind that his brother was housing a pretty lady, he decided he wanted her for himself. Danaë refused the king’s advances, more than happy with Dictys and the life they were building for Perseus. But he refused to accept it, hounding her through Perseus’s childhood and into his teenage years. Polydectes found Perseus quite the meddlesome little pest, constantly getting in the way of his attempts at seduction and reminding him that his mother wasn’t interested. Well, nobody was going to tell Polydectes what (or who) he could and couldn’t do, so he decided to send the youth on a quest to get rid of him. He told Perseus that, as his king, he demanded he fetch him the head of the fearsome Gorgon, known as Medusa.

Perseus had grown up aware of his divine parentage, but despite being the child of the chief god of Olympus, he wasn’t completely sure he was cut out for the hero life. He agreed to the quest to save face, but as he set off, he couldn’t help but fear his days were numbered. For one thing, nobody actually knew where Medusa resided. Secondly, the Gorgons were considered monsters for a reason; they were dreadful beasts, with snakes for hair, the tusks of boars, and green-tinged skin. Add the fact Medusa had been cursed by Athena to turn anyone that looked into her eyes to stone, and death was almost guaranteed. Perseus began to spiral, convinced he would fail and his mother would have to wed that jumped-up king. It would be all his fault. Mid-meltdown, Perseus was graced by the presence of Athena and the messenger god, Hermes. They told him they had been sent by his father, Zeus (who was also their father… A real family reunion). They would help Perseus to stop being such a worrier and start being a warrior.

Athena kitted Perseus out with a super shiny shield and a special knapsack to carry Medusa’s head, warning him that her stony gaze would still be deadly, even after it was severed from her body. Hermes loaned his half-brother his own winged sandals that would give him the ability to fly, along with a cap of invisibility from their uncle, Hades (the god of the Underworld), and an incredibly sharp blade called a harpe – ideal for lopping off monstrous bonces. The pair also gave Perseus his first clue to locating Medusa, telling him to seek out the Graeae, three sisters of the Gorgons and secret keepers of their lair’s whereabouts.

Suited and booted, Perseus arrived at the cave of the Graeae. What he found inside was quite the frightful sight. The personifications of horror, dread and alarm, the Graeae presented as three old crones that shared one eye and one tooth between them. Swallowing his revulsion, he told the hags why he was there. Their response? Laughter. In frustration, Perseus seized their shared eye and held it aloft, refusing to hand it back until they gave him the intel he needed. The Graeae yielded, telling Perseus that he would find Medusa and her two sisters on the island of Sarpedon. Depending on the source, Perseus either handed over the eyeball as promised, or tossed it into the sea.

Then it was on to Sarpedon, where Perseus located the lair of Medusa. Using Athena’s polished shield as a mirror, he peeked around the corners, making sure he didn’t come face to face (or rather, eye to eye) with the Gorgon. When he found the sisters, they were curled around each other, fast asleep. Perseus crept closer until he was looming over his target, then he raised the harpe and sliced her head clean off. The disturbance woke up the other Gorgons who, on seeing their decapitated sister, howled so painfully that even the gods were moved. They dove at Perseus, who quickly donned the cap of invisibility, popped Medusa’s head into his special bag and, on Hermes’ winged sandals, zoomed away. He was in such a hurry to escape, he probably missed the emergence of a winged horse (Pegasus – more on that noble steed to come), and a grown man called Chrysaor, that sprung from the stump of Medusa’s neck.

Perseus started his journey homeward, but as he passed by Aethiopia, he couldn’t miss a beautiful maiden chained to a rock in the sea screaming blue murder for rescue from any potentially passing hero. The gal in question was Princess Andromeda, who was in this predicament because her mother had upset the gods by claiming the pair of them were more beautiful than the Nereids (lovely nymphs of the ocean). Poseidon, a big fan of the Nereids, had sent a flood and a terrifying sea monster among the Aethiopians as punishment. Apparently, the only way to satisfy the god was to sacrifice Andromeda to the monster.

Perseus and the princess hit it off across the crashing waves, and he told her to sit tight (really, she had no choice), while he flew up to the palace. Perseus told the king that he would sort out his problem, if he would grant him the hand of his daughter. The king readily agreed – Andromeda was already betrothed to her uncle, Phineus, but considering he’d left her there to die, it was reasonable to assume the engagement was off.

