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ix

Preface 
Simonides Was Wise

this book is a history of the Olympian gods – the most uncivi-
lised ambassadors of classical civilisation. Even in antiquity the gods 
were said to be cruel, over-sexed, mad, or just plain silly. Yet they 
proved to be tough survivors: our earliest texts and images often 
depict them as travellers, and they managed to keep on the move for 
thousands of years. When the Greeks conquered Egypt, they started 
to resemble pharaohs; when the Romans conquered Greece, they 
merged with the local divinities of Rome; under Christianity and 
Islam they lived on as demons, metaphors, allegories and astrologi-
cal principles; and in the Renaissance they announced a new belief in 
humanity. Like many migrants, they adapted to new circumstances, 
while retaining a sense of their distant origins. This book traces the 
travels and transformations of the Olympian gods over more than 
two millennia, and over thousands of miles. It spans from anti-
quity to the Renaissance, because it is in this period that the Olym-
pian gods made their most extraordinary journey – a journey that 
changed them from objects of religious cult to symbols of human 
creativity.

Some histories of classical civilisation emphasise the similari-
ties between antiquity and modernity; others insist on the differ-
ences. This book attempts a different approach: rather than offer 
com parisons, it focuses on the processes of transformation. It tells 
a motley and miscellaneous tale, with many different characters, 
places and encounters. The Olympian gods ranged widely; to follow 
in their tracks one has to combine the insights of several academic 
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disciplines, but it also helps to remain alive to the undisciplined 
vitality of the gods themselves. They were versatile and tenacious, 
managing to capture the world’s imagination even after the death 
of their last worshippers.

When I look dispassionately at this project of writing about the 
gods, I realise that it must fail on at least two counts. Contemporary 
readers, even readers with a strong interest in classical civilisation, 
do not seem to invest much in the Olympian deities. Conversely, 
people of earlier times invested so very much thought and energy in 
them that it is quite impossible to do justice to their insights, visions 
and experiences. Faced with the prospect of failing both my ancient 
interlocutors and my modern ones, my instinct would be to carry 
on researching the gods of Olympus indefinitely, without actually 
writing a word about them.

There are, as it happens, good precedents for doing just that. The 
Roman orator Cicero, in his study On the Nature of the Gods, mentions 
the earlier Greek poet Simonides as his role model when dealing 
with the gods. This Simonides once found himself in a difficult situ-
ation: the tyrant of Syracuse asked him what a god was. Simonides 
pleaded to be granted a day to think about it. After one day, he asked 
for two, and then for four. When the amazed tyrant asked the poet 
what in the world he was doing, Simonides answered: ‘The more 
time I spend thinking about the issue, the more obscure it seems to 
me.’1 Simonides was wise, and I sympathise with his position. But I 
also sympathise with the idea that the gods thrive on conversation – 
that their characters, looks and meanings are defined, and redefined, 
by people who talk about them and try to make sense of what others 
say. As Simonides implies, this is a conversation that lasts longer 
than a lifetime. It has already carried on for millennia, and involved 
people from many different places. All I can do is join it, offer my 
perspective, and perhaps make one suggestion: that thinking about 
humanity must include at least some consideration of the Olympian 
gods.
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I ntroduction 
A Fami ly Portrait

the world of the ancient greeks was full of deities: nymphs 
inhabited valleys and streams, nereids lived in the depths of the sea, 
and satyrs roamed the woods. There were Titans, imprisoned deep 
down in the bowels of the earth, and winged harpies, and sirens 
… This unruly multitude of gods was hard to manage, or even 
count, but the Greeks trusted that they all answered to Zeus, the 
supreme god, and to his immediate relatives who lived with him 
on Olympus. The twelve Olympian gods were the most impor-
tant deities of ancient Greece, and they could travel everywhere. 
Nymphs, nereids, and satyrs remained confined within their native 
landscapes, but the gods of Olympus claimed the entire world as 
their own, and demanded worship wherever they went: Homer, for 
example, described their travels all the way to Africa and Northern 
Europe. It is partly because they were always conceived as univer-
sal powers that the gods of Olympus proved to be interesting to so 
many different people.

In ancient Greece, the personality of each god emerged from 
several sources. There were the local cults, with their specific rituals 
and unique atmospheres; the divine names of the gods, which had 
many possible explanations; the stories and poems that people 
shared; and the paintings and sculptures that represented the gods, 
particularly the cult statues housed in the temples. These different 
elements combined and recombined in many different ways across 
the Greek world: similar cults attached to different gods; poems 
and myths travelled more swiftly than the adoption of new ritual 
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practices; and images transcended even language barriers. All this 
makes it quite impossible to offer definitive and universal descrip-
tions of the twelve gods of Olympus. It is always necessary to look 
in detail at the specific texts, objects and places where the gods 
appeared, and keep in mind that the relationships between different 
sources and experiences were constantly shifting.

