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Greek Mythology #13: HERACLES
by Joy Journeay

Gatekeeper of Olympus
God of:
Strength, heroes, sports, athletes, health, agriculture, fertility,
trade, oracles and the divine protector of mankind
Home:
MOUNT OLYMPUS
Symbols:
Club, Nemean Lion, Lion Skin, Bow and Arrows
Parents:
Zeus and Alcmene
Consorts:
Hebe
Siblings:
Ares, Athena, Apollo, Artemis, Aphrodite, Dionysus, Hebe,
Hermes, Helen of Troy, Hephaestus, Perseus, Minos, the Muses,
the Graces
Children:
Alexiares and Anicetus, Telephus, Hyllus, Tlepolemus
Roman Counterpart: Hercules
Heracles was both a hero and a god. It is told that when he died his mortal
body went to the Underworld and he ascended to Mount Olympus to join the
gods as reward for his heroism. He is associated with the famous Twelve
Labors.
From the beginning, Hera loathed Heracles as a son from one of Zeus’
infidelities. Zeus had made love to the mortal woman Alcmene by disguising
himself as her husband. The same night her true husband returned and also
Hercules Farnese, a Roman
made love to her. As a result, she carried twins from two fathers.
marble copy of the
Heracles’ mother was to deliver twins, each baby from a different father
original sculpture by
(one mortal and one a god). The infant Heracles was from Zeus, and part
Lysippos. 216 CE
immortal. Zeus swore and Hera went to successfully sabotage the birth of the
twins and cause the premature birth of Eurystheus so that he became High
King in place of Heracles. Hera knew Perseus’ grandson was also due. She had
Zeus swear that the child born that night would be a member of the House of
Perseus and become the High King.
Fear of Hera caused Heracles’ mother to abandon him, but he was saved
when his half-sister Athena took him to Hera. Hera did not recognize him and
nursed him in pity, until he nursed so strongly at her breast that it caused her
pain. As she pushed him away, her milk sprayed across the heavens and
formed the Milky Way. With Hera’s divine milk Heracles acquired supernatural
powers. Athena next took him back to Alcmene.
When the twins were eight months old Hera sent two giant snakes into their
room, hoping to kill them. Iphicles cried in fear, but Heracles grabbed a snake
in each hand and strangled them. In response, the seer Tiresias said he would
vanquish numerous monsters during his lifetime.
Heracles as a boy
YOUTH: Using a lyre as a weapon, Heracles killed his music teacher and
strangling a snake. Marble.
was sent to tend cattle as punishment by his foster father. While with the herd
Roman. 2nd Century CE.
he was visited by Vice and Virtue and offered a choice for his life: a pleasant
easy life or a severe and glorious life. Heracles chose the latter.
ADULTHOOD: In Thebes Heracles married King Creon’s daughter, but in a fit of madness caused by Hera,
he killed his children. Heracles is cured with hellebore, realizes what he did and fled to the Oracle of Delphi.
Unfortunately, Hera was guiding the Oracle, and he was told to serve the High King Eurysheus for ten years
and not refuse any task given to him.
Eurystheus gave Heracles ten labors, and then unjustly added two more, thus creating the famous
twelve Labors of Heracles.
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THE TWELVE LABORS: If Heracles successfully completes the labors set by
King Eurystheus, he will be purified of his sin and granted immortality,
according to the myth. When Heracles completed the original ten labors,
Eurystheus chose not to accept two of the labors and gave Hercules two
more to complete. He rejected the killing of the Hydra because
Heracles’ nephew helped him cauterize the head stumps, and he
rejected the cleaning of the Augean stables because Heracles was
going to be paid for the labor. The twelve labors are listed below.
1. Slay the Nemean Lion.
2. Slay the nine-headed Lernaean Hydra.
3. Capture the Golden Hind of Artemis.
4. Capture the Erymanthian Boar.
5. Clean the Augean stables in a single day.
6. Slay the Stymphalian Birds.
7. Capture the Cretan Bull.
ABOVE: Hercules at the Crossroads.
8. Steal the Mares of Diomedes.
th Century earthenware on steel.
18
9. Obtain the girdle of Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons.
Large. Collection of Yessy Byl.
10. Obtain the cattle of the monster Geryon.
CENTER: Heracles. Porcelain. Medium.
11. Steal the apples of the Hesperides (he had the help of Atlas
BOTTOM: Large French white metal.
to pick them after Hercules had slain Ladon).
Hercules and the Cretan Bull.
12. Capture and bring back Cerberus.
ARGONAUTS: After completing the Twelve Labors, Heracles
joined the Argonauts in their search for the Golden Fleece. During the
quest he fell in love with Princess Iole, and her father the king
promised her to whoever could beat his sons in an archery contest.
Heracles won and the king reneged on his promise. One of the king’s
sons did not support the welch on a promise and became Heracles
best friend. Heracles killed the king and his other sons and abducted
Iole. Hera, never allowing Heracles peace, drove him mad again and
he threw his best friend over the city wall to his death. Heracles was
purified by three years of service to the queen of Lydia.
PROMETHEUS: From the article on Zeus, you will recall that he punished
Promethius for giving fire to mortals. Prometheus was chained to a rock
where each day an eagle ate out his liver, it was regenerated overnight,
and eaten out again the next day. Heracles shot and killed the eagle
and then freed Prometheus from his chains.
MARRIAGE, CHILDREN AND AFFAIRS: Heracles was married
four times and had at least 35 consorts, fathering over 100
children. In a mad fit he murdered the children from his first
marriage. He had many affairs with women and men, one version
saying that his male lovers were beyond counting. One affair
involved the daughters of King Thespius, who asked him to kill
the Lion of Cithaeron. As a reward the king offered him a chance
to make love to all fifty of his daughters in one night. Heracles
does so and they all bore him sons. Some writers referred to this
as his Thirteenth Labor.
HERACLES DEATH: When Heracles married his third wife, he
fought the river god Achelous, tearing off one of his horns and giving it
to nymphs who turned it into a cornucopia. While traveling, Heracles’ wife
Deianira was offered a ride on a centaur to cross a river while Heracles
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swam across. The centaur carries her across and then attempts a rape, foiled by Heracles shooting him with
poison arrows dipped in the Hydra’s blood. Even while dying the centaur was up to mischief, telling Deianira
to gather up his spilled blood and keep it. The centaur told her to soak Heracles garment in the blood if he
ever is unfaithful.
Later when she hears that she has a rival, Deianira gets out the centaur’s blood and soaks Heracles shirt
in it. His servant Lichas delivers the shirt, Heracles puts it on, feels the poison, and pulls it off. He is fast
enough to not die from the poison, but in agony pulls his flesh off of his bones with the shirt. Believing that
his servant Lichas poisoned him, Heracles cast him in the sea to his death. To stop the pain, Heracles
uproots trees and builds a funeral pyre. As his body burns away his immortal side is left and he rises to
Olympus as he dies. On Olympus, Heracles married his fourth and last wife, Hebe.
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Marble statue of Heracles
holding his son Telephus.
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