Perseus flapped back down to Andromeda’s rock and attacked the sea monster as promised, flashing Medusa’s head to turn it to stone, or using the harpe to slice through it, depending on the retelling. Either way, Aethiopia was saved, and Perseus and Andromeda were swiftly married. Phineus and his pals tried to cause some mayhem during the ceremony, but Perseus made sure that Medusa’s mush brought that to a speedy and stony end.

The happy couple would travel together to Seriphos, but on arrival, they found Polydectes had really ramped up the pressure on Danaë in Perseus’s absence. His mother was presently hiding in a temple, terrified of her fate. Her loving son stormed into the throne room, seized the king by the hair and forced him to gaze upon the Gorgon, reducing him to nothing but a cringing statue.

Dictys claimed the throne, while Perseus took Andromeda to see his birthplace of Argos. When they arrived, King Acrisius was nowhere to be seen, and soon after they left for Larissa to take part in some sporting games. During these, Perseus accidentally planted a discus in the head of a random spectator – the unlucky man was none other than his grandfather, and thus the prophecy of Perseus’s own birth was fulfilled. He returned the borrowed gear to the gods, as well as dedicating Medusa’s head to Athena, which the goddess would incorporate into her own shield.

Perseus and Andromeda established the kingdom of Mycenae and had many children, their line spreading throughout Greece. After his death, Perseus would be immortalised in the sky as the constellation of the same name.






BELLEROPHON (buh-leh-ruh-fn)

Bellerophon was the son of Queen Eurynome and the god Poseidon. He was raised by Eurynome’s husband, King Glaucus of Corinth, as his own. Under his care, Bellerophon grew from a boy into the perfect model of a prince and heir. When he fell in love and got engaged to Aethra, Princess of Troezen, it seemed he was walking the path he was destined for, and would remain on it for the rest of his life.

Well, very rarely was the son of a god allowed to do something so boring. Before long, Bellerophon’s life would be totally derailed…

Before his wedding, Bellerophon and his boys decided to head out for a hunt. However, it ended in disaster when Bellerophon accidentally sent a fatal spear through his brother, Deliades. Accident or not, there were few atrocities that the gods took as seriously as the killing of your kin. Bellerophon would need to be exiled, and needless to say, his engagement was very much off.

He fled to Tiryns, hoping to be cleansed of his bloodguilt so he could avoid the Furies and get his life back on track. After arriving at the court of King Proetus, the pair immediately struck up a brilliant friendship, and he was purified with pleasure. The two spent a lot of time together, feasting, hunting and swapping stories. Proetus was so thrilled to have found such a good friend that he didn’t notice his own wife, Stheneboea, making eyes at the youthful Bellerophon. In fairness, Bellerophon didn’t notice either – he was never the most intuitive when it came to women.

One night, Stheneboea decided she wanted to turn the fantasy into reality. She pressed herself against Bellerophon and asked if he would take her to bed. Stuttering and backing away with his hands up, Bellerophon told Stheneboea that Proetus had shown him nothing but kindness, and he would not do anything to jeopardise their friendship, so if she could just put her breasts away it would be greatly appreciated.

Stheneboea was embarrassed by the rejection, but humiliation quickly hardened to anger. She did indeed put her breasts away, but it was on the way to tell her husband that their honoured guest had just tried to assault her.

Proetus was astounded to learn that this man whom he had forged such a bond with would dare betray his trust. He wanted Bellerophon to pay, but to harm a visitor in your home was as much of a sin as killing a family member in Ancient Greece – it was a violation of xenia, the ritualised law of hospitality that instructed both guests and hosts to treat one another with respect, generosity and friendship. Defilement of xenia was taken extra personally by Zeus, who was a protector of the custom. So, instead of confronting Bellerophon over what he thought he’d done to his wife, he inscribed the story on a tablet and addressed it to Stheneboea’s father, requesting that he ‘sort him out’.

After he sealed the tablet, Proetus made a big song and dance of insisting Bellerophon simply had to meet his father-in-law, King Iobates of Lycia, and it just so happened he had an important message for him, so would he be so kind as to take it along with him?

