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Turning now to the chief god of the Greek pantheon we'll examine Zeus.  It is not terribly surprising that he is not only a power deity as we've already seen and discussed but also a prolific father.

Zeus
	
Zeus' name basically means "god".  His name is thought by etymologists to derive from the same Indo-European root that produced the Greek word "theos" and the Latin word "deus", both of which mean "god".  Incidentally, the first part of the name of his Roman counterpart "Jūppiter" derives from the same root and thus his name means "father of the gods".


Zeus has many epithets as you would expect.  He is called "king of the gods", "thundering", "aegis-wielding", and "storm-bringer".  He is not only the god of thunder and the sky, but also a god of hospitality.  Zeus Xenios (Zeus the Hospitable) protected the relationship between hosts and their guests, and the Greeks thought Zeus punished those who abused this relationship. It was said by one Greek author that of all the gods Zeus alone had the power to accomplish his will without leaving his throne.
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Red-figure vase painting of Zeus wielding the thunderbolt.


Zeus' Divine Children


We've already examined that many of the Olympians were his children.  By Hera he was the father of Ares, Hephaistos, Hebe, and Eileithuia. By Leto he was the father of Artemis and Apollon.  By Maia he was the father of Hermes and by Demeter he was the father of Persephone.  He gave birth to Athene from his own head, either with or without Metis being the mother.  Homer says Aphrodite was his daughter by Dione, though Hesiod says Aphrodite was the motherless daughter of Ouranos.  


By Themis he was the father of the three Horai (Eirene, Eunomia, and Dike).  By Eurynome he was the father of the three Charites (Aglaia, Euphrosyne, and Thalia).  These two sets of minor goddesses are called the Seasons and the Graces respectively and their roles seem to have been rather vaguely defined.
	By Themis Zeus was also the father of the three Moirai (fates) whose names were Klotho (spinner), Lachesis (apportioner), and Atropos (unavoidable).  These three goddesses sat at a loom measuring thread for a tapestry.  The tapestry showed the story of humanity and each thread that comprised the tapestry represented the life of a single mortal.  Klotho spun each thread, Lachesis measured each one, and Atropos did the cutting.  Thus Klotho represents birth, Lachesis represents life, and Atropos represents death.
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The three Moirai and Themisfrom a 6th century.


	By the Titaness Mnemosyne Zeus was the father of the nine Mousai (muses).  These goddesses inspired creativity and were said to live on Mount Helicon.  Zeus visited Mnemosyne on nine separate nights and she bore him nine children.  These children (all daughters) were Klio (history), Euterpe (music), Thaleia (comedy), Melpomene (tragedy), Terpsichore (choral dance), Erato (love poetry), Polymnia (religious dance), Ourania (astronomy), and Kalliope (epic poetry).   The Greeks considered epic poetry to be the greatest art form and thus Kalliope was the leader of the Mousai.  Hesiod is the first author to mention the Mousai by name and it is possible that he was the one that invented their names.
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3rd century AD Roman mosaic showing Kalliope and Homer.


According to Orphic tradition, Zeus was the father of Zagreus by his own daughter Persephone whom he seduced in the form of a snake.  The child Zagreus was raised in Crete (as Zeus was) and Zeus intended to bestow unlimited power on Zagreus, though why he would do this and create a potential rival for himself isn't clear.  Filled with jealousy, Hera released Titans from Tartaros to kill Zagreus.  Zagreus tried to save himself by transforming into various animal shapes, but he failed and was torn to pieces.  Athene saved Zagreus' heart, which Zeus swallowed (thus reincorporating Zagreus into himself).

Zeus' Mortal Children

Zeus had many mortal children.  We've already seen that Tantalos and Tityos who both ended up in Tartaros were his sons.  But Zeus had far more mortal children than those two.  The list of his mortal offspring is far too numerous to attempt a comprehensive list, but a summary of the most important childrren will follow.

