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The Homeric hymn to Hermes, the longest of the extent archaic hymns, provides us a
very complex and important glimpse into the mythology, rituals, and even political
economics, surrounding practices of music and song in the middle to late archaic period.
It is our fullest surviving document that articulates the central role that music had in the
cultural life of Greeks in the period before writing and literacy had spread very widely,
transforming the basic processes of traditional orality and social performance. Like the
other hymns, the Hermes hymn narrates a myth of origins. Its myth centers on the seven-
stringed lyre that Hermes makes out of a tortoise’s shell. In the narrative’s fuller sweep,
we get a very crafty foundation myth for the archaic aoidos, the oral singer, and his art of
divinely inspired musical charm and persuasion.

Elsewhere I have explored at some length the step-by-step narrative emplotment
of this text. The entire hymn is summed up, in a single early line: entha chelun heuron
ektésato murion olbon, “finding a tortoise there he possessed endless bounty” (In. 24).
[handout 2 (below)] And Hermes’ epiphany as the last-born Olympian god is announced
in the next line, which both names him in the nominative for the first time, and explains
the previous line: Hermés toi protista chelun tekténat’ aoidon, “Hermes, you know, was
the very first to make tortoise a singer” (In. 25). All the critical terms for understanding
the Hermes hymn are here: Hermes the god of chance, luck, discovery and opportunity; a

turtle becoming a “singer” through a process of craft or fechné; and establishing a relation



of production and exchange value between song, aoidé, and wealth, bounty, or riches,
olbos.

What does it mean exactly that Hermes found a tortoise, made her into a singer—
the tortoise is emphatically feminine—and that thereby he possessed endless bounty?
This is quite a feat really, a fantastic transformation and achievement. To understand it
requires an exploration of the role aoidé and its instruments played in archaic culture, and

how this role was explained and interpreted through the meaningful narratives of myth.

Like the other long Homeric hymns, the song to Hermes relates words and deeds
of gods, which are foundational words and deeds. They are first instances of events,
establishing prototypes, authorizing ritual reproductions, initiating memorial festivities,
of which the social engagements of religion are composed. The hymns also invest
common everyday objects with religious and sacral associations. Through narrative,
specific animals, plants, and cultural products are transformed into potent multivalent
symbols. I use symbol here in Victor Turner’s sense of a multivocal object that condenses
many poles of reference, from physical to cosmic to normative, into a single “cognitive
and affective field.” Such symbols are the stuff of every religion, as Clifford Geertz
argued long ago, sacred symbols being used to “synthesize a people’s ethos...and their
world view.” Or as religious scholar Loyal Rue [in Amythia] has condensed the same
point of view, Mythos mediates between Ethos and Cosmos: narrative processes of
meaning-investment serve to link a culture’s morality and behavioral norms (the ought)
to reality as it is understood (the is). Other examples of such sacred symbols in the

Homeric hymns is the kykeon drink, given by Metaneira to Demeter in the hymn to



Demeter; or the dolphin as a disguise for Apollo and thus a symbol for Apollo Delphinios
in the hymn to Pythian Apollo. The tortoiseshell lyre too takes on the force of a potent
sacred symbol, and the hymn to Hermes narrative serves to invest it with meanings that
link its uses in social festival practices—Ethos here—to facets and forces in the world at
large—or Cosmos—especially divine forces of eros, erotic desire, métis and dolos, craft
and trickery, hupnos, sleep, and euphrosune, “conviviality” or “good cheer.”

As I’ve said, I’ve expanded on this elsewhere, especially the context of archaic
musical culture. What I want to focus on specifically here is how the myth in the Hymn to
Hermes ties in with the broader mythological cosmos, as narrated in other hymns and
Hesiod, in order to present the tortoiseshell lyre as a divinely crafted musical instrument
which possesses and transmits a virtually overwhelming musical force.

