SOME LIVES OF GREEK HEROES

1. Orestes, son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra

While Agamemnon was away fighting the Trojan War, his wife, Clytemnestra, plotted his death with Aigisthos (his cousin). The couple killed Agamemnon on the day of his return home. Orestes, still a child at the time, had been taken in by friends of Agamemnon. He returned eight years after his father's death and killed both Aigisthos and his mother, Clytemnestra. (Homer, Odyssey 1.29, 298 and 3.303, relates the story and praises Orestes' conduct.)


After he murders his mother, Orestes is at once pursued by the Erinyes (= Furies), goddesses of retribution for blood-guilt (esp. in the family). They never leave the side of Orestes and drive him into madness. He cannot stay in one place but wanders from town to town seeking purification. In various versions of the myth he is finally purified (in Athens, in Troezen or in Laconia). In one version, his wanderings include a journey to the far-away land of the Tauri in Scythia. In Arcadia a story was told that he bit off his own finger in his madness and was cured in the Arcadian city of Megalopolis.


When the Spartans were trying to capture the territory of Tegea (a neighbouring state) they received an oracle that they would only succeed if they would "bring the bones of Orestes, son of Agamemnon" back home. They could not, however, find Orestes' grave. Even additional consultations with an oracle brought no luck, the directions were too mysterious, until one of the Spartans deciphered the oracle, partly through luck. It turned out that the bones of Orestes had just recently been discovered in Tegea. A blacksmith was digging a well in his yard when he came across a coffin seven cubits long (about 10 1/2 feet) with an equally huge skeleton inside. Not knowing who it was, the blacksmith re-buried the body. Eventually the Spartans found a way to get the bones out of the smith's yard and back to their city and since then they never lost a battle to the Tegeans. (Herodotus 1.67-8)

2. Ino–Leukothea and Melikertes

Ino is daughter of Kadmos and a nurse of her divine nephew Dionysos (Dionysos is unique among the gods in that only his father, Zeus, is a god; his mother, Ino's sister Semele, is a mortal). Hera is angry at Ino and her husband Athamas for taking Dionysos into their care and she afflicts them with madness. In his madness, Athamas pursues Ino and threatens to kill her; Ino flees to the sea and leaps off a rock with her infant son Melikertes in her arms. In the sea, Ino is transformed and becomes the sea-goddess Leukothea, who helps sailors in storms. As Leukothea, Ino rescues Odysseus when he is about to drown clinging to his raft (Homer, Odyssey, book 5). She appears to him in guise of a seabird (shearwater) and gives him her veil. Odysseus is supposed to abandon his raft, tie the veil around his torso and swim to shore. When he touches land, he is supposed to cast the veil back into the sea without looking back. Odysseus follows the instructions and is rescued. The Odyssey mentions that Ino-Leukothea was once mortal.


Melikertes dies and his body is washed ashore or brought ashore by a dolphin. He is found by Sisyphus, a local (mythical) ruler, and the Isthmian games are established in his honor. A hero shrine is built for Melikertes in the city of Corinth.

Pausanias 1.42.6 has the following remarks about worship of Ino:
"[In the city of Megara] by the road to town-hall there is a hero-shrine of Ino, surrounded by a fence of stones, and with olives growing in it. The Megarians are alone among the Greeks to say that the corpse of Ino was cast up by the sea on their shore and that Kleso and Tauropolis, the daughter of Kleson, son of Lelex, found and buried the body. And they say that she was first called Leukothea ("White goddess") among them and that every year they offer sacrifices to her."

 3. Trophonios

Son of Erginos and brother of Agamedes, a renowned master-builder who, together with his brother, built the first stone temple of Apollo at Delphi. He also built a treasury for the Boeotian king Hyrieus. While building this treasury, the brothers left a stone loose, so they could remove the treasure bit by bit. Hyrieus noticed the diminution of his treasure, and set traps in the vessels containing silver and gold. Agamedes entered and was caught by the trap. Trophonios cut off his brother's head, in the words of Pausanias (9.37.5) "so that his brother would not be tortured when the day came and that he himself would not be implicated in the theft."