As a group of twelve, the gods of Olympus came together primar-
ily in poetry and art. Zeus was the most powerful of the twelve – but 
he was not all-powerful, because he needed and craved the company 
of his own family. For that reason, like all patriarchs, he had to settle 
for an uneasy compromise between power and comfort. Seated on 
Mount Olympus, he ruled over the entire world, but on the sacred 
mountain itself his family constantly undermined his authority. His 
wife Hera resented his affairs, challenged him, and sometimes even 
managed to trick him into doing what she wanted; his brother Posei-
don demanded respect; his daughter Artemis charmed him in order 
to secure presents and promises; his son Apollo impressed and inhib-
ited him; and little Hermes made him laugh, no matter how disobedi-
ent he was. Occasionally, Zeus threatened and thundered in order to 
remind his family that he alone was the ruler of the universe, but such 
outbursts were short and futile, for Zeus himself preferred the nego-
tiations of family life to the loneliness of absolute power. After their 
mighty quarrels, the gods would make up over a big meal of nectar 
and ambrosia, tease each other, sing and laugh together – until Zeus 
and Hera, finally reconciled, would withdraw to their bedroom.1

One quick way to meet this lively family today is to visit them 
in London, where they still enjoy constant and devoted attention. 
Every day, hundreds of people walk down Great Russell Street, 
climb up the steps of the British Museum, turn left past the sou-
venir shop, and walk straight to the main exhibit, in Room 18: the 
Elgin Marbles. There, visitors are confronted with the twelve gods 
of Olympus, seated on their thrones. The Parthenon frieze, whose 
design was overseen by Phidias in the fifth century bc, represents 
the gods surrounded by a grand procession of cavalry, chariots, elder 
citizens, musicians, women, magistrates, cattle and sheep. This is a 
communal act of worship, which culminates in the ritual offering 
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of a robe to the goddess Athena.2 Today, these ancient worshippers 
are surrounded in turn by crowds of modern admirers, who also 
reverently file in front of the gods. The most alarming thing about 
the scene on the frieze is that the gods seem entirely uninterested 
in the human beings who are paying homage to them. We see them 
in profile, seated on their thrones and talking to each other, while 
in the midst of their gathering – or rather in front of it, according 
to the conventions of Phidias’ art – the worshippers carry out their 
ceremony. The frieze tells a rather disheartening story about the 
relationship between gods and mortals, because Athena fails even 
to notice the offering, and simply continues chatting to Hephaistos 
on her right. And yet precisely because the gods are so unconcerned 
with what happens on the human plain, we are given the thrilling 
opportunity to observe them at our leisure, and discover how they 
interact with each other on Olympus.

To the left of the ritual offering, Zeus and Hera look each other 
straight in the eye. Hera holds up her bridal veil, in a gesture that 
emphasises her status as Zeus’s wife, for it recalls the key moment 
in the ancient Athenian wedding ceremony when the bride lifts her 
veil and reveals her face to her husband. According to the Greeks, 
the entire balance of the universe rests, rather alarmingly, on the 
marriage between Zeus and Hera. Everybody knows that those two 
gods have a difficult relationship: Zeus is a serial adulterer, seduc-
ing or raping goddesses, women, and boys whenever the fancy takes 

1. A line drawing of the twelve gods of Olympus on the Parthenon frieze. Moving 
from the ritual at the centre to the left, we see Zeus (1), Hera with an attendant 

standing by (2), Ares (3), Demeter (4), Dionysos (5), and Hermes (6). To 
the right of the ritual scene, we see Athena (7), Hephaistos (8), Poseidon (9), 

Apollo (10), Artemis (11), and Aphrodite with Eros between her knees (12). At 
the centre of the composition, worshippers offer a robe to the goddess Athena.
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him; and Hera’s reactions are by turns resigned, resentful, enraged 
and devious. There is something vicious and unstable about her 
mood swings, and Zeus realises that he cannot trust her – yet she 
still sometimes manages to dupe him, particularly when she plays 
the part of the charming wife, and secures the support of all the 
Olympian family members. Their one and only son is, appropri-
ately, the god Ares, a personification of war at its most senseless. 
Next to Hera stands a young female attendant, eyeing Ares with 
coquettish attention; the god, however, sits with his back to her, 
isolated and restless. With his hands clamped round his right knee 
and his feet lifted off the ground, he seems ready to get up and leave. 
Indeed, he has little business on Olympus – except, that is, for when 
he manages to sneak into bed with the goddess of love, Aphrodite. 
Zeus con siders his own son Ares ‘the most hateful of all the gods of 
Olympus’,3 and cannot wait to see the back of him.