The seven daughters of Atlas and the nymph Pleione were called the Pleiades.  They were named Alkyone, Kelaino, Elektra, Maia, Merope, Asterope, and Taÿgete.  Taÿgete was pursued by Zeus, and she called upon Artemis for help.  Artemis transformed her into a hind to escape, but Zeus discovered the trick and he separated the nymph from the hind and ravished her.  The result of this union was the mortal Lakedaimon, who became the founder of the city of Sparta.  The Spartans were sometimes called the "Lacedaemonians" after him and a shrine was built to Lakedaimon in Sparta where he was worshipped as a hero.  

	The hind (having been separated from Taÿgete) became sacred to Artemis and was called the Kerynean Hind.  According to one myth the Pleiades were later pursed by the hunter Orion.  They prayed that they might escape him and the gods turned them into six stars in a tightly-clustered pattern in the heavens.  In the middle of the six stars is the seventh, Merope, who didn't shine because she was ashamed that she had married a mortal who acted impiously towards the gods.  We've already talked about Merope's husband at length. 
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The Pleiades.  As you can see in this image, there are far more than six, but six were visible to the ancient Greeks



Zeus also pursued the mortal Io who was a priestess of Hera.  Io was the daughter of a minor river god named Inachos who lived in Argos.  Zeus saw Io and, enamored of her beauty, he ravished her.  To disguise his actions he set up a dark cloud to hide his exploits from Hera.  Hera however saw the cloud and thinking it to be suspicious, decided to investigate.
When Hera arrived on the scene she found Zeus standing there with a white cow.  Suspecting that this cow was actually a maiden whom Zeus had just transformed, Hera asked for the cow as a gift.  Zeus couldn't think of a good reason to deny her, so he gave Io to Hera.
Hera imprisoned Io in a cave to the west and sent her guardian, the 100-eyed Argos to watch over the white cow.  Argos was the descendant of another man named Argos, who founded the city (also called Argos), which is where the word "Argive" comes from.  This younger Argos had 100 eyes located not just on his head, but all over his body.  Even if some of his eyes fell asleep he was never fully asleep and thus was a perfect watchman.  According to some myths Argos was the one who killed Echidna, the mother of the Hydra, Kerberos, and the Sphinx.

During the day Argos let Io out to graze, at night he locked her up in the cave.  Her father Inachos went searching for her.  When he came to where Argos had led Io to graze Io recognized her father and approached him to lick his hand.  Frustrated that she couldn't talk she finally wrote her name in the soil with her hoof.  Understanding, that the cow was his daughter Inachos begged for Argos to give him the cow, but instead Argo led the cow towards new pastures.  The Greeks believed that the reason a cow's hoof print resembles the letter iota inside an omicron is because that's how Io spelled her name.

	Zeus sent his son Hermes to retrieve Io.  Hermes finds the cave where Io is hidden and confronts Argos.  Hermes pretends to be a traveler and puts Argos to sleep by telling him the story of his Pan (who is Hermes' son) and his pursuit of the nymph Syrinx.  After Argos falls asleep, Pan kills the guardian and frees Io.  The Roman author Ovid tells us that Hera was distraught at Argos' death and removed the eyes from his body and put them on the tail of the peacock, which was sacred to her.
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Hermes slays Argos, with Io as a cow nearby.


Hera then sent a gadfly to harass Io.  The gadfly stung her and she fled from Hermes.  She swam across the Ionian Sea back to Greece, which is how that body of water received its name.  She eventually traveled west where she came across the Titan Prometheus whom Zeus had chained to a rock in the Caucus Mountains.  Prometheus predicted that she would eventually find peace in Egypt and have a son there, but that much suffering still awaited her in the meantime.
She eventually traveled to Asia Minor crossing over at a point called Bosporus (cow-town), then she wandered, still pursed by the gadfly, all across the Middle East.  She eventually came to the Nile River in Egypt.  There Zeus found her and touched her on the head.  Immediately she was transformed back into a woman.  Soon after she gave birth to Zeus' son Epaphos.  She was eventually married to the king of the Egyptians, Telegonos, and finally found peace.
	Io is sometime associated (mostly by the Greeks) with the goddess Isis.  The Greeks believed that the reason Isis is sometime depicted with the horns of a cow is because of this association.  This is probably incorrect since it is more likely that the cow horns on Isis represent her eventual association with the goddess Hathor.  Nevertheless Io is usually depicted as being a cow in Greek art.

