[bookmark: _GoBack]‘Critically consider representations of Theseus’ labours in Graeco-Roman literary and artistic sources.’

This essay will assess the six labours of Theseus undertaken on his journey from Crete to Athens and analyse various literary and artistic representations of them. These labours or trials are depicted in a variety of ways, both literary and artistic representations. The initial six trials of Theseus are depicted the less often than other labours such as the Centaur or The Minotaur, though this could be that they just did not survive. These six labours detailed below were most typically shown on kylix bowls or other 5th century BC Greek pottery when artistically depicted, as shown in figures 1, 3, 4 and 5 below. Another artistic representation, also dating from the 5th century BC, is the Athenian Treasury at Delphi, discussed in the essay. The two most thorough literary sources that mention these labours performed by Theseus are those of Plutarch’s Life of Theseus, and Pseudo-Apollodorus’ Epitome. 
[image: ]
Fig.1. Attic red-figured kylix depicting the deeds of Theseus. The British Museum.

One depiction of the deeds performed by Theseus is on the Athenian Treasury at Delphi[footnoteRef:1]. While the surviving, greatly damaged, depictions of the labours of Theseus show all his labours but the first (stated by Plutarch and Pseudo-Apollodorus as being with Periphetes) , shown in figure 2, were originally portrayed and have all Ben at least partially destroyed since the Treasury’s consecration circa 507 BC to post 470 BC (the exact date varies with different scholars[footnoteRef:2]). The reason for the exclusion of Theseus’ labour agains the Club Bearer Periphetes is unknown. Pseudo-Apollodorus’ Epitome was written much later than the Treasury was built, dating from the 1st or 2nd century AD, while Plitarch’s Life of Theseus was written early 2nd century AD. As both works were written around a thousand years after the construction of the Athenian Treasury at Delphi and its representations of the labours of Theseus, it is probable that this labour was a later addition to the heroes journey.  [1:  Broadman, J. (2016) ‘Greek Art’ 5th ed. London: Thames & Hudson Ltd. p.99 ]  [2:  Jonathan., Spivey, Nigel (1996). Understanding Greek sculpture : ancient meanings, modern readings. New York: Thames and Hudson.] 


[image: ]

Fig.2. Map of Metopes of the Athenian Treasury at Delphi. Images 1-8 show the adventures of Theseus, 9-14 depict Amazons fighting, 15-22 show the adventures of Herakles, and 23-27 represent Herakles and Geryon, with Metopes 17 and 22 not shown.  John Boardman Greek Sculpture Archaic Period  (Marion Cox). The Classical Art Research Centre and the Beazley Archive, University of Oxford.

The first of the six labours of Theseus on his journey to Athens is known as Theseus and Periphetes. Upon leaving Crete, Theseus arrived at Epidaurus where he met Periphetes. Also known as the Club-Bearer due to his bronze club, Periphetes roamed the road from Athens to Troezen robbing travellers and then killing them with his club. In some versions Periphetes is depicted with one eye like a Cyclops and in others he is described as being lame in one leg like his father Hephaestus. Theseus tricked Periphetes into surrendering his club under the pretence of checking if it was gruels bronze, then killing the Club-Bearer with the same fate his victims received, hit in the head to death[footnoteRef:3]. In Plutarch’s Life of Theseus, Theseus kept Periphetes club, being likened go Hercules wearing the pelt of the Nemean lion. The artistic representation appears to be absent from the kylix shown in figure 1. This is likely because the kylix is an early representation of the labours of Theseus, while the literary sources that mention this specific labour are much later.  [3:  Plut. Thes. 8.1 ] 


[image: ]Fig.3. Nolan amphora with triple handles depicting Sinis being tied to a pine tree by Theseus. (ca. 470 BC - ca. 460 BC) Photograph by Maria Daniels, courtesy of Harvard University Art Museums, 1990.