To the left of Ares, a lonely and mournful goddess sits with her 
hand on her chin in a pose of expectation. This is Demeter, goddess 
of agriculture. She resents her brother Zeus because he married 
off her lovely daughter Persephone to Hades, ruler of the Under-
world. Now she waits patiently for her daughter to visit her, which 
only happens once a year, in the spring. Demeter always ensures 
that the earth blooms to welcome her daughter when she finally 
emerges from the gloomy realm of Hades. Demeter’s sorrow is the 
sorrow of many mothers: girls married young in classical Greece, at 
about fourteen or fifteen, and usually to men about twice their age. 
The story of the lovely Persephone and the ugly Hades must have 
sounded familiar to ancient people.4 Anguish at the absence of her 
daughter drives a wedge between Demeter and Zeus. She only rarely 
visits the sacred mountain, and always comes alone; Persephone and 
Hades are contaminated by their contact with the dead and have 
no place on Olympus. On the Parthenon frieze Demeter holds in 
her hand the torch she used to look for Persephone when she first 
disappeared underground, and which became a symbol of her secret 
rituals, the Eleusinian mysteries, where the Athenians learned from 
Demeter and Persephone how to negotiate the barriers of death, the 
gates of Hades.
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A cheerful god holds up a cup of wine to Demeter’s left. This is 
Dionysos, son of Zeus and Semele, a mortal woman who went up in 
flames on encountering Zeus, and has continued burning ever since. 
Only half-divine, Dionysos struggles with recognition, especially 
since worshippers often take a while to acknowledge his powers. 
He is the god of orgiastic sex and drunkenness – experiences that 
make even mere mortals briefly feel divine, yet do not necessarily 
inspire respect. Arrogant young men sometimes try to resist this god 
by abstaining and remaining chaste, but they end up destroyed by 
the god and his followers. There is some uncertainty over Dionysos’ 
Olympian status: not all Greeks agree that he belongs among the 
twelve main gods. Some suggest that Heracles has a better claim 
because, although he too is the son of Zeus and a mortal woman, he 
has at least completed twelve impossible labours, instead of encour-
aging drunken, sexy, and disorderly behaviour.

On the frieze, Dionysos leans on his favourite brother: Hermes, 
son of Zeus and the minor goddess Maia. Hermes, the youngest god 
in the Olympian family, behaves like an unruly child: he steals, lies, 
plays tricks, and yet never gets punished. Indeed, he is the happy-
go-lucky protector of tricksters and thieves – a stolen item is called 
a hermaion in ancient Greek, a ‘thing of Hermes’. Hermes is equally 
dear to the gods of Olympus and those of the underworld, and he 
often acts as an intermediary between their different realms. He does 
not suffer like Demeter, or get trapped like Persephone, but crosses 
easily, with a light touch. He delivers messages to and from gods and 
mortals, relying on his ability to overcome all barriers. Interpreters 
are under his special protection: successful communications with 
strangers and enemies, deities and dead people are all the work of 
Hermes. (Today, the term ‘hermeneutics’ still pays homage to his 
special powers of interpretation.) Everybody likes Hermes. On the 
Parthenon frieze, Dionysos leans on him with obvious ease, while 
Hermes himself sits at the end of the line of gods, looking at the 
Athenian procession. Placed between gods and mortals, he finds 
himself precisely where he likes to be.

On the other side of the offering, Athena turns her back on the 
robe that is meant to please her. Her powerful and relaxed attitude 
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mirrors that of Zeus, and indeed Athena and Zeus tend to be of one 
mind – unsurprisingly, perhaps, since she was literally born out of 
his head. Rather than pay attention to her worshippers, Athena 
talks to Hephaistos, the god of forges and crafts. As a pair, the two 
balance out Zeus and Hera on the other side of the composition. The 
correspondence is not just visual, but also mythological: just as Zeus 
gave birth to Athena, so Hera conceived Hephaistos all by herself. 
Some accounts say that because Hera did not use male seed, her off-
spring turned out lame and ugly; others suggest that Zeus, enraged 
by the arrival of Hephaistos, hurled him off Mount Olympus, thus 
maiming him forever. Greek myth is flexible, embroidering different 
stories around the same basic intuition: that Hephaistos’ lameness is 
somehow connected to his parthenogenic conception. Like her step-
brother, Athena presides over the arts and crafts: she is responsible 
for ship-building, chariot-making, wool-spinning, cloth-weaving, 
and other activities that require technology and sophistication. Even 
in war, she favours tactics and discipline, having none of the mad, 
murderous rage of Ares. It is fitting that Athena and Hephaistos were 
the patron gods of Athens, a progressive and technological city. In 
fact, the Athenians had a special myth about these two deities: they 
said that Hephaistos once tried to rape Athena, but ejaculated on 
her thigh, and that his semen – wiped off and mixed with the earth 
where it fell – gave rise to the first Athenians. The myth expressed 
the close relationship between the Athenians and their patron gods: 
Athena was as nearly a mother to them as a virgin could be.

