Heracles – A Model Answer

Baby Heracles
Heracles was the son of Zeus and Hera (Zeus’ wife) was always jealous of this. When Heracles was a baby Hera sent 2 fierce snakes to his cradle (a shield) to kill Heracles and his half brother Iphicles. Heracles strangled them both, surprising everyone with his strength.

Hera’s Revenge

Heracles married Megara, had a family and became famous for his courage and strength. Hera was jealous of his happiness and drove him mad so he killed his whole family. When he recovered and saw what he had done he was horrified and asked the Oracle how he could make amends. He was told to offer himself as a slave to King Eurystheus.

Eurystheus set Heracles 12 impossible tasks. If he could do them all, he would get rid of his guilt and become an Immortal. They were called his 12 labours:

THE 12 LABOURS:

1. Nemean Lion

Heracles had to kill the Nemean lion and bring back its skin. While he was looking for the lion, he made arrows, not knowing they would never pierce his hide. So the lion would not die. After some time Heracles made the lion return to his cave. The cave had 2 entrances, one of which Heracles blocked. He then entered the other. Heracles stunned the beast with his club before strangling it. He then used the lion’s claws to cut off its pelt. Heracles used the pelt afterwards as a cloak.

2. Lernaean Hydra

Heracles covered his nose when he reached the swamp at Lerna, to protect himself from the poisonous fumes. He fired flaming arrows into his lair and then confronted it. When he cut off a head, he found 2 grew back. The weakness of the Hydra was that only one of its heads was immortal.

Heracles called his nephew Iolaus for help. Iolaus came up with the idea of using a burning firebrand to scorch the neck stumps. Heracles cut off each head and Iolaus cauterised the open stumps. Heracles placed the immortal head under a rock and dipped his arrows in the Lerna’s poisonous blood. 

Heracles later used a poisoned arrow to kill the centaur Nessus. 

3. Ceryneian Hind
The hind of Ceryneia was sacred to Artemis, goddess of the hunt and the moon. It had golden antlers like a stag and hooves of bronze. It was said to be able to outrun an arrow at flight.

Eurystheus decided that as Heracles could kill anything, he made him capture this hind. Heracles chased it for a year through Greece but finally caught it.

As he was returning the hind, Heracles met Artemis and her twin Apollo. He begged forgiveness, explaining the reasons. Artemis forgave him. 

4. Erymanthian Boar

This boar was a giant fear-inspiring creature that lived on Mount Erymanthus. On his way there, Heracles visited Pholus, a kind and hospitable centaur and old friend. Heracles ate with him and asked for wine. Pholus had only one jar, a gift from Dionysus to all the centaurs. The smell attracted the other centaurs. Heracles shot at them with his poisonous arrows and the centaurs retreated all the way to Chiron’s cave. Pholus picked an arrow up but dropped it on his foot, was poisoned and died. A stray arrow hit Chiron as well. 
Chiron had told Heracles to drive the boar into thick snow. After capturing it, Heracles bound it and carried it back to Eurystheus who was frightened of it and hid in a half-buried jar, begging Heracles to get rid of it.

5. The Stables of Augeas

Augeas was famous for his stables which were never cleaned. Heracles had to clean them in a single day. There were 2 reasons: firstly, to degrade Heracles and secondly they were immune from disease and so the muck amassed made the task seemingly impossible. Heracles succeeded by diverting 2 rivers to wash the muck away.

Augeas was angry because he had promised Heracles 1/10th of his cattle if he succeeded. He refused to honour the agreement and Heracles killed him after completing the task.

6. Stymphalian Birds

Heracles was sent to rid the marshes of this huge flock of birds. Much of the countryside was overrun by them. Their feathers were made of metal which made them very sharp. Anyone meeting them was speared to death. They were also destroying the crops and trees.

The forest was very dense and it was hard to see anything. Athena approached Heracles and advised that Hephaestus make a pair of huge bronze clappers to startle the birds into flight. As the birds came into flight, Heracles shot them down with his deadly arrows. 

7. Cretan Bull
Heracles had to capture the bull. The king, Minos, allowed Heracles to take away the bull as it had been wreaking havoc. Heracles used his hands to strangle and capture it and shipped it back to Athens. Eurystheus wanted to sacrifice it to Hera. She refused the offer because it reflected glory on Heracles. The bull was released. 

8. Mares of Diomedes

These were 4 man-eating horses owned by the giant Diomedes. Heracles had to steal them. 

There are different versions. One is that Heracles was not aware they were kept tethered to a bronze manger because they were wild. Heracles left his friend Abderus in charge of them while he fought Diomedes but they ate him. In revenge, Heracles fed Diomedes to his own horses.

Heracles tied their mouths shut and took them back to Eurystheus who dedicated them to Hera.

9. The Girdle of Hippolyta

Heracles had to get Hippolyta’s girdle. She was a fearsome queen of the Amazons, a frightening warrior race of women. Hippolyta was so excited by Heracles’ muscles and lion skin that she gave it to him without a fight. 

Hera, disguised as an Amazon, spread rumours among the Amazons that Heracles was trying to kidnap their queen. The Amazons attacked and Heracles killed Hippolyta, assuming she had betrayed him. 

10. The Cattle of Geryon

Geryon was a fearsome giant. One version is that he had one head with 3 bodies. When Heracles reached Geryon, he was confronted by Orthrus, a 2 headed dog. Heracles killed him with one blow of his olive-wood club.

On hearing this, Geryon pursued Heracles, carrying 3 shields, 3 spears and 3 helmets. Heracles killed him with one of his poisoned arrows. 

Heracles had to herd the cattle back to Eurystheus. Cacus, a giant, stole some of the cattle, while Heracles slept, making the cattle walk backwards so they left no trail. Heracles drove the remaining cattle past a cave where Cacus had hidden the others and they began calling out to each other. Heracles killed Cacus.

To annoy Heracles, Hera sent a gadfly to bite, irritate and scatter the cattle. It took Heracles a year to retrieve them. When they finally reached Eurystheus, the cattle were sacrificed to Hera.

11. The Golden Apples of the Hesperides

The Garden of the Hesperides belonged to Hera. The Hesperides looked after the garden but occasionally took some fruit so Hera also placed a never-sleeping, 100 headed dragon named Ladon to help guard it. Heracles had to steal the fruit.

On his way, Heracles first caught Nereus, the shape-shifting sea-god, to learn where the garden was.

Heracles also met Antaeus who was invincible as long as he touched his mother Gaia, the earth. Heracles killed Antaeus by holding him high and crushing him in a bearhug.

Heracles tricked Atlas into retrieving some of the apples by offering to hold up the heavens for a little while. Atlas could do this as he was possibly the father of the Hesperides.

Atlas did not want to take the heavens back but Heracles tricked him again by agreeing to take his place as long as Atlas temporarily relieved him so Heracles could make his cloak more comfortable. Atlas agreed and Heracles walked away!

12. The Capturing of Cerberus

Cerberus was Hades’ loyal watchdog and he guarded the gates at the entrance to the Underworld. He had 3 heads, a mane of level serpents and a dragon’s tail.

Heracles had to capture it without weapons. He went to Eleusis to learn about the Eleusinian mysteries and so find out how he could enter and exit the underworld alive. 

Whilst in the Underworld, Heracles freed Theseus. Heracles met Hades and asked to be allowed to bring Cerberus to the surface. Hades agreed if he could subdue the beast without weapons. Heracles was able to do this and he dragged Cerberus to Eurystheus. Eurystheus was so scared he jumped into his jar and asked Heracles to return it to the Underworld in return for being released from his labours. 
