
The Importance of Erichthonius in Classical Athens
Erichthonius was an influential Athenian figure and was significantly important for classical Athens. He was commonly linked, or syncretised, with Erechtheus, who may or may not have been his grandson,[footnoteRef:1] and several ancient authors including Strabo, Plutarch and Homer often made the two figures one, so within this essay Erechtheus and Erichthonius will be syncretised[footnoteRef:2]. Erichthonius will be the primary name noted for the syncretisation of these two Kings of Athens, although it will be mentioned if it could also be Erechtheus. There are several reasons for why Erichthonius was so important, those reasons being that he was a King of Athens (at times suggested to be the founding King, or one of the earliest Kings), he is known as the ‘son of Athena’, he was a protector and hero of Athens, which would make him a mythical legend, as well as the syncretisation with the second mentioned Athenian King, Erechtheus. Erichthonius also had a cult following, which he would not have had if he were not a figure of significance to the citizens of Athens. The temple Erechtheion was named after, and dedicated to, Erichthonius, as well as being dedicated to Athena, Hephaestus, Poseidon and apparently also to Erichthonius’ brother, Butes.[footnoteRef:3] Further insight into how important Erichthonius can be seen in Euripides’ play Medea, where Euripides calls the citizens of Athens (which were only the Athenian males as females were not allowed to be citizens) ‘sons of Erichthonius’.[footnoteRef:4] As Erichthonius was a King of Athens, it makes sense that the citizens of Athens would bear the title of ‘sons of Erichthonius’ as they would have been his children in the symbolic way that he was the leader of Athens like a father would be the leader of the household. It is also believed by Hyginus that either Zeus or Athena made Erichthonius into the chariot constellation Auriga on account of him ‘inventing the four-horse chariot’,[footnoteRef:5] further illustrating the consolidation of the relationship between the three. [1:  Oxford Classical Dictionary, (2016)]  [2:  Strab.Geography.13.1.48; Nonn.Dionysica,13.172-179; Plut.Mor.843e, Hom.2.547-548; Parker (1987), p193; Milakson (1976) p141, Ehrentheil (1974), p128; Oxford Classical Dictionary (2018)]  [3:  Brill, (2006)]  [4:  Rosivach, (1987), P295; Euripides’ Medea: a new translation, notes, p86 (825)]  [5:  Hyg.2.1; Theoi.com, (2017)d] 

Erichthonius was an important figure to Athens for several reasons which will be discussed later, although the evidence which will be mentioned here is the link to Athena through being known as the ‘son of Athena’, even though she was a goddess with her virginity intact. According to ancient writers and orators, including Cicero, Pseudo-Apollodorus, Pausanias, and Pseudo-Hyginus, Erichthonius was the product of Hephaestion’s attempted rape of Athena.[footnoteRef:6] One version of the myth of the attempted rape, stated by Apollodorus, says ‘he dropped his seed on the leg of the goddess. In disgust, she wiped off the seed with wool and threw it on the ground; and as she fled and the seed fell on the ground, Erikhthonios was produced’.[footnoteRef:7] Whereas another version, voiced by Pseudo-Hyginus, claims ‘some of his seed fell to the ground. Minerva [Athene], overcome by shame, with her foot spread dust over it. From this the snake Erichthonius was born, who derives his name from the earth and their struggle.’[footnoteRef:8] Both versions of the myth claim Athena raised him as a mother, adopted mother or foster mother would do, so she would still be classed as a mother for the child,[footnoteRef:9] even if Gaia is sometimes the one named as the one who bore Erichthonius, instead of him having no mother.[footnoteRef:10] All of this demonstrates why Erichthonius is called the son of Athena, but it is relevant to address why Erichthonius is important to the city of Athens itself. [6:  Apollod.3.14; Call.Hecale Fragment.1.2; Paus.3.18.13, Hyg.Fab.166; Hyg.Ast.2.13; Ov.Met.2.748ff; Cic.N.D.3.22]  [7:  Apollod.3.14]  [8:  Hyg.Ast.2.13]  [9:  Fry, 2018, p194; Call.Hecale.1.2]  [10:  Detienne, and Jones, (2001), p50] 

