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Athena and Hermes in Barly Greek Poetry:
Doubling and Complementarity
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Olympian divinities'. The poets’ storytelling purposes may well have deliberately
and molded the Greek gods, oﬁgimlly 2 heterogeneous collection,
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fundamental level of belief and practice, consisted of worship of a specific deity
(orsomeﬁmsapajrofdeiﬁ&s)ataspeciﬁcshﬁneforaspedﬁcneedorﬁmcdon
Agivencityordisnictwasofnenapeda]lyamchedtooneclympiangod.with
templesandahamofoﬂ:erdeﬂi&abomformhﬂzedneeds.mdso
whengodsdoappmrinaworkoflitemmre,wemustassumethatwhﬂethey
.disphypomandchmcteﬁsﬁmnotmdicanyatvaﬂamewithﬂmseoftheh'
insﬁnmomlizedordﬁcmlmwhhmmeekoommtmiﬁa,meyaremamnsidemble
extent the creatures of a fictionalized world thar may owe as much to the mythpoeic
imaginaﬁcnaswﬂleraliﬂesofdaﬂybekefandpmcﬁce.nisthemekgodsof
this world of the imagination that are my primary concem.

Within this theoretical framework, I focus on Athena and Hermes in the
imagﬁivewmidofaﬂyGreekpoeﬂyandmyﬂ:.GimthatthsetwoOlymphns
hzvcmappa:emﬁmﬂaﬂﬁ&sinchamcterormlmsofinmandfuncﬁon,
nevezﬂadessmHomerandthemymicu'adiﬁontheydisphyanunapected
degree of overlap. Here are some striking points of similarity.

I)IntheOlympianCouncilthanpensﬂmOd)mey,Zeusdacidestosend
AﬂmatoIﬂ:aaandHetmesmOgyghmexacdyparaneltolwmsﬁrfatherand-.
son info action.

] Z)BothAthgnaandHamesspeedmﬂl&eemissionswithwingedsandals
s their characteristic attribute”.

3) Both have the power to bestow invisibility on their £avorites or to use
invisibility strategically®. Thus there is 2 close parallel between Athena’s covering
Odysseuswiﬂzamistofinvisibﬂnymguidehim&fetywAHdnoosandMetem
Oab&qﬂ,andﬂemes’maldng?ﬁaminvisiblemguidehﬁnsafelymAchﬂl&sin
Had 24. .

4) In Odyssey 10, 2 section of the narrative where Athena has dropped out
ofhermleasOdysseufdivinehelper‘,Hermwimervmwinwm:isnormaﬂy
Athena’s role to give the hero protection against Kirke's powers’.

4 0d. 1. 96-98 CAthens) and 5. 4446 (Hermes). Commentators bave considered these sandals
smﬁyhﬂm@gmﬁmmﬂv&mﬂL%umm&ﬂmlemnna
forrmulate transference from Hermes to Atheng based on the two deities’ assaciation elsewhere in
mythic’nditionaaelow,noteS). ‘

AmeMmkuOdysummviﬁble‘uOde‘.gwang:ﬁl&ufmmof‘mmw isssenin
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To these instances from early epic we may add an example from a myth
that is clearly very old:

5) In the hero Perseus’ quest against the Gorgon, Athena and Hermes join
forces as a pair of-divine helpers, and are in a sense redun .

These parallels invite the question, why do Athena and Hermes sometimes
share or ‘double’ each others’ functions? My answer, I hope, will expand our
understanding of these gods’ complexity, and especially that of Athena®.

The first implication of these parallels is that some of the powers of Athena
and Hermes are alternate and related versions of the same quality. For example,
each god embodies the kind of clever intelligence or pirts that manifests itself in
the clever ruse and the winning strategy. For Hermes this quality leans toward the
‘night-time’ realm of stealth and theft, cunning deception, and successful guidance
10 the underworld™®; while for Athena it leans toward the ‘day-time’ realm of good

judgement, quick thinking, and successful guidance on the battlefield. While pulling
in opposite directions, the two gods’ interests share a common center. Consider
the qualities singled out for praise in Athena’s statement to Odysseus at O4. 13,
330 ff.: I can never abandon you, she says, for all your unfortunate state, because
wyou are so clever at speechfZl", strong-minded, and intelligent”,

obvex’ émyis &oo Kal dyyivoos xal Exédpuv.