Bellerophon was happy to do his good pal this favour (and happier still to get away from the promiscuous Stheneboea). He arrived at the court of Iobates in the city of Xanthus. Just like Proetus, the king took a shine to him right away. He wined, dined and chinwagged with Bellerophon for a full nine days before he concerned himself with the tablet from his son-in-law. When the message was finally revealed, Iobates was in a real pickle. Though he agreed with Proetus that this man should die for harassing his daughter, he didn’t want to bring on the ire of the gods for violating xenia, either. Then, he had an idea.

He asked for Bellerophon’s help ridding the nearby region of Caria from a frightful monster that was currently terrorising the citizens. It was the Chimera, a fire-breathing creature with the head of a lion, a goat protruding from its middle and the tail of a serpent. Bellerophon really wanted to pay back this family, who had accepted him so readily into their fold, so he agreed.

Bellerophon set off for Caria, and on the way, he consulted a seer named Polyidos. Polyidos told the young man that he knew what lay ahead, and that he would not be able to endure it alone. He needed Pegasus, a beautiful, winged, snow-white horse, born from the rape of Medusa by Poseidon, delivered via stump when Perseus decapitated her. Pegasus would be of great help to Bellerophon’s cause, but he was skittish and disliked humans, so Polyidos told him to take a nap in a temple of Athena, and the goddess would reveal the solution.

Bellerophon followed the prophet’s instructions, and the goddess came to him in a dream. Athena instructed him to approach the horse with caution and kindness, but also authority. Then, she lay a golden bridle down beside him. Bellerophon awoke with a start, astonished to see the bridle really was there where Athena had left it.

Bellerophon found Pegasus and carefully approached him with his hand outstretched, cooing to his half-brother-mystical-creature. Pegasus side-eyed him cautiously, but he did not bolt, so Bellerophon was able to slip the saddle over him. From that moment onwards, the pair were tight.

On Pegasus’s back, Bellerophon soared the rest of the way to Caria, where they quickly located the Chimera. Despite their best efforts, they could not get close enough to hurt the beast. It was the fire-breath that was the problem, really. There was no way they could get within range to do any real damage without being incinerated. If only they could find a way to use that to their advantage…

Inspiration struck. Using his spear, Bellerophon skewered a chunk of lead and hopped back on the horse. This time, he shouted for Pegasus to fly as close as possible, and when he did, Bellerophon launched the spear into the Chimera’s open, roaring mouth. The heat of its breath melted the lead, which trickled into its stomach and boiled it from the inside.

Back at the court of Iobates, Bellerophon cheerfully announced that the beast was slain, and there was no need to thank him. The king tried to hide his shock. He was sure that Bellerophon would be long dead by now in a fiery inferno. He forced his expression into one of appreciation and told him that he was so very grateful to have one of his many, many problems resolved. One of? Bellerophon asked the king to share his burdens and promised to help him with whatever he needed. Iobates went on to unleash more and more missions for his guest, all in the desperate hope that one of them would kill the poor fella.

Alongside Pegasus, Bellerophon went against the Solymi, a barbarous tribe causing the kingdom issues. Man and horse swiftly killed a good chunk of them and forced the rest into submission. Then, they confronted the Amazons, a race of warrior women that had a habit of ransacking Iobates’ kingdom, flying above them and pelting them with gigantic boulders until they agreed to stay away.

His final task was to rid Lycia of a band of rowdy pirates that had been giving the citizens grief, and word of Bellerophon’s victory over them reached Iobates before the man made it back to the palace. In his desperation, the king commanded the palace guards block Bellerophon’s entry and, for the love of gods, KILL HIM! When Bellerophon saw the approaching army, he realised all of this had been an attempt to off him. He knew he couldn’t defend himself against these men, so he called out to his father Poseidon for assistance.

Poseidon, suddenly ready to play daddy, heeded his call, causing the river Bellerophon was standing in front of to swell and burst. The River Xanthus began to flood the plain, and Iobates watched on in horror as disaster approached. As Bellerophon strode closer to the heart of the city, the water swept behind him. Women fled about, holding their skirts high to avoid the rushing water. Bellerophon, who despite his heroics was still hopeless when it came to the fairer sex, couldn’t cope with the sight of the women’s bare backsides and… frontsides, so he and the river retreated.

