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“Children, the Cyprian is not the Cyprian alone, but she is called by many 
names. She is Hades, she is immortal life, she is raving madness, she is 
unmixed desire, she is lamentation; in her is all activity, all tranquillity, all 
that leads to violence. For she sinks into the vitals of all that have life; who 
is not greedy for that Goddess? She enters into the swimming race of fishes,
she is within the four-legged brood upon dry land, and her wing ranges 
among birds … among beasts, among mortals, among the race of Gods 
above. Which among the Gods does she not wrestle and throw three times? 
If I may speak out—and I may speak out—to tell the truth, she rules over the
heart of Zeus, without spear, without iron. All the plans of mortals and of 
Gods are cut short by the Cyprian,” (Sophocles frag. 941, trans. Hugh 
Lloyd-Jones).

“The holy heaven yearns to wound the earth, and yearning layeth hold on 
the earth to join in wedlock; the rain, fallen from the amorous heaven, 
impregnates the earth, and it bringeth forth for mankind the food of flocks 
and herds and Demeter’s gifts; and from that moist marriage-rite the woods
put on their bloom. Of all these things I am the cause,” (Aphrodite, frag. 25 
of Aeschylus’ Danaïdes, trans. Herbert Weir Smyth).

[95]

“She came forth, a reverend, beautiful Goddess, and grass grew up around 
her beneath her slender feet. Gods and men call her ‘Aphrodite’, the foam-
born Goddess,” (Hesiod, Theogony 194-6, trans. Glenn W. Most).

Aphrodite, according to Hesiod, is the most senior of the Olympians. 

Indeed, Aphrodite belongs properly to the generation of the Titans, as 

‘daughter’ of Ouranos by way of Pontus, the sea; hence among her popular 

epithets is Pontia.1 When Kronos has cut off the genitals of Ouranos, he 

throws them into the sea, where “they were borne along the water for a 

*This essay originally appeared in Blood and Roses: A Devotional for 
Aphrodite and Venus, ed. R. Buchanan (Asheville, NC: Bibliotheca 
Alexandrina, 2017), pp. 94-110. The pagination for this publication appears 
in brackets.
1 On Aphrodite’s maritime associations, see Denise Demetriou, “Tês pasês 
nautiliês phulax: Aphrodite and the Sea,” Kernos 23 (2010), pp. 67-89.



long time, and a white foam [aphros] rose up around them from the 

immortal flesh; and inside this grew a maiden,” (Theogony, 189-192, trans. 

Most). The Ouranian genitalia has been in this way ‘cut off’, that is, isolated 

from the ordinary reproductive cycle to function in a different fashion and 

on a wider cosmic plane. One may focus on the violence of this act, as 

Hesiod clearly does, and which is expressed concretely in the beings who 

come forth from the blood spilled on the Earth thereby, namely the Erinyes, 

the [96] Giants, and the Melian Nymphs,2 but the mytheme also invites 

comparison to the Egyptian Heliopolitan cosmogony, in which Atum’s 

primordial act of masturbation similarly releases his seed into a watery 

abyss where it takes form for itself. In the Heliopolitan myth, the orgasmic 

moment is separated off as directly productive, without the need for a full 

generative partner, only the waters as a passive receptacle, while Atum’s 

hand, personified as the Goddess Iusâas, plays an intermediary role in some

versions. The Hesiodic myth, as different as it is, performs nevertheless an 

analogous symbolic isolation of the phallus, which, moreover, as separated 

from the reproductive economy, is no longer meaningfully ‘male’ as opposed

to ‘female’.3 

2 The Melian Nymphs are the mothers of the humans of the warlike ‘Bronze 
Age’ (Works and Days 143ff), the ash trees with which they are associated 
providing the wood for spears. On the Erinyes, note that Hesychius 
mentions ‘Erinye’ as an epithet of Aphrodite (Gabrielle Pironti, Entre ciel et 
guerre: Figures d’Aphrodite en Grèce ancienne (Liège: Presses 
universitaires de Liège, 2007), chap. 1, §137), and a fragment of Epimenides
(DK 3 B19) makes out Aphrodite, the Fates and the Erinyes all to be 
daughters of Kronos (Pironti chap. 1, §155). [All references to Pironti are by 
chapter and paragraph number in the electronic edition.]
3 Recall, in this respect, Aphrodite’s power to change the sex of Leukippos 
of Phaistos (Antoninus Liberalis, Metamorphoses 17; Nicander, 
Heteroioumena frag. 45 Schneider), or of the goat Theseus is about to 
sacrifice before he takes to sea (Plutarch, Theseus 18.3; Pironti, chap. 3, 
§94, 99).
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[97] This raises the issue of the role played by Eros in the stages of 

