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Hermes is part of the second generation of Olympian gods.  As such he is generally portrayed as a young, athletic Greek male, aged in his late teens.  Often he is unbearded, but not always so.  He has the body of a fine athlete, and is usually portrayed wearing the petasus (wide-brimmed traveler’s cap) and talaria (sandals) and is generally shown holding the caduceus (herald’s wand).  There are times when he is not so attired, but can be identified by context, as in Praxiteles’ Hermes and the Infant Dionysus, which depicts Hermes holding the infant Dionysus, whom he took to nymphs to raise.  In that work, only the context identifies the god, as he has none of his usual trappings.  In one depiction he is shown as a old man, Cranach the Elder’s Judgment of Paris, but that is an anomaly.

Hermes (or his Roman equivalent, Mercury), is the messenger of the gods (chiefly Zeus or Jupiter).  In this role, he is seen as reliable.  We see him delivering Zeus’ order to Calypso to release Odysseus (Odyssey v, M & L,  525)), we see him delivering Zeus’ order to Hades to release Persephone (Homeric Hymn # 2, M & L 334f.), and we see him delivering Jupiter’s message to Aeneas that he has to leave Dido to get on with his mission (Aeneid IV, M & L 688).  In a somewhat less favorable light, he delivers Zeus’ ultimatum to Prometheus in which role he appears rather like some gangster’s torpedo (Prometheus Bound, M & L 95).  Zeus declares, when he first sees his son, that he “has the appearance of a herald?” (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 278).  And Zeus gives him that task, though he is but a day old (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 282).

As a messenger, he is also generally depicted as speedy.  When Zeus gives him a message, the very next scene has him delivering that message (see M & L 525 and 688).  It may be just my recollection, but when human messengers are given the job, time is given to the journey, but not so with Hermes, which suggests to me that the delivery is instantaneous – that the will of Zeus is transmitted right away to those who are designated to hear it. In his job as messenger, then, he is depicted as quite competent and capable.

As a god who travels, he is generally shown as a god on the go.  Von der Schardt’s statue depicts Hermes’ mobility.  This piece shows him at a more easy going gait, where he is elsewhere shown in a pose closer to running.  His role as travel god puts him into very close contact with mortals and he is often Zeus’ point person when it comes to mortals.  In fact, when Zeus occasionally goes on reconnaissance missions to Earth from Olympus, Hermes is his companion (cf. the story of Baucis and Philemon, M & L 657, and the story of Jupiter and Alcmena in Plautus’ Amphitryon, where Mercury serves as a lookout for Jupiter).


Though he is depicted as a reliable and capable messenger for Zeus, he is also depicted as a liar.  Perhaps there is a realization that diplomats and ambassadors, who represent their countries around the world, are both reliable presenters of their countries’ positions and quite good with words and, as such, capable liars.  And so, Hermes, who is Zeus’ ambassador and messenger, is seen both as a reliable presenter of the big guy’s words, but also quite capable of playing tricks on unsuspecting mortals.  He lies to his mom (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 275), to Apollo (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 277) and to Zeus himself (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 278f.).  In these three cases he is not successful, but generally he is shown as quite believable in his lies.  It may be that he is unsuccessful because you can’t fool Zeus, and it’s tough to fool mom.  Apollo is a god of prophecy and is quite smart, and so may be somewhat impervious to Hermes’ lies, or it may simply be that he is angry.  And it may be that in Homeric Hymn # 4, we see Hermes as a baby, relatively new to the world and something of a novice at lying and stealing.  In other words, he’ll get better.

Even so, Zeus is quite impressed with his son’s lies (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 279) and laughs.  Though he understands that he must keep order and must reconcile his two sons, he clearly has a soft spot for the trickster Hermes.  Apollo makes a bond of friendship with Hermes and Hermes vows not to do harm to his brother (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 280), and the two are often paired together.  They are seen joking together when Ares and Aphrodite are caught in Hephaestus’ trap (Odyssey viii, M & L 128).  There seems to be an awareness that the two of them achieve something of completeness, the rule bound Apollo and the easy-going trickster Hermes.  Rules are necessary for anything to work, but being bound to rules runs contrary to nature, which often aims at the easiest way of doing things, and urges are often met, even if they are forbidden.  Hermes’ charm works on Apollo (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 280), and he is able to teach the culture god something about music and creativity, giving him the lyre by which Apollo is often known.  Though Apollo is known as a music god, it is Hermes, the trickster, that invents the instrument, and who invents other instruments as well (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 281).  His trickster abilities enable him to create, to innovate.  His trickster sensitivities also enable him to consider his audience.  All by himself, Hermes plays and sings a song about the sex life of Zeus and his mom (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 273), but when he wants to impress Apollo, he sings a theogony (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 279f.). He knows his audience and adapts his narrative accordingly.  This acccomodationist position is appropriate to a god who represents the roads traveled.  When we are going from here to there (and all life may be seen as a journey), we are neither here, nor there.  In the middle, it makes sense to consider both sides as we try to determine our position.  There are some to whom such a relativistic position would seem horrific, who need to see the world in clearly defined black and white terms.  Hermes would not fit their needs.  

Though Hermes often crosses boundaries, he is quite aware of boundaries.  And so people have herms as boundary markers on their property (M & L 285).  These markers also serve as a lucky charm for the homeowner, for Hermes the trickster is also the guardian and protector of good luck, which is often so elusive.  He is the guardian of teen age boys, on the brink of manhood, for there is a threshold from boyhood to manhood, and the way is often difficult (M & L 285).  And he is also the guide who takes souls to the afterlife.  The scariest trip of our life, that to the hereafter, requires a guide, and it makes sense that Hermes be that guide.  He’s been at our side through our lives as herm and as front man for Zeus;  he should be there as we walk that last mile (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 282).  In the relief showing Orpheus, Eurydice and Hermes, Hermes is shown gently reminding Eurydice of the road she must travel, gently laying his hand on her shoulder.

As a guardian of boundaries, but capable of crossing them at will, Hermes is also a different kind of dad.  In the ancient world, the father got the final say on who was, or was not, his child.  We see Uranus violently rejecting his kids in the Theogony ( M & L 67) as was his right in the patriarchal society of the Greeks.  When his son Pan was born, Pan’s own mother, Dryope, rejected the child, but Hermes gladly welcomed the child as his own and was proud to demonstrate him to the gods.  Not defined by rules and regs, he has no problem welcoming his ugly son into the world and accepting him as his own.  He is not about to reject the child because of his appearance (Homeric Hymn # 19, M & L 318f.).  In just such a way he refuses to be bound by the circumstances of his birth.  His mother, Maia, a wise goddess, wants to lay low so as not to anger Hera.  Hermes sees his future on Mt. Olympus, with the big dogs (Homeric Hymn # 4, M & L 274f.). And his son, Hermaphroditus, will not even be born by gender, but blurs that distinction (Ovid, Metamorphoses IV, M & L 286ff.).  And though he can play the part of a baby, he cannot be held to that role.  Throughout Homeric Hymn # 4 he speaks, lies, sings, creates, steals, all of which are not typical baby behavior.  

Thus we see Hermes is a handsome and quite capable young man, good with words, with a  winning personality, who has a good sense of what people want and are, and who can accommodate them.  At the same time, he is quite aware of what he wants and refuses to be bound by others’ views of him.  
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