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​PREFACE

I've always been fascinated by how the Greeks imagined their gods. Not as distant, perfect beings floating somewhere beyond human understanding, but as personalities—flawed, passionate, petty, generous, cruel, loving. Sometimes all at once.

Zeus cheated on his wife constantly. Hera spent half her immortal life plotting revenge. Aphrodite started a war because someone said another woman was prettier. Dionysus just wanted everyone to have a good time and didn't care who got hurt in the process. These aren't the sanitized deities of Sunday school. These are gods who feel real because they're messy.

That's what this book is about.

Thirty gods, each shown twice. First, a portrait—the god as they might appear if you encountered them, if such a thing were possible. Then, a scene from their myths, the moments that define them. Zeus hurling lightning. Persephone caught between two worlds. Prometheus stealing fire and paying the price. The stories we've been telling for thousands of years because they still mean something.

I chose to paint them in the Romantic style—think Delacroix, Turner, that whole nineteenth-century tradition of drama and emotion and paint that looks like it's moving. It felt right. The Romantics understood the sublime, that mix of awe and terror you'd feel standing before something greater than yourself. That's what the gods were supposed to inspire.

The book starts with the twelve Olympians, the main players. Then we go back further, to the Titans and primordial deities who came before Zeus and his siblings took over. Finally, the gods of the underworld and the minor deities—the ones who governed specific things like victory, revenge, sleep, death. They're less famous but no less important to the people who worshipped them.

Each god gets two texts as well as two images. The first introduces them—who they are, what they represent, why they mattered. The second goes deeper into their myths and symbolism. I've tried to write these in a way that's informative without being dry, that treats the myths as the living stories they once were.

Because here's the thing: these gods aren't real. We know that. The temples are ruins. Nobody sacrifices bulls to Poseidon before a sea voyage anymore. But the gods represent things that are real—power, love, death, creativity, chaos, order, the forces that shape our lives whether we acknowledge them or not.

When you look at Athena, you're looking at the idea that wisdom and strategy matter. When you see Ares, you're confronting humanity's capacity for violence. Aphrodite is desire in all its beauty and destruction. Hades is the inevitability we all face.

The Greeks knew their gods weren't perfect. That was the point. Perfection is boring and inhuman. The gods were super-powered versions of ourselves, which made them useful for understanding the world and our place in it.

So welcome to Olympus. Thirty gods, sixty images, sixty texts. Some you'll know. Some might surprise you. All of them have something to say, if you're willing to listen.

––––––––
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​ZEUS
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​King of Gods, Lord of the Sky

You can't talk about Greek mythology without starting with Zeus. He's the big one, the king, the god who sits at the top of Olympus and decides how the universe runs. Thunder, lightning, storms—all his. Justice, order, kingship—also his. The Greeks didn't mess around when they imagined their chief deity. They gave him everything.

But here's what makes Zeus interesting: he wasn't born into power. He had to fight for it.

His father, Kronos, was a Titan who ruled before the Olympian gods existed. Kronos had heard a prophecy that one of his children would overthrow him, so he did what any rational paranoid deity would do—he swallowed his kids whole the moment they were born. Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Hades, Poseidon—down the hatch, all of them, trapped inside their father's belly like some nightmare version of a family reunion.

When Zeus was born, his mother Rhea had had enough. She'd watched five children disappear into Kronos's gullet, and she wasn't about to let it happen again. She hid the baby on the island of Crete, in a cave on Mount Ida, and gave Kronos a stone wrapped in blankets instead. He swallowed it without even looking. Zeus grew up in secret, raised by nymphs and fed on honey and the milk of the goat Amalthea, until he was strong enough to face his father.

The confrontation was inevitable. When Zeus came of age, he returned and tricked Kronos into drinking a potion that made him vomit up everything he'd swallowed—first the stone, then all five of Zeus's siblings. They emerged fully grown and, understandably, furious. Together, they declared war on the Titans.

The Titanomachy lasted ten years. A full decade of cosmic battle that shook the foundations of the world. Mountains crumbled. The earth split open. The sky itself seemed ready to collapse. Zeus knew they needed an advantage, so he descended into Tartarus, the deepest pit of the underworld, and freed the Cyclopes—one-eyed giants who'd been imprisoned there by Kronos. In gratitude, the Cyclopes forged weapons for the three brothers: the lightning bolt for Zeus, the trident for Poseidon, the helmet of invisibility for Hades.

