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Hesiod Theogony 116-125

Introduction

Hesiod's stated aim is to give a history of the creation and of the gods, however, his main focus is on the relationships and wars between the gods and the stability given by a just ruler in the form of Zeus.  Zeus' name may not appear in his passage, but his presence is implicit. This passage forms the beginning of Hesiod's version of the creation of the world and of the gods, following on from the proem and the inspiration of the Muses.  I aim to show that this passage is indicative of the overall theme and style of the poem and how the initially surprising introduction of Eros is essential to Hesiod's structure of the universe.  This passage begins with Chasm, the creation of Earth, followed by that of Eros, Erebos and black Night, Aether and Day.  It is constructed strategically to reach the objective as a history of the gods, leading to the way that Zeus rules over gods and men and how he brings stability to the cosmos.

Structure

The main thrust of the Theogony is the role and the rule of a just Zeus, which is explored and reinforced starting in the proem throughout the work (117,118, 285-286, 402-403).
  Hesiod is clear that Zeus “is the best of gods and the greatest ruler” φέρτατός ἐστι θεῶν ἐντος Ὀλύμπου 49, and he instructs men wisely (“from Zeus they are kings” 96).  The gods in Olympus are seen very positively, in the proem Hesiod has described  the gods as “givers of good things” (46, 111).  The gods are often described as the immortals and ever lasting (ἀθανάτων ἱερὸν γένος αἰὲν ἐόντων 105).  The stability of the cosmos is emphasised by the repetition of the permanence of the gods.  Olympus is first mentioned in the proem (“from the highest summit of snowy Olympus”, “palaces on Olympus” 75, “the blessed gods who possess Olympus”101).  Hesiod refers to their homes in the heavens and in the underworld immediately after the creation of Earth.  This is the focus of his poem.  By placing the home of the gods high on Olympus, Hesiod manages to put distance between them and the mortals below. This also has the effect of emphasising that Zeus has a space separated from earth's disorder.
  These echoes of important themes are repeated and paraphrased to remind the listener of the main theme of the theogony and to give structure to an oral performance.

In the proem, the poet has said that he will describe the beginnings of the world (ἐξ ἀρχῆς οὒς Γαῖα καὶ Οὐρανὸς εὐρυς ἔτικτεν 45) and the origins of the gods, speaking of things (τά τ΄ ἐσσόμενα πρό τ΄ ἐόντα 32).  True to his word (Ἤτοι 116) the poet signals that this is the very first thing which happens and the whole of the Theogony is, essentially, chronological and sequential.
  Hesiod begins his creation myth by naming Chasm, and then Earth.  Chasm cannot reproduce with Earth, so has to reproduce by itself, and then Eros appears.  Each of these elements is personified and, as such, perform a role in the creation of the gods and the universe, through parthenogenesis.  Hesiod treats the creation of the universe and the creation of life in the same way.
  The single phrase of the appearance of Chasm, contrasts with the three lines afforded to describe Earth, and a further three for Eros.  If we judge the importance of each by the number of lines given, Chasm is the least important to Hesiod as regards the theogony although, of course, it is the most important regarding the creation of the cosmos.  Hesiod had the problem faced by every writer of a creation myth, that is, how to explain the beginning of everything.   There was nothing, and then there was something.  A void, or a chasm is a solution for Hesiod.  Earth is the most important element in the Theogony as it is the home of the gods both high on mount Olympus and below in the depths of Tartarus.  The structure of the poem continues with a cosmic generation of Erebos and Black Night, and subsequently with the generations of all the gods – ( Hesiod can be interpreted as having an interest in linking the two in his creation myth).
  The personification of these elements is reinforced by the use of capital letters, although this is the decision of editors.
  Black Night and Erebos produce Aether and Day, with Erebus as the male and Night as the female.
  Night's children do not produce more children.

Hesiod's version of creation is not unlike other eastern Mediterranean creation myths in that it includes elements like Earth and Sky or waters (Homer writes that Oceanus is the origin of the gods).
 However, although we cannot be sure which thoegonies Hesiod may have known, his version does have some common features, for example, the male and female pairing of fresh and salt water in the Enuma elish, the chaos of the Sanchuniathon myth and the contrast of dark and light in the Berossus' story.


Eros is included very early in the creation myth, although personified as a god, he represents reproduction, instead of the sex-free parthenogenesis, which is accompanied by φιλότης 125, which adds the feeling of love and desire.
  The brevity of these early lines is explained by the main focus being the birth of the successive generations of the gods and the influence of Zeus.
 Chasm has produced Darkness and black Night, and these produce Aether and Day – which also bring with the alternates of day and night, the element of time.
  Hesiod clearly did not wish to elaborate or embellish the creation of the universe.

