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In ancient Roman religion and mythology, the god of merchants, trade, and
commercial gain was Mercury. The Romans associated him with the Greek god
Hermes, and he came to take on Hermes’ characteristics and myths. Like Hermes,
Mercury became the messenger of the gods, a trickster, the patron of travelers and
thieves, and the conductor of the dead to the underworld. The Romans, however,
stressed Mercury’s role in commerce more. His name comes from a word meaning
‘merchandise. In art, Mercury was sometimes shown holding a money bag, but more
often he was represented, like Hermes, wearing a winged hat and sandals and carrying
amessenger’s staff called a caduceus. The planet Mercury is named for the god.

Mercury was the son of the goddess Maia and Jupiter, the chief Roman god (just as
Hermes was the son of Maia and Zeus, the chief Greek god). The worship of Mercury
was introduced into Rome in early times. A temple to him was built on the Aventine
Hill in Rome and dedicated in 495 sc. A festival was held there for both Mercury and
Maia every May 15.
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In ancient Greek religion and mythology, Hermes was the messenger of the gods and
one of the 12 chief gods who lived on Mount Olympus. He had numerous roles, many
of which were associated with the crossing of boundaries, with gain, or with trickery.
One of his duties was to conduct the dead to the underworld. He was also the god of
dreams, doorways, and roads and the protector of travelers. Pillars topped with his
image were used as boundary markers along roadways. Hermes was also a god of
fertility and the protector of cattle and sheep, which were valuable commodities. He
was the god of eloquence, good fortune, and trade as well as of cunning, fraud, and
theft. His counterpart in Roman mythology was Mercury.

Hermes was the son of Zeus and Maia, daughter of Atlas. He was said to have been a
subtle schemer right from the start. When he was only a few hours old, he escaped
from his cradle and went out in search of adventures. He stretched cords across a
tortoise shell, inventing the lyre, a stringed musical instrument.

‘That evening Hermes stole 50 cows from a herd of Apollo, who was his older half-
brother. To hide the deed, Hermes used many clever tricks, such as making the cows
walk backward so their tracks would point the wrong way. He then returned to his
cradle in order to look like a helpless infant. When Apollo discovered what had
happened, Hermes charmed him by playing on the Iyre, and Apollo allowed him to go
unpunished in exchange for the instrument. Apollo then gave Hermes a golden staff,
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Alwvays eager to help lovers in distress, Aphiodite was equally quick to punish those:
who resisted the call of ove. Eros shot golden arrows into the hearts of those his
‘mother wanted to unite in mariage. Aphrodite also had a magic girdle that made its
wearer intesistible, and she sometimes loaned it o others. Several times she mocked.
Zeus and other gods by making them fallin love with mortal maidens. Because of this,
Zeus decreed that she should fall in love with Anchises, a shepherd of Troy. From this.
union was born Aeneas, the mythical ancestor of the Roman people.

Another famous myth involving Aphrodite tels of the judgment of Paris. At a wedding.
feast, the goddess Exis (whose name means “strfe”) threv down a golden apple
inscribed “To the fairest.” Three goddesses—Hers, Athen, and Aphrodite—claimed to
be the greatest beauty and so to deserve the apple. To settle the matter, Zeus had
Paris of Troy judge which of the three was the most beautiful. Al three tried to bribe.
him with gifts: Hera with kingly povver, Athena with military might, and Aphrodite
with the love of the most beautiful woman, Paris awarded the apple to Aphrodite. In
return, she helped him win the beautiful Helen away from her husband, the king of
Sparta. This led to the outbreak of the Trojan War.

‘Aphrodite was worshiped chiefly as the goddess of human love and fertiity. She was
also widely venerated as a nature goddess. Because she came from the sea, sailors
prayed to her to calm the wind and the waves. The main centers of her worship were
on Cyprus and Cythera.

‘The poets of ancient Greece often sang the praises of the love goddess. Classical

sculptors carved countless figures of her. The most celebrated statue of Aphrodite in
‘ancient times was that carved by Praxiteles at Cidus, on the coast of 4sia Minor.




image2.jpeg




image3.png
Aphrodite

Article | Images & Videos [ Related

« Double-click any word you see for a
quick definition

« See Britannica articles at different
reading levels by clicking 1,2, or 3in
the upper right corner.

+ Search for a specific word within an
article by pressing the Ctrl+F on your
keyboard (or Command+F on a Mac),

Did You Know?

Astatue of Aphrodite called
the Venus de Milo s one of the
world's most famous
sculptures.

FromAtoZ

« aphrodisiac

Apia

Teacher

My Britannica ©

e ,
2}

In ancient Greek religion and mythology, the goddess of love, beauty, and fertility was
Aphrodite. She was one of the 12 chief gods who lived on Mount Olympus. The
Romans identified her with their goddess Venus.

n Homer’s Iliad, Aphrodite is said to be the daughter of Zeus and Dione, a Titan.
Other stories tell how she sprang, full-grown, from the foam of the sea near the island
Cythera. (Aphros is Greek for “foam.”) From there Zephyrus, the west wind, carried
her gently on a shell to Cyprus. There the Horae (the Seasons) met her, clothed her,
and brought her to the gods.

Every god—even Zeus himself—wanted this beautiful goddess as his wife. Some
stories relate that Aphrodite was too proud and rejected them all. To punish her, Zeus
had her marry Hephaestus, the lame and ugly god of the forge. This good-natured
craftsman built her a splendid palace on Cyprus. Aphrodite had many lovers, including
Ares, the handsome god of war. Her children with Ares were Harmonia, the warrior
twins Phobos and Deimos, and Eros, the winged god of love.

Always eager to help lovers in distress, Aphrodite was equally quick to punish those
who resisted the call of love. Eros shot golden arrows into the hearts of those his
mother wanted to unite in marriage. Aphrodite also had a magic girdle that made its
wearer irresistible, and she sometimes loaned it to others. Several times she mocked
Zeus and other gods by making them fall in love with mortal maidens. Because of this,
Zeus decreed that she should fall in love with Anchises, a shepherd of Troy. From this
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