Zeus also had an affair with Europa, the daughter of the king of Tyre, Agenor.  Zeus appeared to her in the form of a white bull with golden horns while she was playing on the shore with other maidens.  Deciding to see if the creature was gentle, Europa approached and decorated the bull's horns with flowers.  When the bull bowed before her, Europa took this as a sign to ride on the bull's back.  But when she climbed onto its back the bull charged into the sea and swam to Crete carrying the maiden the entire way.
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Europa and the bull, 1st century B.C. Roman fresco from Pompeii.


Europa bore three sons to Zeus: Minos, Rhadamanthys, and Sarpedon.  After Zeus left her, Europa married Asterios, the king of Crete.  Since he had no sons he adopted her children as her own and Minos became king of Crete after him.  Zeus highly favored these children and gave each of them a life span that was equal to three times that of mortal men.  After his death some myths say that Rhadamanthys became a judge in the underworld who punished the souls of mortals who committed sins during their lives but escaped punishment on earth.  Sarpedon was a hero in the Trojan War who fought on the Trojan side.  We'll examine Minos again soon when we talk about the Athenian hero Theseus.

	Another notable affair was with Leda the wife of the Spartan Tyndareus.  Zeus seduced her in the form of a swan while she was bathing and she became pregnant by him.  She subsequently lay with her husband and months later she gave birth to two eggs from which hatched four children.  Two of these were the children of Zeus: Helen and Polydeukes, while the other two were the children of Tyndareus: Klytaimestra  and Kastor.  All these children are important and will be discussed later.

We already saw that Sisyphos was punished for telling the river deity Asopos, that Zeus had carried away his daughter Aigina.  By Aigina Zeus became father of Aiacos.  Aiacos became king of the island of Oinopia, which he renamed Aigina in his mother's honor.  Aiacos was the father of Telemon and Peleus and was thus the grandfather of both Achilleus and Aias (Ajax).
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Leda and the swan.  5th century vase painting.



Kallisto was another of Zeus' mortal affairs.  Kallisto was the daughter of the king of Arkadia, Lykaon.  Lycaon had been beloved by the gods and founded a celebration in honor of the gods called the Lycaean Games, which were second only to the Olympian Games in prestige.  But Lykaon had also offended the gods by offering poor hospitality.  Zeus punished him by turning him into a wolf.  

Lykaon was told he would be changed back to human if he could restrain himself from eating meat for nine years.  However on the ninth year of being a wolf he gave into temptation and killed a rabbit, thus he remained a wolf forever.  Lykaon had fifty sons and one daughter (Kallisto).  His sons founded many cities across Akadia and one son, Oinotros, was the first Greek to colonize Italy.

	After her father was turned into a wolf, Kallisto became a huntress and a follower of Artemis. Like all priestesses of Artemis, she pledged to remain a virgin.  Zeus however seduced her and she bore him a son named Arkas.  In anger for breaking her vow, Artemis changed Kallisto into a bear (although in some versions of the myth it was Zeus who changed Kallisto into a bear, probably to save her from Hera's wrath).

When Arkas became a man, he too became a hunter and hunted the woods of Arkadia.  One day he saw a bear and not realizing this animal was his own mother he prepared to kill it.  To save the boy from being guilty of matricide, Zeus swept Kallisto up in a whirlwind and carried her to heaven where she was changed into the constellation Ursa Major (the great bear). Some say that Hera, jealous of the honor given to Kallisto forbid her constellation from ever taking a bath.  Thus Ursa Major is visible year round, and never passes below the horizon.
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In addition to Ursa Major, Kallisto is also represented in astronomy by the moon Callisto which is a satellite of Jupiter.  There are also Jovian Satellites named Europa, Io, Leda, and Ganymede


