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INTRODUCTION: AT THE CROSSROADS

An old fable, largely forgotten today, bears repeating here: A youth walking through a wood finds two roads diverging. Two beautiful maidens stand before him, one on the right fork, the other on the left. In a lovely poem by American classicist Richmond Lattimore the girl on the left beckons him forth, hailing him by his name:


Hercules. Here your way lies, my way. Here.

Take my hand, I will show you, but see how temperate, gentle and green

It goes. So shall your dearest life go with your hand in mine. Never fear,

I shall not leave you. Between

Here and your days’ end think nothing but cool progress, soft-soled

Walking, sleep for hours, blithe company, agemates outwrestled, girls – yes,

creamy legs, blond

Looks; long nights of shorn white rosefall; for sedate age, goods and gold;

Green sinews, honors lightly lifted, good memories. Look not beyond.

This is real.



The girl on the right, no less lovely for being so grim of expression, offers something else entirely: struggle, battle, blistering sun by day and ferocious beasts by night. Hunger, want, thirst, and endless battle under all these conditions, and worse. He will die a horrible death, but live a hundred adventures beforehand. Those who love him will betray him, but he will be loved a thousand times more by countless millions he will never meet.

You don’t need to be a mythology expert to know which fork he chose.

I knew almost nothing about Hercules when my editor at Marvel Comics called me in the summer of 2007 to co-write with Greg Pak a series starring that company’s version of the most legendary of all legendary heroes. While I was waiting for the first face-to-face meeting to kick off the book, I grabbed a yellowing library-reject copy of Edith Hamilton’s ubiquitous Mythology paperback off my shelf and began boning up on the character, slightly skeptical that these too-oft-told tales would have anything to bring to a modern reader.

How wrong I was.
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Hercules at the Crossroads (Corbis)

The old myths, like a bad game of telephone, have been retold into amorphous blandness – like Will Rogers’ old joke that it’s not what you don’t know that hurts you, but what you think you know, but don’t.

You don’t know Hercules. Worse, you think you do, but you’re wrong.

What I discovered, and continued to discover throughout what turned out to be an astoundingly successful collaboration between myself and Pak that lasted until last year, was a complex, tormented, violent, passionate character. He was not good because he was noble, but because when he saw a wrong he acted without thought to right it; but, enslaved by impulse, he committed as many crimes as he rectified.

Ultimately, what Hercules is, is a man: the man, the epitome of all that is right and wrong with that gender, and that is why our paternalistic society has remained obsessed with him for centuries. He is a hero, and a worker, and a breadwinner, and a warrior, and a lover. Also, a wife-beater, a philanderer, a murderer, a drunkard, and a lazy good-for-nothing.

He did not choose just one road, Virtue, and walk down it never to be seen again. He has faced that crossroads and had to make that choice most days of his life. And at times he has chosen wrongly. Many times.

So have we all, and that’s why we see ourselves in him.

This is his story.

Fred Van Lente, Brooklyn, 2012


CLASSICAL SOURCES

Wherever possible I’ve tried to follow the ancient sources to construct my Hercules narrative. As these sources, written across centuries, often contradict each other, I’ve synthesized as best I could these oxymoronic elements into a seamless cause-and-effect narrative without sacrificing, I hope, much “accuracy,” whatever that means in this context, in terms of the original, accepted legends.

Some of the most moving accounts of Hercules’ life are in the dramas of the ancient tragedians. Euripides’ Heracles served as the basis for my and Greg Pak’s modern series of graphic novels, The Incredible Hercules. The poet and classicist Anne Carson adapted that play and three others into a wonderful book called Grief Lessons; I’m using her translation here. Euripides’ earlier play, The Children of Hercules, provides great insight into other players in this great drama, his mother, Alcmene, his sidekick and lover Iolaus, and his son Hyllus. Euripides’ Alcestis tells of Hercules’ rescue of the titular queen while performing his Eighth Labor. Sophocles’ The Women of Trachis is a character study of his doomed wife Deianira.