% The earliest references to Perseus’ adventures are in Hesiod (7beog. 270-281, Eboiai fr. 135

M-W, Aspis 216-237), with more details in Simonides (543 FMG) and Pindar (Pyib. 12. 14 £). The
ﬁrstanﬁvhgeﬁdememrmerdeofmmmmsmmﬁomsevmﬂmenmwmseet
Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 1, Baltimore 1993, pp. 304 f. for references. The only full account is late,
Apollodomsz.:i.z-a,wheleitisthedueephmddsoer'niwhOpossessthemdz!sandcapof
mmﬂiq;myhndmmmmaﬁsmmwmlethmﬂwsenmphsm
acqtmetlwnemryobiects.(lnrhaekyd& account, Jacoby 3 F11, only Hermes leads Pesseus
toxheGth.Perseusrenmmembygivingmemﬁ:sthmsmg'vemmePhordda,adetaﬂ
thatsuggssﬂmﬂamesinsomesmemdsmenemgimlobieas. Since Perseus gives Athena
ﬂlegorganebmwkeepasherownamhm.kxminsﬁnpﬁdtmum should come away
vﬁ&capmdsandﬂsapammmmsmdepouodms'hmmmtmmima
confused version of a double aition for each deity’s characteristic accoutrements. Other sousces,
pnrﬁm}nﬂyamsdcmpxsmmﬁam.ﬁeqtmﬂyhavemeapadsandakaspossssions of Hermes.
W.E, Otto, The Homeric Gods (ed. orig. Die Gotter Griechenlands, Franidurt 2. M. 1947, Boston
1964,pSB.mksd»aWom'Am(ﬁdmgoddﬁdm.mmshemmbls

study 3
® Otto, ibid., pp. 113-120 gives an eloquent assessment of Hermes' ‘nocturnal’ character as
related 1o his role as psychopompos, guide fi
. Herm. 15, and the closing summation of the hymn, 577 £., "in the daric of night he gives the mibe
ofmor}alslnﬂehdpandendlss deception*. -
‘Unfmumﬁymmmﬂladiecﬁvsmnmandwinmmg.&ndvoos should mean
‘mgadoxsormgh—mhdeﬁ.mdéﬁépwmmemeﬁm'havmmmlﬁgmce’ or ‘of steadfast
mﬂﬁg&m‘.&um(wedaboofodymalam,whﬁlmmeas‘demmspeech
mm,mqumm“mmymmmmmemm

mnapremﬂonbwdlmgu&mlmgmsﬁcmdmﬂgounds,byA.TeﬁaenaDah. Glotea 60,
1982, pp. ZOS-ZILSeeﬁnlhEJ.]hmo.Acbmwmy»Homm,m.oﬂmdm. p. 55.

of the dead. Note his significant epithet vuxids omwrmTiipa,




Joseph Russo

These qualities come close to the very ones that distinguished Odysseus’
grandfather Autolykos as described at Od. 19. 395-398, 407-409: a man who
usedsharppractice(ﬂemooﬁvn)anddeveruseofspeech(htheformofoaﬂl)
togainadvantageovereveryonehemensoasmmakehhnselfsn'onglydisnked
byhumansocietybutafavoriteofmequﬂerma.ItwasHexmeswhogmmed
Autolykos these sharp qualities of mind (Beds 8¢ ol avrdg €8uxev ‘Eppeias) and
whostoodbyhimashisdivinepauon(éSéoiﬂpddmmv&u’ &midet). Thus each
deity, Athena and Hermes, has followed and fostered the career of a favourite
mormlwhowasanidalembodimemOfthequalhiesmenﬁaltothatdei:y,and
themonalshappentobegrandfad:erandgrandsonmeyshmasmngfamﬂy
resémblanceinmenmlacuity,butthegmndfaﬂ:erlmsmwardthenegaﬁve and
is therefore "hated by many* (moAdiow. . . 6Bvoodpevos, 19. 407), while the
grandson leans toward the positive, a grealy admired Achaean hero whose
‘shadow’ side, and the ‘odium’ it provokes, remain largely hidden, but frequently
hinuedatandhaunﬁnglyemblemaﬁcinmeverynfamehebws(rﬁ 8’ 'OBuoels
oy’ EaTw émivupon).

‘IhuswehaveanotherparallelbetweenAthenaandHermestoaddtothe
five listed above: 6) both are patrons of one member of the grandfather-grandson
pair Autolykos-Odysseus, their patronage based on a shared interest in metis,
the cunning use of intelligence.