His second labour after departing from Crete is that of Theseus and Sinis. The figure of Sinis is an Isthmian outlaw who forces travellers to aid him in bending pine trees to the ground and use the momentum of it to kill the traveller once the branches are near the ground. The victims of Sinis are then attached to the branches and being tossed by the tree to their death. In some versions of the tale, Sinis ties his victims to two pine trees causing them to be torn in apart. Theseus was approached by Sinis as he passed by and was asked to help. Much like his first trial, Theseus killed Sinis the way he would have killed his travelling helper, as he had with countless others[footnoteRef:4]. The representation of Theseus’ second labour against Sinis shows the two men lowering the branches of one pine tree, as opposed to two described in alternative versions of the myth.  [4:  Plut. Thes. 8.2 ] 


       
The third of Theseus’ labours on his journey to Athens is that of Theseus and The Crommyonian Sow. As the fable goes, a monstrous wild pig terrorised the countryside around Crommyon, robbing and killing those it came in contact with, becoming known as the Crommyonian Sow. An old witch by the name of Phaea was said to be the mistress of the Sow. In another version, the Sow itself was known as Phaea, named “after the old woman who bred it”, though in another the Crommyonian Sow was said to be the issue of Typhon and Echidna[footnoteRef:5]. Upon arrival at Crommyon, Theseus killed the Sow and its mistress, as represented in figure 1. Alternatively, Plutarch suggests in his biographical work ‘Life of Theseus’ that the Sow is possibly a woman robber derogatorily known as a sow as opposed to actually being a pig[footnoteRef:6]. The depiction of this labour included in figure 1 shows the Crommyon Sow and her mistress Phaea as separate entities, more closely matching the description in the Epitome as opposed to Plutarch’s attempt at explaining the truth behind the myths in his theory that the Sow was metaphorical and was actually a human female robber. [5:  Apollod. Epit. E.1.1]  [6:  Plut. Thes. 9.1 ] 
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Fig.4. Kylix showing Theseus pushing Sciron into the sea. The Antikensammlung Berlin Museum.

Theseus’ fourth labour after leaving Crete was that of Theseus and Sciron. Sciron was an Isthmian outlaw and either the son of Poseidon or Pelops. The outlaw lived on a cliff on the Saronic coast of Isthmus and Corinth, known as Sceironian Rocks. Sciron was known as a thief of travellers passing by his cliffside and to force them to wash his feet. As the travellers knelt before Sciron, he kicked them off the cliff and into the sea, knowing that they would be eaten by a monstrous turtle. As became a pattern of Theseus’ trials, he killed Sciron in the same fashion, by pushing him to his death off the cliff[footnoteRef:7]. In Life of Theseus, Plutarch does not mention the monstrous turtle, only that Sciron kicks his victims over the cliff to their death. Plutarch then mentions the contradictory claim held by some that Sciron was not violent or a criminal, and was in fact “a kinsman and friend of good and just men[footnoteRef:8]. The kylix shown in figure 4 clearly and accurately depicts the labour described in the Life of Theseus and in the Epitome. The depiction is closer to that described by Pseudo-Apollodorus as it includes the turtle in its imagery, an aspect not included in Plutarch’s biographical work.  [7:  Apollod. Epit. E.1.2-3; Plut. Thes. 10.1]  [8:  Plut. Thes. 10.2-3 ] 


Theseus and Cercyon was the fifth of the labours endured by Theseus on his journey to Athens. The King of Eleusis, Cercyon, was known as an extremely strong man. It is said he challenged passersby to a wrestling on the roads around his kingdom. The match was to the death, with Cercyon promising his kingdom to whomever defeated him. Cercyon was undefeated, killing countless people, until he was bested by Theseus, not by superior physical strength but by his skill. Theseus thus claimed the kingdom of Eleusis as his[footnoteRef:9]. Figure 1 plainly shows Theseus wrestling Cercyon, King of Eleusis, directly above the centre depiction of Theseus slaying the Minotaur. Artistic representations of this trial are easily recognisable, especially when shown among various other trials of Theseus, as with the above figure 1.  [9:  Apollod. Epit. E.1.3; Plut. Thes. 11.1] 


Fig.5. Attic red figure vase depicting Theseus slaying P[image: ]rocrustes c. 470 BC. Vienna, Kunstnistorches Museum.

