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ʉʃʀʉ ɿ ɾʉʋʉʐʋ ʆɻʎʐʋʏ ʐʉ ʃʀʉ, ʀʐʀ ɻʀ ʎɻʉ Ùʉʐʀʏ, ʆʋʋ ʐʀ ʐʅʉʏ 

ʐ ʀɿʀɻ, ʋʆ Ùʅʎʐɻʐʋ ʈʔʍʅ ʋ Ùʍʂʉ ʐʀ ʆɻ ʔʃʏ ʏ ʀÙʀʉ ʇɾ . 

Herodotus 2.53 

 

 

ñAs to the questions of where each of the gods came from, whether they were all 

eternal, who they are and what they are like in form, [the Greeks] did not know 

these things until, as we say, yesterday or the day before.ò1 

  

 
1 Translation after Pozzi and Wickersham (1991) 5.  
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Introduction  

The aforementioned quote by Herodotus explains how, for his contemporaries, the Greek 

pantheon was still very young compared to the Egyptian or Babylonian ones.2 From another 

passage from Herodotus (2.53), it becomes clear he believed that it was Hesiod and Homer who 

gave the Greek gods their names and distributed among them their powers and honors.3 He 

states the following. 

Hesiod and Homer [é] It is these who created a theogony for the Greeks, gave the gods their names, 

distributed their honors and powers, and indicated their forms.4 

This might seem rather odd for a modern public. Did Herodotus really believe that the 

Greek gods did not exist in their full capacity before Homer and Hesiod related them to their 

fellow Greeks? Are we to view the gods as a literary construct or did Herodotus see them as 

óreal entitiesô?  

 These kind of questions have puzzled scholars for centuries. Even today Greek 

mythology keeps intriguing people. The latest venture being Stephen Fryôs Mythos, Heroes, 

and Troy which have all been received well by the public. While not writing for an academic 

public, Fryôs work perfectly indicates how strange and foreign Greek mythology can seem to 

modern day readers.  

 That strangeness is perhaps most evident in the character of the god Hermes. Where 

some gods might seem more unambiguous and defined to a certain sphere of everyday life, 

Hermes seems to evade any definite characterization.5 The Homeric hymn to Hermes tells of 

the birth of Hermes in a cave on the mountain Cyllene in Arcadia. It is unclear what the focus 

of the hymn is and in the end the reader is still left in the dark as to what Hermesô cosmological 

 
2 Page iv. 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƪ ǇŀƴǘƘŜƻƴ ΨȅƻǳƴƎΩΣ it is of a considerable age, as it formed well before the 
start of the Christian era. All dates, therefore, within this thesis are BCE unless stated otherwise. 
3 Pozzi and Wickersham (1991) 4. 
4 ˋʾˇʵˇ˄ ʴˊ ˁʰ ˃ʹˊˇ˄ ˂ʽˁʾʹ˄ ˍʶˍˊʰˁˇˋʾˇʽˋʽ ˍʶˋʽ ʵˇˁʷ˖ ˃ʶˎ ˉˊʶˋʲˎˍʷˊˇˎˌ ʴʶ˄ʷˋʻʰʽ ˁʰ ̌  ˉ˂ʷˇˋʽΥ 
ˇˍˇʽ ʵ ʶ̀   ̌ˉˇʽʺˋʰ˄ˍʶˌ ʻʶˇʴˇ˄ʾʹ˄  ˂˂ʹˋʽ ˁʰ ˍˇ̀ʽ ʻʶˇˋʽ ˍˌ ̄˖˄ˎ˃ʾʰˌ ʵˈ˄ˍʶˌ ˁʰ ˍʽ˃ʱˌ ˍʶ ˁʰ ˍʷ˔˄ʰˌ 
ʵʽʶ˂ˈ˄ˍʶˌ ˁʰ ʶɻ ʶʰ ʰˍ˄ ˋʹ˃ʺ˄ʰ˄ˍʶˌΦ Translation after Pozzi and Wickersham (1991) 4. 
5 Of course, all Greek gods had their own particularities and this statement by no means tries to undermine 

that fact. However, Hermes appears to be one of the most peculiar as he never seems to fit in anywhere 
specific. The Homeric hymn to Hermes illustrates this perfectly since it was, in the words of Martin West, 

