Critically consider representations of Herakles’/Hercules’ labours in Graeco-Roman literary and artistic sources. 
[image: ]Herakles, most commonly known by his Roman name Hercules, is likely one of the most well-known figures in Graeco-Roman mythology because of his great heroism and skill. Myths surround him from throughout his life, where he shows his intellectual and physical prowess, and these include stories of Hera sending snakes to his crib and of his early exploits with Theseus and the Argonauts. In many ways because of his mythology, he doesn’t conform to the traditional characteristics of the classical hero, largely because of his Apotheosis. He differs from the norm because where “a ‘normal’ hero is conceived of as dead, and his sphere of influence centres on his grave, Herakles’ conspicuous lack of a tomb is mirrored by a lack of localisation of his cult” (Stafford, 2010). Because of his lack of deathplace, Herakles’ cult worship undergoes a universalisation rather than a localisation; it becomes prevalent throughout the Mediterranean and the Graeco-Roman world and likewise, so do the artistic and literary representations of him. This unique mythology of the hero allows for the easy adoption of him as a patron god for many cities; artwork on temples depict his labours, whilst Roman Emperors use him as a representative of their own good qualities and heroism. As such, the representation of Herakles entirely depends on the artist themselves and their motivation for the story that they portray in their art.Figure 1 – Mosaic of Hercules’ Labours.

[image: ]One of the biggest differences in the artistic representations of the mythology remains in the artist’s decision of whether to make the piece depict a singular scene or a collective of them. The Cambridge Archaeologist, Anthony Snodgrass, differentiates between four types of Classical art – monoscenic, synoptic, cyclic and continuous – each of which differ depending on the scenes depicted and each of the characters included. The ‘cyclic’  depiction can be described as “a series of discrete episodes from a longer story that are physically separated from one another… and the figure of the protagonist is repeated in each episode” (Shapiro, 2002). The mosaic of Hercules’ labours, from the National Archaeological Museum of Spain, (Figure 1) is a great example of cyclic art, because of its representation of the hero in the centre, seated clearly after his ultimate victory, surrounded by separate depictions of each of his twelve labours, thereby giving an overview of his myth and promoting the view of him as a great hero. It is thought to have been created  around the 3rd century AD, so likely during the reign of Hadrian; the commission of such a piece, so late into the Roman Empire, shows that there was still a great dependence upon the mythical and religious practices of the early Graeco-Roman world. This also legitimises the creation of comparisons between various rulers and the hero – for example, in figure 2, Zeus can be seen on the reverse of the coin handing his great thunderbolt to Hercules. The example of Carausius on the obverse, with the two great gods on the reverse, suggests that not only were the two among his patron gods, who supported and protected their favourite, but also causes the user of the coin to draw distinctions between the ruler and the great hero. In this instance, it could be inferred that Carausius was trying to promote the idea that Zeus handed him the role of Emperor, just like he hands Hercules the thunder bolt. The cyclic representation of Herakles (figure 1) is extremely important because it shows such an over-arching view of the lengthy journey that it took the hero and reminds the audience of the role of fate and predestination in the story.  Figure 2 – Denarius from 286-293 AD, showing Zeus handing Hercules the thunderbolt. Available at: https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/C_R-3514 (Accessed 7 June 2020)