In the briefest of summaries, the myth goes like this. Hermes is born, finds a
tortoise outside his mother’s cave, kills it and invents the tortoiseshell lyre. He sings a
song of his own birth on it. Then by night he steals fifty of Apollo’s cattle, kills two of
them, invents fire-sticks and institutes a twelve-part Olympian sacrifice. Apollo in anger
hunts him down and drags him in before the tribunal of Zeus for theft. Hermes denies the
charges, and Zeus laughs, then sends them off to retrieve the cattle. Finding two of the
cattle killed, Apollo attempts to bind and punish Hermes, at which point Hermes pulls out
his lyre, sings a beautiful theogonic song which disarms Apollo. Apollo decides to settle
with Hermes, and asks to exchange the lyre. Hermes obliges, teaches Apollo the art of
lyresong and gives him the lyre. In exchange, Hermes becomes the herdsman and the

sworn friend of his older brother. That’s the gist of it, as a reminder.



This story of sibling rivalry, theft, exchange and reconciliation is a crucial
culmination of the much longer narrative of the Olympian theology, that cosmogonic tale
beginning in Chaos, from which arose Erebos and Nux—incarnations of darkness and
obscurity—in the dark chthonian powers of Gaia and her offspring-lover Ouranos the
most ancient heaven, and in Eros, the irresistible primordial force of attraction and sex.
All these primal forces together generate a whole host of divine beings, leading to strife,
feuds, conflicts, and disorder. In a third generation of conflicts and strife, Zeus attains
supreme control as the king and father of gods and mortals. But to retain that supremacy
he has to control and balance all the forces, all the sources of power, in the universe.

The Hesiodic narrative establishes by constant repetition that the chief forces in
the universe are 1) Eros or erotic desire and sexual reproduction, 2) Bia and Kratos or
violence and force, and 3) Techne, Dolos, and Metis, or craft, trickery and cunning.
While sexual generation entails gender issues, and works to bring into existence new
characters on the universal stage, the latter two powers—force and trickery—are in
constant contention, being manipulated and applied by the competing divine beings to
achieve their ends. And Zeus is successful where his forebears Ouranos and Kronos were
not, because he is able to take control of both force and craft, both violence and trickery,
both naked shows of strength and cunning guile and deception.

At the beginning of the hymn to Hermes, we learn that by fathering Hermes Zeus
is accomplishing an intentional plan (noos exeteleito, In. 10), and that this plan involves
an erotic liaison with the dark older forces of the vanquished Titans. [see handout 3] The
son of Kronos visits Maia in secret, for sexual encounters in her shadowed cave, at night,

while sweet sleep (glukus hupnos) holds down Hera; and thus Zeus acts in secret from



gods and mortals (II. 3-9). So Hermes is the love-child of a deceptive ruse in the dark of
night. His mother’s ancestry is important. [handout 1] Maia is one of the daughters of
Atlas, brother of Prometheus and son of lapetos, one of the older brothers of Kronos
among the Titan children of Gaia and Ouranos. The children of Iapetos were those
cousins who caused so many problems for the children of Kronos, especially the trickster
Prometheus who stole fire for mortals; later, summoning up his maternal ancestry,
Hermes’ himself will “lay hold of the art of fire” (puros d’ epemaieto technen, In. 108),
when he butchers and sacrifices two of Apollo’s cows. Zeus’ secret plan therefore
appears to involve engaging this tricksterish but suppressed side of the Ouranian line to
fulfill his new designs.

And so Hermes’ nature, which aligns him with darkness, trickery, guile, and
cleverness, is immediately apparent from his long and remarkable opening string of seven
epithets: paida polutropon, haimulométén, léistér’, elatéra boon, hegétor’ oneiron,
nuktos opopétéra, pulédokon, “a much-twisting child, cunning dissembler, thief, cattle
driver, dream herder, night watchman, gatekeeper” (13-15). [toward end of handout #3]

How is this precocious arch-dissembler the fulfilment of “Zeus’ mind”? The key
lies in Hermes’ chosen opponent, his older, stronger half-brother Apollo, who especially
embodies those elemental forces of strength and force. He is hekébolos, the far-shooter,
whose arrows strike terror in mortals and gods alike. As the Hymn to Delian Apollo
begins: “the gods tremble as he goes through the house of Zeus, and they all leap up from
their seats at his approaching, when he stretches his gleaming bow” (1-2). [handout 4]
With such a son Zeus may well have a reason to be insecure, and he needs to have a

potent counterforce among his offspring powers. Hermes is such a child who will have



the gall to assault the farshooter in the dark of night, plundering from his herds of
immortal cattle during those wee shadowy hours when the forces of dolos and metis are
in ascendance.