untraditional, inaccurate, and full of inconsistencies: Versnel (2019) 346. 
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place is.6 In the Iliad, Hermes is introduced as the divine messenger of Zeus.7 Hesiod mentions 

that Hermes is capable of increasing livestock together with Hecate, that he is born of Maia ï 

the daughter of the titan Atlas ï and that he was Zeusô renowned messenger.8 The hymn has 

puzzled modern scholars and has led Jean-Pierre Vernant to interpret Hermes as the clear 

opposite of Hestia, which would make him the antithesis of the home and hearth.9 While all 

these interpretations have merit on their own, a clear image of Hermes does not arise. It seems 

that all these theories contribute to a small part of what the Greeks thought Hermes was and 

which spheres of divinity he acted in. Underneath these different theories there could be a 

characteristic that would encapsulate Hermesô essence. Now the question begs whether an 

unified understanding of Hermesô divine powers is attainable and to what degree the Greeks 

themselves viewed his powers as unified. 

 Some scholars might argue that looking for the essence of a Greek deity is an unfruitful 

venture since multiple variations of the gods might have existed at the same time and an 

unification cannot be found. We know of different versions of, for instance, Zeus, who was 

worshipped under different names (epithets) in different locations.10 The question whether it is 

possible to try and bring together all different versions of a god to one essence has long been 

debated.11 To explain this debate, it is best to quote Vinciane Pirenne-Delforge. 

In this respect [é] the contradiction ï for modern scholars ï between a god honoured with various 

cult-epithets in different places in the same city, such a Zeus Hypatos, Zeus Olympios and Zeus 

Herkeios in Athens ï (supposedly) considered as distinct deities by the Athenians ï and the 

ñreflective, mythological mode according to which Zeus was one god who appeared in various 

places under different cult titlesò.12 

 
6 For the latest commentary on the hymn, see Vergados (2013). There are, of course, different ways to look at 
the hymn. For instance, ±ŜǊǎƴŜƭ όнлммύ ǎǇŜƴŘǎ ŀ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ IŜǊƳŜǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨƘǳƴƎǊȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
hymn. By doing this, Versnel focuses on Hermes as a being that is placed more between gods and humans than 
ŀōƻǾŜ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻŘǎΦ .Ǌƻǿƴ όмфптύ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ IŜǊƳŜǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƘƛŜŦΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ 

ǊǳǎǘƭŜǎ !ǇƻƭƭƻΩǎ ŎŀǘǘƭŜΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ !ƭƭŀƴ όнлмуύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ IŜǊƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ extensively looks at 
the hymn.  
7 Hom. Il. 2.103. 
8 Hes. Theog. 440-4 and 938-9 resp. 
9 Vernant (transl. from 1969). A critical sidenote should be put here, as Vernant clearly starts this chapter with 
Hestia as his point of view. Hermes is only briefly discussed and constructed as the opposite of Hestia. 
±ŜǊƴŀƴǘΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ assumption that the Greek gods could only be defined by comparison to 

each other: Graf (2009) 4. Lƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ±ŜǊƴŀƴǘΩǎ rooting in structuralism becomes evident. 
10 Take Pausanias as an example: he mentions a Zeus Eleutherioi (1.26.2), a Zeus Meilichius (1.37.4), and a Zeus 
Chthonius (2.2.8). 
11 Take for instance the gods and heroes of the ancient world series. Fritz Graf (2009) 5 states, in his 
introduction, that he άǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǳƴƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊƻƭŜǎ ώƻŦ !ǇƻƭƭƻϐέΦ aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΣ 

Richard Seaford (2006) 3, in the same series, when discussing Dionysos, sees ŀ ǳƴƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ άǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ 
processes and ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 5ƛƻƴȅǎƻǎέΦ My own beliefs side ǿƛǘƘ {ŜŀŦƻǊŘΩǎ. 
12 Pirenne-Delforge (2017). 
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The problem with Hermes, in this regard, is our lack of knowledge on that ñreflective 

mythological modeò. It seems as if there are as many interpretations on Hermes as there are 

scholars. Everyone has their own view on the essence of Hermes. Despite these differences, it 

is assumed in this thesis that the Greeks saw the various versions of the gods as belonging to 

one god who manifested itself in different ways at different places, to which Hermes was not 

an exception.  