Any survey of Classical poetry involving Hercules should start at Ovid’s justly beloved Metamorphoses (“Transformations”), a Roman account of the ancient myths written at around the same time as Christ’s birth. Here I’m using a very “modern” free verse translation from Charles Boer. The Shield of Heracles is a ballad of the battle between the hero and Ares’ monstrous son Cycnus by Hesiod. As one might tell from the name, Apollonius Rhodius’s Argonautica narrates the adventures of Jason and the crew of Argo, of which Hercules was a member. Bacchylides’ Ode V relates the hero’s journey into the Underworld.

[image: images]

Bust of Hercules in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (Si Sheppard)

Other, non-fiction ancient sources include the great travelogue Description of Greece, written by Pausanias in the second century AD, which I’ve used to invoke the landscape of the Mediterranean world as explored by Hercules during his adventures. Diodorus Siculus’s Library of History helps us understand how ancient peoples tried to separate fact from myth. Apollodorus’s The Library is an invaluable collection of those myths from the Classical Greeks themselves.
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PRINCE OF THEBES

The Family of Hercules

Hera, Queen of Olympus, dreamt of War in Heaven. Her husband and brother, Zeus, wielder of the thunderbolt, had seized power from their forebears, the Titans, the monstrous sons of Mother Earth (Gaea) and Father Sky (Uranus). The more human-looking gods were direct descendants of the youngest Titan, Cronus, who agreed to help his mother slay his father for imprisoning her other children, the Cyclopes, in the subterranean depths of Tartarus. After Cronus castrated Uranus and hurled his manhood into the sea, the dying Sky-Father warned his treacherous son that he, too, would be slain by his own offspring. A panicked Cronus swore to avoid that fate, becoming as ruthless a tyrant as his father. Betraying his mother, he assumed the throne of Heaven and swallowed each of his children as they were born. He missed only wily Zeus, who was spirited away by his mother, Rhea, to be raised in a nearby cave. She tricked Cronus into devouring a rock swaddled in a baby’s blanket instead.

Once he reached manhood, Zeus infiltrated Cronus’s court as a cup-bearer and slipped him a poison that forced him to vomit up the children he had swallowed: the sea god, Poseidon; dark Hades, soon to be lord of the Underworld; maternal Hestia of the hearth; beautiful, passionate Hera; indefatigable Demeter of the harvest. Once freed, the gods united to destroy Cronus and his brother and sister Titans.

The two forces waged an unimaginable battle for supremacy across Thessaly, ending only when the triumphant gods hurled the monsters’ broken forms into the depths of Tartarus to join the Cyclopes, never to be heard from again. With Father Sky dead, Atlas, the general of the Titans, was forced to keep the heavens aloft on his shoulders. Clever Prometheus, though spared the vengeance of the gods in the initial Titanomachy, would earn Zeus’s enmity by sharing the divine secret of fire with primitive man, and so the new King of the Gods chained him to a rock to have his immortal guts forever devoured by an eagle, only for them to grow back to be devoured all over again the next day.

Nevertheless the Titans’ cousins, the Giants, remained free and unconquered. The blood from the castrated penis of Uranus had fallen in great drops to the land of Phlegra, setting the plains on fire and birthing these incomprehensibly awful creatures who then scattered across the Mediterranean world. Hera, blessed with the gift of prophecy since she was a girl, saw that the time would come – and soon, in the way the gods measured it – when the giants would unite in rebellion, storm the gods’ home of Mount Olympus, overthrow Zeus just as he overthrew his father Cronus, just as Cronus overthrew his father Uranus. They would then break open the seals to Tartarus to unleash the monstrous Titans on the world of men, who could not comprehend, much less respond to such a cataclysm.
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Hercules’s mortal family was as great a help as his divine one on his adventures (if not more so); his nephew Iolaus, depicted here on a marble slab dating to the second century BC, served as his charioteer, shield-bearer, and, some said, lover. (Getty)

But Hera also saw that the savior of the gods would not be divine, but one born of mortal woman who came wrapped in the skin of a lion.