Seeing this, Iobates had to concede that Bellerophon was, as he first expected, a good man. He was clearly protected by the gods, and surely they would never support someone that had done something so horrific as he was accused of (actually, they would, and often. It just so happened that Bellerophon wasn’t guilty in this case). He whipped out the tablet from Proetus and showed Bellerophon the cause of this aggro, and it all made sense. The younger man promised the king that he did no such thing to his daughter, that it was actually Stheneboea that came on to him, and he rejected her out of respect for Proetus. They agreed to forget all about this silly attempted-murder business and make up. Bellerophon would marry Iobates’s daughter, Princess Philonoe, and snag half of his kingdom. Stheneboea would either kill herself when she found out about Bellerophon’s survival, or Bellerophon would take a trip back to Tiryns, where he told the queen there were no hard feelings. He even offered her a ride on Pegasus, and she jumped on his back excitedly. Bellerophon rode his horse-brother high in the sky and, just as Stheneboea was admiring the view, he booted her off and she fell to her death. Vengeance served.

After all he had accomplished, Bellerophon grew to think he was the bees-knees of the ancient world, and with that, assumed he should be allowed to visit Olympus. Hopping on the back of Pegasus, he directed him up, up and away. They soared higher than they ever had before, Bellerophon giddy and spewing hubristic comments the whole time. Zeus looked on with disdain. There was no way he would allow this little punk to be so vain, so he sent a gadfly to sting poor Pegasus, who in his irritation bucked so fiercely that Bellerophon was unseated and sent tumbling to the ground.

Bellerophon landed hard in a thorny bush, where he was blinded and his hip was dislocated beyond repair. Now well and truly out of favour with the gods, Bellerophon lived out the rest of his life in insignificant misery.

Pegasus, meanwhile, finished his journey to the home of the gods, where he was adopted by Zeus as his own personal packhorse, relied on to carry his mighty thunderbolts.

In an alternative version of Bellerophon’s bumpy start to adulthood, he was originally named Hipponous, and he accidentally killed a local man called Belleros while practicing knife-throwing. He would be exiled for this mishap and would change his own name to Bellerophon, meaning ‘slayer of Belleron’.






HERACLES (heh-ruh-kleez)

Heracles was the heavyweight hero of Ancient Greece, known far and wide for his epic exploits.

His to-be mother, Alcmene, was home alone one day when Zeus appeared to her in the guise of her husband, Amphitryon. They had sex, then the next morning when the real Amphitryon returned, they had sex, too. Alcmene was surprised that her husband was so ready for round two after their earlier exploits, and she said so. Queue much confusion on both ends. The couple visited a seer, Tiresias, to find out what was going on, and that’s when the peculiar truth was revealed. What’s more, Tiresias told them that Alcmene had fallen pregnant via both liaisons.

Alcmene would give birth to twins, Alcides and Iphicles, the sons of Zeus and Amphitryon respectively. Zeus’s wife, Queen Hera, decided it a personal challenge to make sure that her husband’s bastard’s life was as difficult as possible from the get-go. When the twins were still new-born, she sent a pair of snakes to their cot to kill Alcides (and presumably Iphicles, though that was neither here nor there to Hera). Alcmene and Amphitryon awoke through the night to the sounds of Iphicles crying out in fear, but when they burst into the room, they saw Alcides grasping a snake in each hand, shaking their strangled corpses as if they were nothing but rattles. If there was ever any confusion between the parents on exactly which child was son of Zeus, this presumably cleared things up. In an attempt to cool Hera’s godly rage at the very existence of their son, Alcmene and Amphitryon changed little Alcides’s name to Heracles, meaning ‘glory of Hera’. Unfortunately, this only served to rile her up more.

 Heracles grew (and grew – the dude was enormous). Before long, it was clear to those around him that he was going to be something special. Far stronger than any mortal youth had the right to be. But he was also hot-headed, impulsive, and proud to a fault. When he joined his city’s army, he made such an impact that the Theban King Creon gave him his own daughter Megara in marriage.

Heracles essentially became a local celebrity, often called on to assist other kingdoms with any issues that could be resolved by sheer, brute force. One time he was away, a Euboean named Lycus came to Thebes with grand ideas of usurping the throne. Lycus rounded up the royal family and helpfully informed them he was going to kill them all.

Heracles arrived home in the nick of time, slew the usurper, and rescued his family (though, in some versions, King Creon still perished). Afterwards, he fell to his knees to thank the gods for the safety of his family. But while his mind was open to the divine, Hera seized this opportune moment to send him a madness of astronomical proportions. When Herc re-opened his eyes, he looked upon not his wife and children, but the family of Lycus. In his mania, he brutally slaughtered what he thought was his enemy.