To the right of Athena and Hephaistos on the Parthenon frieze is 
a bearded, severe-looking god: this is Poseidon, another important 
deity in Athens. He tried to become patron of the city by offering 
Athenians the horse, but Athena trumped him with the bridle and 
chariot. He offered a sea-salt spring, and again she trumped him with 
the superior gift of the olive tree. While Athena offers the means to 
tame nature and bend it to human needs, Poseidon is violent and 
elemental. As Zeus’s own brother, and lord of the sea, he is a power-
ful deity who needs to be treated with utmost respect. Prayers to 
Poseidon tend to express negative wishes: that he may not wreck a 
ship, or cause an earthquake – or that he may inflict such things on 
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the enemy. There is, in short, a huge amount to lose by getting on 
Poseidon’s wrong side. Sitting next to him, his nephew Apollo seems 
to be aware of this: he has the respectful look of a young man being 
lectured by a rather forbidding uncle.

Apollo is Zeus’s most beautiful and impressive son, but he is not a 
viable candidate for the supreme office because he is illegitimate, the 
offspring not of Hera but of the minor goddess Leto, who travelled 
all over the Aegean in order to find a safe place where she might 
give birth. Most localities were too afraid of Hera’s jealous anger to 
welcome Apollo’s future mother, but in the end the barren island 
of Delos offered her sanctuary. Apollo respects his father, and knows 
he could never succeed him. What he does, instead, is act as Zeus’s 
mouthpiece to people on earth: prophets and prophecies are under 
his protection. He loves beauty and measure, music and truth. His 
twin sister, sitting to his right, also loves music and dancing, but 
is a more extreme character: Artemis adores wild creatures, and 
hunting and shooting. And she hates the idea of being tamed by a 
man; indeed, her father Zeus has granted her permanent virginity. 
On the Parthenon frieze she wears her hair gathered up, as suits a 

2. Detail of the Parthenon frieze: Poseidon, Apollo and Artemis.
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young girl, and pulls up her robe to cover her breasts, in a gesture 
that is both sexy and coy. Aphrodite, sitting next to her, may have 
eclipsed her beauty, but we can no longer tell that from Phidias’ 
frieze, because time has eroded her features. All we know is that she 
is pointing at someone in the procession, and holding young Eros 
between her knees. Her body language reveals her aim: religious 
festivals were among the few situations in ancient Athens where 
unrelated men and women could meet and spend time together. 
The Greeks must have felt that Aphrodite regularly released Eros 
among the worshippers in real life, just as she seems poised to do on 
the Parthenon frieze.

The Parthenon confronts viewers with a set of characters that are 
instantly recognisable: the husband and wife locked in a destruc-
tive marriage, the restless young man, the mother who misses her 
married daughter, the bearded uncle giving advice to his nephew, the 
young girl suddenly conscious of her budding breasts. At one level, 
the Greek gods are familiar to us because they are, quite simply, a 
family. But they are also familiar for a different reason: they have 
been a constant presence in history, from antiquity to the present. 
When Rome conquered Greece, they acquired new names, but kept 
their distinguishing features. And, for all their subsequent disguises, 
they are still recognisable today.

Like the gods it portrays, the Parthenon itself changed identities 
several times in the course of its history. It was built in the 440s and 
430s bc, at the height of Athenian self-confidence and power. Some 
four decades earlier, the Greeks had defeated the Persians, against 
all odds; the great battles of the Persian Wars – Marathon, Thermo-
pylae, Salamis, Plataea – proved that the Greeks, though numeri-
cally inferior and politically divided, could resist the greatest empire 
of their time. Before withdrawing, though, the Persians had inflicted 
considerable damage. In 480 bc, they had seized and torched Athens, 
destroying its most important monument: the temple of Athena at 
the top of the acropolis. The Parthenon replaced that earlier temple, 
and was conceived as the ultimate symbol of Athenian pride. Athena 
Parthenos, ‘the Virgin’, was the patron goddess of the temple and the 
city, and she would not be defeated.
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