the theogony prior to Aphrodite’s emergence. Once Aphrodite has emerged,

Hesiod says that “with her went Eros” (201). Eros becomes subordinate to 

Aphrodite henceforth, to the degree that in later antiquity the image arises 

of Eros as her infant son. But for Hesiod, Eros is one of the very first Gods 

to come forth into the cosmos. From out of Chaos—which is probably to be 

understood, in accord with the most likely etymology, from chaunos, porous,

spongy, hence neither solid nor void—emerges at once Earth (Gaia), the 

solid; Tartaros, the void; and Eros. The sense of the primordial chaos as 

chaunos is echoed in the etymologizing of the name ‘Aphrodite’ from 

aphros, ‘foam’, from the foamy quality shared by semen and by seawater, 

foam being a mixture of liquid and void as the spongy or porous is of solid 

and void.4 Eros is the principle of production for the generations to come 

until Aphrodite takes over the task. Then Eros will be, so to speak, born 

again to Aphrodite and Ares, placing him firmly within the social realm. The 

reproductive function as administered by proto-cosmic Eros, by contrast, 

seems analogous to budding. It is, at any rate, a mode of (re)production [98]

which does not involve intersubjectivity, a relationship between persons as 

persons. 

The first step in a movement beyond primordial Eros comes when 

Gaia brings forth from herself Ouranos, the heavens. He is her product, and 

yet Hesiod stresses that he is “equal to herself” (126). Gaia and Ouranos 

are the first Gods to have a relationship, but they lack a mediating agency, a

space of encounter, of simultaneous presence to and distance from one 

another, between them. Hence Gaia’s children by Ouranos, the Titans, are 

4 Diogenes of Apollonia theorized that semen is formed from blood when it 
becomes frothy (aphrôdes) (64B6 Diels-Kranz). (Pironti, chap. 3, §21.)
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conceived one after another and yet unable to be truly born. There is no 

space for them to distinguish themselves, and so they remain suspended as 

dependents of the relationship between Gaia and Ouranos. This situation, 

however, causes Gaia discomfort such that she solicits the assistance of her 

youngest, Kronos, to castrate his father with a sickle of flint. A place must 

be opened for the emergence of the children of Gaia and Ouranos by 

interrupting the cycle of Ouranos begetting children upon her without it 

making a difference. The action taken against Ouranos is the first indication

in the theogony that the natural cycles of the cosmos are not solely 

responsible for its phenomena. In this way the first generational distinction 

is created. By the same token, the Titans thus also constitute the first 

delimited set that cannot be augmented indefinitely. 

When Kronos becomes sovereign among the Gods, he will swallow his 

children, hiding them in [99] his own body, whereas Ouranos hides them in 

Gaia’s. Kronos’ children are counted by him as part of himself, while 

Ouranos’ children are counted as part of their mother. The action of 

Ouranos is instinctual; his continuous intercourse with Gaia simply provides

no opportunity for the children to count as something other than her. 

Kronos, by contrast, appropriates his children to himself, and is forced to 

relinquish them by being tricked into swallowing a stone. Kronos is subtle of

mind, ankylomêtês, literally, with an intelligence that winds or turns back 

upon itself, and just so he turns his children’s difference back into himself, 

until encountering the stone, which as inert matter and brute facticity 

embodies the limits of the realm which Kronos’ son Zeus will rule, since the 

stone stands in for Zeus on the plane of Kronian intelligence, a boundary 

stone of irreducible difference. It is not that Kronian intelligence proves 
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faulty with respect to the stone, but that the stone is unknowable on the 

former’s terms.

