Clubs High:  Heracles’ Iconic Weapon in Sight and Action

On countless Attic vases that depict Heracles his (olive-wood) club appears.  Sometimes it is drawn twice—even three times on one hydria at Würzburg—not, I shall argue, by careless mistake.  Frequently, too, the club (or one of multiple clubs) either stands on end at ground level, vertically or diagonally, is suspended in or near the branches of an (olive) tree, or floats quite without visible means of support.  The hero himself or his nephew Iolaus often wields a/the club.  Heracles uses or threatens to use it against diverse adversaries including Cerberus but also the god Apollo.  In some cases Apollo tries to grasp it even as the bold hero tries to wrest his Delphic tripod out of the god’s very hands.


What does this signify?


That the club was cut from a tree of Athena’s special plant (three different places in Greece claimed to be the site where the olive was cut) and is otherwise often associated with her, who at times holds it for him, suggests an answer.  This also explains many gravity-defying appearances of the thing, whether Athena herself is present, “only” her tree, or no one/nothing at all to hold it up.


The club, like conspicuous pieces of olive wood elsewhere in Greek myth, indicates the applied force of Athena.  This “applied force” is twofold, physical and psychic.  

The physical kind is manifest in numerous painted scenes where that goddess raises or holds forward her helmet—heavy with gold, yet light for her—or her characteristic round shield: an amphora in Mississippi has her holding each over an altar, as sacred actions.  Moreover, the columns that flank her on countless Panathenaic amphorai indicate her up-holding function in abstract form, while more concretely on many Black-figure vases she plies her characteristic spear like a magic wand, not quite touching yet unmistakably related to objects floating in the air.  In scenes with Heracles these objects 1nclude his sword and his bow-and-quiver (weapons shared with his opponent Apollo), but also his cloak and club (both items Athena-stuff).  

Rising, raising, and upholding are all Athena- functions, ultimately demonstrated in Heracles’ ascent to Olympus in her chariot, and before that deployed in a famous scene on a sculptured metope from Olympia:  She stands invisibly—to him—behind her mighty yet overtaxed half-brother, supplementing his finite strength with hers as he—he thinks!—holds up the sky while Atlas fetches apples.   (Athena is also associated with throwing of all sorts of heavy objects, from Achilles’ Peleian spear to stones that other protégés of hers hurl.  She herself hurls an architectural fragment at Heracles to stop his deadly rampage in Euripides’ HF.  Heracles, however, doesn’t usually throw things in anger, though he does almost drop a hefty pig into an inhabited pot, with Athena looking on.)

Athena’s psychic force, embodied in fighting cocks on Panathenaic vases, is also displayed in that Heracles-and-Atlas scene: ambition, readiness, even (albeit more in the case of other heroes like Jason and Theseus) eagerness that drives mortal men to undertake great feats that seem to be more than “creatures of a day” can possibly achieve in war, against formidable monsters, even for so daunting a job as cleaning a king’s neglected stables.  Some feats defy Apollo and limits he enforces.  Heracles’ Labors, of course, are all formidable—and done in despite of brother Phoebus.  Although only four of the Olympia metopai evidently showed Athena with him, Attic vase painters made anthropomorphic Athena at least witness to every one of the canonical dozen—visibly to us, if not to the strenuous hero.  Often, however, we see only a club (or two).

As already noted Heracles raises this weapon against Apollo.  The club itself rises during confrontations of Heracles’ with Ares (on the ground: Athena and club intervene between hero and god god on a lekythos in Princeton) and with Apollo on another occasion: Heracles manhandles a deer and Apollo threatens him with an arrow.  However, a club interposes itself high “in the field” between them.  Athena, visible on that Princeton flask, is invisible here, even to us.  But she’s there, in and upholding the hovering club.

Accordingly one BF artist, presumably returned to Athens from sight-seeing at Olympia, revised the Heracles-and-Atlas scene to eliminate anthropomorphic Athena at the burdened man’s back, substituting—for substitution it is—a club standing on end before him (near which his archery floats in mid-air).  

Athena’s club, therefore, in Heracles’ iconography is Athena—not her “symbol,” but an alternative epiphany.  She can, moreover, appear multiple ways in the same picture, with or without armed female figure, with or without olive tree, as duplication of clubs and diverse antigravity declare.