When Hermes makes the lyre out of the tortoise that he finds, he summons up the
primal forces of techne as well. Before he snatches up the tortoise, kills it, and quickly
fashions the first lyre from its shell, he engages her in talk, at once seductive and
negotiating. He laughs on seeing her, calls her an advantageous omen (sumbolon), says
she has a “sexy body” (phuén eroessa), and calls her the “dance-tapping companion of
the feast” (choroitupe daitos hetairé). [handout #5] The rest of his speech focuses on
exchange values, of profits, advantage, and pricing. Then he weighs the choices: if the
turtle lives it is a charm against binding-spells, precisely like those Apollo’s wields later
on, I would argue, when in anger he binds Hermes’ with cords. But if the turtle dies, he
says she will sing very beautifully. How this is of greater value to Hermes than charms
against sorcery is left to be discovered as the narrative unfolds.

Hermes then takes the tortoise and “pierces out her life.” Out of her shell he
fashions the lyre, described as his “sexy toy” (erateinon athurma). The first song he sings
is of his own famous lineage and birth, how Maia and Zeus mingled in love. So Hermes’
first performance on the newly invented lyre very literally produces Hermes’ subjectivity
in its first intentionally articulated and pronounced form. He sings his own ancestry, then
goes on to sing about the possessions of his own house. At this point Hermes gets hungry
for meat, lays the lyre down in his cradle as a placeholder of himself, and sets off on his

arduous deception (dolon aipun, 66), like what thieves hunt for in the black of night.



Once Hermes accomplishes this theft—a long stretch of the narrative that I can’t
delve into here—he sneaks back home, snuggles close with the lyre and feigns innocence.
His mother scolds him, and threatens that Apollo will soon bind him in bonds (desma),
but Hermes is bold and asserts that he will plunder Apollo’s shrine at Pytho. For he
insists that he will gain timé equal to Apollo, or he will become the prince of thieves.

Apollo then hunts him down and hauls him in before Zeus’ tribunal, just as
Hermes has planned. When he swears up and down that Apollo is wrong, Zeus laughs in
recognition at his “evilminded son” (kakomédea paida). He then sends the two off to find
Apollo’s cattle. Then when Apollo sees the slaughtered cowhides that Hermes has laid
out, he wonders out loud about Hermes’ strength (to son kratos, 407). Apollo is intent on
binding him in bonds, but Hermes makes the bonds grow into the earth. Apollo is
angered still more, but at this point [[despite some textual problems]] Hermes pulls out
his secret weapon, the lyre. Hermes plays the lyre, and Apollo laughs in enjoyment
(gelasse géthésas)—for the “sexy sound of the divine voice went through his breast and
sweet desire seized his heart as he listened” (eraté de dia phrenas éluth’ ioé / thespesiés
enopés kai min glukus himeros héirei / thumoi akouazonta 420-23). [handout #6]. The
lines are very clear in their implication, it is sweet desire that overcomes the angered
force of Apollo, and its source is the sound of the lyre music entering his heart in sound
through hearing. Hermes then sings an entire Hesiodic theogony, related in an
abbreviated summary: and his song “authorizes” (krainon) the immortal gods, telling
their births, portions, and ages; and as he listens to this Theogony, “helpless eros grips

[Apollo’s] heart” (eros...amechanos ainuto thumon).