Yet we might say that much like Hesiod's distinction between good eris
andbaderic,thsedeiﬂ&sembodyanintﬁguingdisﬁncﬁonbetweengopdand
bad metis: ﬂieﬁrstisﬂaememofsuccessﬁllcampaigners,whﬂethesecondis
the metis of swindlers, equivalenttodolas.'lhusifweweremdjagramthe
relation of Athena to Hermes we might represent each as touching at a common
center of cunning intelligence or me#is, but reaching in opposite directions in
their specialized application of this shared quality.

ATHENA HERMES
ufims
cwxppocivn KAETTTOOUVT
codia , 7 86 os

1 suggestthatthisisnoaccidembutonesubﬂeaspectofthetendency
toward systematic complementary distribution of qualities and activities of gods
within the Olympian system, as conceived in the mythpoeic imagination shared

"GivenOdyseus’Auwlyhnﬁnageandﬁnuspidmsmme.mshoﬂdﬁndhsmpﬂshg—
andnotanzummaﬁc‘given'ofepicuadiﬁon—ﬂmhehasbemmkenupbythep
‘good'godd&sAMn,Zeuffavoﬁ&onOlympos.Undshapamgeﬂnmofmywﬂa
hasbemrehabﬂiuﬁedasﬁemscthuowhonﬂedIﬁahbmigﬂYmdymbrMs
homcomhg.?m&eﬁeowﬁﬂhewaspahapsmceﬂumdpm&égé.abﬁrmmofamcksm
and more dangerous than we find him in Homer's o@m,seemxso.‘.ajunsianmlysis‘,dr.nﬂ.
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by Homer and the early poets. Furthermore, there is evidence for a relation
between Athena and Hephaistos that is analogous to that between Athena and

Hermes.
Again, we begin by asking what significant parallels or connections exist
between Athena and Hephaistos. There are of course two interesting mythic

tales that bring them together: Hephaistos' splitting open Zeus’ head to release

Athena®, and Hephaistos' attempted rape of Athena that led o the birth of
Erichthonios™. But the first shows no common characteristic between the two
gods, and the second emphasizes distance rather than connection: Hephaistos’
atternpt is rebuffed with disgust, and no relationship between the two continues.
They do share one peculiarity of birth, in that each is the child of a single parent
of the opposite sex, with Hera's birthing of Hephaistos presented as a retaliation
against Zeus for his single begetting of Athena®.

But the truly significant connection between Athena and Hephaistos is in
the fact that both deities control the realm of human craftsmanship, the cunning
use of the hands to master and shape material into useful and decorative objects. *

A perfect statement of this convergence is in the Homeric
which describes him as

3s per’ "Aénvains yravkdmidos dy\ad Epya

avipsmovs &dibakev &m xBovds. . . . (KA. 20. 2-3)

Hymn to Hephaistos,

It is common in both literature and cult to find these two gods invoked or
worshipped together as patrons and teachers of craftsmen’®, Yet within this general
similarity 1 believe we can discemn 2 carefully nuanced difference, perfectly
illustrated in Hesiod’s account of the creation and adornment of Pandora. In
both Theogony and Works and Days it is Hephaistos who does the essential
shaping out of raw hard material, fashioning her out of earth,

yains yap cipwAacoE TepudwTds "Apdlyviies Tb. 571
alrika & &k yaing m\ioue WuTds "Apduymers Op. 70

while Athena specializes in the work of more delicate adornment, which
Hephaistos then parallels in the final detail.

{@oe 5& kal kéounge fed YAAUKIDHTLS *ABTHY
dpyudbéy eodfim xard kpiibev 8¢ ra\dmTpnY
SauSadény Xelpeoor kaTéoyebe, Bavua ibéobar*

% 11es. Th, 924-929 has Athena emerge unaided from Zeus' head, before Hephaistos is bom
from Hera, Hephaistos using an axe 1o release Athena is first depicted in liverature in Pind,, OL 7.
35-37, and becomes a familiar image in Greek vase-painiing and sculpture. '

¥ For details see Apollod. 3. 14. 6, Hyg. Fab. 166. Good discussion in Gantz, Myth, cit. 1. 8,
1, pp. 77-78, who cites fragmentary evidence that suggests the story was known o earlier authors.

