
GRECO-ROMAN GODS AND GODDESSES 
 

THE OLYMPIANS : THE “T WELVE ” 
 
Of the many major and minor gods in the Olympian dynasty the most important are the Twelve, a 
group chosen by the Greeks themselves as the key figures in the Olympian group and the basis 
for most of their religious observances. Greek law is also to some extent derived from the concept 
of the Twelve, and Greeks in both court proceedings and in ordinary conversation took their oath 
“by the Twelve.” The divinities constituting this group were: 
 
Zeus (Jupiter, Jove) 

Leader of the Olympians, god of lightening, and representative of the power principle. 
Hera (Juno) 

Wife of Zeus and goddess of marriage and domestic stability. 
Poseidon (Neptune) 

God of the sea. Often called “the earth shaker,” possibly because the Greeks attributed 
earthquakes to marine origin. 

Hades (Pluto, Dis) 
God of the Underworld and presider over the realm of the dead. Also connected with the 
nature myth by his marriage to Persephone (Proserpine), who spent half of her time on 
earth (the growing season) and half in the underworld (the winter period). Hades does not 
represent death itself, that function being relegated to a lesser divinity Thanatos. 

Pallas Athena, Athena (Minerva) 
Goddess of wisdom, but also associated with many other concepts from warfare to arts 
and crafts. Her birth was remarkable, since she sprang fully-armed from the forehead of 
Zeus. She was the patron goddess of Athens and to the Athenians represented the art of 
civilized living. 

Phoebus Apollo 
Son of Zeus and Leto, daughter of the Titans Krios and Phoebe. Sun-god, archer, 
musician, god of truth, light, and healing. Represented the principle of intellectual beauty. 
At the temple dedicated to him at Delphi, the oracle divulged in cryptic language the will 
of the gods. 

Artemis (Cynthia, Diana) 
Twin sister of Apollo, virgin goddess of the moon, the chase (hunt) and the caste 
(chastity). 

Aphrodite (Venus)  
Daughter of Zeus and Dione in one version; in another, supposed to have risen from the 
waves (sea foam). Goddess of love and physical beauty. Zeus 

Hephaestus (Vulcan)  
Lame blacksmith god who forged the thunderbolts of Zeus. The much deceived husband 
of Aphrodite. 

Hermes (Mercury) 
Son of Zeus and Maia (ma’ya), daughter of Atlas. Messenger and general handyman of 
Zeus; god of commerce, traders, travelers, and thieves. Depicted as wearing winged 
sandals and winged hat. 

Ares (Mars) 
Son of Zeus and Hera; god of war. 

Hestia (Vesta) 
Virgin sister of Zeus, goddess of the hearth and home. Served in Rome by the sacred 
sisterhood of the Vestal virgins. Later replaced among the Twelve by Dionysus. 



Dionysus (Bacchus) 
God of wine, son of Zeus and the mortal woman Semele. Like Demeter, connected with 
the principle of fertility and, like Persephone, represented the nature myth by dying in the 
autumn and being reborn in the spring. The Eleusinian mysteries were dedicated to all 
three fertility deities and the festivals of Dionysus were periods of wild, bacchaenic 
rejoicing. Since plays were usually performed at these festivals, Dionysus also became 
the god of the theatre. Represented the ecstatic principle, as opposed to the intellectual 
principle signified by Phoebus Apollo. 
 

LESSER OLYMPIANS  
Demeter (Ceres) 

Sister of Zeus and goddess of agriculture. Mother of Persephone and symbol of fertility. 
Eros (Cupid) 

Eternal child of Hephaestus and Aphrodite, spirit of love whose mischievous darts have 
caused many of the world’s troubles. 

Pan 
Son of Hermes, woodland god with goat-like horns and hooves, player of pipes and 
supervisor of rustic gaieties. 

Nemesis 
Avenging goddess, the principle of retribution. 

Hebe 
Goddess of youth and cupbearer of the gods. 

Iris 
Goddess of the rainbow and sometimes, like Hermes, messenger of the gods. 

Hymen 
God of the marriage festival. 

The Three Graces 
Aglaia (Splendor), Euphrosyne (Mirth), and Thalia (Good Cheer) 

The Nine Muses: Spirits of learning and the arts, as follows: 
Clio: history  
Urania: astronomy 
Thalia: comedy (Shares name with 
one of the Graces) 
Melpomene: tragedy  

Terpsichore: dance 
Erato: love poetry  
Calliope: epic poetry 
Euterpe: lyric poetry  
Polyhymnia: sacred poetry 

The Erinyes (Furies) 
Tisiphone, Megaera, Alecto: represented the pangs of conscience and relentlessly 
hounded wrongdoers 

The Three Fates:  Spirits who allotted to each person a destiny: 
Clotho: spun the thread of life 
Lachesis: wove it into a pattern which determined the kind of life to be led 
Atropos: cut it, terminating existence  