Held and bound by eros, Apollo offers to settle, to trade fifty cattle for the lyre,
and on these terms to resolve their dispute peacefully. Of course, Hermes has already
stolen fifty cattle, so such a “trade” and “settlement” is much to his advantage. In effect,
for the bewitching power of the song and the music of the lyre, the theft is legitimized,
and lyresong in fact becomes an exchange commodity. Apollo then seeks instruction in
this new art (asking tis techné, tis mousa, what is this art, this muse?) and says that it
brings three things at once: euphrosune, eros, and hupnos. [handout #7] Echoing this,
when Hermes hands it over, giving him instructions on it, he tells him to take it free from
care to the rich feast and the delightful dance and the fame-loving revel, as euphrosuné
by night and day.

The lyre has become, through its maker Hermes, a vector and instrument through
which those ancient cosmic forces, Eros and Hupnos—an ancient child of Nux (Night)—
and Euphrosune, which in the Hesiodic account is one of the three Graces, daughters of
Zeus and Eurynome, from whose eyes flowed eros. Both eros and hupnos had been
emphasized in Hermes’ secretive begetting, in the cave of Maia, and now they emanate
from his instrument to bring euphrosune, good cheer, to the feasts, dances, and revels of
the gods. It is these forces of sexual attraction, sleep, and good cheer that hold the court
of Zeus in order, as the often contentious gods feast, enjoy dance, song, drink, and the
savor of sacrifices. And of course this image of festive social order on the divine plane is
an idealized archetype for the preeminent social values of pleasant order and peaceful
community on the human plane as well. And just as the Olympian feast is the prototype
for human festival, so too the divine lyre and its performance art, Hermetic in origins but

newly bought by Apollo, is replicated among mortals by human singers, the aoidoi.



Like Hermes of the hymn the archaic aoidos exercised an “authorizing” power in
singing the gods, their portions, their births and ages. He performed these origins to the
delight of audiences in sacred contexts like Delphi, where the temple priesthoods were
the patrons and prize-givers. The aoidos, like Hermes, could gain legitimately merely
through song material goods which otherwise would be theft. And the key to this very
remarkable power lay in the “sexy toy” that Hermes first invented, and which every
aoidos doubtless made, that turtle-turned-singer, the lyre.

Thus the hymn does far more than narrate a fun and clever story. It roots the real
and experiential power of the lyre and the performance of lyresong, to arouse desire,
induce sleep, and bring good cheer, into a deeper cosmology and theology of divine
figures and forces. By doing so the singers who composed and sang these hymns were in
effect authorizing their own art, investing it with a clever explanatory and justificatory
mythology. In this particular hymn they come very close, in fact, to giving away the
entire game, and it may be aimed very specifically at insiders who understood the song-
festival racket. Make a lyre, learn the songs, and how to sing well, they seem to say, and
you can even convince the wealthy temple-dweller Apollo to hand you over his cattle.
It’s a lucrative business in its own way; and after all, Zeus and all the gods do love their
songs and dances most of all. With the lyre you hold power over the hearts and minds of
humans and gods alike.

I have come to regard the hymn to Hermes as a very subtle and even devious text.
It is slyly sarcastic and even possibly subversive about Apollo as a figure of upright and
legitimate worldly and institutional authority. It accomplishes these sly critiques very

literally through casting shadows, shades, and darkness on the bright light world of



Apollonian order and force. For to authorize a legitimate space for the newborn god
Hermes the hymn champions theft, perfidy, perjury, deception, shady-dealing, self-
aggrandizement, the sheer profit motive and opportunism, carnivorous hunger, shameless
self-promotion, the arational seductive and persuasive powers of sweet words, songs,
melodies, and the wheeling and dealing that turns ill-gotten gains into legitimate trade
and exchange. In the end, we are left with a rather disturbing divine vision, of the new
god Hermes who “indiscriminately deceives (to akriton éperopeuei) through the black
night the tribes of mortal humans.” [handout #8] Opportunism incarnate, Hermes was a
fairly realistic divinity. And the bewitching eroticism of music and song were tied,

through their origins, to this midnight deceiver.

