


Conflict in the Pantheon: Commentary on The Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite (Hymn 5)
Zeus, the rightful king of the cosmos, as celebrated in Hesiod’s Theogony, is plagued by an unquenchable desire to pursue and lie with an innumerable number of mortal and immortal beings. The unspecified author of The Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite (HHAphr) grants Zeus’s wish for vengeance by allowing the humiliated, philandering god an opportunity to exact revenge upon the culprit, Aphrodite. She continuously forces not only Zeus but many deities to pursue and lie with mortal and immortal individuals. To exacerbate it, Aphrodite proudly boasts about these forceful encounters. Zeus hopes to humiliate Aphrodite by inducing her lust for the mortal Anchises and, resulting from their union, the famed, ethical hero, Troy’s defender and the legendary founder of Rome, Aeneas.

Εἲς Ἀφροδίτην:

μοῦσά μοι ἔννεπε ἔργα πολυχρύσου Ἀφροδίτης,
Κύπριδος, ἥτε θεοῖσιν ἐπὶ γλυκὺν ἵμερον ὦρσε
καί τ᾽ ἐδαμάσσατο φῦλα καταθνητῶν ἀνθρώπων
οἰωνούς τε διιπετέας καὶ θηρία πάντα,
ἠμὲν ὅσ᾽ ἤπειρος πολλὰ τρέφει ἠδ᾽ ὅσα πόντος:			5
[bookmark: _Hlk198108661]πᾶσιν δ᾽ ἔργα μέμηλεν ἐυστεφάνου Κυθερείης.

τρισσὰς δ᾽ οὐ δύναται πεπιθεῖν φρένας οὐδ᾽ ἀπατῆσαι:
κούρην τ᾽ αἰγιόχοιο Διός, γλαυκῶπιν Ἀθήνην:
οὐ γὰρ οἱ εὔαδεν ἔργα πολυχρύσου Ἀφροδίτης,
ἀλλ᾽ ἄρα οἱ πόλεμοί τε ἅδον καὶ ἔργον Ἄρηος			10
ὑσμῖναί τε μάχαι τε καὶ ἀγλαὰ ἔργ᾽ ἀλεγύνειν.
πρώτη τέκτονας ἄνδρας ἐπιχθονίους ἐδίδαξε
ποιῆσαι σατίνας τε καὶ ἅρματα ποικίλα χαλκῷ.
ἣ δέ τε παρθενικὰς ἁπαλόχροας ἐν μεγάροισιν
ἀγλαὰ ἔργ᾽ ἐδίδαξεν ἐπὶ φρεσὶ θεῖσα ἑκάστῃ		                          15

οὐδέ ποτ᾽ Ἀρτέμιδα χρυσηλάκατον, κελαδεινὴν
δάμναται ἐν φιλότητι φιλομμειδὴς Ἀφροδίτη.
καὶ γὰρ τῇ ἅδε τόξα καὶ οὔρεσι θῆρας ἐναίρειν,
φόρμιγγές τε χοροί τε διαπρύσιοί τ᾽ ὀλολυγαὶ
ἄλσεά τε σκιόεντα δικαίων τε πτόλις ἀνδρῶν.		                         20
 				οὐδὲ μὲν αἰδοίῃ κούρῃ ἅδε ἔργ᾽ Ἀφροδίτης,
Ἱστίῃ, ἣν πρώτην τέκετο Κρόνος ἀγκυλομήτης,
αὖτις δ᾽ ὁπλοτάτην, βουλῇ Διὸς αἰγιόχοιο,
πότνιαν, ἣν ἐμνῶντο Ποσειδάων καὶ Ἀπόλλων:
ἣ δὲ μαλ᾽ οὐκ ἔθελεν, ἀλλὰ στερεῶς ἀπέειπεν:		                         25

ὤμοσε δὲ μέγαν ὅρκον, ὃ δὴ τετελεσμένος ἐστίν,
ἁψαμένη κεφαλῆς πατρὸς Διὸς αἰγιόχοιο,
παρθένος ἔσσεσθαι πάντ᾽ ἤματα, δῖα θεάων.
[bookmark: _Hlk198112231]τῇ δὲ πατὴρ Ζεὺς δῶκε καλὸν γέρας ἀντὶ γάμοιο
καὶ τε μέσῳ οἴκῳ κατ᾽ ἄρ᾽ ἕζετο πῖαρ ἑλοῦσα.  		                       30
πᾶσιν δ᾽ ἐν νηοῖσι θεῶν τιμάοχός ἐστι
καὶ παρὰ πᾶσι βροτοῖσι θεῶν πρέσβειρα τέτυκται.
τάων οὐ δύναται πεπιθεῖν φρένας οὐδ᾽ ἀπατῆσαι:
τῶν δ᾽ ἄλλων οὔ πέρ τι πεφυγμένον ἔστ᾽ Ἀφροδίτην
οὔτε θεῶν μακάρων οὔτε θνητῶν ἀνθρώπων. 			35