Historiography 

To get to the essence of Hermesô divine character, some methodological problems must be 

elucidated first. Hermes in literary sources has been researched quite extensively already.13 All 

sources, from the depiction of Hermes in the Iliad to the mentioning of cultic practices by 

Pausanias (a period which starts in the eighth century and lasts until the middle of the second 

century AD), mentioning the swift-footed messenger of the gods, have been analyzed many 

times over.14  

Wilhelm Roscher interpreted Hermes as a wind god. He believed that all of Hermesô 

attributes and his roles in mythology served under this term.15 This theory assumed that Hermes 

evolved from a prehistoric wind god. The Greeks already worshipped Zephyrus and Boreas as 

the wind gods, henceforth there would be no need for another wind deity.16 Nevertheless, 

Roscherôs approach, of trying to bring together all of Hermesô abilities and roles under one 

identity, was very promising and I will follow along these lines with this research.  

In 1947 Norman Brownôs Hermes the Thief, proposed another theory. He believed that 

magic and trickery were the traits that best characterized Hermes.17 Brown focuses mainly on 

the Homeric hymn and comes to the conclusion that earlier interpretations of Hermes as a god 

of cattle-raiders were insufficient.18 According to Brown, it was the institution of cattle-raiding 

that gave rise to the earlier interpretations of the birth of the myth of Hermes as a cattle-thief.19 

He moves away from the idea that the hymn was produced in ñthe atmosphere of primitive 

pastoral lifeò, and puts it in ña sophisticated age which was already strongly influenced by 

 
13 Most recently by Arlene Allan (2018) but also by Versnel (2011) and Brown (1947). Especially Allan and 
Versnel provide an extensive bibliography for further reading on Hermes in literary sources.  
14 The dating of the Iliad is of course disputed. Willemijn Waal (2018) has opted for an even earlier dating than 
the eight century.  
15 Roscher (1878). 
16 Zephyrus and Boreas are already mentioned ƛƴ IŜǎƛƻŘΩǎ Theogony 377-8. That means that they are not later 
inventions that took attributes and abilities from Hermes later on. 
17 Brown (1947). 
18 Ibidem 3-4, n. 1; these include the interpretations of Nilsson, Eitrem, Wilamowitz, Rademacher, and Glotz. 
19 Ibid. 3. 
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industry and commerceò.20 While his approach has generally been received with acceptance, 

some issues have been pointed out as well. One of these issues resides with Brownôs use of 

herms (boundary markers shaped in the form of a man), from which Hermes the magician would 

have evolved.21 This interpretation is based on information that was, by that time, outdated 

because of more research into the appearance of herms and their predecessors (more crude 

images).22 

 In 1979, Walter Otto discussed the Greek gods and concluded that the realm of trickery 

and deceit was Hermesô main domain.23 His conclusion was led by the connection of Hermes 

with the spirits of the dead. Similarly, Karl Kerenyi saw a clear connection between Hermes 

and the dead, which he published in his work Hermes, Guide of Souls.24 These interpretations, 

of Hermes as the mediator between the realms of the living and the dead, hold merit on their 

own but I believe that these roles of Hermes are subservient to what his essence was. The 

evidence for the misinterpretation of Hermes as the guide of souls is discussed in the 

interpretational part of this thesis. 

Both Arlene Allan and Henk Versnel, for instance, have gathered the epithets used for 

Hermes and elaborately discuss how Hermes is depicted in various sources throughout 

antiquity.25 This method certainly has its strengths in being extensive and providing a picture 

which is comprised of as many sources as possible. It has, however, also its weaknesses. In the 

case of Hermes, this becomes clear when his transformation over time is considered. 

Throughout scholarship, three óversionsô of Hermes can be identified in the course of history. 