As he fled, the ground opened up and swallowed him near the town of Lebadeia. At the point where he was swallowed in the grove near Lebadeia there was so-called "pit of Agamedes" and a slab beside it. Nearby was the oracle of Trophonios. Those who wished to consult the oracle underwent lengthy preliminary procedures, culminating in a ram sacrifice at a pit. Immediately before descent the consultant drinks water called the Water of Forgetfulness (afterwards he will drink the Water of Memory, which causes him to remember what he has seen after his descent). The consultant proceeds to the oracle dressed in a linen robe. The oracle is a small enclosure around a chasm in the earth, not natural, but artificially constructed. The consultant descends to the bottom of it using a ladder and there sees a hole between the floor and wall of the structure. The consultant lies down on this back holding barley cakes kneaded with honey in his hands and pushes his feet into the hole. As soon as his legs go in as far as the knees, the rest of the body is quickly sucked in "as if caught" by the most rapid river, according to Pausanias. Where the consultant is taken in this manner is not clear, but he learns the future by sights and sounds. The return is by the same way, feet being thrust out first. The priests take the inquirer by the hand, give him the Water of Memory and hand him over to relatives or friends, who carry the person, paralyzed by terror and almost unconscious out of the shrine. After a while, the inquirer regains his faculties, including, Pausanias especially remarks, the ability to laugh.

4. Neoptolemos

Son of Achilles and Deidamia. After Achilles' death during the siege of Troy, the Achaeans received an oracle that the city would only be taken in the presence of Achilles' son. So they went to the island of Skyros, where Neoptolemos remained since birth, and fetched him. He distinguished himself as a particularly savage fighter and was one of the warriors in the Trojan horse. According to one version he killed the Trojan king Priam, who sought refuge at the altar of Zeus, and Hektor's infant son Astyanax. Some accounts make him responsible for the sacrificial killing of the Trojan princess Polyxena. According to some, he captured her at a well as she was drawing water, and intended to sacrifice her at the tomb of his father, Achilles.


Apollo, angered by the murder of Priam at the altar, swore that Neoptolemos would not return home. So, from Troy he traveled to Molossia (in historical times, the Molossian royal house claimed descent from Neoptolemos). From there he traveled to Delphi to consult Apollo's oracle, and at Delphi he was killed. The account of his death varies widely, except for the central event: he was killed with a sacrificial knife. According to the Greek poet Pindar, he quarreled with temple attendants over dividing up the sacrifice, and was accidentally killed in the resulting brawl. In another version, he is killed by Apollo, but also during an argument with temple attendants. In some versions Neoptolemos is described as a temple robber, in others he is a pious worshipper.

He was buried and received hero cult in a sacred precinct near the temple of Apollo.

5. Onesilos, King of Salamis (Cyprus)

Onesilos (a historical person of the late 6th c. BCE) besieges the town of Amathous (on the island of Cyprus) but is later killed in battle. "The people of Amathous took revenge for Onesilos' siege of their town by cutting off his head, taking it to Amathous, and hanging it above the main entrance to the town. After the head had hung there for a while and had become hollow, a swarm of bees took up residence inside it and filled it with their honeycomb. Faced with this unusual event, the Amathousians consulted an oracle and were told to take the head down and bury it, and to institute a hero-cult of Onesilos, involving annual sacrifices; then, the oracle said, things would improve for them. This cult of Onesilos is still practised in Amathous even today." (Herodotus 5.114)

6. Hyperokhe and Laodike

Hyperokhe and Laodike, two Hyperborean girls (a mythical people located in the far north and often visited by Apollo), are sent to bring offerings to the cult centre of Apollo on the island of Delos. They die and never return. "Now, the death of the young women who came from the Hyperboreans is commemorated on Delos by a hair-cutting ritual performed by the girls and boys of the island. Before they get married, the girls cut off a lock of hair, wind it around a spindle and put it on the tomb (which is inside the sanctuary of Artemis, on the left as one enters, and an olive-tree has grown over it), and the Delian boys wind some of their hair around a twig and put it on the tomb as well. So that is how these Hyperborean women are worshipped by the inhabitants of Delos." (Herodotus 4.34)