To return, however, to the emergence of Aphrodite, we learn that the 

severed genitals of Ouranos fall into the sea, Pontus. Pontus belongs to the 

same ‘generation’ as Ouranos, and is likewise born from Gaia. But whereas 

Gaia produces Ouranos to be her equal, Pontus is generated “without 

philotês” (132)—friendship, love, affection. That is, he is generated in 

accord with the old order of Eros. Pontus goes on to generate his own child, 

Nereus (father of the Nereids), by the [100] same parthenogenesis. The 

lines of Gaia’s descendents through Pontus and through Ouranos do not 

unite at any point in Hesiod’s account until Poseidon’s intercourse with 

Medusa results in the conception of Pegasus the winged horse and Chrysaor

the winged pig, which makes this latter event one of signal importance in 

Hellenic theology. Note, in this respect, that Pegasus and Chrysaor do not 

come to birth in normal fashion, either, but fly out of Medusa’s neck after 

the hero Perseus has decapitated her. This represents another generational 

separation, in which a Goddess who is, paradoxically, stipulated to be mortal

(Medusa), is decapitated, where we might compare the separation of head 

from body with the separation of genitalia from body in the case of 

Ouranos,5 but this time by a hero, a child of a God and a mortal. The 

products of this operation belong thus to the ‘heroic age’, the procession of 

the potencies of the Gods into the mortal domain. Pegasus assists 

Bellerophon in his labors and then joins the Gods on Olympus as the carrier 

of Zeus’ thunderbolts, method of communication between Olympus and the 

5 Or the separation of the spike or head of the wheat plant from the stem, 
the name ‘Chrysaor’ (golden blade) sometimes being identified with this.
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mundane world, while the head of Medusa becomes part of the weaponry of 

Athena, patroness of heroic labors and of cities.

[101] I indulge in this digression in order to clarify, by looking at the 

union of the lines of Pontus and Ouranos in the subsequent generation, the 

foreshadowed union to be embodied in Aphrodite. Because the severed 

genitals of Ouranos fall epi pontô, into the sea, Aphrodite has in a sense two

fathers and no mother. Pontus must be distinguished clearly from Okeanos, 

our sense of the word ‘ocean’ tending to confuse them. Okeanos is the 

source of all fresh water as well as of the ambrosia on which the Gods feast.

His children are the rivers and the Okeanid nymphs, who belong, not to the 

ocean in our sense, but to the springs and other bodies of fresh water. 

Pontus, by contrast, is the salt sea, the ‘fruitless deep’. It is possible that 

Aphrodite’s emergence from the sea refers in some way to the sea’s salt, its 

hidden potency, but it refers also to its fruitlessness, inasmuch as 

Aphrodite’s concern will be less with the products of erotic activity than 

with this activity as a medium, just as the sea is a medium for the creatures 

who do not drink of it, as such, but incorporate it all throughout their 

tissues. The sea, too, is a medium for the traffic of vessels upon it, as mortal

bodies, a kind of vessel, launch themselves through erotic attraction and 

activity onto the sea of embodied mortal life. 

Pontus’ other child, more conventionally conceived albeit with his 

mother Gaia, is Nereus, whose daughters are the Nereids, the sea-nymphs, 

most famous among whom is arguably Thetis, mother of Achilles. Thetis 

lends theological [102] importance to the whole of the Trojan War, because 

she represents another generational break in the progress of cosmogenesis.

The prophecy that she will bear a son greater than his father effectively 

forces a decision upon the Gods: either allow a further generation of Gods 
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to whom the sovereignty will pass, so that what we know as the terminal 

organization of the divine realm would instead become medial, or force 

Thetis to marry a mortal. Peleus is the mortal, and he makes her his wife 

once he is able to prove himself master over her power of transformation. 