Zeus was also the father of many of the notable heroes of Greek Mythology.  In addition to Lakedaimon, Sarpedon, and Polydeukes (who were all considered heroes) he was also the father of Perseus, the son of Danaë.  By Antiope he was father of Zethos and Amphion, who were members of the house of Thebes (Thebes was named for Zethos' wife, Thebe).  By Alkmene, the last mortal woman he seduced) he was the father of Herakles, the greatest of the Greek heroes.  We'll talk about these children in time.
Ganymedes
	
Zeus had at least one homosexual affair which was with the Trojan Ganymedes.  Ganymedes was abducted as a young boy by Zeus and carried to Olympos where he was fed nectar and ambrosia.  It some myths Zeus swoops down in the form of a giant eagle and carries the youth away.  Ganymedes was made the cupbearer of the gods and thus displaced Hebe, Zeus' own daughter.  It was this action in part that turned Hera against the Trojans and led to her support of the Greeks in the Trojan War.


Ganymedes was the son of Tros, the founder of Troy (for whom the city was named).  His mother was a river nymph named Kallirrhoë, who was the daughter of river god Skamandros, who is a character in the Iliad.   It was said that Tros grieved so heavily for the loss of his son that Zeus 
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Zeus carried away Ganymedes in this Renaissance mural by
 Baldassare Peruzzi, 1510 from Villa Farnesina in Rome, Italy


felt compelled to compensate Tros for the loss. Zeus gave Tros a golden vine and  two majestic horses that were immortal.  These horses were inherited by Tros' grandson, Laomedon (who was the father of Priam).


In his role as cupbearer of the gods Ganymedes is frequently depicted mixing wine.  In ancient times wine was often made much stronger than it is today and it would frequently be diluted with water before being served.  Therefore Ganymedes is often shown in art carrying a large jug of water to be used for mixing with wine.  In the zodiac Ganymedes is represented by the constellation Aquarius (the water-bearer).

Dionysos
	
Dionysos was the son of Semele and Zeus. Semele was the daughter of Kadmos, the founder of the city of Thebes.   According to myth, Hera was jealous of Semele and appeared to her disguised as one of her handmaidens.  Zeus had promised on the river Styx to grant Semele whatever she asked.  Hera convinced Semele to ask to see Zeus "as he appears at the home of the gods on Olympos".  When Zeus asked her to ask for something else, Semele refused having been convinced by Hera that Zeus would only show his true self to her if he loved her.
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Roman Mosaic of Dionysos from Naples (Neapolis) 1st Century



The sight of Zeus' true form was something no mortal could see without being consumed by his divine brilliance.  As Semele burned to death, Zeus recognized that she was pregnant with his son.  Zeus reached inside Semele and saved the child from death.  Zeus cut a slit in his thigh and sewed the unborn baby inside his own body.  Zeus himself later gave birth to Dionysos himself, and the Greeks believe it was for this reason that Dionysos (in spite of having a mortal mother) was a true god rather than a demigod or mortal.  The Orphics thought that Dionysos was the reincarnation of Zagreus, the son of Zeus and Persephone.

	Zeus gave Dionysos to nymphs to be raised on the island of Naxos.  There he was tutored by the nature-spirit Silenos, who had the ears and legs of a horse.   Silenos was said to be extraordinarily wise, though his wisdom was often only understandable when drunk.  Silenos taught Dionysos about the nature of animals and plants and how to grow grapes and cultivate them to make wine. 


As a young man Dionysos traveled the world teaching men how to cultivate the vine.  People would hand images of Dionysos in their vineyard which represented the god's blessing of the crops and were thought to create a fruitful harvest.  According to myth Oineus of Kalydon was the first mortal Dionysos taught how to grow grapes, but it was Amphiktyon whom Dionysos first taught how to mix wine with water to dilute its potency.
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Dionysos and Silenos from a 5th Century BC drinking bowl.