5 Hes. Th. 924-929; H. Apoll. 312-317.
% Soton fr. 1 Gent-Pr (=13W). 49 £; Paus. 1. 14. 6; Schol. Soph. Oed. Col. 56.
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apdl 8¢ ol oTeddvous veodn\éas dvBea molns
ipeprobs meplonke kapian. Tla\Ads ‘Abqvm.

apdl 8¢ ol oTedpdimy xpuoény kedariidwy Ebnke,

v airds Tolnoe, TEPLKAUTOS Apdryviels

doxtoas mardpnot, Xaplépevos Au matpl. Th. 573-580

The details reveal a subtle interplay of parallel and difference in the talent
and activity characteristic of each divinity. Athena adoms Pandora with (soft)
garlands, oTepdvovs, of newly-bloomed flowers, and in the very next lines
Hephaistos gives hera (hard) crown or headband, aTedpdvny, of gold, which he
has fashioned with his own hands. The nouns oTédavos and oTeddvn are close
to synonymous, both having the root meaning ‘that which crowns’; but Hesiod
seems to have played upon their subtle distinction to bring out the crucial interplay
of similarity and difference in the two gods’ functions. Hephaistos, as goldsmith,
both creates and bestows his metallic crown, while Athena’s role is confined to
embellishment with the homologous — and near-homonymous ~ garland.

The Works and Days version of the story presents serious inconsistencies
between Zeus' instructions (60-68) and their implementation (70-82) in the
fashioning of Pandora. Whatever the reason for these changes”, the roles of
Hephaistos and Athena remain constant in their focus on hard versus soft material
and basic creation versus ornamentation.

This subtle division of the powers of Athena and Hephaistos within the
realm of technical craftsmanship is not always obligatory, but may turn up in
unexpected places. We may see a variant in as local and specialized a source as
the scholium on I, 16. 140, commenting on the famous "Pelian ash-wood spear
which Cheiron gave to his [Achilles’ father". The scholiast specifies that the
centaur presented only the basic "well-grown wood", pehiay elfafi. Then it was
smoothed or planed, Eéoar, by Athena and "outfitted [as a speat]", KaTaoKevdaaL,
by Hephaistos, which must mean the addition of a metal socket and point. The
two gods of craftsmanship collaborate in the process, but each is given a distinct
and specific techne : Athena controls the working of softer material, here wood,
and Hephaistos the working of metal.

OF course distinctions of the sort I am proposing cannot always be solid
and unambiguous; in 2 cultural construct like mythology, some degree of ‘leakage’
or overlap is expected. For example, in Od. 6. 232-5 = 23. 159-162, in the simile
describing Athena's physical enhancement of Odysseus, the qualities of Athena
and Hephaistos seem fully equated. Homer compares the goddess’s actionto the
work performed by the skilled craftsman (@vhp 18pis) who overlays silver with
gold, instructed by Hephaistos or Athena, who teach him "all kinds of crafts"
(réxvny mavToiny). We may note some rhetorical awkwardness in the comparison

7 See M.L. West, Hesiod's Works and Days: a Commentary, Oxford 1978, p. 161, for discussion
of previous scholars’ excision of certain verses and an argument for the authenticity of the entire

passage.
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of Athena’s act of enhancement to that of a craftsman taught by Athena; and
indeed, Homer may have felt that the redundancy was mitigated by naming rwo
deities instead of Athena alone. Thus the avoidance of any distinction between
the two gods’ qualities may in fact be a conflation put to good purpose.

The distinction between Athena and Hephaistos in the realm of material
technai may be seen as analogous to that between Athena and Ares in the reaim
of martial technai. Just as Hephaistos’ special capacity is in heavy materials as
distinct from light ones, and in fundamental construction as distinct from secondary
ornamentation, so on the baulefield Ares’ special capacity is in the basic element
of aggressive force, while Athena's special capacity is for the intelligent strategy
(or even trickery)™ that brings victory. The distinction between Athena and Ares
as gods of battle is given almost allegorical elaboration by Homer in fliad 5,
where he has Athena intelligently guide Diomedes’ spear against Ares’ brute
force, so that metis proves superior to bfe and the mighty war-god is actually
wounded by a less powerful but more tactically sophisticated opponent”. _