Athena is known as the tutelary deity of Athens, as she and Poseidon had a competition over who could have that position. The myth was so valuable to the city of Athens as it represented the founding of Athens that when the Parthenon was built to honour Athena in 432BC, the west pediment depicted the contest she and Poseidon had over Athens. According to the myth, Athena and Poseidon both gave a gift to the leader of Athens (who has been mentioned to be the King Kekrops[footnoteRef:11]), with Athena’s gift being an olive tree,[footnoteRef:12] and Poseidon’s being horses and chariots,[footnoteRef:13] or in some versions a salt spring.[footnoteRef:14] The leader chose Athena’s gift for the reasoning that olive trees would give Athens prosperity through peace, whereas Poseidon’s gift would give them prosperity through war. It is said that the olive tree that Athena gave was planted on the Acropolis, where the Erechtheion and Parthenon were built, and the olive tree lived for centuries. Athens was immensely proud of its tutelary deity, and there were many temples and statues dedicated to her. For the virgin goddess to have a close associate in the mortal realm, especially one she nursed when he was young, would be a way for the citizens to try and gain more favour with her. Theoretically they could have treated Erichthonius with almost as much respect, if not the same amount, as they would Athena. Moreover, there are authors, including but not limited to Pseudo-Apollodorus, claim that Athena wished to make Erichthonius immortal, which shows the degree of value Athena placed on the baby who would be known as her son.[footnoteRef:15] Likewise, as Erichthonius was perceived to be the ‘son of Athena’, consequently Zeus would have been seen as his grandfather since Athena was born from Zeus’ head.[footnoteRef:16] Therefore, that link to the king of the gods would have been a relationship the citizens of Athens would have desired as the link between Athena and Zeus, and thus Erichthonius and Zeus, was crucial as ‘it meant that they too had contact along a chain of patronage with the ruler of the world.’[footnoteRef:17] Therefore, because Erichthonius was thought to be so closely linked with Athena, and that he is seen as a kind of grandson to Zeus, he would have become crucial to Athens to secure their allegiance with the deities, and have them look favourably over the city of Athens. [11:  Theoi.com, (2017a) ]  [12:  Theoi.com, (2017a); Theoi.com, (2017b)]  [13:  Theoi.com, (2017b)]  [14:  Theoi.com, (2017a)]  [15:  Apollod.3.14; Fry (2018), p194]  [16:  Theoi.com, (2017b), Theoi.com, (2017a), ]  [17:  Parker, (1987) p191-192] 

In following the same path as Strabo, Plutarch and Homer in counting Erichthonius and Erechtheus as one person, or seeing them as interchangeable,[footnoteRef:18] the reigns of both Erichthonius and Erechtheus will be talked about within this section, as if they were by the same person, still under the name Erichthonius. Erichthonius was an autochthonous king of Athens (‘born of the ground’, possibly a link to his birth myth, or could simply refer to the fact that he was born within Athens or Attika, the region of Athens). He was preceded by the usurper Amphictyon[footnoteRef:19] and succeeded by his son Pandion I, However, according to Isocrates, Erichthonius became King of Athens after King Kekrops,[footnoteRef:20] whose daughters were said to have died after having disobeyed Athena’s order of not looking into the crate that the baby Erichthonius was in.[footnoteRef:21] He is thought to have founded the Panathenaic festival in honour of Athena,[footnoteRef:22] in all likelihood through the link attributed to Athena being the tutelary deity of Athens, but also from the myths that claim she looked after the King as a child. In addition, he was said to have created the four-horse chariot for the Panathenaic festival,[footnoteRef:23] further cementing his name within the Panathenaic festival and increasing his importance with it. Therefore, he would also be known as the founder of the Panathenaic festival and creator of the four-horse chariot, as well as the ‘son of Athena’ and a grandson of Zeus, all of which are aspects which each on their own merits would make a King of Athens notable for their reign, whereas Erichthonius possessed them all.  [18:  Strab.13.1.48,; Nonn., Dionysica, 13.172-179; Plut. Mor. 843e, Hom. 2.547-548]  [19:  Apollod.3.14.6, Paus.1.2.6]  [20:  Isoc.12.126, Theoi.com, (2017)c,]  [21:  Theoi.com, (2017)a]  [22: Milakson, J.D., (1976), p153; Theoi.com, (2017)a; Oxford Classical Dictionary (2018)]  [23:  Theoi.com, (2017)d] 