His name hints at this, as it seems to be related to the world pêlos, meaning

clay. He will be able, thus, to receive and fix her fluctuating shape. This is a 

threshold that not Peleus alone, but all mortals as such must cross if these 

divine powers are to devolve upon them. Menelaus must perform the same 

task as Peleus in order to learn from Proteus how to return home when he is

becalmed off the coast of Egypt. Mastery over the flux inherent in psychical 

being makes possible a further stage of cosmogenesis, marking the last 

generation of the ‘heroic age’.  Already in the image of Aphrodite emerging 

from the sea is a suggestion of a binding force hidden in the fluctuating 

element. In Plato’s Cratylus (420a), Socrates speculates that “erôs is so 

called because it flows in [esrei] from without,” to which we may compare 

Aphrodite “wafted … over the waves of the loud-moaning sea” in Homeric 

Hymn VI. Ares, too, shares in this wave-like action, being compared in the 

[103] Iliad (5.597-9) to “a swift-streaming river that floweth on to the sea …

seething with foam [aphros],” (trans. Murray). Aphrodite is associated with 

heroes both because they are products of the erôs between Gods and 

mortals, as Socrates puns in Plato’s Cratylus (398c-d), but also, as we see in

the myths of Ariadne and Theseus or of Medea and Jason, through the erotic

bonds that draw the hero and heroine onward and supply the element 

crucial to the accomplishment of their quest.

The Trojan War is the site of the intensely conflictual emergence of 

this new moment in the formation of the cosmos. Platonists traditionally saw

in the conflict a symbol for two levels of the soul. One, represented by the 
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Trojans, is tied to the mortal body. Hence the Trojans defend their citadel 

whose walls were constructed by Poseidon (the demiurge of motion and 

thus of soul, according to Proclus)6 in unpaid labor, this lack of 

remuneration suggesting the terminal nature of embodiment, while the 

Achaeans represent the other part of the soul, that which transmigrates. 

These two sides of the soul fight for possession of embodied beauty, Helen, 

who has been delivered into the mortal citadel through Aphrodite’s activity, 

specifically because of Paris’ choice. Paris chooses that the [104] golden 

apple, the symbol of sovereignty over the physical world, should be awarded

to Aphrodite, rather than to Athena or Hera. Aphrodite is therefore, from 

this point of view, a cosmic demiurge, an artisan of the world’s order, when 

Paris chooses his world, and so Empedocles does nothing truly radical by 

treating her as the condition of the possibility of his own cosmological 

discourse.7 

Any of the choices Paris could have made would have had a sufficient 

rationale. Athena embodies the idealistic principle in civilization, and is the 

tip of the spear of the Olympian project. Hera, as wife and co-sovereign with

Zeus, has a unique legitimacy in reigning over the world as constituted in 

time.8 But Aphrodite is the eldest, and transcends the Olympian project 

narrowly conceived. This will be embodied in a very special way as a result 

6 On Poseidon, see “Sea of Dissimilitude: Poseidon and Platonism,” pp. 213-
235 in From the Roaring Deep: A Devotional in Honor of Poseidon and the 
Spirits of the Sea, ed. Rebecca Buchanan (Asheville, NC: Bibliotheca 
Alexandrina, 2015).
7 M. R. Wright, Empedocles: The Extant Fragments (Indianapolis, IN: 
Hackett, 1995), frags. 8 (17 DK); 25 (22 DK); 60 (71 DK); 85-87 (86, 87, 95 
DK). 
8 On Hera, see “Queen of Kinêsis: Understanding Hera,” pp. 126-148 in 
Queen of Olympos: A Devotional Anthology for Hera and Iuno, ed. Lykeia 
(Asheville, NC: Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013).
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of Paris’ choice, on a plane at once theological, but which also embraces 

certain historical facts and the dynamic evolution of the very notion of what 

is the World. Aeneas, Aphrodite’s son by the mortal Anchises, a rare 

instance in Hellenic theology of a [105] child conceived in this fashion—

Achilles, of course, is another—in founding Rome, inaugurates, in effect, a 

second heroic age which escapes the bounds of Hellenic theology as such. 