Τάρταρά of line 119, and the inclusion of the line itself, has provoked much discussion.  In particular, how Hesiod intended it be be interpreted both grammatically and geographically.  Is it an entity in its own right or a region of Earth?  Certainly, Tartarus is later a realm beneath the earth and is personified as a male partner for Gaia and the father of Typhoeus (821-22) which could explain why Hesiod chose here to use the neuter Tartara to designate a more vague description of an inner earth.
  In this context, Tartara has to be considered as the object of ἔχουσι (118), as it is by Most, which is consistent with the theory that Hesiod wanted Tartara to appear as a nebulous region and is used as such again (841).  Elsewhere in the Theogony, Tartarus (682) is properly personified.  Τάρταρά could also be considered to be a neuter plural which would make it a fourth element alongside Chaos, Gaia and Eros.
  However, considering the duality of Hesiod's style, I consider that it should be taken as the accusative after οἵ ἔχουσι as a match with Olympus (κάρη νιφόεντος Ὀλύμπου, Τάρταρά τ΄ ἠερόεντα 118).
Eros

The personification of Eros is unusual in Greek literature, but has to be seen here as a primordial violent force or even a stimulant to procreation.
  Hesiod projects his dynamic energy into the creation myth as something unstoppable and irresistible.  His violent nature has changed later in the poem when he becomes the tamed attendant of Aphrodite (201) and since his power has considerably diminished, his lack of appearance after this point is understandable.
  For Zeus to finish as the dominant force in the Theogony, Eros' primitive, untamed strength must be seen to be weakened and being admitted into Olympus places him then amongst the gods and subservient to Zeus.  If we consider that Hesiod aims to praise Zeus as a just god ruling over a stable world, then the force of Eros who can conquer every god and man δάμναται ἐν στήθεσσι νόον καὶ ἐπίφρονα βουλήν (122) needs to be checked, and making him the official attendant of Aphrodite now makes him part of the household of Olympus.
  The couplings which his presence provokes produce the offspring of Aether and Day from Erebos and Black Night.

Eros is also described as being κάλλιστος “very beautiful” (120), an adjective usually used to describe Aphrodite with whom is associated.  However, this is consistent with his personification.  This is perhaps the attribute which Hesiod needs to emphasise, since he cannot describe his place at Olympus or his duties at this point in the poem, also he cannot be assigned a specific place or palace.  Being very beautiful could be considered as forming part of his irresistibility.  

Language and Style

Hesiod uses Chaos, a neuter noun, to describe the nothingness, the void, or, as it is commonly translated, the Chasm into which Earth appears.
  This is the briefest of phrases – no description whatsoever.
  By describing Earth as broad-based, εὐρύστερος (117),  and the snowy-peak of mount Olympus and Tartara in the innermost part of Earth (μυχῷ),
 the effect is to give Earth substance creating a contrast with the nothingness of the Chasm.  The use of impersonal, passive and intransitive verbs in this section also conveys an atmosphere of something inevitable and pre-ordained.
  Hesiod wants to establish the realms of the gods early in the poem, immediately after the creation of Earth.  The descriptions of the gods' palaces is not strictly following the chronological structure of the work, but it is further evidence of the main theme of the gods.  

 Hesiod's creation of the cosmos often involves balance in his descriptions.   It has been argued that there are  negative and positive forces for Chasm and Earth, described as “a binary opposition”.
  Erebos and black Night are created at the same time, as are Aether and Day, which some consider so similar that they are practically equivalent.  The distinction appears to be that Aether is considered to be as the upper air, and Day as daytime, rather than daylight.
  Erebos is the passage leading into the Underworld.  The inclusion of Eros at this point in the narrative makes him the most important immortal in the family of the gods.  However, the presence of Eros is so significant that he needs to stand alone in the structure, that is without a balancing opposite, although it could be argued that his opposite is supplied later in the poem by Eris, Strife.

  The concept of Love versus War is a familiiar one to a modern reader.  Freud believed that there was a struggle between Eros and Thanatos.
  However, Peace is often seen as a more appropriate opposite to War.

Eros is described as 'limb-relaxing', or 'limb-melter', an epithet also found applying to sleep and to death, as used by Homer and Euripides.
  Eros is here the God of Love, but is more commonly used to mean desire in the Iliad.
   Limb-relaxing seems to be an unusual way to describe Eros, but it is a power that is seen to be powerful and all-conquering, able to conquer the mind and learned counsels of the immortals ie he overwhelms both body and thought together.  Once Eros has appeared the impersonal γένετ΄ is replaced by τέκε and φιλότητι μιγεῖσα (125).  The subsequent generations are born through sexual union.