[image: ]The Bibliotheca, or The Library as it is otherwise called, is traditionally attributed to Apollodorus, the Athenian scholar from the 2nd Century BC. It is a “compilation of Greek myths of gods and heroes from the Theogony to the Trojan cycle” (Brill New Pauly, 2011) and is “in spite of numerous modern imitators, in many ways the best of the handbooks of the Greek myths” (Philips, 1978, p.431) . In particular detail, Apollodorus covers the myths of Herakles and his twelve labours. His description of the Nemean Lion is interesting because of the brutal and dramatic imagery that he employs to describe the fight between Herakles and the monster. The representation of it as an “invulnerable beast” (Appolod. 2.5.2) first builds up the character of the lion, creating it into a formidable and scary creature. Obviously, the reader would know the tale of Herakles and his labours, but the creation of the more fearsome enemy develops it into a stronger and more impressive tale. This description, then followed by the image of Herakles choking the animal with his bare hands and carrying it upon his shoulders, shows the hero’s great strength and obvious power.  Also, the description of Eurystheus being “amazed at his manhood” and forbidding “him thenceforth to enter the city” (Apollod. 2.5.2) show an image of a man terrified of the brute force and intelligence of the great hero. Apollodorus’ narrative of the myths is (similarly to the Cyclic representations in art) an origin story of the hero, which allows other writers and artists to develop on the depictions and then adapt it to suit their intention.  Figure 3 – Herakles rests upon the Nemean Lion, whilst Athena and Hermes watch. Available at: https://www.beazley.ox.ac.uk/XDB/ASP/recordDetails.asp?recordCount=23&start=0 (accessed 8 June 2020)

Another representation of Herakles’ defeat of the Nemean Lion could be found at the Temple of  Zeus in Olympia, where many of the twelve labours were depicted in friezes upon the walls. As can be seen in Figure 3, much of the statue has been lost, but Herakles can still be seen leaning upon the dead Lion, whilst Athena and Hermes (now lost) look on. The piece is clearly trying to present the image of Herakles being praised and favoured by the gods. The three characters in the frieze are of particular interest to the analyst, since Hermes, Athena and Herakles are all three children and favourites of Zeus. It could be argued that the combination of the three creates an intriguing, but forceful team – Athena represents the intelligence and strategy of warfare, whilst Hermes, the trickster god, is one of the favourites among the gods – the two gods represent the ‘godly’ characteristics, which are among those most renowned in the human Herakles himself and can be seen as the reason for his great successes. The theme of familial relations is clearly strong in the mythology of Herakles, being the son of Zeus and hated by Hera for her adultering husbands’ actions, the entirety of his narrative is very personal. This is the same as the deliberate intention of depicting Herakles kneeling among his half-siblings; their presence shows his great importance, whilst his position shows his modesty in not expecting to be their equal (though it is known that he does later rise to their status). The placement of such an image is also of great importance, since Herakles was (according to Pindar’s Odes) the one who “established both the sanctuary at Olympia and its famous competitive games in honour of his divine father” (Cohen, 1994). As such, the friezes of Herakles great successes were clearly put upon the temple to honour both his connection to the site and to his father. 
[image: Image]Oddly enough, even though the Nemean Lion is one of the attributes of Herakles’ image that makes him the most recognisable, it also isn’t one of his labours that is most commonly depicted. This is possibly that it is easier, and more impressive, to depict Herakles in his later labours because not only does wearing the Lion Skin make for an imposing and symbolic set of armour, but also makes the recognition of him as the hero far easier. Instead, of the lion, “the victories over the Centaur, Antaeus, and the monsters Hydra and Cerberus are represented with particular frequency” (Pollero, 1998: 38). The Hydra can frequently be seen depicted in the artistic renditions of Herakles’ twelve labours, particularly in the pottery of the Athenian world. To some extent, the Hydra provides great opportunities for the artist to display Herakles strength - the myth being that the eight headed monster grows two back when a head is cut off, creates an animal that gets fiercer the longer it is fought. This can be seen on the Athenian Amphora (Figure 4), where the sight of the battle creates a chaotic, overpowering image of the Hydra’s ability, since it’s larger and has far more heads than Herakles himself. In both Figure’s  4 and 5 Herakles can be seen fighting the Hydra, both in the black figure (fig. 4) and red figure (fig.5) designs which were particularly popular during the Archaic period (approximately 650-490BC); one of the main aspects that developed during this time was more of an emphasis upon the presentation of narrative in art, and this is evident in both the vases which depict the tale of Herakles and the Hydra. To some extent figure 5 tells more of the narrative, since it depicts Iolaus alongside Herakles as they fights the Hydra, which according to the mythology is the reason why Eurystheus discounted this as one of his original ten labours. The physical prowess that is depicted on these vases, it shows that Herakles was both a household-figure in Athenian Greece, and it shows the need for his cult worship and the importance of him as a hero/god.Figure 4 – Available at: http://www.beazley.ox.ac.uk/record/62D32A3E-6E17-4302-A360-B72428595F2A (Accessed: 6 June 2020)