When Heracles realised his horrific deed, he exiled himself from Thebes and travelled to an oracle to see how he could repent. There, he was told that he must seek his cousin, King Eurystheus of Tiryns, who would bestow upon him a set of labours to complete (originally ten but extended to twelve – we’ll get to the ‘whys’ of that later). These labours were:

1. To slay the Nemean Lion, a wildcat with a golden, invulnerable coat. He would take the pelt of this beast and turn it into his signature lion’s-mane cape.

2. To kill the Lernaean Hydra, a serpentine lake-monster who grew back two heads for every one that was chopped off.

3. To capture the Ceryneian Hind, a mystical deer protected by Artemis.

4. To seize the Erymanthian Boar, a wild, bloodthirsty creature laying waste to the farmlands of Psophis.

5. To clean the Augean Stables, home to 3,000+ immortal cattle.

6. To rid Lake Stymphalia of its aggressive bird problem. These birds were sacred to the god Ares, with beaks of bronze, metallic feathers, and poisonous faeces.

7. To capture the Cretan Bull, a beautiful white beast sacred to Poseidon.

8. To steal the man-eating mares of King Diomedes of Thrace.

9. To acquire the girdle of the Amazon queen from their island, Themiscyra.

10. To steal the cattle of Geryon, a frightful giant with three bodies and three heads.

11. To obtain a golden apple from the mystical garden of the Hesperides.

12. To take Hades’ hellhound, Cerberus, from the Underworld.

These labours were difficult by nature, made even more so by Hera’s constant interventions.

Heracles shared many traits with his father, Zeus – a born leader, strength above his peers, a strong craving for justice. But he also inherited some of his less admirable behaviours. Specifically, he was a complete womaniser, frequently spreading his seed among the women of Ancient Greece and beyond, siring countless children that would collectively be known as the Heracleidae. Though many of these Heracleidae were mothered by one-off liaisons (both consensual and not), he married a total of four times, and it was ultimately his lothario tendencies that caused his downfall.

Post-labours, Heracles would kill another innocent, supposedly by accident, and find himself having to serve another royal as penance. He went to several kingdoms to ask for their assistance and was turned away, until eventually he was accepted by Queen Omphale of Lydia, who ruled without a king. He was sentenced to serve her for three years, but Omphale took such a shine to him that she released him from his servitude early and married him.

The pair would eventually go their separate ways, after which Heracles would embark on a revenge tour against all of the people that had dared to wrong him throughout his labours. During his escapades, he would cross paths with a beautiful maiden, crying desperately over her fate. It was Princess Deianira of Calydon, who was dismayed because she was set to marry a river god, Achelous, that she could not stand the sight of. Herc asked if she might want to marry him instead, and Deianira jumped at the chance. The two men wrestled for the princess’s hand, with the god using all of the divine powers at his disposal, transforming into various animals in an effort to overpower the mortal. Alas, Heracles was simply stronger. Achelous was defeated, and he and Deianira were wed.

Heracles had one last bit of vengeance to enact before he was ready to settle down. There was a certain king of Oechalia that had once promised him his daughter in marriage, then changed his mind. Well, Heracles now had the army of Calydon at his disposal, so he invaded the kingdom, killed the royal family and took the previously-promised-princess, Iole, as a concubine. From then on, he brought Iole with him wherever he ventured. The more time he spent with Iole, the less enamoured he became with his wife, and she noticed.

In their courting days, Deianira had been out and about with Heracles, when she was accosted by the lecherous centaur (a man with the lower body of a horse), Nessus. Nessus tried to rape Deianira, but her cries alerted Herc, who shot him using arrows he had dipped in the poisonous blood of the Lernaean Hydra. The arrows’ venom mixed with Nessus’s own blood, and as he was dying, he beckoned Deianira close. He told her that, if she wanted her husband to stay forever faithful, she should collect some of his blood to make into a love potion. Deianira did so, storing and eventually all but forgetting about it. When she realised that her husband was playing away, Deianira thought it was time to break it out.

Herc, who was away hero’ing, had sent a messenger named Lichas to his wife, requesting she send him his favourite robe to use in a ceremony for the gods. Deianira seized her opportunity, steeping the robe in a solution of the centaur’s blood, and wrapping it up securely before sending Lichas back to her husband.