The repetition of key phrases, constructions and themes is in keeping with orally composed  poetry.
  Zeus is clearly the hero, as demonstrated early in the proem when the  Muses are described as 'the daughters of aegis-bearing Zeus' (11,25), and 'the daughters of great Zeus' (24),  singing 'of the race of blessed ones who always are' (33), 'their father Zeus … inside Olympus' (36-37).  The words Zeus and Olympus occur frequently including his qualities and his domain, eg the house of thundering Zeus, ruling justly (73-74).

Hesiod writes in the dactylic hexameter, as does Homer, an epic meter.  The first word of this passage is Ἤτοι (116) meaning “surely”, or “in truth”, a confident start.
   Hesiod does not use any metaphors in the passage – his style is rather succinct.  Line 116 has a foot ending with γενέτ΄ with a dactyl, emphasising the completion of the phrase, and its extreme brevity.  Although the Theogony is in an epic meter, it shows characteristics of didactic poetry, which will follow in Works and Days.
μὲν πρώτιστα ... αύτὰρ ἔπειτα « first … then » is indicative of the structure of didactic poetry, making one point and following it with another very clearly.
  

Γαῖ΄ at the beginning of line 116 shows by its position its importance, as well as having two lines of description, particularly in contrast with Chasm, which was not placed at the beginning of the line.  Hesiod also emphasises the quality of Eros of being capable of « limb-relaxing » (121) by placing it as the first word of that line.  δάμναται  (122)  is also placed strategically to emphasise its importance in the structure of the Theogony, as the rôle of Eros and the extent of his power is vital for the subsequent generations of the gods.  πάντων ἕδος άσφαλὲς αίεὶ άθανάτων (117) is an example of hyperbaton, binding the words together for a stronger effect, both by the word order and the repetition of the genitive plural sound.  This phrase also echoes similar phrases from the proem, the repetitive technique important to oral poetry.  Hesiod often uses relative pronouns, in this passage we have οἳ, ὃς, οὓς, (118, 120, 125), a construction which will become familiar to his audience.  

The brevity of the phrase  Ἐκ Χάεος of line 123 is consistent with the poet's wish to minimise the role of Chasm in his creation story.  No further explanation is given for the creation of Erebos and black Night, and indeed for Aether and Day,  parthenogenesis is understood by the verbs of  ἐγένοντο ...ἐξεγένοντο (123, 124).  The choice of τέκε marks the beginning of the regeneration by sexual love, clearly signalled by the addition of κυσαμὲνη Ἐρέβει φιλότητι μιγεῖσα “conceived having united in love with Erebos » (125).  
πάντων τε θεῶν πάντων τ΄ ἀνθρώπων includes alliteration, repetitive vowel sounds and displays Hesiod's style of pairing, especially the pairing of gods and men.  Hesiod likes to give two examples, so again Eros conquers not just the mind of men but also their thoughtful counsel (122).   This is the final phrase regarding Eros and it is this aspect of Eros which is important to his Theogony.  

Line 119 is disputed.  I consider that the inclusion of Τάρταρά τ΄ ἀερόεντα is in keeping with Hesiod's literary style of pairing, however, the tautology of μυχῷ χθονὸς εὐρυοδείης seems to be a somewhat clumsy and unnecessary addition if Tartarus has already been paired with « the peak of snowy Olympus » of the previous line.  It is as if the «broad-based  Earth » has been paraphrased into the « earth with broad ways ».   
Conclusion

This passage forms the beginning of the Theogony, following on from the proem, it gives a brief description of the creation of the world and where the gods live in the context of the personified elements.  Once Chasm and Earth have come into being, Erebos and black Night are created by Chasm, in turn they create Aether and Day through sexual reproduction by the timely appearance of Eros.  The constant references to Olympus and Zeus are echoed.  The description of Earth which includes the position of the realms of the gods establishes their importance in the poem.  Hesiod pairs Chasm with Earth, Erebos with black Night, Aether with Day, risking tautology.  In the same way, he pairs Mount Olympus with the Underworld.  This is a feature of  his narrative style.  In keeping with an oral tradition, there are repetitions of key adjectives and phrases. Hesiod's version of the Creation is hard to compare with other versions, but it does have some parallels with eastern versions.  Having dealt with the Creation, Hesiod is ready to continue with the birth of the Sky and the Ocean, and continues with the generations of gods, culminating with the appearance of Zeus and his rule.  This is a poem praising Zeus as well as giving the history of the gods.
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