Heracles


Heracles is, perhaps, the most famous of all the Greek heroes.  He was the son of Zeus and the mortal woman Alcmene. It was assumed that Heracles was a twin because Alcmene gave birth to a mortal son, Iphicles, who was fathered by her mortal husband, Amphitryon.  Zeus wanted to be sure that Heracles would attain the eternal fame befitting a son of Zeus, but he also wanted to keep his wife, Hera, happy, for she hated his children by mortal women.  So, Zeus promised Hera that Heracles would have to perform any ten labors King Eurystheus of Tiryns assigned him before Zeus would allow him to attain eternal fame.


Hera, herself, gave Heracles his first opportunity to show his divine lineage.  As he and his brother lay sleeping in their crib she sent two serpents to kill him.  As the serpents entered the crib Iphicles awoke and began to scream.  Heracles, however, displayed the strength he would later become famous for as he grasped the two snakes and strangled them.

Heracles was not noted for his scholarly attributes.  Though his schooling was comprised of academics and athletics, as was every Greek male’s, it was the latter that he was the master of – wrestling, fencing, driving teams of horses and such - and the former that caused him great afflictions.  He often acted on impulse, reacting to emotions rather than thoughts, only to be very sorry for his actions later.  Such was the case when, angered by the ridicule of his music teacher, he struck the music teacher with his lyre and killed him.  Heracles made his “claim to fame” at the age of sixteen when he killed a lion that had been menacing his village with his bare hands.

As time passed, Heracles married a princess and fathered three sons.  Eurystheus feared that his power would be threatened and ordered Heracles to perform ten labors.  Heracles refused to perform them not wishing to do the bidding of someone he felt was morally inferior to himself.  In retaliation for his insubordination, Hera cast a spell on Heracles making him insane.  In his delusional state, he killed his family, thinking they were his enemies attacking him.

After the damage was done, she removed her spell.  When Heracles saw the bloody aftermath of his own work he swore vengeance on the murderer, unaware that it was he who was the guilty party.  When he learned he was responsible he fell into a deep depression and decided to take his own life.  He was talked out of it by his friend, Theseus, a hero in his own right, who told him he was destined for greater things and must have himself purified and forgiven.  Heracles sought counsel at the Oracle of Delphi where he was told to go to Eurystheus and perform the labors to fulfill his destiny.

Eurystheus, with the assistance of Hera, devised seemingly impossible tasks for Heracles to perform in order to be forgiven.  Hera was convinced that the tasks would be the undoing of Heracles.  These tasks have become known as the Labors of Heracles.

The Labors of Heracles

The Nemean Lion.  The Nemean Lion was a creature that ravaged the countryside near the village of Nemea.  The beast was unaffected by spears, swords, clubs, and arrows.  Heracles strangled the beast and brought it to the court of Eurystheus, who was so frightened by the creature, even though it was dead, that he begged Heracles to take it away and refused to allow him to enter the palace again.  Heracles skinned the animal and wore its pelt as a cloak.

The Hydra.  The Hydra was a nine-headed creature, the central head being immortal.  Heracles attempted to defeat the creature by cutting off its heads.  However, as one head was severed, two grew back in its place.  Heracles finally defeated the Hydra with the help of his nephew, Iolaus.  After Heracles cut off one of the Hydra’s heads, Iolaus used a torch to sear the neck closed before it could regenerate new heads.  The immortal head was buried deep within the earth and covered with a huge boulder.  Heracles cut the Hydra’s body into pieces and dipped his arrows in its blood for a wound infected with the poison of the Hydra was incurable.  He then returned to tell Eurystheus that the task had been completed.  Eurystheus decreed that the labor did not count because Iolaus assisted him.

The Arcadian Stag.  The Arcadian Stag was a magnificent animal with golden antlers and brass hooves. It was a favorite animal of Artemis, goddess of the moon and the hunt.  Eurystheus demanded that Heracles bring it back to him alive.  Heracles chased the stag for a year with no luck.  Finally, he shot it with an arrow and wounded it.  Handicapped by the injury, the stag was captured and taken to Eurystheus, who penned it up within the palace walls.  When the stag had fully recovered from the injury, it leapt out of the pen and over the walls to freedom.