Another narrative claims that Erichthonius (or Erechtheus) was ‘one of the original founders’ of not only Athens, but Troy too. Being the founder of Troy, the famous city known for the dispute of Athena, Hera and Aphrodite as the most beautiful goddess and the war that followed due to the choosing of the most beautiful goddess, would also create a figure who would be remembered in history. One of the most notable parts of his reign as King of Athens was when he had to fight the Eleusians.[footnoteRef:24] The Pythia (also known as the Oracle of Delphi) gave the prophecy that ‘the blood of Erechtheus must run so that Athens can be saved’  and ‘one of the royal daughters must have her throat slit on the altar of Persephone’[footnoteRef:25] meaning Erichthonius, or Erechtheus, would have to sacrifice one of his daughters so Athens would have victory. It is said that one of his daughters either volunteered or was chosen to be the sacrifice[footnoteRef:26] and two of his other daughters also sacrificed themselves.[footnoteRef:27] For the king to be able to make this sacrifice of his family for the victory of Athens shows how much he loved his region, and in turn his citizens loved him back for all that he gave. Some evidence for his citizens loving him would be his cult, but that is something that will be talked about later on in the essay. Another piece of evidence to support the love for him from his citizens is the temple Erechtheion, which is the most sacred and oldest temple on the Acropolis. As the name suggests, it was dedicated to King Erichthonius (or Erechtheus), as well as his ‘mother’ Athena, his ‘father’ Hephaestus (further fuelling the backstory of the birth of Erichthonius), as well as Poseidon, and Erichthonius’ brother Butes.[footnoteRef:28] It was said to house the bodies of Erichthonius and Kekrops after they died, and Erichthonius placed the Palladion, an ancient wooden sculpture given by the Gods and the vehicle for Athena’s protection of Athens, into the sanctuary of Athena within the temple. [24:  Thuc.2.15; Paus.10.38.3; Detienne, M., and Jones, E., (2001) p51]  [25:  Detienne, and Jones, (2001), p51]  [26:  Ibid ]  [27:  Clairmont, (1971), p489]  [28:  Brill, (2006)] 

Another reason Erichthonius is important in Classical Athens is because he was said to be a hero and protector of Athens. In the fight against the Eleusians, the leader of who was Poseidon’s son, and the Thracians, Erichthonius gained victory by killing the opposing leader, Eumpolos.[footnoteRef:29] However, because of that action, Poseidon struck Erichthonius dead with his trident in his anger of losing his son, but the battle was still an Athenian victory. Moreover, Erichthonius even made the weighty decision of sacrificing one of his daughters for the Pythia’s prophecy of ‘the blood of Erichthonius must run so Athens can be saved’[footnoteRef:30] which shows how much he values his city. Arguably, it could be said that he had no choice but to sacrifice one of his daughters as Athens is patron city of Athena, who was the one who cared for him as a baby. Alternatively, there is a version where it was not Poseidon who killed Erichthonius in the battle, but Zeus with a lightning strike.[footnoteRef:31] This version would corroborate with the idea that Erichthonius was a hero, as it is said that someone who died from a lightning bolt would be destined for a great afterlife, as one would expect other human and demi-god heroes to have. Thus, this shows his importance within Classical Athens as no unimportant or unknown hero would have firstly been called a hero, and unquestionably would not have been rumoured to be given a great afterlife from Zeus. [29:  Clairmont, (1971), p488]  [30:  Detienne, and Jones, (2001), p51]  [31:  Elderkin (1941) p113; Acropolis Museum, (2020)] 