In his wanderings Dionysos assembled a following of nymphs, satyrs (goat-men), minor woodland deities, and preistesses called Mainads who would follow the god in his mad wanderings.  Some myths say that Dionysos' mad journey was inspired by Hera, others say it was merely a drunk stupor that led Dionysos to travel the world spreading the knowledge of vine cultivation.  He could in one sense be compared to the American folk hero Johnny Appleseed, for the Greeks noticed that throughout the civilized world all cultures, no matter no different in dress or language, practiced wine-making.

	
Dinoysos' cousin, Pentheus, was king of Thebes and he refused to acknowledge Dionysos' divinity.  In spite of warnings from both his aged grandfather Kadmos and the blind seer Teireseus not to stir up the wrath of the gods, Pentheus publicly rebuked Dionysos.  Pentheus imprisoned Dionysos' followers inside a prison made of stone, but during the night to walls inexplicably collapsed, freeing the prisoners.  The next day Dionysos personally appeared before Pentheus, but Pentheus ordered him to be tied up.  Even when the bonds immediately fell off, Pentheus still refused to believe the credibility of Dionysos.


Many of the women of Thebes joined Dionysos' cult including Pentheus' own mother, Agave.  She had initially refused to believe Semele's son to be a god, but Dionysos afflicted her with a madness 
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Mosaic from Pella around 300 BC


that caused her to join his cult.  Pentheus, hear of the women's gatherings at night decided to infiltrate their cult, disguised as a woman.  But when his disguise was discovered, the women turned on him and tore him to pieces.
	Dionysos also traveled to Argos where many more women joined his cult.  Those who refused where driven made (thus the madness of Argive women, noted by several Greek authors was thought to be caused by Dionysos).   From Argos he traveled to Naxos by boat, but was kidnapped by pirates who decided to hold him for ransom.  Dionysos warned the crew of his power, but only the steersman of the ship believed him.  The others laughed and decided to sail towards Asia Minor.

Dionysos then caused the ship to stop in the middle of the water as if it had run aground.  Vine branches started sprouting from the mast of the ship and the sails became covered with grape leaves.  In fear the pirates leapt from the ship and were turned into dolphins.  Only the steersman was spared and he guided the ship to Naxos.  
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6th century Greek bowl showing Dionysos on a
 ship surrounded by dolphins.


On the island of Naxos he came across the maiden Ariadne weeping.  Dionysos fell in love with her and she joined him on his travels.  Eventually he came to the island of Lemnos where he met the lame god Hephaistos.  Dionysos convinced him with drink that they should both travel to Olympos to take their place among the gods.  At Dionysos' urging the two gods traveled to Olympos where a throne was ready for Hephaistos.  Since there was no throne ready for Dionysos the goddess Hestia surrendered her throne so that Dionysos too could become an Olympian.  

	Dionysos was reconciled to Hera for his help in convincing Hephaistos to return to Olympos, for (as we've already seen) Hera was trapped in a magical throne of Hephaistos' design.  On Olympos Hephaistos freed Hera and Hera vowed to take revenge neither on Hephaistos or Dionysos.    hephaistos also made a golden crown for Dionysos, which he gave to his wife Ariadne.  When Ariadne died, Dionysos put both her and her crown in the heavens as the Corona Borealis.
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Dionysos and Hephaistos, 6th Century BC water jug.


It was said that Dionysos also freed the soul of his mother Semele from Hades.  He asked a stranger for the path and was told that an entrance to the underworld lay beneath the Alkyonian Lake at Lerna.  Beneath the waters he found the entrance and he bribed the queen of the underworld Persephone with a myrtle tree.  He returned with Semele and brought her to Olympos where he fed her ambrosia and nectar.  He gave her the new name Thyone so that the other underworld spirits would not know of her resurrection.
The descent of Dionysos in the underworld was celebrated as an annual event at Lerna.  His followers would sacrifice a lamb and throw it in the lake to represent Dionysos' descent into Hades.  A festival called the Dionysia was also held in his honor in the city of Athens annually, during which plays were presented and poetry was recited.  His cult was one of the most popular in ancient times.