Let me summarize the argument I have been making thus far. The goddess
Athena, mysterious and complex in her origins, does not embody the same kind
of clearly identifiable and ‘essential’ qualities that most other Olympians possess
in early Greek literature. Apollo, Artemis, Aphrodite, Ares, Hephaistos, Poseidon,
Hades, Demeter, Dionysos and Hestia, for all their complexity, may be fairly
straightforwardly identified with healing/plague, childbirth/wildlife/hunting, love/
beauty, war, fire/metallurgy, the sea, the underworld, the earth, wine/ecstasy,
and the hearth. Zeus and Hera may be readily understood as the principles of
male and female sovereignty embodied in a king and queen of divinities, and
Hera is therefore strongly identified with the revered authority of the idealized
Greek wife. Of the remaining Olympians, Hermes is too complex and fluid for
any such easy identification; and this is a complexity and elusiveness shared by
Athena. For all her familiarity to the ancient Greeks and to modern readers of
their literature, the grey-eyed goddess remains essentially hard to pin down in
any ‘essential nature’. And this, I submit, is because her nature is fundamentally
aspectual rather than essential. She is not characterized by any one ‘essence’ so
much as she is by the specialized aspect of an essential quality possessed by some
other divinity. Thus she is the lighter and more ‘feminine’ side of Hephaistos’
craftsmanship, the nimbly intelligent and more strategic side of Ares’ war-strength,
and the more respectable side (snetis) of Hermes’ trickery (klgptosyne).

Once we begin thinking of Athena in such a ‘relational’ way, we may add
further correspondences to both Poseidon and Zeus. Burkert has already noticed
‘the force of civilization' that distinguishes Athena from Poseidon (and in one
detail from Hermes): "Poseidon violently sires the horse, Athena bridles it and

** Note her deception of Hektor in 2. 22, called xepSootvn by Homer at 247; and Hektor's
complaint, épé¢ 8 éEandmoer *Abijvn, at 299.
¥ 1. 5. 851-857.
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builds the chariot; Poseidon excites the waves, Athena builds the ship; Hermes
may multiply the flock, Athend teaches the use of wool'®. We may go stll
further and adduce those cases where Zeus wills a §ust’ theodicy or resolution —
as in the Qdyssey and the Oresteia— and Athena serves to implement his Olympian
willinthespeciﬁcdetailsofcivicorderand social practice. In dramas like the
Ajax and the Ipbigeneia in Taurss, she is the divine figure who is able to translate

the abstraction of cosmic justice info the actuality of social order, functioning as

if the surrogate on earth of Zeus, or at least of Olympos (since Zeus' will is not
explicidy mentioned in these texts). Her role in these literary works vividly
recalls Otto’s epitomization of Athena as "the goddess of nearness™'.

These relationships may be diagrammed thus: '

ARES

:w_ Burkest, Greek Raligion, Cambridge (Mass.) 1985, p. 141.
Above, n. 9.
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Among the various relationships we have reviewed between Athena and
mothergoithatwﬁhﬂmseemsmostdevdopedbemusethaearethem
Olympiansmostaaivemmveningmmmnaﬂ‘aﬁs.Thcnamreofmeetemaﬂy
mumbleandehlgivegodﬁelmﬁmayneverbefunyfammorevenadeqmtdy
’ Z a¢ for his sometime counterpart Athena, whose multiple identities
have been identified as Mycenaean citadel-goddess, snake-goddess, patron of
Athens, goddess of wisdom, and patron of handicrafis, the interpretation presented
heresuggsrssﬁuanothetidmthy.mhan‘s&edivhitywhomayshue,or
‘dmble’,thebie,wcbne,andma'wofAm,Hephaistos,andHames, and perhaps
eventhegiftsofPoseidonandthediIaeoneus;butatthemeﬁmehasthe
special ability to tansform them, by joining complementarity with difference,
into subtler and finer versions.

2 Burkert, Graek Religiom, cit. n. 20, pp. 156-159, does 2 characiesistically good job of
encompasshgﬁerms'nnﬂﬁﬁﬁousmmpleﬂywithm“handmmﬂﬂbmevenhere. no ‘key’ 1o
Hermes' nanire emerges. Eatlier swdies (N.O. Brown, Hermes the Thief, Wisconsin 1947; J.S.
Chienden, Hesperia 15, 1947, pp. 69-114, Amer. Journ. Atch. 52, 1948, pp. 24-33; H. Henes, Rbein.
Mus. 119, 1976, pp. 193-241; L. Kahn, Hermés passe, Parls 1979) share no unified vision. Like a mue
trickster, this mercurial figure continually refuses 10 stand stll and be ‘known'.
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