The Erymanthean Boar.  The Erymanthean Boar was a huge creature that was laying waste to the countryside near Erymanthus.  Heracles pursued the beast through the forests, but could not capture it in the dense undergrowth.  He chased the boar into the mountains and their snowy caps.  The boar’s short legs made it impossible for it to run through the deep snow.  Heracles netted the boar and returned it to Eurystheus.

The Augean Stables.  Heracles’s fifth labor, intended to humiliate him, was to clean the stables of King Augeas of Elis.  The stables had not been cleaned in some thirty years and had served as a home to more than 3000 oxen.  Eurystheus commanded that the stables be cleaned in one day.  To preserve his dignity, Heracles offered to clean the stables in exchange for some cattle.

When Augeas agreed, Heracles diverted the courses of two rivers through the stables to “flush” them clean.  Having served their purpose, Heracles returned the rivers to their original courses.  When Augeas learned that Heracles had been ordered to clean the stables, he refused to pay him.  Likewise, Eurystheus refused to recognize the task because Heracles had performed it with the promise of payment.

The Stymphalian Birds.  These huge birds lived in the swamps and marshes near Stymphalus.  They were a plague to the people because of their numbers and the fact that they preyed on human flesh.  Their wings, beaks, and claws were made of brass and their feathers were used as arrows and served as armor.  Heracles destroyed them by frightening them into flight and shooting them with his own arrows as they flew away from him and exposed their vulnerable undersides.

The Cretan Bull.  The Cretan Bull was a magnificent, but brutish animal owned by King Minos of Crete.  The creature was a gift to Minos from Poseidon.  When the bull got loose and went on a rampage, Heracles was ordered to capture it.  Using his incredible strength, Heracles subdued the bull and brought it to Eurystheus who then ordered him to return it to Minos.

The Horses of Diomedes.  Diomedes fed his horses human flesh believing it made the fiercer and better equipped for battle.  Indeed, they were strong, fast, powerful creatures, but they were violent and very difficult to handle.  Heracles managed to steal them from Diomedes, but he was followed because Diomedes did not wish to lose such valuable animals.  Diomedes eventually overtook and confronted Heracles.  Heracles defeated Diomedes and threw his body to his horses.  After eating their master’s flesh, the horses became docile and easy to handle.

The Girdle of Hippolyta.  Hippolyta was the queen of the warrior tribe of women known as the Amazons.  The Amazons wanted little or nothing to do with men. Male children were either killed or sold into slavery.  The only males allowed to survive within the tribe were used as either slaves or breeding stock.  Heracles was ordered to secure from Hippolyta her girdle or belt which symbolized her position and power.  Because of his renowned reputation, Hippolyta gladly agreed to assist Heracles and freely offered the girdle to him.  Hera saw this proceeding too easily and would not stand for it.  She presented herself to the Amazons as one of them and spread the rumor that Heracles had captured and was kidnapping their queen.  The Amazons attacked Heracles.  He repelled their attack.  Thinking he had been betrayed, he killed Hippolyta.  He took the girdle and sailed for home.

The Oxen of Geryon.  Geryon was a monster with three heads whose cattle were the finest known in the world.  They were kept on an island far to the west and it was Heracles’s task to bring them to Eurystheus.  On his journey to the cattle, he split a mountain in two so he would not have to go around it and placed one half on either side of what is now known as the Strait of Gibraltar.  These two promontories – the Rock of Gibraltar and the Abyla – are known as the Pillars of Heracles.  The remainder of his task was easily accomplished.