Dionysos was a god of wine, revelry, and the vine.  The rebirth of the grape plant represented resurrection to the Greeks and the Orphics thought that Dionysos was the resurrection of Zagreus, Zeus son by Persephone.  For this reason Dionysos was often called by the epithet Bakcheios (shouting) and by the time of the dramatist Sophocles the name Bakchos had become another name for the god.  His followers were often called Bakchai, and celebrations in his honor were called Bacchanaliae.  Like Hermes early depictions frequently depict the god bearded, by later depictions show him clean shaven.

Orpheus


The story of Orpheus is very closely tied to that of Dionysos so it is worth mentioning here.  Orpheus was a musician who was the son of Oeagrus, king of Thrace.  Some sources say his mother was Kalliope, one of the nine muses.  Apollo himself taught Orpheus how to play the lyre and he played so well that he tamed not only wild beasts but even trees and stones with his music.


Orpheus was a follower of Dionysos and taught the doctrines of the god's cult across the world.  He taught the King of Phrygia, Midas, about Dionysos' cult and in return for the hospitality Midas showed towards his cult, the god himself gave Midas his choice of reward.  Midas to his own regret foolishly chose to have the power to turn whatever he touched into gold.  Midas came to regret this choice after he found he couldn't eat food or drink wine for it all turned to gold at his touch.  After accidentally turning his own daughter to gold he prayed for Dionysos to withdraw the gift.  


Orpheus had many adventures while spreading Dionysos' teachings and even joined Iason on the quest for the Golden Fleece.  Orpheus saved his fellow Argonauts from death by the song of the sirens for when the sirens sang their song to lure the Argonauts to their death, Orpheus sang a song so beautiful that even the sirens stopped singing to hear it.  In another version he simply sang louder than the sirens and drowned out their song.  Either way Orpheus was considered the greatest musician in the world by the Greeks.


Orpheus married a maiden named Eurydike, but they were not together long.  One day Aristaios (son of Apollon and the father of Aktaion) saw Eurydike and attempted to ravish her, she fled from him but ran straight into the path of a poisonous serpent that bite her on the ankle and killed her.  Orpheus was so distraught that he decided to travel to the underworld and bring his wife back from the land of the dead. 

Orpheus travel to the underworld through an entrance in Thesprotia.  He had no coin to pay the ferryman Charon, but he played a song for him and was carried across the river Acheron.  He had no food for the guard-dog Kerberos, but he played a song for the beast and lulled him to sleep.  When he came before Hades and Persephone and played a song so beautiful that for a moment all the dead souls forgot the torment of the underworld.  Even Sisyphos stopped rolling his rock, and the Danaidai put down their water jugs to listen to the music.  The Music was so beautiful that it brought tears to Persephone's eyes.  She agreed to allow Orpheus to leave the underworld with his wife's soul on the condition that he never look back.

	
Orpheus led the way back to the surface playing his lyre, but when he saw daylight ahead of him he foolishly looked back in joy.  As soon as he saw her, she was snatched away from him and the way back into the underworld was sealed.  He returned to Thrace, but retired from music and thye worship of Dionysos.


The Orphics say that Dionysos punished Orpheus for his neglect by sending Mainads to tear him into pieces.  They flung the pieces of his body into the Hebrus River.  His head washed up on the shore of the island of Lesbos.  Where the god Apollon returned Orpheus to a sort of life and gave him the gift of prophecy.  At a cave near the city of Antissa the head was said to offer prophecies to travelers through its song.  His limbs were found by the Mousai and buried at the foot of Mount Olympos.
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The death of Orpheus.  5th century red-figure vase painting.



The Orphics believed the tradition they followed was started by Orpheus.  The Orphics worshipped Dionysos at the twice-born son of Zeus, who was the resurrection of Zagreus.  The Orphics were a very popular cult and although their beliefs existed in harmony with most of Greek Mythology, they did have some myths of their own which stood in opposition to mainstream Greek myth.  In particular they believed the goddess Eurydike was born from the water and created the world with her dancing and that she was the mother of all creation including Gaia, Ouranos, Okeanos and the Titans.