The Archaic and Classical Hermes, the Hellenistic-Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus, and the 

Roman Mercury. The first, which is the one that takes a central position in this research, is the 

Archaic and Classical Greek Hermes as he is depicted from the emergence of the Iliad until the 

start of the Hellenistic Period. I believe that in order to find the essence of what Hermes was, 

what he meant for the Greeks, and how he was used to explain their everyday life, this Archaic 

and Classical Hermes should be viewed, and any powers, attributes or connections from later 

dates should be stripped off. Allan and Versnel created an image of Hermes without untangling 

the Classical, Hellenistic, and Roman sources. In the end, they are left with a general image of 

 
20 Both citations are attributed to Bonner (1949). 
21 This issue has been advocated by Fontenrose (1949) 204. 
22 Most notably by Hetty Goldman (1942) 58-68. 
23 Otto (1979) 104-24. 
24 Kerenyi (1987). 
25 This number of epithets is not very impressive. Especially compared to the other Olympian deities, Hermes 

did not have many epithets. Versnel (2019) 337-8, n. 6 makes this more clear. 
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a Hermes who was, for instance, the god of trade, but when we take the Iliadôs portrayal of 

Hermes on its own, this image does not fit. 

While Allanôs and Versnelôs methods of collecting as many sources as possible hold 

merit on their own, I prefer a different approach. Mainly because I believe that there is a clear 

essence that defines Hermes under which all other scholarly interpretations of Hermes can be 

put. This approach considers the date of the different sources and differentiates between 

Archaic/Classical, Hellenistic, and Roman sources. This new way of looking at the sources 

regarding Hermes does not state that the ólater versionsô (e.g. Hellenistic and Roman) of Hermes 

should be put aside, but allows them to be seen as an evolution exactly from the essence of the 

Greek Hermes, together with foreign influences, Egyptian for Hermes Trismegistus and Roman 

for Mercury. In other words, this new approach shows that it would only seem logical that 

Hermes Trismegistus came into being as the syncretized union of the Greek Hermes and the 

Egyptian Thoth because of what they were and how they functioned in ancient thought.26 The 

same goes for the Roman Mercury.  

Let us look at these different versions of Hermes a bit closer. During the Hellenistic 

Period there seems to have been an increase in the power ascribed to Hermes.27 The source of 

this increase is not determined without uncertainty.28 Versnel describes how Hermes received 

new epithets during this period which point to a superior status.29 The coming together of the 

Greek Hermes and the Egyptian god Thoth may have been the cause of the increase in 

popularity of the emerging Hermes Trismegistus.30 In previous research I have problematized 

the union of Hermes and Thoth because I thought they had different positions in their respective 

pantheons. But now, with a better understanding of what the essence of Hermes was, their 

syncretization actually makes sense. Hermes Trismegistus can actually be seen as a logical 

evolution from the Archaic and Classical Hermes. This is discussed and explained in full in the 

conclusion of this research, when discussing the implications of my findings. 

 
26 Fowden (1993) is still the most extensive work on Hermes Trismegistus. 
27 AcŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ±ŜǊǎƴŜƭ όнлмфύ ооу IŜǊƳŜǎ άƳŀƴŀƎŜώŘϐ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜΣ ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊΣ ōǳǘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƭƻǿ-
ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ŘŜƛǘȅ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ŜƳƛƴŜƴǘ ƎƻŘΣ ƎƭƻǊƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ ƳŀǘŎƘƭŜǎǎ ǎǳǇŜǊƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŜǊƳǎΦέ 
28 The solutions are addressed in Versnel (2019). The first solution could ōŜ IŜǊƳŜǎΩ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀǾŜ ŘǿŜƭƭŜǊΣ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƘƛƳ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ΨtŀƴǘƻƪǊŀǘƻǊΩ όŀƴ ƻƳƴƛǇƻǘŜƴǘ ǊǳƭŜǊύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 
Ŝƴǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘȅƳƴƛŎ ŀǊŜǘŀƭƻƎȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŦƛǘǘŜŘ IŜǊƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǊƛǎŜ ŀǎ ΨtŀƴǘƻƪǊŀǘƻǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǎƻlution 
ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻƴŜ ōǳǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀŎǘ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ IŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ IŜǊƳŜǎ ǘƻ ŘǿŜƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨbŜǘƘŜǊǿƻǊƭŘΩ 
allows him to receive extra honors.  
29 Some of these epithets are: ɻ ʶˋˉ̱́ ˌ (ruler), ̄ ʰ˄ˍˇˁˊˍ˖ˊ (almighty), and ˁ ˊʽˇˌ (authorative). 
30 However, the argument may also lead the other way around. The increase in popularity of Hermes, through 
one of the solutions posed by Versnel (or not), may have resulted in the appearance of Hermes Trismegistus. 