On receipt, Heracles donned the cloak and was gripped by unimaginable pain. Lashing out at Lichas, he picked him up by his ankle and hurled him towards the sea (as he fell, Lichas was transformed by the gods into a flint rock). Heracles felt as though every nerve ending was on fire, and he could think of nothing beyond making it stop. He ran in circles, screaming and begging for someone to put him out of his misery, all while collecting wood for his own funeral pyre. Nobody dared be the cause of this significant man’s death, except for his friend, Philoctetes. Heracles threw himself onto the finished pyre and, with one last plea, Philoctetes lit it. In the face of death, Heracles smiled serenely, euphoric that his suffering would soon be over.

Posthumously, Heracles was venerated as a fully-fledged god. He took a fourth and final wife in the goddess of youth, Hebe. She was the daughter of Zeus and Hera, given to him as a peace offering from his life-long nemesis, her mother. ‘Life-long’ clearly being the operative phrasing in this case. If you’re inclined to think that marrying your half-sister is weird, be assured you’ve seen nothing yet.






JASON (jay-sun)

There’s a rich background of intertwining mythology in the run-up to Jason’s epic quest. For now, though, all we need to know is that a cruel man called Pelias overthrew the royal family of Iolcus, exiling or killing most people with connections to the throne. The rightful heir (and half-brother of the usurper) was Aeson, and Pelias decided to keep him close, imprisoning him within the kingdom.

Aeson was married to Alcimede, and Pelias had already killed a number of their children thus far, lest they grow up to usurp him. So when baby Jason arrived, he was discreetly sent to be raised by a wise centaur by the name of Chiron. Chiron, who was skilled in all arts from warfare to music and everything in between, raised the boy to adulthood, schooling him in what it took to be a good man and hero. When he was grown, Jason set off for Iolcus to claim his rightful place on the throne.

To get there, Jason would have to pass the River Anaurus, and on its banks he encountered an old crone. She told Jason that she needed to cross the waters, but she was so weak and frail that she would surely perish if she tried. Jason told the woman she needn’t worry, for he was young and strong, so he would carry her. He let her jump on his back, and made his way confidently across the river, though he lost one of his sandals in the process. Jason bade the woman farewell and continued on his journey, completely unaware that he had just encountered a goddess. The crone was none other than Hera in disguise.

Hera had a deep and fervent hatred for the tyrannical King Pelias, ever since he had murdered one of her biggest devotees (in her own temple, no less). She knew Jason was heading to Iolcus to make some waves, and she wanted to be sure he was the right kind of hero she could vouch for. Now that he had proven he was, Hera would do everything in her power to both protect Jason and raise him up to the status they both thought he deserved.

Jason arrived in Iolcus, still single-sandaled, and boldly declared that he was the son of Aeson, home at last and ready to claim the throne. Pelias was shook. Not only had he spent his kingship thus far completely paranoid that someone would steal it away, but an oracle had warned him to beware of a man wearing only one shoe, and that a blood-relative of his would cause his death. Jason’s arrival was a real double blow of terror for the king.

Pelias knew he had to be smart, as there were people in Iolcus who had never accepted him as their king. If word got out about Jason’s return, he ran the risk of an uprising. He decided the best course of action was to play along, so he told Jason that he was more than happy to hand the crown over, but first needed to be sure that he was a suitable fit. Pelias proposed to Jason that he complete a quest to prove himself. Rumour had it there was an extra special golden fleece hanging in a grove in Colchis. Not only would owning it be a signifier of the highest authority, but it was sacred to the gods. If Jason could go to Colchis and obtain this fleece, it would prove to Pelias that Iolcus would be in good hands.

Sure, Jason wanted to be king, to save his family and all that other stuff, but what he really, really craved was an adventure. Colchis was located on the eastern coast of the Black Sea, so it was bound to be a quest of epic proportions. He told Pelias that he had a deal.

Once Jason put the word out that he was assembling a crew, heroes and wannabes from all over Greece flocked to Iolcus for the chance to take part. A ship was built (by a guy called Argus, helpfully called ‘The Argo’), and a rag-tag crew was formed. They named themselves ‘The Argonauts’, and among their ranks was none other than Heracles himself, who should have been busy completing his labours, but couldn’t resist the pull of adventure.