[HANDOUT]

1. Genealogy of Hermes

Gaia Chaos Eros

| Ouranos

|
| |
Kronos — Rheia Iapetos — Clymene
|
| |
Atlas Prometheus

Zeus ~__ | '
|  Maia

Hermes
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2. h.Hermes 24-25
gvBa xEéAuv elpcov ékTroaTo pupiov SABov-
‘Epuiis Tol TpcdTIoTA XEAUVY TEKTAHVAT &o1dov

“There finding a tortoise he possessed immense bounty.
Hermes, you know, was very first to make tortoise a singer.”

3. h. Hermes 1-19

‘Epuijv Uuvel Mouoa Aios kal Maidados vidv, (1)
KuAAnvns pedéovta kai 'Apkading moAuunAou,
&yyelov abavaTwv éplovviov, v Téke Maia

vUuen eUTTASKapos Ads év QIAOTNTL Ulyeloa

aidoin: nakdapwv ¢ Becov HAevab’ duihov (5)
&vTtpov éow vaiovoa maAiokiov, évba Kpoviwv
VUUQPT EUTTAOKAMG HIOYECKETO VUKTOS GUOAYQ,
Sppa KaTa yAukug Utvog €xot AeukcdoAevov “Hpnv,
ABwv abavaTous Te Beous BunTous T’ dvBpcoTTous.
A&AN’ OTe 81 peyaAoto Aids voos eEeTeAeiTo, (10)

M) & 1101 SékaToS UEIS OUPAVE EOTTPIKTO,

els Te pOws &yayev, aplonud Te Epya TETUKTO:

Kai TOT éyelvaTo maida moAUTpotov, aipvAourTnv
AnioTiip’, éAaTipa Bodv, nynTop’ dveipwv

VUKTOG OTT TN THpa, TUANddkov, 65 Tax EueAAev (15)
AUPAVEEIY KAUTA Epya UET’ aBavdaTolot Beolowv.
TGOS YEYOVS HECC MU TL EYKIBAPICEV,

E0TEPLOS Bous kKAéywev eknBoAou "ATTOAAwVOS,
TeTPAd! T TPOTEPT Th v Téke TOTVIA Mala.

Sing a hymn of Hermes, Muse, Zeus’ and Maia’s son,
guardian of Kyllene and flock-rich Arcadia

lucky messenger of immortals, whom Maia bore
fine-braided nymph who mixed in love with Zeus,

modest, for she avoided gatherings of the happy gods
dwelling in a shadowy cave; there Kronos’ son

mixed with the fine-braided nymph, at night’s milk-hour,
while sweet sleep subdued white-armed Hera,

escaping notice of deathless gods and mortal humans.

But when indeed great Zeus’ mind achieved its end

and the tenth month stood fixed in ancient heaven (ouranos)
into the light she (?) brought, and wrought noteworthy deeds:
and then she gave birth to a polytropos son, a shifty-minded
thief, cattle driver, dream herder, night watchman, gatekeeper

who quickly would reveal famous deeds among immortal gods.

Born at dawn, at midday he played the kithara
at evening he stole the cattle of far-shooting Apollo
on that fourth day [of the month] when queen Maia bore him.
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4. h. Apollo 1-4

uvrjcopatl oudt Adbcopal ATTOAAWVOS EKATOLO,
SvTe Beol kaTa ddpa Aids Tpopéouotv idvra:
Kal p& T' dvaiocoouoiv Tl oxedov Epxouévolo
TavTes aP' Edpawv, 6Te paidina TéEa TiTaivel

I’1l recall and not forget Apollo far-shooter,

at whom the gods tremble as he goes through Zeus’ house
and they leap up as he approaches near

all of them from their seats, when he draws his shining bow.