καί τε παρὲκ Ζηνὸς νόον ἤγαγε τερπικεραύνου,
ὅστε μέγιστός τ᾽ ἐστὶ μεγίστης τ᾽ ἔμμορε τιμῆς.
καί τε τοῦ, εὖτ᾽ ἐθέλοι, πυκινὰς φρένας ἐξαπαφοῦσα
ῥηιδίως συνέμιξε καταθνητῇσι γυναιξίν,
Ἥρης ἐκλελαθοῦσα, κασιγνήτης ἀλόχου τε, 		                     40
ἣ μέγα εἶδος ἀρίστη ἐν ἀθανάτῃσι θεῇσι.
κυδίστην δ᾽ ἄρα μιν τέκετο Κρόνος ἀγκυλομήτης
μήτηρ τε Ῥείη: Ζεὺς δ᾽ ἄφθιτα μήδεα εἰδὼς
[bookmark: _Hlk198113433]αἰδοίην ἄλοχον ποιήσατο κέδν᾽ εἰδυῖαν.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Text is taken from: Anonymous. The Homeric Hymns: Hymn 5 to Aphrodite (Greek) by Hugh G. Evelyn-White. Homeric Hymns. Cambridge, MA., Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann Ltd. 1914.] 


To Aphrodite:[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Liddell & Scott, 2007] 


(Lines 1- 6) Muse, tell me the works of Aphrodite, the Cyprian, the golden one, who stirs up sweet longing in the gods and overpowers the race of mortal men, and the birds that soar in the air, and all the wild animals and many things that the dry land nurtures and the sea nourishes but all these love the deeds from the richly crowned one of Cytherea.

(Lines 7 - 15) But there are three strong minds that she cannot persuade or deceive. First is the daughter of Zeus, the bright-eyed Athena, who holds the aegis, for the works of golden Aphrodite are not pleasing to her, but what is pleasing to her are Ares’s works, battles and fights, and caring for splendid crafts. She was the first to instruct earthly artisans to make chariots and carts sparkling with bronze, and she taught her splendid works to soft-skinned maidens in the palace halls, inspiring each one’s mind with shining works.

(Lines 16 - 20) But not ever does laughter-loving Aphrodite tame Artemis, she with distaff of gold; for she takes pleasure in bows and arrows, and the slaying of wild beasts in the mountains, and lyres, dances and piercing cries, shadowy groves and a city of righteous men.

(Lines 21 -32) But Aphrodite’s works do not please the maiden Hestia, the first-born child of Kronos, the one of crooked counsel; she was also the youngest born by the will of Zeus, who bears the aegis. She was the queenly maiden whom both Apollo and Poseidon wooed. But she was wholly unwilling and firmly refused, and she swore a great oath which in truth had been fulfilled when she grasped her father, the aegis-bearing Zeus, by the head, that she would remain a virgin all her days, shining among the goddesses. And her father, Zeus, gave her a beautiful honour in place of marriage, she received the best portion and sat in the midst of the house. She holds honour in all the temples of the gods, and by mortal men, she is considered one of the elder gods.

(Lines 33 – 44) These three strong minds, Aphrodite cannot persuade or deceive. But no one else can escape Aphrodite, whether blessed gods or mortal men. She even led astray the wits of Zeus, the one who delights in thunder, who is the mightiest and has the greatest share of honour. Deceiving even his wise mind whenever she pleases and joining him easily with mortal women, making him forgetful of Hera, his sister-wife, who amongst the immortal goddesses is the finest in beauty. The most glorious daughter of crooked counsel Kronos and mother Rhea, and Zeus, the one who knows eternal wisdom, made her his honourable and trusty wife.