To extend the Platonic interpretation, the ruins of Troy are the shambles of 

mortality bereft of the intelligible, which has been spirited away whence it 

came. It presents an image in this way of sheer historical contingency. From

this, however, and embodied in Aeneas, arises a new level of organization, 

the truly multi-ethnic empire, which must have Aphrodite as its patron 

because it supersedes the political organization of the ethnos. The 

international imperial organization, and the new ‘cosmopolitan’ concept of 

citizenship it implies, is grounded therefore in the Ouranian, Titanic 

Aphrodite. 

The Hellenistic and Imperial age thus constitutes an Aphrodisian 

epoch of sorts. It is an age of new myths, and whenever new heroes emerge,

Aphrodite is necessarily involved. As discussed by Michel Foucault in The 

Care of the Self, a new rhetoric of conjugality emerges in this period, as 

well as the literary form of the romance novel. Furthermore, the role of the 

hero as child of humans and Gods becomes significantly augmented in the 

images of the Christ as well as the deified Roman emperors. These 

phenomena point, perhaps, to the attempt at symbolically appropriating 

that aspect of Aphrodite signified by the epithet pandêmos. When the 

Empire, for whatever [106] pragmatic reasons, granted citizenship to all 

free men and women living within its borders in 212 CE under Caracalla, it 

formalized something born in fact much earlier, namely the institution of 
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citizenship in a sense not tied to ethnicity. Purely formal though it may have 

been, it represents a milestone in a project of symbolic appropriation that 

continues into the present day. 

Homer, in contrast to Hesiod, presents Zeus and the titaness Dione as 

Aphrodite’s parents (Iliad 5.370 & sqq.). Doubtless this is true for the realm 

treated in Homer’s poem, the cosmic plane answering to Paris’ choice. The 

Aphrodite of this realm fathers a mortal son, and she is even wounded in the

psychical strife constitutive of this plane. Aphrodite thus, like Eros, is in a 

sense born again within the Olympian organization. The name of Dione is so

closely linked with that of Zeus etymologically as to suggest the feminine 

complements common in Egyptian theology. Hence in Egypt Amun has his 

feminine hypostasis, Amaunet, who, however her status be understood, is in

any case clearly as distinct from Amun’s divine partner Mut as is Dione 

from Zeus’ partner Hera. If Dione be understood as in some analogous 

sense as a feminine hypostasis of Zeus himself, then Aphrodite’s emergence 

from Zeus and Dione would bear a certain functional kinship with the birth 

of Athena from Zeus and Metis, daughter of Okeanos and Tethys and first 

wife of Zeus according to Hesiod (886-7) whose mêtis (wisdom, skill, craft) 

[107] Zeus has appropriated to himself.9 Indeed, Athena is born from the 

mêdea (counsels or plans) of Zeus as Aphrodite is born from the mêdea 

(genitals) of Ouranos.

This kinship between Aphrodite and Athena relative to Zeus would 

underscore a ‘political’ function for Aphrodite, one which differs, however, 

9 The Okeanid Metis also resembles the Nereid Thetis in certain respects: 
both are the subject of a prophecy concerning their potential offspring, and 
according to pseudo-Apollodorus (Bibliotheca 1.20), Metis takes on a series 
of different forms when Zeus tries to couple with her, as Thetis does with 
Peleus.
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from Athena’s in pertaining to the cosmo-polis, but which similarly 

expresses Zeus’ sovereignty.10 This sovereignty of Zeus’, of course, comes at

the price of his vulnerability to the power exercised by his ‘daughter’, in 

which the irreducible presence of Aphrodite as daughter of primordial 

Ouranos shines through the Homeric fabric. It should be noted that 

Aphrodite can receive the epithet Ourania even when she is said to be the 

daughter of Zeus, as in a [108] fragment of Euripides’ lost drama Phaethon 

(F 781, 228-30). In Orphic fragments reported by Proclus (In Crat. 110.18-

111.5), Aphrodite’s two births both come from seed falling into the sea, the 

first in a manner essentially identical to Hesiod’s account, while in the 

second Zeus simply releases his seed into the sea. Proclus says that Dione 

“assists” Zeus in this, without further specification. If she does so by hand, 

this would invite comparison with the role of Iusâas in the Egyptian 

Heliopolitan cosmogony.