With the lightning bolt in hand, Zeus led the final assault. He struck down Kronos and the other Titans, casting them into Tartarus and sealing them there for eternity. The war was over. The old order had fallen. A new generation of gods claimed the throne.

After the victory, Zeus and his brothers drew lots to divide the cosmos. Zeus got the sky and the upper world. Poseidon got the sea. Hades got the underworld. And Zeus, as the one who'd led the rebellion, became king of them all.

So what did the Greeks see when they looked at Zeus? Power, obviously. Authority. The ability to enforce order and punish those who broke it. He was the god you swore oaths by, the one who witnessed contracts and treaties. Kings claimed descent from him. Fathers invoked his name when disciplining their children. He represented the structure that held society together, the force that kept chaos at bay.

But Zeus was also famously flawed. His list of affairs is legendary—mortal women, nymphs, Titanesses, sometimes other goddesses. He fathered countless children, many of whom became heroes or gods themselves. Athena sprang fully armored from his head after he swallowed her mother Metis. Apollo and Artemis were born to the Titaness Leto after Hera tried to prevent their birth. Hermes, Dionysus, Perseus, Heracles—all sons of Zeus by different mothers. His wife Hera spent most of her immortal existence furious about these betrayals, and honestly, who could blame her?

The Greeks didn't try to excuse this behavior. They didn't write apologetics or claim Zeus was misunderstood. They just accepted it as part of who he was. He embodied power in all its forms—creative and destructive, just and arbitrary, protective and dangerous. He could be generous or cruel depending on his mood. He saved humanity from destruction more than once, but he also sent floods and plagues when mortals angered him.

That's the paradox of Zeus. He's the god of order, but he's also chaotic. He enforces justice, but he's not always fair. He's the king, but he's not perfect. The Greeks understood something important: power doesn't make you good. It just makes you powerful.

When you see Zeus in art—whether ancient sculpture or Romantic painting—he's usually shown with his lightning bolt, often with an eagle at his side, his sacred bird. He looks strong, mature, commanding. Bearded and dignified. The kind of figure you'd instinctively respect, or fear, or both.

That's Zeus. King of gods. Master of the sky. The one who overthrew his father and built a new world order. Flawed, powerful, essential. The god who proved that even divine authority has to be earned, and that holding onto it requires constant vigilance. The throne of Olympus wasn't a gift. It was a conquest. And Zeus never let anyone forget it.

[image: ]
​SYMBOLS, MYTHS, AND the Weight of the Throne

The lightning bolt is the obvious symbol. Everyone knows that one. But Zeus had others—the eagle, the oak tree, the bull. Each meant something specific to the people who worshipped him, and together they painted a picture of what he represented.

The eagle was his messenger and his eyes. It soared higher than any other bird, saw farther, moved faster. Kings and generals loved that imagery—the all-seeing ruler who missed nothing, who could strike from above without warning. The oak tree was sacred to Zeus because it was strong, deep-rooted, enduring. It survived storms that toppled lesser trees. When Greeks wanted to consult Zeus directly, they'd travel to Dodona in northwestern Greece, where priests interpreted the rustling of oak leaves as the god's voice. The bull symbolized raw power and fertility, which makes sense given Zeus's reputation for both.

But let's talk about some of the myths that really defined him, the stories that showed different facets of his character.

There's the story of Prometheus, the Titan who'd actually sided with Zeus during the war against Kronos. Prometheus was clever, a trickster, and he liked humanity more than most gods did. When Zeus restricted fire from mortals—keeping that technology for the gods alone—Prometheus stole it and gave it to humans anyway. He knew exactly what he was doing. Fire meant warmth, cooked food, metalworking, civilization itself. It shifted the balance between gods and mortals.

Zeus was furious. Not just because Prometheus broke the rules, but because he'd empowered humanity in a way that made them less dependent on divine favor. So Zeus chained Prometheus to a rock in the Caucasus Mountains and sent an eagle—his sacred bird, notably—to eat the Titan's liver every day. The liver grew back every night. Eternal punishment for eternal defiance. It took Heracles, Zeus's own son, to eventually free him, and even then only because Zeus allowed it.