The penultimate reason mentioned for Erichthonius being important within Classical Athens is the cult of Erichthonius. Although this was largely active after Erichthonius’ death during the battle with the Eleusians, it was significant enough for him to have a temple built in his name,[footnoteRef:32] even if it was not solely used to worship him, and he was even linked to Poseidon with his cult. The temple had aspects dedicated to not only Erichthonius and Poseidon, but also Athena and Hephaestus.[footnoteRef:33] That meant that he was linked to four of the Olympian gods, one of which was the leader, one of which was his supposed biological father, one who looked after him like a mother and one who is said to have killed him in retaliation for Erichthonius killing his own child. Just this alone would have made the king highly valued within Classical Athens due to the links of divinity he could theoretically bring to Athens. In addition to the temple being dedicated to several gods along with Erichthonius[footnoteRef:34] and his brother,[footnoteRef:35] the temple was said to house the olive tree Athena had created within the founding myth of Athens, as well as the salt spring Poseidon had created.[footnoteRef:36] Moreover, the bodies of King Kekrops and King Erichthonius were said to have been buried somewhere within or under the temple,[footnoteRef:37] further increasing the prominence of the temple, and thus increasing the status of Erichthonius too as this was a temple as the standing of the temple would affect the reputation of Erichthonius.  [32:  Venieri, I., and Ministry of Culture and Sports, (2012)]  [33:  Perseus.edu, (2020); Clairmont, (1971), p487]  [34:  Clairmont, (1971),  p487, Hdt.8.55]  [35:  Brill, (2006)]  [36:  Detienne, and Jones, (2001) p50; Hdt.8.55]  [37:  Venieri, I., and Ministry of Culture and Sports, (2012); Elderkin, (1941), p113; Perseus.edu, (2020),] 

A final reason for why Erichthonius is important, and questionably the most vital piece of evidence for why he is important in Classical Athens, is because of the syncretisation between him and Erechtheus. Arguably, both of the figures are only as valuable and influential as they are because of the syncretisation. Both had favourable reigns, and both at some point had the link to Athena through the attempted rape by Hephaestus. In addition, the ancient authors Strabo, Plutarch, Homer and Nonnus have suggested that they were the same person, or that the names are interchangeable,[footnoteRef:38] which corroborates with Claude Calame’s suggestion that after becoming King of Athens Erichthonius changed his name to Erechtheus.[footnoteRef:39] Therefore, incidents that happened in the reigns of both Erichthonius and Erechtheus can be attributed to them both, as if it were one reign and not supposedly split into two with at least the reign of one other king between them (usually named as Erichthonius’ son Pandion I, although there may be other kings who also reigned between Erichthonius and Erechtheus). This would then increase the importance of both Erichthonius and Erechtheus. [38:  Strab.13.1.48; Plut.Mor.843e; Hom.2.547-548; Non.13.172-179; Parker (1987) p193; Clairmont (1971) p487; Fry (2018) p194]  [39:  Calame, C., (2011), p2 ] 

Alternatively, Erichthonius was not important within Classical Athens because of the syncretisation. Most of the major incidents described within their two reigns were attributed to Erechtheus, not Erichthonius. In addition, the birth from the attempted rape of Athena by Hephaestus was also given to the later king, further illustrating the lack of importance Erichthonius had after Erechtheus became renowned within history in Athens. Therefore, if it were not for Erichthonius already being connected to Athena through him being the original recipient of the myth, it is possible his memory would have been diminished instead of being syncretised with Erechtheus. The name Erichthonius therefore may not be as valuable as the name Erechtheus, after Erechtheus became the more prominent king. If the two were to be syncretised, it might be that Erechtheus would be the name more likely to be used than Erichthonius.
In conclusion, Erichthonius was highly valued within Classical Athens due to his deep connection to Athena and the gods. However, after the emergence of Erechtheus who took those birth attributes and had a more distinguished reign, it is possible that the importance of Erichthonius waned. Therefore, it could now be due to the syncretisation of Erichthonius with Erechtheus, and the previously existing relationship with the gods, that elevated Erichthonius’ status within Classical Athens again.
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