[bookmark: _Hlk42545828][image: ]To some extent, the Greek and Roman myths of Herakles/Hercules are very similar to each other, and many historians and narratives often group the two mythologies together, intertwining the two cultures. However, there are some small, but hefty differences in the stories that the key texts of the two cultures present; for instance, in book eight of the Aeneid, Virgil references Hercules’ slaying of the monster Cacus. In the traditional Greek myths, this is merely an inconvenience for the hero between his tenth and eleventh labour, but for the Romans, this takes a far stronger provenance,  “to the point that Cacus almost emerges as the real focus of Hercules’ tenth labour” (Secci, 2013, p. 195). However, there are also issues in Evander’s representation and narrative of the time; the suggestion that “time at least brought to us…an answer to our prayers for aid in the arrival of a god” (Virg. Aen. 8. 200-201) disrupts the intended timeline that Evander is trying to promote. Virgil  appears to “undermine subtly Evander’s personal involvement by using personal pronouns throughout Evander’s tale” (Secci, 2013, p. 197) which creates a scattered, inconsistent story line for the time period. In making Hercules so important to Evander (and as such to the foundation of Rome itself), Virgil not only tries to legitimise the religious practices and dedications to Hercules that August built during his reign, but also shows many inconsistencies in the narrative because of his attempt to create this over-arching network of inter-relatedness. As Seccio states, “the imperfections in Evander’s tale appear as the natural by-product of a complex aetiological effort, which stands to mirror Vergil’s own” (Seccio, 2013, p.196).  As such, the obvious attempt of Virgil to show the difficulties in writing and creating a tale which aims to serve as an explanation of cultural practices, can be interpreted as a disguised criticism to Augustus himself for commissioning such a piece, whilst not understanding the true difficulty of it.Figure 5 – Athenian Stamnos, with figures Herakles and Iolaus fighting the Hydra

[bookmark: _GoBack]Overall, the representation of Herakles/Hercules is incredibly complex, having such a diverse mythology which includes so many figures and cities, there are many different depictions of him, each of which present a different image of the hero. This is largely because of his lack of tomb or deathplace, which would usually consolidate a warrior’s worship to one place, but without it his cult following is spread throughout the Graeco-Roman world (and to some extent further). There are some differences between the Greek and Roman versions of the mythological figure, most obviously in Virgil’s Aeneid, where Evander’s attempt to interlink Hercules to the cities mythology makes it appear that he had “scavenged the established Herculean myths” (Secci, 2013, p. 196). For Virgil, arguably the greatest Roman poet, to have made this mistake is unthinkable and so it must be assumed that he did so as an artistic choice; likely as a veiled critique of Augustus himself. The artistic depictions of Herakles are likewise varied, many artists show him tackling the tasks by himself, showing his own great strength and intelligence, whilst others show him in the presence of gods, which suggests that he had divine intervention and help. To some extent, it could be argued that it is more the Roman influence that has him depicted in the presence of gods, because it was common for their elite to invoke the gods in their own campaign imagery. It was also common for Roman Emperor’s to depict Hercules on their coins, so as to draw similarities between themselves and the hero, as well as creating the allusion that they are favoured among the gods. This all creates it extremely hard to pinpoint Herakles down to exactly one interpretation, as many of them overlap and clash with other sources, although it does make him one of the most recognisable and known characters from the Graeco-Roman world. 
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