Harsh? Absolutely. But it shows how Zeus viewed cosmic order. You don't break the rules, even for noble reasons. Especially for noble reasons, because those are the most dangerous.

Then there's the flood myth, which appears in various forms across Greek literature. Humanity had become corrupt, violent, disrespectful to the gods. Zeus looked down from Olympus and decided the whole experiment had failed. Time to start over. He sent a catastrophic flood that drowned the world, wiping out nearly everyone. Only two mortals survived—Deucalion, son of Prometheus, and his wife Pyrrha. They'd been warned and built a boat. After nine days and nights, the waters receded. They landed on Mount Parnassus and asked the gods how to repopulate the earth. The answer: throw stones over your shoulders. The stones became people. Deucalion's stones became men, Pyrrha's became women.

It's Zeus as the ultimate reset button, willing to destroy everything if it means restoring balance and starting fresh. Terrifying when you think about it.

But he wasn't always the destroyer. When Typhon rose from Tartarus—a monster so massive and terrifying that most of the Olympians fled in panic—Zeus stood his ground. Typhon had a hundred dragon heads, eyes that shot fire, and a voice that could shatter mountains. The battle between them nearly tore the world apart. At one point Typhon actually won, cutting the tendons from Zeus's hands and feet and hiding them. But Zeus recovered, reclaimed his tendons, and in the final confrontation hurled Mount Etna on top of Typhon, trapping him forever. The monster's fiery breath still erupts as volcanic fury. That myth mattered because it showed Zeus as protector, the one god strong enough to face primordial chaos and win.

His relationship with mortals was endlessly complicated. He fathered heroes like Perseus and Heracles specifically to help humanity, to fight monsters and complete impossible tasks that made the world safer. But he also demanded respect, sacrifice, proper worship. Cross him and you'd end up like King Lycaon, who tried to trick Zeus by serving him human flesh at a banquet. Zeus turned him into a wolf on the spot. The message was clear: don't test the king of gods.

Interestingly, Zeus was also the god of hospitality—xenia, the sacred bond between host and guest. Strangers and travelers were under his protection. Turn away someone in need, and you risked divine wrath. Some myths have Zeus and other gods disguising themselves as poor travelers to test mortals' generosity. Those who failed paid dearly. Those who passed sometimes received blessings beyond imagining.

What's fascinating is how the Greeks balanced their view of Zeus. Yes, he was unfaithful. Yes, he could be petty, vengeful, arbitrary. But he was also the one who maintained cosmic order, who kept the Titans imprisoned in Tartarus, who prevented chaos from consuming everything. He wasn't a moral exemplar. He was a king, with all the power and flaws that entailed.

In Romantic art, Zeus appears as the sublime made flesh—terrible and beautiful, overwhelming in presence. Storm clouds, lightning, the sense that you're looking at a force of nature that could destroy you without effort. That's the Zeus the Greeks knew. Not a distant, perfect deity, but a god who felt real because he contained contradictions. Power and chaos. Justice and caprice. Protection and destruction. He was all of it, and the Greeks worshipped him not despite the contradictions, but because of them.
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​HERA
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​Queen of Heaven, Goddess of Marriage

Hera gets a bad reputation. In most retellings, she's the jealous wife, the vengeful goddess who punishes Zeus's lovers and their children. And yes, she did those things. But if you only see Hera as the angry spouse, you're missing the point.

She was the Queen of Heaven. The most powerful goddess on Olympus. The protector of marriage, women, and childbirth. She ruled alongside Zeus not because she had to, but because she was his equal in authority, even if the myths don't always show it that way.

Hera was one of the children Kronos swallowed. She spent her early existence trapped inside her father's stomach along with her siblings, until Zeus freed them and led the rebellion against the Titans. After the war, Zeus pursued her. Some versions say he courted her for three hundred years before she agreed to marry him. Others say he tricked her by transforming into a bedraggled cuckoo bird during a storm. When Hera took pity on the poor creature and held it to her breast to warm it, Zeus revealed himself and, well, things escalated from there.

