The Infant Who Invented Everything:

The Homeric Hymn to Hermes
and
the Audacity of Divine Self-Invention

A newborn god crawls out of his cradle, kills a tortoise to make
a musical instrument, steals fifty cattle from his older brother,
invents fire-starting technology, performs the first religious
sacrifice, lies directly to multiple gods including his own father, and
then talks his way into a promotion - all before his second sunrise.
This Homeric hymn regals us with what might be the most
audacious origin story in Greek mythology, and that is saying
something for a tradition that includes a father swallowing all of his
children and a goddess springing fully armed from someone's
forehead. Yet beneath the comedic surface of this 580-line narrative
lies a sophisticated meditation on the relationship between humans,
animals, and the divine - one that still influences how we think
about our relationship with animals thousands of years later.

The Hymn of Hermes belongs to a collection of thirty-three
poems composed in dactylic hexameter - the same meter used in
the lliad and Odyssey - which accounts for the "Homeric"
designation despite the fact that Homer almost certainly did not
compose them. These fantastical narratives share the artificial
literary dialect, formulaic phrases, and oral compositional techniques
characteristic of the early Greek epic, emerging from a performance
tradition where rhapsodes were recited at religious festivals, often
as preludes to longer works. The hymn likely dates to the late sixth
or early fifth century BCE based on its apparent references to the
cult of the Twelve Gods, though its roots reach back through

centuries of oral transmission where each performance allowed for



variation and recomposition. The various translations that survive
represent the crystallization of a story that existed in countless
iterations, shaped by generations of performers responding to their
audiences - not unlike how a good joke gets refined through
repeated telling until only a handful of the most relatable versions

remain.

The hymn opens by establishing Hermes's parentage and
birthplace: son of Zeus and the nymph Maia, born in a cave on
Mount Kyllene in Arcadia, a region the text immediately identifies as
"rich in flocks." This geographic specificity matters as Arcadia was a
pastoral country which directly correlates with Hermes's connection
to livestock and herdsmen, which wasn’t incidental but fundamental
to his identity. The poet describes the newborn god as a "cattle
rustler" and "guide of dreams" in the same breath, linking his
trickster nature directly to his pastoral associations. Hermes does
hot merely interact with animals in this narrative - his entire divine
portfolio emerges from his relationship with them.

This pattern is established almost immediately. Hermes spots
the creature outside his mother's cave, addresses her with mock
formality - calling her a "lovely lady-friend at the feast" and
"heartbeat of the dance" - and then promptly kills her to make the
first lyre. This moment is simultaneously charming and unsettling, a
combination the hymn maintains throughout. Hermes sees potential
where others see only a slow-moving reptile, but realizing that
potential requires the animal's death. The tortoise alive wards off
evil; the tortoise dead becomes an instrument of divine music. This
transformation - animal body into cultural artifact - prefigures the
more elaborate sacrificial scene to come while raising questions



about the costs of human creativity- questions we still wrestle with
to this day.

Hermes’ theft of his brother’s cattle drives the plot further. He
sheaks off to Pieria where the gods keep their divine herds, steals
fifty cows belonging to Apollo, and drives them backward across
Greece while wearing improvised sandals made of woven branches to
obscure his tracks. The image is absurd - a day-old infant herding
cattle in reverse while wearing ancient sleuth shoes - but the
absurdity serves a purpose. Hermes succeeds not through strength
but through cleverness, misdirection, and an almost pathological
commitment to the bit. He is the prototype for every clever animal
character in every story ever since: the fox who outsmarts the
farmer, the rabbit who outwits the hunter, the coyote whose
schemes may fail but whose audacity never wavers. When Bugs
Buhny cross-dresses to escape Elmer Fudd or when the fox in
countless fables talks his way out of consequences, they are drawing
on a tradition that traces back through the millennia to this infant
god driving stolen cattle beneath the ancient Greek stars.

At the river Alpheios, Hermes slaughters two of the stolen
cattle, invents fire-starting technology using laurel branches, roasts
the meat, and divides it into twelve portions - one for each of the
Olympian gods, himself included. The audacity here is staggering: he
(s claiming membership to a divine family that has not yet
acknowledged him by literally waltzing in unannounced and setting
himself a place at the table. The twelve-portion division establishes
the ritual pattern that the ancient Greeks will continue follow in
their religious practice for centuries, making Hermes not merely a
cattle thief but the originator of proper sacrificial procedure. Every



subsequent animal sacrifice in Greek religion reenacted what this
infant god invented on the banks of the Alpheios.

Yet Hermes does not eat. Despite craving the meat - the poet
hotes that the sweet scent "rubbed at him" despite his divine nature,
yet he resists indulging in the tantalizing meal he set before himself
and his kRin. Gods eat nectar and ambrosia, not roasted beef; to eat
this sacrifice would be to disqualify himself from the very divine
status he is trying to claim. This moment reveals the fundamental
logic of Greek animal sacrifice: humans kill and burn animal portions
for the gods, whose pleasure comes from the smoke and savor as
opposed to the humans who enjoy the culinary delights. This
practice was simultaneously religious obligation and an indulgent,
protein-rich community meal - for many Greeks, sacrificial festivals
represented the only occasions when they consumed meat at all.
Hermes's restraint is a true demonstration of his understanding of
the gods culture well enough to manipulate it, positioning himself
oh the divine side of a boundary that separates those who offer from

those who receive.

