
Art Analysis

Text- nonsense: imitation letters, from left to right.

Black-figure Lekythos, Eritrea. Early 5th century BCE.

Current collection: Paris, Musee du Louvre: CA598

The piece of art is a black figure lekythos(a narrow jug used for storing oil)from Eritrea, North Africa, dated from around the early 5th century BCE. The lekythos was placed in unmarried women’s tombs to prepare them for marriage in the underworld, in addition to smearing women with perfumed oil prior to marriage. The scene depicts Heracles, the strongest hero in Greek mythology, completing his second labour out of twelve of killing the Lernaean Hydra.

The figure on the far left is Athena, the goddess of wisdom, Heracles’ half-sister and his constant ally. She is identifiable as such by her crested helmet and spear; in addition, snake heads adorn her sleeve, perhaps from Medusa’s head. Athena is not mentioned as aiding in killing the Hydra: perhaps the artist conflated the Hydra with the Stymphalian Birds, for both monsters were swamp-dwellers.. It also suggests Athena was there in spirit if not in person to help her brother complete his labours. 


The figure to Athena’s right is recognizable as Heracles because he wears a lion-skin cape and carries a club. The skin was obtained from the Nemean Lion, and enabled Heracles to battle the Hydra without being bitten. Below his feet, Heracles is being attacked by an unnaturally large crab. The crab is clearly Carcinos, a gigantic crustacean sent by Hera to defend the Hydra; Carcinos tried “biting Heracles on the foot*”, whereupon he crushed it below his feet. 

The figure on the right of the Hydra is Heracles’ nephew Iolaus. In contrast to his uncle, Iolaus wears a helmet, and carries a sword. To the farthest left is a pile of blazing wood, foreshadowing the method used in successfully killing the Hydra.


Most depictions of heroic figures portray them as nude, because doing so enables the artists to depict the figures as having idealized body images to suggest a semi-divine nature. In this scene, however, the semi-divine Heracles is modestly dressed in a lion-skin tunic, while the fully-human Iolaus is mostly nude, with a stick-like erect phallus protruding backwards between his buttocks. Later red figure artwork from around 530 BCE would portray Heracles and other heroic figures with smaller penises; according to Professor Andrew Lear, “Greeks associated small and non-erect penises with moderation, which...formed their view of ideal masculinity”*. Iolaus’ erection could therefore be referring to the myths in which Heracles was Iolaus’ lover as well as his uncle: however, this is countered by the myths that Iolaus shared his uncle’s thoughtful nature, and therefore the erection is merely down to the artist’s lack of biological knowledge.

Both Carcinos and the Hydra are portrayed as smaller than the heroes.  In addition, Heracles himself, while muscular, is nowhere near the heroic build with which he was depicted in many sculptures of the Hellenistic age. Perhaps, therefore, the artist is portraying the monsters like real animals, and Heracles like an ordinary man; the battle is therefore more challenging to both parties, and resembles real life hunting experiences with which the Greeks were familiar. 
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