In the passages, the poet introduces golden Aphrodite, who stirs emotions and overwhelms all manner of beings. The author highlights that there are only three minds unaffected by Aphrodite’s efforts: bright-eyed Athena, the huntress Artemis, and the maiden Hestia. The goddess of wisdom, warfare, and domestic arts is not persuaded to pursue romantic endeavours. Instead, she remains steadfast in her interests and a maiden. The second is Artemis, goddess of the hunt, wild animals, and childbirth. Artemis, like Athena, is a virgin goddess. She guards her virginity fiercely - an example of her ferocity is her treatment of the hunter Actaeon.[footnoteRef:3] The third is Hestia, goddess of the sacrificial flame and hearth, who is an important goddess for gods and men equally. She, too, is a virgin. The author stresses Aphrodite’s inability to deceive these goddesses and that all others are subject to Aphrodite’s whims, including mighty Zeus and his unknowing sister-wife, Hera.[footnoteRef:4] The hymn is a standard example of praise and blame poetry.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Faulkner, 2010: 57]  [4:  Faulkner, 2010: 54]  [5:  Bergen, 1989: 1] 


The excerpt alternates between the present, perfect and aorist forms, defining the general features and activities of Aphrodite and the other goddesses whom the poet is praising.[footnoteRef:6] The use of aorists and particles in the HHAphr assists the author in transitioning between generic praise, fact, past singular and historical narrative events.[footnoteRef:7] There are a number of aorist, present and perfect forms in the first forty-four lines: ὦρσε (line 2), ἐδαμάσσατο (line 3), τρέφει (line 5), μέμηλεν (line six), δύναται (line seven), εὔαδεν (line nine), ἅδον (line ten), ἐδίδαξε (line twelve),  ἐδίδαξεν (line fifteen),  δάμναται (line seventeen), ἅδε (line eighteen),  ἅδεν (line twenty-one), τέκετο (lines twenty-two, forty-two ), ἕζετο (line thirty), ἐστι (line thirty-one), τέτυκται (line thirty-two), δύναται (line thirty-three),  Πεφυγμένον  ἔστ᾽ (line thirty-four), ἤγαγε (line thirty-six), ἐστὶ (line thirty-seven), συνέμιξε (line thirty-nine).[footnoteRef:8] The first two aorists, ὦρσε (starts the hymn) and ἐδαμάσσατο, indicate a mythic occurrence and a perpetual statement; thereafter, it shifts to the present form. The addition of the adverbial τε / καὶ τε suggests the permanent characteristic of these aorists and implies repetition.[footnoteRef:9] In HHAphr, there are three variants of aorists. The first category: aorists that have an all-encompassing temporal reference by external indicators: ὦρσε,  ἐδαμάσσατο, ἐδίδαξεν, ἕζετο, ἤγαγε and συνέμιξε. The adverbial particles τε / καὶ τε marks these aorists. External indicators do not mark the second category aorists, but they do possess historical reference indicating the characteristic action of a deity; thus, the action is able to continually take place: εὔαδεν, ἅδον, ἐδίδαξε, ἅδε and ἅδεν. For example, ἐδίδαξε preceded by πρώτη demonstrates that it is a mythic event but one that occurs perpetually, i.e. Athena is the first goddess to instruct man in carpentry, and she continues to do so. The third category of aorists refers to specific single events of the past indicating permanent honours which that specific singular event has brought to its recipient, i.e. τέκετο.[footnoteRef:10] Many of the aorists mentioned function in a transitory sense; they move the subject from a historical narrative to the present and perfect verbs offering praise, i.e. ἕζετο with τε / καὶ τε – historical narrative of Hestia’s plea of maidenhood to τέτυκται which indicated praise. Other examples include present tense δάμναται to introduce Artemis, while the aorist ἅδε is more informative. The hymn begins with the invocation of a muse informing readers of Aphrodite’s many works, showcasing Aphrodite’s desire to subjugate all living creations and instil desire in them. The noun ἔργα is repeated between lines one through fifteen. Firstly, in line one, where the muse informs the reader of Aphrodite’s works. Porter posits that ἔργα also correlates with the first lines in both the Iliad[footnoteRef:11] and the Odyssey.[footnoteRef:12] The noun is reiterated in line six alongside the noun-epithet construct ἐυστεφάνου Κυθερείης, which relays to πολυχρύσου Ἀφροδίτης of the opening line highlighting a dual purpose. It emphasises the theme of the hymn and announces it through repetition at the end of the introductory section in line six.[footnoteRef:13] Both uses of the word in lines one and six are associated with Aphrodite, marking the goddess as the titulary adversary in her hymn. She stirs desire and passion amongst the gods γλυκὺν ἵμερον ὦρσε, and she wholly overpowers ἐδαμάσσατο, reiterating that Aphrodite is a perpetual, universal force that affects all πᾶσιν.[footnoteRef:14]  [6:  Faulkner, 2005: 60]  [7:  Van der Ben: 1986: 60 / Faulkner, 2005: 77]  [8:  Faulkner, 2005: 67]  [9:  Faulkner, 2005: 66]  [10:  Faulkner, 2005: 70]  [11:  As such, one assumes the author of the HHAphr knew the Iliad and the Odyssey, enabling the composition and writing of this narrative to echo the style, diction, theme and structure of Homer’s works and, thus, his ideology surrounding women and their station in society.]  [12:  Porter, 1949: 252]  [13:  Ibid]  [14:  Bergen, 1989: 3] 