Either way, their wedding was a cosmic event. All the gods attended. The earth itself gave Hera a gift—a tree that bore golden apples, which she planted in a garden at the edge of the world and set a dragon to guard. That garden would later become famous when Heracles had to steal some of those apples as one of his labors.

As Queen of Olympus, Hera had real power. She presided over marriages and protected women during childbirth, two of the most important and dangerous transitions in ancient Greek life. Women prayed to her for safe deliveries. Brides made offerings at her temples. She represented the sanctity of the marriage bond, the idea that vows mattered and should be honored.

Which makes the whole situation with Zeus particularly painful.

Zeus couldn't stay faithful. It wasn't even close. He pursued goddesses, nymphs, mortal women—anyone who caught his eye. He transformed into animals, golden showers, whatever it took. And every time, Hera found out. Every single time.

Here's the thing, though: Hera couldn't punish Zeus directly. He was king of the gods, more powerful than her in raw strength. So she did what she could. She went after his lovers and their children. Io got turned into a cow and tormented by a gadfly that chased her across the world. Callisto became a bear. Semele was tricked into asking Zeus to reveal his true form, which incinerated her instantly. Heracles—Zeus's most famous son—spent his entire life suffering under tasks Hera imposed on him.

Was it fair? No. The lovers were often victims themselves, mortal women who had no way to refuse a god. But Hera's rage wasn't really about them. It was about betrayal, humiliation, the constant public reminder that her husband didn't respect their marriage. She was the goddess of marriage, and her own was a disaster. The irony wasn't lost on the Greeks.

But Hera wasn't just defined by her anger. She had moments of genuine power and dignity. When the hero Jason needed help on his quest for the Golden Fleece, Hera supported him because he'd once helped her cross a river when she was disguised as an old woman. She remembered kindness. When the Trojans and Greeks went to war, Hera sided with the Greeks and used all her considerable influence to help them, even defying Zeus at times.

She also had a fierce protective streak. Mess with something under her protection—a marriage, a woman in labor, a sacred vow—and you'd face her wrath. She wasn't cruel for cruelty's sake. She was defending what she believed in.

The peacock became her sacred bird because of the story of Argus, a giant with a hundred eyes whom Hera set to guard Io after she'd been transformed. When Hermes killed Argus on Zeus's orders, Hera took the giant's eyes and placed them on the peacock's tail as a memorial. Even in grief, she created something beautiful.

In art, Hera appears regal, crowned, often with her peacock or holding a pomegranate—symbol of marriage and fertility. She looks like a queen because that's what she was. Powerful, dignified, and yes, angry. But her anger came from a place of pain, from being trapped in a role that demanded she uphold an ideal her own husband constantly violated.

Hera wasn't perfect. But she was real. A goddess who felt betrayal deeply, who fought back the only way she could, and who never stopped being the Queen of Heaven, no matter how much Zeus humiliated her. That's the paradox of Hera—she represented the sanctity of marriage while enduring the worst marriage on Olympus. And somehow, she never stopped believing that vows should mean something.
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​SACRED SYMBOLS AND the Price of Being Queen

Hera's symbols tell you everything about who she was and what she represented. The peacock, the pomegranate, the cow, the diadem. Each one carried meaning that the Greeks understood instinctively.

The peacock is the most famous. Those iridescent tail feathers with their distinctive eye patterns became associated with Hera after she honored Argus Panoptes, the hundred-eyed giant. Zeus had been having an affair with Io, a priestess of Hera's own temple—the audacity—so Hera transformed Io into a white cow and set Argus to watch her constantly. With a hundred eyes, Argus never fully slept. He was the perfect guard. But Zeus sent Hermes to free Io, and Hermes lulled all hundred eyes to sleep with music and stories, then killed the giant. Hera, grieving for her faithful servant, took his eyes and placed them on the peacock's tail. The bird became a living memorial, a reminder that Hera never forgot loyalty or betrayal.

The pomegranate represented marriage and fertility, but also the binding nature of vows. Once you ate pomegranate seeds in the underworld, you were bound there—just ask Persephone. For Hera, the pomegranate symbolized the permanence of marriage, the idea that some bonds can't be broken no matter how much you might want to.