The Golden Apples of the Hesperides.  The golden apples were in the charge of the Hesperides, the daughters of the Guardian of the West.  The apples hung from a tree in their garden and were protected by a dragon.  The most difficult part of the task was finding the garden. In his search, Heracles came across the Titan, Prometheus, chained to Mount Caucasus for his gift of fire to mankind and freed him from his bonds.  Prometheus sent him to the Titan, Atlas, who shouldered the heavens and could see all that was around him.  Prometheus said that Atlas would know where to find the apples.  Atlas agreed to help Heracles and get the apples for him if he would agree to take the heavens during Atlas’s absence.  Heracles agreed.  When Atlas returned with the apples, Atlas had decided that he enjoyed his newfound freedom and as a courtesy to Heracles would take the apples to Eurystheus.  Heracles knew that this would not be a satisfactory arrangement.  He pretended to agree, but asked Atlas if he would reshoulder the heavens for a moment so he might roll his lionskin into a pad for his shoulders as he was unaccustomed to the weight and found it uncomfortable.  Atlas saw no harm in this, so he set the apples down and stood beneath the heavens once again.  With that, Heracles picked up the apples and went on his merry way.

Cerberus.  In a final attempt to destroy Heracles, Eurystheus ordered him to bring Cerberus, the three-headed dog that guarded the gates of the Underworld, to the surface.  Heracles set to the task and was soon before the throne of Hades, god of the Underworld.  Hades agreed to allow Heracles to take the dog, provided no weapons were used and no harm came to Cerberus.  After a fierce battle, Heracles was finally able to subdue the beast.  He carried the snarling, frothing creature to Eurystheus, who was so frightened by the beast that he begged Heracles to return the creature to its master posthaste.

Having completed his labors, Heracles was absolved of his guilt and free to do whatever he pleased.  One adventure, almost as difficult as his labors, was the defeat of Antaeus, a Giant and mighty wrestler who forced strangers to wrestle him under the condition that if he were the victor he should kill them.  Heracles readily accepted such a challenge.  As they wrestled, Heracles noticed that after he was thrown to the ground, Antaeus would spring back at Heracles more forcefully than before.  In fact, as long as Antaeus was in contact with the ground, his strength seemed to grow.  Indeed, it was true, for as long as Antaeus was in contact with the ground, he was invincible.  Once he figured this out, Heracles held Antaeus over his head and strangled him.  At a later time, approached by Jason, he accompanied him on his search for the Golden Fleece with the Argonauts.

Eventually, Heracles remarried, taking the lovely Dejanira as his wife.  While honeymooning, the couple had to cross a wide river.  The centaur Nessus ferried travelers across for a small fee and did so for Dejanira while Heracles swam across.  In the middle of the river, Nessus tried to rape Dejanira.  When Heracles saw what was happening, he shot Nessus with a poison arrow.  Nessus staggered to the shore and with his dying words told Dejanira to gather his blood for it was a powerful love potion, and should she ever doubt Heracles’s love for her she need only use this potion to bring him back to her.

As time passed, Heracles set to the task of being a hero.  He engaged himself in battles for right and goodness.  In one such instance, after disposing of the enemy, a young maiden was saved.  Rumor got back to Dejanira that Heracles was enamored of the maiden.  Fearing she would lose Heracles, Dejanira sent a tunic soaked in the centaur’s blood as a gift to her husband.  When Heracles put the tunic on, the heat of his body activated the centaur’s blood, which had been poisoned by Heracles’s arrow – an arrow dipped in the blood of the Hydra – and the poison afflicted Heracles’s body.  The tunic stuck to his skin and burned it.  In agony he tore off the tunic and with it his skin.

Years before Zeus had warned Heracles that no living man could kill him; that he would die by the hands of the dead.  True to Zeus’s words, the poisoned blood of the Hydra combined with the blood of the dead centaur was his downfall.  Only death could relieve him of his agony.  He built a funeral pyre and climbed upon it.  No one he asked was willing to set the torch to the wood until Philoctectes passed by.  He alone was willing to assist Heracles in his attempt to relieve the excruciating pain he was experiencing.  In gratitude, Heracles gave the youth his mighty bow and arrows – weapons he would later take with him to battle in Troy.

As the flames of the pyre rose skyward, a cloud gathered above the pyre, the thunder cracked, and a bolt of lightning flashed.  When all had cleared, Heracles was gone, only his armor remained; there was no trace of bone.  Heracles had been spirited to Mount Olympus, to the palace of Zeus, where he was given full immortality and a seat next to his father.

