Herakles, Caught Between Nature and Culture in the Argonautika

Herakles’ physical presence in Apollonios’ Argonautika is mostly confined to the epic’s first book, since Herakles is deserted by the Argonauts at the end of the first book after his comrade Hylas disappears. Although he spends only a short time with the Argonauts, the heroes feel his presence elsewhere – they hear news of his exploits, and the heroes acutely grieve over and regret his abandonment. Herakles as a character walks a thin line between man and beast, sometimes evoking both, especially when he wears a lion-skin, and he often wields a large club as a weapon. Perhaps as a result of this duality of his character, Herakles is often treated as “other” to the Greeks. His abandonment is arguably foreshadowed throughout the first book of the Argonautika as Herakles is “left behind” on a few different occasions.

Herakles is depicted by Apollonios as an overblown caricature of an epic hero, and he seems out of place among more cultured heroes like Jason. For example, the Argonauts cede a place in the middle of the rowing benches to Herakles, not only to give him a place of honor, but also to keep the ship balanced because of his huge stature and weight. As Herakles agrees to go along with the Argonauts to the often uncivilized, non-Greek ends of the earth, he is portrayed similarly to the “savages” that the Argonauts will encounter in their far-flung travels.

This portrayal is in sharp contrast to the Herakles of earlier Greek traditions, especially in the tragedians, who seem to treat Herakles as a more refined hero. In Sophokles’ Trachiniai, for example, Herakles is said to be writing up a will, dedicating altars for the gods, and is even referred to as “Lord Herakles” (ἄναξ … Ἡρακλῆς, 155-156). Even at the depths of his madness in Euripides’ Herakles, he is aware of his actions, and quite distraught at losing control to such an extent. It is interesting that the cultured Herakles portrayed in the tragedies becomes a baser, more savage epic hero in the Argonautika.

Herakles often walks a fine line between man and beast. Herakles’ motivations necessarily differ between the tragic and epic modes – in the former context, Herakles meets with and works terrible destruction on those around him, including his loved ones, all while feeling remorse after the fact. In an epic context, Herakles’ character becomes somewhat simpler and more starkly defined, and lacks some of the depth lent to him by the tragedians. He is portrayed in Apollonios as boorish and savage, rude and excessive, albeit a fierce warrior, unlike his portrayal in the tragedies as a man shrewdly straddling the line between nature and culture, and trying to keep himself composed.

This study explores the character of Herakles through an intertextual lens, and also with regard to reception studies, especially Apollonios’ reception of Herakles in the tragedians and elsewhere.
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