The cow seems like an odd choice for a queen, but it made sense to the Greeks. Cows were valuable, essential for agriculture and survival. "Cow-eyed Hera" was actually a compliment in Homer's writing—it meant she had large, beautiful, soulful eyes. The association also connected back to Io and the many cattle Hera was said to own, symbols of wealth and power.

Her temples were significant. The Heraion of Samos was one of the largest temples in the ancient Greek world, and the Heraion of Argos was where her cult was particularly strong. Women came to these temples for blessings on their marriages and safe childbirth. Hera's priestesses held real social power.

But let's talk about some of the myths that show different sides of her character.

There's the story of the Judgment of Paris, which started the Trojan War. The goddess Eris—Discord herself—tossed a golden apple inscribed "for the fairest" into a wedding feast. Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite all claimed it. They forced Paris, a Trojan prince, to judge between them. Each goddess offered him a bribe. Hera offered power, dominion over all of Asia. Athena offered wisdom and victory in battle. Aphrodite offered the most beautiful woman in the world—Helen of Sparta. Paris chose Aphrodite, and Hera never forgave him or Troy. She spent the entire Trojan War working to destroy the city, and she succeeded. That's Hera—patient, relentless, and absolutely committed to revenge when wronged.

Then there's the rebellion against Zeus. Yes, Hera actually tried to overthrow him once. She convinced Poseidon and Athena to help her. While Zeus slept, they bound him with chains. But Thetis, a sea nymph, freed him by summoning a hundred-handed giant. Zeus punished the conspirators. He hung Hera from the sky with golden chains, with anvils attached to her feet. She dangled there in humiliation until she swore never to rebel again. It's a brutal story, but it shows that Hera had the courage to challenge Zeus directly, even knowing the risk.

Her relationship with Heracles is worth examining too. She hated him from birth because he was living proof of Zeus's infidelity with the mortal woman Alcmene. She sent serpents to kill him in his cradle—he strangled them. She drove him mad so he killed his own wife and children—he survived and performed the Twelve Labors as penance. She opposed him at every turn, and yet Heracles eventually earned her respect. After his death and apotheosis, Hera allowed him to marry her daughter Hebe on Olympus. Forgiveness, finally, but only after he'd proven himself beyond any doubt.

What's interesting is that Hera's anger was often justified, even if her targets weren't. She was defending her position, her dignity, her role as queen and goddess of marriage. In a world where women had limited power, Hera used what she had. She couldn't divorce Zeus. She couldn't leave Olympus. So she fought back in the ways available to her.

The Greeks didn't worship Hera because she was kind or forgiving. They worshipped her because she was powerful, because she protected what mattered—marriage, family, the bonds that held society together. She was the queen who refused to be diminished, even when her own husband constantly tried.

In Romantic paintings, Hera appears with all the contradictions intact—beautiful and terrible, regal and wounded, powerful and trapped. That's the truth of her. She was the Queen of Heaven, and heaven was sometimes a prison. But she wore her crown anyway, and she never stopped demanding the respect she was owed.
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​POSEIDON
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​Lord of the Sea, Earthshaker

Poseidon ruled the sea, but calling him just a water god misses the point. He controlled everything the ocean touched—coastlines, islands, ships, sailors, sea creatures. And he didn't stop there. He was also the Earthshaker, the god of earthquakes and horses. The Greeks understood that the sea and the earth were connected, that both could be calm one moment and violently destructive the next. That was Poseidon.

Like Zeus and Hera, Poseidon was one of Kronos's swallowed children. He spent his early existence trapped in his father's belly until Zeus freed them all and started the war against the Titans. Poseidon fought alongside his siblings, and the Cyclopes forged him a weapon to match Zeus's lightning bolt—the trident, a three-pronged spear that could command the waves, split rock, and shake the foundations of the earth.

After the Titanomachy ended and the Olympians won, the three brothers divided the cosmos by drawing lots. Zeus got the sky and became king. Hades got the underworld. Poseidon got the sea, and he built his palace in the depths, a magnificent structure of coral and gems where he lived with his wife Amphitrite, a sea goddess, and their son Triton.

But Poseidon wasn't content just ruling the ocean. He wanted more. He competed with other gods for patronage of cities, and he didn't take losing well.

