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In this essay we will be discussing the representation Hercules had on the sanctuary 0f Olympia / temple of Zeus.   It will first introduce Hercules who he was and his parentage.  It will discuss the achievements of Hercules.  The essay will look at Hercules’ connection to the Olympic games.  It will finally discuss Hercules’ 12 labours and how they are connected and shown to the Temple of Zeus.   
Hercules is a mythological hero. Born in Argos and was the son of Zeus, father of all Gods,[footnoteRef:1] his mother a mortal named Alcmene. Euripides wrote a play telling the life of Hercules.  Zeus was married to Hera when Hercules was convinced and born.  Hera caused his madness, him killing his wife and children, caring out his twelve labours. There are only fragments left of the play, but still enough to engage in what Euripides had wrote, about Hercules and his earlier life. Euripides wrote in his play that Hercules had killed his wife Megara and children, while caring out the 12 labours[footnoteRef:2]. While the sequence of the labours varies most sources agree, that the twelve labours were carried out after the madness of killing his family.[footnoteRef:3]                                   [1:  LCL 56; 646-647]  [2:  LCL 9 310 - 456]  [3:  Corinne Ondine Pache 2010, labors and other deeds.] 

Pausanias a Greek traveller who wrote “The description of Greece” in ten books, his books were filled with historical events and accounts, his main interest was monuments of art and architecture.  In the chapter called Elis, he wrote of Heracles and his connection with Olympia, the Olympic games and the temple of Zeus. “Heracles of Ida, therefore, has the reputation of being the first to have held, on the occasion I mentioned, the games, and to have called them Olympic”.[footnoteRef:4] We can see that there are several sources, saying that Hercules was the founder of the Olympic games, which he also took part in. [4:  LCL 188 418 419] 

 Hercules’s twelve labours can be seen at the temple of Zeus. Depending on the context, the sequence of the labours can have different significance and meaning. One example of this is the metopes of the temple of Zeus at Olympia ending with the cleaning of the Augean stables. In the context of the Olympic games, this a highly significant labour. It is said that Hercules founded the Olympic games in honour of his father Zeus, thanking him for his help in defeating the Augeias. [footnoteRef:5]  Pindar who was a Greek lyric poet, also wrote ‘Heracles established the Olympic games festival as the first fruits of war’.[footnoteRef:6] [5: Corinne Ondine Pache 2010, labors and other deeds.
 ]  [6:  LCL 56 62-63 5] 

The temple of Zeus was built in Olympia, in the 5th Century BC. [footnoteRef:7]  On the Doric porches, twelve rectangular panels (metopes) were sculptured with the ‘twelve labours of Hercules’.  The sculptures greatly influenced the portrayal of Hercules as a hero after his completion of the 12 labours.  According to one Olympian legend, Hercules was the founder of the shrine, also of the Olympic games. [footnoteRef:8] The Temple of Zeus was built at the peak of the Olympic games. [7:  Anne Kerr and Edmund Wright 2015 pg 138]  [8: ] 

[image: ]
This is the ground plan, showing the metopes over each inner porch, which had the Twelve Labours of Hercules sculptured on.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Ground plan ] 

[image: ]
This is part of one of the labours, that was sculptured on the metope on the west side. This is ‘Hercules hands the dead Stymphalian to Athena.’. From the labour ‘ Slay the Stymphalian Birds’.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  A067] 
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This is part of another of the labours, sculptured on the metope east side. This is ‘ Hercules cleans the Augean Stables under the direction of Athena’. From the labour ‘Clean the Augean stables in a single day.’[footnoteRef:11] [11:  A070] 
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This is another remains of one of the sculptures, from the metope (east 10). This is ‘Atlas brings the apples of the Hesperides to Hercules who, with Athena, is supporting the heavens). From the labour ‘Steel the apples of the Hesperides’. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  A069] 
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This sculpture is also from the temple of Zeus, from the metope (west 1). This is ‘Hercules rests on the dead Nemean Lion, with Athena and Hermes (now missing) looking on’. From the labour ‘Slay the Nemean Lion’. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  A066] 
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This photo is of The temple of Zeus, in Olympia in Greece, taken in 1892.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Photo record number 452] 


This essay has discussed the representation of Hercules in the Temple of Zeus in Olympia.    Hercules was a mythological hero.  He was demigod born to a mortal woman and Zeus the father pf all gods.   Hercules carried out 12 labours.  These labours where represented in the Temple of Zeus.  The Temple of Zeus was built on an existing religious site.  The temple consisted of carved metopes which depicted the 12 labours of Hercules, the temple was made of limestone and covered in a fine plaster, the sculptures were made of marble.  The Temple of Zeus was never actually fully completed but was renovated multiple times.  The Temple has been partially excavated after many natural disasters including earthquake and floods.  This essay has shown images of the carving of the 12 labours of Hercules at the Temple of Zeus.   
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