Zeus and Hera could not agree on who this mortal champion should be, however. The Goddess of Marriage insisted on the son of a nobleman, Eurystheus, heir to the throne of Mycenae. Eurystheus traced his lineage directly back to Zeus’s own son Perseus, the first and up until now the greatest of the great Greek heroes, the slayer of Medusa and rescuer of Andromeda, whom he then married.

The princess bore Perseus two sons, Sthenelus, father of Eurystheus, and Electryon. The latter ascended to the throne first, and sired a stunningly beautiful daughter, Alcmene. “Her face and her dark eyes wafted such charm as comes from golden Aphrodite,” Hesiod writes of her in The Shield of Heracles. “And she so honored her husband in her heart as none of womankind did before her.”

That husband’s name was Amphitryon, also one of Perseus’s descendants, a general and fighter of renowned strength who would have been destined for great things in Mycenae if it had not been for a tragic accident. Having rescued his father-in-law’s cattle from bandits, Amphitryon was returning them to the palace when he threw his club at a straggling steer to nudge it back into the herd; but he missed and struck Electryon instead, killing his father-in-law instantly. Sthenelus inherited the throne and exiled Amphitryon for murder. Taking with him his grieving wife Alcmene, the general fled to the city-state of Thebes, where his maternal uncle Creon ruled. The king pardoned his nephew for what was clearly an unintentional crime.
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Zeus watched this pitiful affair unfold from high Olympus and was vexed that a noble warrior like Amphitryon had been brought to disgrace by cruel fate. He did not wish to further reward craven Sthenelus by making his son the gods’ champion as Hera intended; preferably, that honor would go to the house of Amphitryon and thereby restore some of its tarnished luster.

And, not coincidentally, the notoriously libidinous King of Heaven had burned with desire for beauteous Alcmene ever since he had laid eyes on her. The pleasures of siring this great hero Zeus coveted for himself alone, just as he had sired Perseus by impregnating Danaë in the form of golden rain.

Now, though, Zeus chose a more conventional method of conception. Alcmene had refused to perform her wifely duties until her husband hunted down and destroyed the Taphian pirates who had killed her brothers. Once the general sallied forth on this campaign, Zeus descended to Greece in Amphitryon’s form. Slipping into Alcmene’s bed he told her the deed had been done, and the grateful princess welcomed him into her arms. Zeus obligingly brought her to the heights of pleasure that only a man who was more than mortal, with centuries to hone his skill at love, ever could.

The Wrath of Hera

Once the Queen of Heaven learned how her husband had thwarted her, she was doubly furious. Not only had he thrown his support behind a rival for her own pick for the gods’ champion, he had fathered the bastard himself by violating their wedding vows for the hundredth time.

At first she tried to prevent the child from ever entering the world. Alcmene’s pregnancy was bad enough on its own: “Weight stretched my womb so, you knew Jove (Zeus) fathered it!” Ovid has her exclaim in the ninth book of his Metamorphoses. “I couldn’t bear the pain; even now, talking, cold terror strikes my limbs remembering labor; seven excruciating days and nights ... I struggle, yell, mad, vain insults at ungrateful Jove, want to die, words to move hardest rocks.”
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A statue of Hera, queen of the gods and the greatest enemy of Hercules.

Adding insult to injury, Hera commanded Eileithyia, Goddess of Childbirth and Midwifery, to go to Alcmene’s home and sit by the family altar, crossing her legs and whispering charms to prevent the infant from emerging – at least until Eurystheus’s mother completed the labor she was undergoing at the same time in Argos, so Hera’s champion could enjoy firstborn status.

The mothers of Thebes, summoned by Alcmene’s
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Exile and Triumph
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Divine Madness












IN THE NIGHT SKY
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