The crew set sail to Colchis, getting into various escapades and scrapes along the way – repopulating an entire island, conquering a band of terrorising bird-women, navigating sentient rocks, to name a few. Eventually they would make it to Colchis, but the king there, Aeëtes, would not be sympathetic to their cause. He set Jason a number of seemingly impossible tasks, promising that, if he passed them, the fleece would be his. First, he would have to yoke a pair of bronze-hoofed, fire-breathing bulls and plough a field with them. Then, he needed to sow a bag of dragon teeth (perhaps from the same dragon that Cadmus had slain on the formation of Thebes) into the field.

Jason managed to complete these tasks relatively easily, mainly thanks to Medea, Aeëtes’s daughter, who was a priestess of the witch-goddess Hecate, and a powerful sorceress herself. She fell hard and deep for Jason. Maybe it was because he was handsome, charming and brave… or perhaps it was because Hera had forced her to via the love god, Eros. Either way, Medea whipped up a potion that would make him impervious to the bull’s fiery breath, then spilled the tea on the warriors that would spring up from the field, as well as how to defeat them with a stone, àla Cadmus.

Even after he passed the tests, Aeëtes would not hand over the goods, so Medea stepped in once more to assist. She cast a spell to put to sleep the dragon that guarded the fleece so Jason could steal it, and together they hauled ass back to the ship and crew. Now with Medea by his side, Jason and the Argonauts sailed home. More hijinks occurred (such as the Colchian army, bronze giants and seamonsters all intent on killing them), and Jason and Medea would get married on the journey, but eventually they reached Iolcus.

Pelias was gobsmacked. As he desperately wracked his brain on how to buy more time, he invited Jason and his friends to a lavish feast, supposedly in their honour. Medea was more than familiar with cruel kings – her father was one, after all – and she didn’t trust Pelias as far as she could throw him. She managed to convince the king’s daughters that she could use her magic to restore his youth, if only they would first chop him up into little bits for her. The daughters fell for her trickery and were left with nothing but a pot of severed-dad.

Revenge may have been served, but murder was murder, and Medea’s stunt branded her and Jason exiles. The pair retreated to Corinth, starting a family and getting pally with the nobles there. Jason ingrained himself into high society, and after some time, decided Medea was a bit too ‘barbaric’ for him, and that he deserved better. He informed her that while he was thankful for her assistance thus far, he would be leaving her to marry Glauce, a princess of Corinth. Medea took this about as well as you would expect, sending Glauce a poisoned dress as a wedding gift. As soon as the material touched the princess’s skin, she was set ablaze. Medea then murdered her and Jason’s own children, jumped on a god-sent, dragon-pulled chariot and skipped town, leaving her husband to his misery.

And miserable he would be. Jason lived out the rest of his days lonely and pitiful. By going against his marriage vows to Medea, he had fallen out of favour with Hera (who was the goddess of marriage). He grew bitter and disagreeable, constantly harping on about his glory days as leader of the Argonauts, how lousily treated he was, and how none of it was his fault. One day, as he was taking a nap beside his beloved but rotting Argo, a bit of it snapped off and clonked him on the head, killing him instantly.






THESEUS (thee-see-uhs)

Young Theseus of Troezen was the son of Poseidon. Probably. Maybe. At least a fifty per cent chance. Give or take.

His mother, Aethra, had once been engaged to Bellerophon, before he made his brother into a kebab on a hunt. Now that she was back on the market, her father encouraged her to bed the visiting King Aegeus of Athens, who had just received a prophecy that suggested he would father a child with the next woman he slept with. On the same night, Aethra slept with the god of the sea, too. The next morning, Aegeus told Aethra that he had places to be, festivals to attend, but if she found herself carrying his child, she should keep it to herself until the boy (if she was pregnant, it had better be with a boy) was old enough to interest him. Before he departed, Aegeus buried his own sandals and sword under a huge rock, telling the Troezenian princess that she should have their son retrieve the goods and bring them with him to Athens.

When Theseus reached an appropriate rock-shifting age, Aethra revealed to him that he could well be the son of an Athenian king, or an Olympian god (her father had really leant into the Poseidon-parentage before this). Either worked for young Theseus – he already had some pretty impressive lineage on his mother’s side, and he was the cousin of none other than Heracles, whom he looked up to greatly. He knew deep in his bones that he was destined to be special. Above all else, he had inflated dreams of heroism and clout.