5. h. Hermes 29-39

Ads &' Eprovvios uids
aBproas éyéAaooe kal auTika pubov Eele:
“ouuPolov 1181 pot péy' dvnoiuov: ouk ovoTalc.
Xa1pE, unv Epdecoa, XOPOITUTE, dalTodg ETaipn,
aomacin Tpopaveioa: Méhey TOde kaAov &Bupua
aidlov doTpakov Ecoo xéAus Speot fwoouoa;
A&AN' ofow o' &5 dcopa AaBcov: dpeAds Ti pot éooTy, (35)
oUd' ATTOTIUNOW: OU B¢ UE TTPLOTIOTOV OVNOELS
oikol BéATepov eival, émel PAaBepov TO BUpn@iv:
N Y&p €émnAvcing ToAuTrpovos éoceal Exua
Cchouo': iy B¢ BAvns, TOTE kev udAa kaAov aeidois.”

And Zeus’ lucky son
looked and laughed and right then told a story:
“An omen already for me, great profit, [ won’t slight it.
Hi there, lovely creature, thythm of dances, the feast’s companion,
a truly happy epiphany! Where’s it from, that fine toy
such a sparking shell on a turtle living in the mountains?
But I’ll take you, carry you in the house, you’ll be some use to me,
I won’t misvalue you, and you will profit me first of all,
it’s better in a house since out of doors is dangerous,
for against painful binding spells you might be a charm
while alive, but if you die then you might sing beautifully.”

6. h. Hermes 418-27
Pelax HAA' ETpriuvey EknPBoAov, cos BN’ auTds,
Kal KpaTepdv Tep edvTa: AaPBcov &' €' &dploTepd XEIPOS

TANK TP EMelpNTICE KATA PéPOS: T) &' UTTO XEIPOS
ouepdaiéov kovaPnoe: yéhaooe d¢ Doifos ATTOAAwVY
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ynfnoag, ¢patn 8¢ i ppévas HAub' icor)

Beomreoing évoTiis kai Uiy yAukug {UEPOS TjPEL

Buucd akoualovTa: AUpn &' EépaTtov kibapileov

oTi p' O ye Baponoas e’ apioTepa Maiados uiods

®oiBou ATTOAAwvVos: Taxa d¢ Atyéws KiBapilwov

YNPVET' auBoAddny -- épaTr) O oi EOTIETO PoVN -- KPAivwV
aBavaTous Te BeovUs Kai yalav Epepvnv,

WS TA TPAWTA YEVOVTO KAl €35 A&XE HOolpav EKACTOS.

Very easily he soothed the far-shooter, as he himself wished,
even though he was stronger. Taking it on his left hand

he tried it with a plectrum by turns, and under his hand

it sounded awesome, and Phoebus Apollo laughed
delighted, and a sexy sound went through his breast

from the divine voice and sweet desire seized him

in the heart as he listened; playing erotically on the lyre

that son of Maia stood there with courage on the left side

of Phoebus Apollo; swift and clear playing the lyre

he sang out a prelude—and sexy the voice followed—authorizing
the immortal gods and the dark earth

how they first were born and how each received its portion.

7. h. Hermes 447-49

(Apollo:)

Tis Téxvn, Tis youoa aunxavéwv HeAedVY,

Tis TpiPos; adTpekéws yap Gua Tpia TAVTA TTAPECTIV,
eU@poovvny Kai épwTa Kal fjdunov Ymvov éAécbat.

What art? what Muse for helpless sufferings?
What pathway? For truly three things all at once are in it:
one gets good cheer and desire and sweet sleep.

8. h. Hermes 574-78

oUTw Maiados viov Gvaf épiAnoey ATTOAAwvY
TavToin IASTNTLE X&ptv &' émédnke Kpovicov.
maot &' 6 ye BunTolol kai aBavaTolow OUIAETL.
Taupa HEV oUv dvivnol, TO ' &KPLITOV NTTEPOTIEVEL
vukTa 8’ dppvainv puAa BunTdv dvBpcdmeov.

So the lord Apollo loved the son of Maia

with every sort of friendship. And Kronos’ son gave him favor.
And that one associates with all mortals and immortals.

He may only profit a little, but indiscriminately he decieves
through the black night the tribes of mortal humans.
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