The most famous contest was for Athens. Both Poseidon and Athena wanted the city. The people said they'd choose whichever god gave them the better gift. Poseidon struck the ground with his trident, and a spring burst forth. Impressive, except the water was salty—useless for drinking. Athena planted an olive tree, which provided food, oil, and wood. The Athenians chose her. Poseidon was furious. He flooded the surrounding plains in revenge. That was typical Poseidon—powerful, proud, and quick to anger when he felt disrespected.

He had a similar dispute with Hera over Argos, with Helios over Corinth, with Zeus over Aegina. He lost most of these contests, which only made him more resentful. Poseidon had a chip on his shoulder about being second to Zeus, and it showed.

His temper was legendary. When King Laomedon of Troy refused to pay Poseidon and Apollo for building the city's walls, Poseidon sent a sea monster to ravage the coast. When Odysseus blinded Poseidon's son, the Cyclops Polyphemus, Poseidon made sure Odysseus suffered for ten years trying to get home, shipwrecking him repeatedly, killing his crew, making his journey a nightmare. Cross Poseidon, and he'd make you pay.

But he could also be generous to those who honored him. Sailors made offerings before voyages, pouring wine into the sea and praying for safe passage. Coastal cities built temples to him. The Isthmian Games, held near Corinth, were dedicated to Poseidon. He protected those who respected the sea and understood its power.

Poseidon's connection to horses seems odd until you remember that horses were associated with the sea in Greek thought—their manes like waves, their power and speed like ocean currents. Some myths say Poseidon created the first horse by striking a rock with his trident. Others say he took the form of a stallion when pursuing the goddess Demeter. Either way, horses were sacred to him, and he was often called Poseidon Hippios—Poseidon of the Horses.

His children were a mixed bunch. With Amphitrite, he had Triton, a merman who blew a conch shell to calm or raise the waves. But Poseidon also had affairs, and his offspring from those unions were often monstrous. The Cyclops Polyphemus was his son. So was the giant Antaeus, who drew strength from touching the earth. Theseus, the hero who killed the Minotaur, was sometimes claimed as Poseidon's son. Pegasus, the winged horse, sprang from the blood of Medusa after Perseus killed her—and Medusa had been pregnant by Poseidon at the time.

In art, Poseidon appears powerful and wild, often emerging from waves or standing in a chariot pulled by hippocampi—creatures that were half horse, half fish. He's muscular, bearded, holding his trident. He looks like someone you wouldn't want to anger, which is exactly right.

Poseidon was the sea in all its moods—beautiful and terrible, life-giving and deadly, calm and catastrophic. The Greeks respected him because they had to. Their civilization depended on the sea for trade, travel, food, survival. And the sea didn't care about fairness or mercy. It just was. That was Poseidon. Powerful, unpredictable, essential, and dangerous. The god who could drown you or carry you safely home, depending on his mood.
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​SYMBOLS, MYTHS, AND the Fury of the Deep

The trident is Poseidon's most recognizable symbol, but it meant more than just a weapon. Those three prongs represented his dominion over the three aspects of water—the sea, rivers, and springs. When he struck the earth with it, earthquakes followed. When he pointed it at the ocean, storms rose or calmed. The trident was power made physical, the ability to reshape the world with a gesture.

Horses were sacred to him, which makes sense once you see the connection. The Greeks watched waves crash against shores and saw galloping herds. They felt the earth shake during earthquakes and imagined massive horses stampeding beneath the ground. Poseidon as horse-god wasn't separate from Poseidon as sea-god—it was all the same elemental force, wild and unstoppable.

Dolphins were his messengers and companions. In one myth, Poseidon pursued the sea nymph Amphitrite, but she fled because she wanted to remain a virgin. A dolphin found her, convinced her to reconsider, and brought her back to Poseidon. In gratitude, Poseidon placed the dolphin among the stars as the constellation Delphinus. Dolphins were considered good omens at sea, signs that Poseidon was watching favorably.

Bulls were also associated with him, representing his raw power and his connection to fertility and earthquakes. The famous bull that terrorized Marathon, which Theseus eventually captured, was said to be a gift from Poseidon. And the
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