In line seven, the virginal goddesses whom Aphrodite cannot persuade πεπιθεῖν nor deceive ἀπατῆσαι are introduced. They are symbols of sexlessness[footnoteRef:15], which re-emphasises the central antagonistic motif of the hymn. Lines seven through thirty-three are dedicated to them. Considered three smaller hymns, they confine the effects of Aphrodite and highlight her limitations through comparison. The works of Aphrodite ἔργα πολυχρύσου Ἀφροδίτης are no match for the goddesses.[footnoteRef:16] She cannot overpower οὐ δύναται Artemis nor compete with Athena’s works ἔργ᾽ in line fifteen. Artemis, the huntress, who is traditionally in male-dominated disciplines, is highlighted by her interest in masculine civic duty τε πτόλις ἀνδρῶν. Artemis is involved in archery τόξα and hunting but can also be revered due to her interest in music φόρμιγγές, dance χοροί and piercing cries ὀλολυγαὶ.[footnoteRef:17] Athena is introduced by her epithet γλαυκῶπιν Ἀθήνην. Her preferences for the domestic arts ἀγλαὰ ἔργ᾽ and warfare καὶ ἔργον Ἄρηος are highlighted. Finally, Hestia’s decision to remain a virgin and her father’s gift of great honour in place of marriage Ζεὺς δῶκε καλὸν γέρας ἀντὶ γάμοιο is emphasised. The three smaller hymns emphasise the limitations of Aphrodite and are in opposition to the excess of her unnatural power in lines one through six. Lines thirty-four through forty-four emphasise Aphrodite’s aberrant power and force, stressing that none other than these goddesses are immune and none can escape πεφυγμένον her. Not only do all beings and creatures suffer this fate, but even the mighty Zeus, who has the greatest of all honour τιμῆς, cannot escape Aphrodite. καί τε παρὲκ Ζηνὸς νόον ἤγαγε reinforces this. Aphrodite shamefully overthrowing Zeus’s mind νόον, with no regard for anyone but herself εὖτ᾽ ἐθέλοι is accentuated. Aphrodite deceives his wise mind φρένας ἐξαπαφοῦσα and forces him ῥηιδίως συνέμιξε to be unfaithful. Zeus’s forgetfulness ἐκλελαθοῦσα of his marriage to his respected wife αἰδοίην ἄλοχον Hera is Aphrodite’s fault. [footnoteRef:18] [15:  Porter, 1949: 253]  [16:  Strolonga, 2012: 1]  [17:  Ibid, 2]  [18:  Bergen, 1989: 6] 


In conclusion, it could be argued that the prologue of HHAphr is an attempt to excuse Zeus’s philandering ways and the trouble he perpetually bestows upon women. It highlights the structural antagonism between Zeus, Aphrodite and the virginal goddesses. Pitting the goddesses against one another and disgracefully portraying Zeus while relieving him of all responsibility. The excerpt highlights Aphrodite’s natural aspects and forces of love, while the virgin goddesses represent important facets of culture and society. Due to the nature of her gifts, her contribution to humanity and the cosmos is forced when compared to the virgin goddesses who contribute more positively and empower the citizens of the world. The hymn ends with Zeus finally achieving sexual domination and victory over Aphrodite. Aphrodite eventually transforms to resemble the three goddesses more closely. She becomes more positive, and her representation more inclusive and beneficial than simply sex but love, beauty, sexuality, pleasure and procreation. 
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