
is sometimes said to be a giant. Traditionally, 
Argus has a hundred eyes that cover his body, 
but sources vary as to the precise number. In 
some sources, Argus is the son of Gaia (Earth), 
but in Apollodorus’s Library, he is made to 
be the son of King Agenor of Argos. In this 
human, heroic form, he performed many deeds, 
including the killing of a certain bull that rav-
aged Arcadia (he took its skin as a cape) and of 
a satyr that had stolen Arcadian cattle. He also 
killed the monstrous Echidna. In myth, Argus 
is the servant of Hera and appears in the story 
of Io. Io was the consort of Zeus and, to avoid 
Hera’s wrath, was transformed into a white 
heifer that Hera set Argus to guard over. He 
tethered Io to an olive tree in a sacred grove. 
This made it impossible for Io to escape or 
for Zeus to rescue her until Zeus commanded 
Hermes to intervene. Disguised as a shepherd, 
Hermes lulled Argus to close all his eyes in 
sleep with the aid of his reed pipe and the story 
of its invention by Pan. After Argus fell asleep, 
Hermes beheaded him and thereafter assumed 
the epithet Argeiphontes or “Argus-slayer.” In 
honor of his service to her, Hera plucked out 
Argus’s many sightless eyes and placed them 
on the tail of her bird, the peacock. Afterward, 
Hera sent a gadfly to drive Io mad. Chased by 
the gadfly, Io fled to Egypt, where the ghost of 
Argus still haunted her.

In antiquity, visual representations of Argus 
occur in the context of the myth of Io. He is 
usually depicted as a large, bearded, male nude 
whose body is covered with eyes and frequently 
shown protecting the tethered heifer Io and/or 
in combat with Hermes, as on an Attic red-
figure hydria from ca. 460 b.c.e. (Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston). Here, Argus stands beside 
the bovine Io, with his chest, arms, and legs 
covered in eyes, and defends himself against 
Hermes, who unsheathes his sword. Zeus and 
Hera are also present. Hermes deals Argus 
the death blow in an Attic red-figure stam-
nos from ca. 430 b.c.e. (Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, Vienna). Argus’s body is here painted 
with white eyes.

Ariadne Daughter of Minos, king of Crete, 
and Pasiphae. Classical sources are Apollodorus’s 
Library (Epitome 1.7–10), Diodorus Siculus’s 
Library of History (4.61.5), Hyginus’s Fabulae 
(42, 43), Ovid’s MetaMorpHoses (8.170–182), 
and Plutarch’s Life of Theseus. Ariadne belonged 
to a line of fascinating and unusual women. 
Her mother, Pasiphae, mated with a bull and 
gave birth to the Minotaur. She was related 
on her mother’s side to the witch Circe and to 
Medea. Her sister Phaedra married Theseus.

Ariadne fell in love with Theseus when he 
came as one of seven young men and seven 
young women to be offered to the Minotaur in 
his labyrinth, as the tribute that Minos exacted 
from Athens every nine years for the murder of 
his son, Androgeos.

Theseus, the son of King Aegeus of Athens, 
had insisted on volunteering to be one of the 
victims. He slew the Minotaur and, by unroll-
ing and rerolling a spool of thread that Ariadne 
gave him, was able to escape from the labyrinth. 
Having betrayed her father and her country for 
her lover, Ariadne fled with Theseus, but he 
abandoned her on the island of Naxos. The god 
Dionysus and his followers came upon her as 
she was wandering, desolate and despairing, on 
the island. He fell in love with her and carried 
her away to be his bride, giving her a golden 
diadem that was afterward transformed into a 
constellation.

Among the many treatments of the myth, 
Catullus’s poem 64 is outstanding for its 
extended description of Ariadne on the beach, 
its examination of her emotions, and its com-
plex reinterpretation of the myth in the light 
of Roman ethics and late republican society. 
In general, Ariadne was a favorite theme in the 
Hellenistic and Roman period: Her story is a 
prime example of the myths of suffering in love 
and the emotional plight of heroines that poets 
of this period enjoyed exploring. Apollonius of 
Rhodes, in his voyage of tHe argonauts, makes 
much of her structural similarity to Medea. Like 
Medea, she is a foreign women who falls in love 
with a Greek, helps him accomplish his heroic 

Ariadne	 ��
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quest, leaves behind her father and fatherland 
for him, then is abandoned by him.

Ariadne and Theseus, in particular her aban-
donment and subsequent rescue by Dionysus, 
have been frequently represented in the visual 
arts and in opera. This theme occurs in vase 
painting from the fifth century b.c.e. onward. 
Ariadne appears on the François Vase from 
ca. 570 b.c.e. (Museo Archeologico, Florence). 
Perhaps the most famous painting of Dionysus’s 
rescue of Ariadne is Titian’s Bacchus and Ariadne 
1520–23 (National Gallery, London).

Aristaeus See georgics.

Aristophanes (ca. 450 b.c.e.–ca. 386 b.c.e.) 
Greek poet of the Old Attic Comedy. 
Aristophanes was born between 460 and 
450 b.c.e. and died ca. 386 b.c.e. Eleven 
plays by Aristophanes are extant: Acharnians 
(425), Knights (424), Clouds (423), Wasps 
(422), Peace (421), Birds (414), Lysistrata 
(411), Thesmophoriazusae (411) Frogs (405), 
Ecclesiazusae (“Assembly-Women,” 392 or 391), 

Bacchus and Ariadne. Titian, 1520–23 (National Gallery, London)

��	 Aristaeus
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