His confrontation with Apollo plays out as divine comedy. Apollo
tracks down his cattle, finds the infant Hermes wrapped in
swaddling clothes pretending to be asleep, and threatens to throw
him into Tartaros. Hermes responds with a performance of injured
inhocence so over-the-top it rivals Rumplestiltskin’s flamboyant
warhing "magic always comes with a price" while ignoring the fact
that he set the price in the first place. Hermes dramatically claims
hot to know what cattle even are, flourishingly points out that his
feet are soft and the ground rough, and convincingly offers to swear
on his father's head that he is not guilty — technically true, and
eerily reminiscent of Mr. Gold’s conveniently missing details, as he



hever specifies what he is not guilty of. When Apollo drags him
before Zeus for judgment, Hermes maintains his bewilderment while
Zeus laughs at his son’s charming deception and orders them to
reconcile. The father of gods and men finds the whole situation more
amusing than problematic, which says something about divine
family dynamics and possibly about ancient Greek attitudes toward
youthful misbehavior of sufficient cleverness.

The resolution transforms conflict into exchange. Hermes plays
the lyre for Apollo, who becomes so enchanted by the music that he
forgets his anger about the cattle. They trade: Apollo receives the
lyre and will become the god most associated with music, while
Hermes receives a golden staff and official recognition as divine
cattle herder. Additionally, Apollo designates Hermes as the
messenger to Hades, the god who will guide souls to the underworld.
From livestock to death in a single appointment - Hermes becomes
the deity who manages transitions, whether cows moving between
pastures or souls moving between worlds. His association with
boundaries and crossings, with the liminal spaces where one thing
becomes another, emerges directly from his pastoral origins.
Shepherds, after all, are boundary workers: they move animals
between spaces, guard the edges where domestic meets wild, and
spend their working lives in the in-between.

The hymn’s influence has reached far beyond its original
religious context and into the fundamental ways modern cultures
conceptualize animals and their relationships to human identity. The
clever animal who outwits their seemingly stronger opponents, the
trickster who bends rules just enough to cause chaos, the outsider
who charismatically sweettalks their way into whatever they desire
- these archetypes saturate contemporary storytelling from



animated films to political discourse. When we call someone a "fox"
or describe a situation as "herding cats," we draw on a symbolic
vocabulary that assumes animals embody particular qualities of
character: cleverness, stubbornness, loyalty, cunning. The Homeric
Hymn to Hermes does not invent this way of thinking, but it
crystallizes it into narrative form with remarkable sophistication,
demonstrating how animal characteristics can define divine - and by
extension - human identity.

This pastoral framework also persists in a culture’s
understanding of themselves. Hermes is "lord of Arcadia rich in
flocks" before he is anything else; his identity derives from place and
from the animals that define that place's character. Contemporary
parallels have seeped into every aspect of our lives. Nations adopt
animal as symbols - eagles, lions, bears - that supposedly embody
hational characteristics, while regions identify themselves through
their relationships to particular creatures, whether the cattle of
Texas or the sheep of New Zealand. Sports teams name themselves
after animals whose qualities they wish to claim, and individuals
construct personal identities through their relationships with pets,
livestock, or wildlife. The underlying logic remains remarkably
consistent with what the hymn presents: animals are not merely our
cohabitants of this Earth but carriers of meaning and associations
of particular qualities upon those who claim them.

The sacrificial elements raise more uncomfortable resonances.
Modern Western cultures have largely outsourced animal slaughter
to industrial facilities that operate far from public view, yet the
underlying transaction - animal life exchanged for human benefit -
continues at unprecedented scale. The hymn presents sacrifice as a
moment of connection between human and divine, a ritual that



creates community among participants and establishes relationships
between cosmic categories. Modern culture has stripped away the
ritual framework while retaining and vastly expanding demise of our
animal brethren, creating a situation that might strike an ancient
Greek as both recognizable yet deeply strange. We continue to
consume animals, but we no longer acknowledge any sacred
dimension to doing so. Whether this represents progress, loss, or
simply change depends on commitments the hymn itself does not
adjudicate, but the comparison illuminates how thoroughly cultures
can transform their relationships to practices they never entirely
abandon.

The scapegoat offers perhaps the most direct linguistic survival.
The term derives from Hebrew rather than Greek tradition, but the
concept - an animal that carries away our problems - operates on
logic the Hymn to Hermes would recoghize. When contemporary
discourse identifies "sacrificial lambs" in political scandals or
economic downturns, it draws on metaphorical frameworks built
from literal animal sacrifice, frameworks so deeply embedded in
language that speakers often remain unaware of their origins.
Hermes the cattle thief became Hermes the cattle herder and then
became Hermes the psychopomp who guides souls to death; the
trajectory suggests that cultures find it natural to connect animal
management with the management of other difficult transitions,
including the ultimate one.

The hymn ends with Hermes established among the Olympians,
his cleverness rewarded with divine honors and specific
responsibilities. The trickster has become an institution - still tricky,
still fundamentally unpredictable, but now operating within rather
than against the cosmic order. This arc from outsider to insider



through the skillful manipulation of existing systems offers its own
commentary on how communities absorb disruptive elements by
giving them official roles that channel their energies productively.
Hermes never stops being a thief; he becomes the god of thieves,
which somehow makes the thievery acceptable. The move is elegant,
slightly cynical, and entirely consistent with how human
institutions have always handled talented troublemakers: give them
titles and hope they cause their chaos in approved directions.

The cattle, of course, end up grazing peacefully in divine
meadows, their role in this cosmic drama complete. They were
stolen, sacrificed, and ultimately returned, serving throughout as
objects through which gods negotiated their relationships with each
other. In this, too, they prefigure the animals of subsequent history:
present throughout, essential to countless human projects, yet
rarely granted perspectives of their own within the stories humans
tell. The Homeric Hymn to Hermes is many things - origin story,
comedy, theological meditation, aetiological narrative - but it is not
interested in what the cattle think about any of it. That limitation,
perhaps more than any other element, marks the hymn as
foundational to traditions we have inherited and continue to
inhabit. For better and for worse, whenever we tell stories about
animals, they are ultimately stories about ourselves.