A further difference in how Aphrodite presents herself for Hesiod and 

for Homer is in her marital ties. For Hesiod, she is paired with Ares, to 

whom she bears Phobos and Deimos, and daughter Harmonia, who marries 

Kadmos and becomes grandmother to the Theban hypostasis of Dionysos. 

The pairing of Aphrodite and Ares is by far the common one outside of 

Homer’s Odyssey.11 In the Odyssey, by contrast, Aphrodite’s lawful union is 

10 Aphrodite is identified with eros in the political sphere in the form of 
Aphrodite Pandêmos, Aphrodite of the body public, the res publica, the 
commons. This aspect of Aphrodite is sometimes regarded, rather cynically, 
as referring to her as patron either of prostitution or at any rate of ‘merely’ 
carnal love; but in fact in this form Aphrodite secures the bonds which make
any politics possible, the basic sense of community. In addition, through her 
epithet Hêgemonê, Aphrodite is worshiped in military contexts as securing 
the bond between commanders and subordinates (Pironti, chap. 4 §64).

11 Pironti, chap. 4, §52 & sqq. gathers evidence for the ubiquity of the 
association between Aphrodite and Ares.
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with Hephaistos, her union with Ares illicit. No tradition, however, even 

those which present Aphrodite and Hephaistos as a pair (for example, 

Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica) speaks of a child of their union, unless we 

identify Aphrodite and Aglaia, with whom Hephaistos is paired in the Iliad 

(18.382), Aglaia being one of the Charites, who are associated with 

Aphrodite. Hesiod, too, for his part, makes Aglaia the wife of Hephaistos 

(Theogony 945). [109] If we allow Aphrodite to absorb Aglaia, then her four 

children by Hephaistos according to an Orphic fragment are Eukleia, 

Euthenia, Eupheme, and Philophrosyne, who form the group of ‘younger 

Charites’, embodying seemingly a set of more narrowly defined social 

virtues than the more well-known trinity of Charites. The traditions with 

respect to the Charites and their relationships to deities of whom they are 

the offspring or consorts or companions in whatever respect are too diverse 

and, from a theological viewpoint, too lightly cast to allow one to say more 

than that clearly the entire world of the Charites belongs on the side of the 

union between Aphrodite and Hephaistos, rather than on that of Aphrodite 

and Ares. 

The products of the union of Aphrodite and Ares, by contrast, are 

literally ‘fear’ and ‘dread’, demonstrating that these latter phenomena are 

not alien to Aphrodite’s nature. Aphrodite’s bonds lead to souls’ mortal 

embodiment,12 and then to their attachments to one another in this state, 

which are the preconditions for fear and dread. The primordial nature of 

this connection, moreover, allows us to see the common ground between the

traditional account and that of the Odyssey inasmuch as the Odyssey frames

Aphrodite’s and Ares’ relationship as a bond outside the law, but by that 

12 Plutarch, Amatorius 20, speaks of souls awaiting return to mortal 
embodiment in “the meadows of Selene and Aphrodite.”
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very fact, as a [110] spontaneous attraction, prior to law, belonging to the 

domain of what could not be legislated in any case, just as the mortal 

attachments to one’s own person and to those one loves place limits on the 

law’s application in numerous contexts. 

Gabrielle Pironti’s book Entre ciel et guerre could be considered in its

entirety an argument for the essential harmony of Aphrodite and Ares, not 

as complementary opposites, as ‘love’ and ‘war’ in a simplistic sense, but as 

divinities concerned with the very same sphere of activity, namely that in 

which mortals stake their very being. In a particularly striking parallel, both

Aphrodite and Ares are wounded in the Trojan War.13 As Pironti puts it, “The

vulnerability of Ares, just like that of Aphrodite, is inseparable from his 

domain of action. The God who presides over war’s bodily intimacy is 

naturally found, on the narrative plane, to be affected by all the dangers and

sorrows which menace the combatants: wounds, pain, and depletion of the 

vital force … Bodies exposed, on the line, Ares and Aphrodite resemble one 

another indeed.”14 

13 Aphrodite at Iliad 5.335 & sqq., Ares at 5.855 & sqq.
14 Pironti, chap. 4, §19, translation mine.
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