Theseus now had two options if he wanted to make it to Athens: either he could travel by sea, an easy ride that would see him there safely but uneventfully. Or, he could take the much more dangerous route around the Saronic Gulf, where along the way he would encounter numerous bandits and miscreants. If he could overcome these challenges, he would prove himself as a hero. He chose the tougher course, taking inspiration from his older cousin, who never shied away from a challenge. Much in the spirit of Heracles, Theseus would face his own labours (six in total) on the road to Athens, most of which we’ll get to in due course.

Arriving in the city largely unscathed, Theseus chose not to immediately reveal his true identity. He was warmly welcomed by King Aegeus as a mysterious guest (thanks, xenia!) and even invited to dine at his own table with his wife, Medea. Yes, that Medea.

Aegeus may have had no idea he was feasting with his son, but Medea did, and she wasn’t happy. Since her violent separation from Jason and her escape from Corinth, Medea had worked very hard to secure her own safety and future in Athens, giving Aegeus his own heir in their son, Medus. Now here came this swaggering youth who was clearly her husband’s first-born son, no doubt here














OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Title Page



		Copyright



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		Honoured Heroes



		Cadmus



		Perseus



		Bellerophon



		Heracles



		Jason



		Theseus



		Oedipus



		Hector



		The Dioscuri



		Achilles



		Ajax the Great



		Odysseus









		Rowdy Royals



		Midas



		Eurytus



		Aeolus



		Cyzicus



		Thyestes



		Peleus



		Telamon



		Hyrieus



		Agamemnon



		Aegeus



		Minos



		Nestor



		Antiphates



		Tyndareus



		Priam



		Aeacus



		Polynices



		Diomedes of Argos









		Lustful Lovers



		Patroclus



		Ganymede



		Paris



		Hylas



		Phylius



		Kalamos & Karpos



		Aëtos



		Rhesus



		Leucippus



		Hyacinthus



		Iasion



		Orpheus



		Euthynicus



		Promachus



		Melanippus



		Hymen



		Daphnis



		Prosymnus



		Coresus



		Eurybarus



		Ampelos









		Tricky Thinkers



		Acoetes



		Epeius



		Helenus



		Panthous



		Glaucus of Boeotia



		Palamedes



		Telemachus



		Asclepius



		Calchas



		Iolaus



		Amphiaraus



		Chiron



		Aesacus



		Daedalus



		Tiresias



		Alcinous



		Triptolemus



		Sinon









		Painfully Punished



		Salmoneus



		Ajax the Lesser



		Sisyphus



		Marsyas



		Orestes



		Ancaeus



		Eurylochus



		Pirithous



		Alectryon



		Tmolus



		Erysichthon



		Morrheus



		Cerambus



		Orion



		The Cercopes



		Lycurgus









		Unexpected Underdogs



		Philoctetes



		Cyparissus



		Linus



		Eumaeus



		Cleobis & Biton



		Phaethon



		Tennes



		Pholus



		Alcmaeon



		Glaucus of Crete



		Carnus



		Dolon



		Euphemus



		Lycaon of Troy



		Idas



		Elpenor



		Iphicles



		Amaleus



		Lepreus









		Savage Scoundrels



		Diomedes of Thrace



		Periphetes



		Tityus



		Augeas



		Neoptolemus



		Geryon



		Sinis



		Ixion



		Trambelus



		Eurystheus



		Sciron



		Cycnus



		Autolycus



		Eurypylus & co



		Amycus



		Lityerses



		Eurymachus



		Cacus



		Polites



		Syleus



		Leucus



		Procrustes



		Termerus



		Melanthius









		Frightful Fathers



		Thespius



		Cercyon



		Nauplius



		Echetus



		Lycaon of Arcadia



		Thymoetes



		Tantalus of Lydia



		Laertes



		Phoenix



		Crotopus



		Tantalus of Elis



		Antenor



		Icarius



		Lyrcus



		Sithon



		Eupeithes



		Cydon









		Further Reading



		Acknowledgements



		About the Publisher











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Introduction















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LIZZY TIFFIN

MYTHS & LEGENDS
FROM THE BAD BOYS OF ANCIENT GREECE

rrrrr
NNNNN





OEBPS/images/9780008791339_Cover.jpg
. MYTHS & LEGENDS e
, FROM THE BAD BOYS OF ANCIENT GREECE ~