The final trial of Theseus on his journey from Crete to Athens was that Theseus and Procrustes. The son of Poseidon, Procrustes has a stronghold on Mount Korydallos at Erineus. He invited passersby to spend the night at his stronghold on his iron bed. Procrustes proceeded to stretch his guests to make them fit the bed using his smith’s hammer. In certain versions Procrustes would amputate parts of his victims if they proved too tall, though nobody ever fit  the bed exactly because Procrustes secretly had two beds. Theseus therefore, following the common theme of his trials, used Procrustes’ own axe to cut off his legs and decapitate him[footnoteRef:10]. Figure 5, above, clearly shows Theseus taking Procrustes own axe in hand and seems as though he is about to use it on him. This depiction is accurate to the descriptions of labour given by both Pseudo-Apollodorus and by Plutarch.  [10:  Apollod. Epit. E.1.4; Plut. Thes. 11.1 ] 


The labours performed by Theseus are represented in artwork much less than his later adventures, most notably the Minotaur. The six labours of Theseus, performed on his way to Athens, are predominantly found as Attic red figure vases or kylix, unlike his labours of the Minotaur and the Centaur which have also been represented in statue form. One reason for this could be that they are much more easily recognisable as Theseus with these creatures that are hybrids, unlike those of his previous trials with foes appearing human in form. Unlike with Hercules, who is often depicted with the peloton the Nemean lion, distinguishing him from other Male figures, Theseus is markedly generic in his physical artistic portrayal. 

Plutarch states in Life of Theseus that the hero slew his victims and would be attackers or killers in the same manner they would have done him in an imitation of role model and cousin[footnoteRef:11] Hercules[footnoteRef:12]. Plutarch says, “And he did this in imitation of Hercules. For that hero punished those who offered him violence in the manner in which they had plotted to serve him,”. The references between Theseus and Hercules throughout Plutarch’s Life of Theseus show the great emphasis, not only by him but by many others in the period (shown in Fig.2 with the labours of Theseus and Hercules are depicted on Athenian Treasury at Delphi), of the similarities of the two heroes.  [11:  Plut. Thes. 11.1]  [12:  Plut. Thes. 11.1 ] 


Literary representations of the trials of Theseus on his journey to Athens are predominantly consistent, with only minor differences such as the presence of the turtle in fourth trial with Sciron. However, in Plutarch’s Life of Theseus he at times writes contradictory reports in his attempt to tell the tale of Theseus while editing the mythological aspects to make it more historical. This leads to problems in certain cases, especially when he writes that some view not as a murderous villain Sciron, therefore refuting what others and he himself had previously stated. A further problem found with literary sources of Theseus labours while he journeyed to Athens when compared to artistic representations are that the pottery predates the literature by around a thousand years. This problem is especially evident when looking for artistic representations of the first labour mentioned in the Epitome and Life of Theseus, that of Periphetes. The tale of Theseus and the Club Bearer does not seem to appear on Attic pottery dating from circa 450 BC on representations of all of Theseus’ early trials, suggesting that it was not included as a labour of Theseus until after the majority of pottery that depict Theseus was produced (c. mid 5th century BC) and before it was written by Pseudo-Apollodorus and Plutarch between the late 1st century AD and the second century AD. The reason and purpose of this additional labour unknown.

To conclude, the labours of Theseus undertaken on his journey from Crete to Athens are primarily consistent with only minor differences between most of the literary sources. The artistic representations of Theseus are also consistent with those described in the literary sources, excepting that of the first trial which appears to be a later addition to Theseus’ list of labours[footnoteRef:13], seemingly appearing on no 5th century BC wares. This first trial does not seem to appeared in the Athenian Treasury at Delphi (c. 470 BC) where the first eight squares are said to be Theseus’ labours, The Centaur as the 8th, The Minotaur as 7th, the Marathonian Bull as the 6th, with the first five seeming to depict labours two through six but without the labour against Periphetes. 
 [13:   Walker, H. (1995a) ‘The Early Development of the Theseus Myth’, Rheinisches Museum Für Philogie 138 (1): 1-33. ] 
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