This is a very interesting issue in itself and will, unfortunately, not be a further part of this investigation. 
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 The same goes for the third Hermes on the list. This version of the god is his Roman 

equivalent: Mercurius. The Romans adopted many aspects of the Greek pantheon, so it makes 

sense that there are similarities between Hermes and Mercury. However, there are also 

differences between the two deities.31 Arlene Allan states that Mercury did not seem to have 

received any ñprayers or offerings as the Divine Guide of Wayfarers from ordinary travelersò, 

something which can be recognized in Hermes at an earlier stage.32 The Roman Mercury was 

influenced by other local versions of deities as is exemplified by the appearance of a scene on 

the back of an Etruscan mirror.33 According to Allan this scene ñcreates a bridge between the 

Hermes-like [deity called] Turms in Etruria and the Hermes-like god known as Mercury at 

Romeò.34 Allan also states that Mercury ñwas far more narrowly a god of trade and tradersò and 

that ñHermesô connection to less mercantile forms of exchange remained alive in Mercuryò.35 

Even though the Mediterranean may have been an area of cultural and ideological exchange for 

quite some time already, which allows for the possibility that Turms himself was inspired by 

Hermes, this connection indicates that Mercury cannot be a one-to-one copy of Hermes but 

rather a variant influenced by other local deities (like the Etruscan Turms).  

What Allan, Versnel, and Brown have done in the past regarding the essence of Hermes 

is essential because it presents us with the building blocks to start piecing together the full 

picture of Hermes. Some of these blocks, however, are the product of later sources and should 

be viewed as such. So when the essence of the Archaic and Classical Hermes is restored we can 

only view these later aspects as an evolution coming from that essence. One of these building 

blocks, which Allan discusses, is what I believe to be the answer to the research question of this 

thesis: what was the essence of the Archaic and Classical Greek god Hermes? 

Methodology 

It is mentioned above how Mercury became the god of trade par excellence in Roman times. 

At some places Hermes received the epithet óagoraiosô (of the marketplace) and, as stated 

 
31 The differences in Greek and Roman society have not even been taken into consideration here but could add 

to the plausibility of the claim. Cicero, for instance, views the herms more as ƻōƧŜǘǎ ŘΩŀǊǘ than a possible place 
of veneration for the god (Att. 9.1.4): Allan (2018) 124. 
32 Allan (2018) 124. 
33 For the specific scene, see Wiseman (1995) 65-71. 
34 Allan (2018) 123. For more on the Etruscan equivalent named Ψ¢ǳǊƳǎΩΣ ǎŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ Wŀƴƴƻǘ (2005). Especially 

pages 155 and 177 indicate how Turms differs from Hermes and could have influenced the character of 
Mercury. 
35 Allan (2018) 125. 
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earlier, he is viewed by some as the god of transactions per se.36 Thus, an intimate relation 

between Hermes and coins would seem rather obvious. This is not the case, as François de 

Callataÿ and Panagiotis Iossif have pointed out. According to de their researches, Hermes was 

not a popular deity to put on coins.37 Therefore, perhaps unsurprisingly, research on the 

iconography of Hermes in numismatics is virtually missing.38 The advantage of numismatic 

evidence is the abundance of ancient coinage in general that has been recovered and the 

possibility of constructing a relative chronology through the means of die studies.39 

Numismatics also gives insights into the view of issuing authorities. There was a reason 

for magistrates or rulers to select a certain topic, person, symbol, or god to be engraved on 

coins. There must have been a reason for them to select Hermes to be depicted on some coins. 

Exactly because he was not often depicted on coins, there must have been a very special reason 

for authorities to do so. In comparison, Zeus was often set on coins and this seems a rather 

ópopularô choice to make. Hermes was not as ópopularô. Therefore, I believe that the 

combination of Hermes and other iconographical scenes on coins can hint at local mythological 

connections that help us understand what Hermes entailed for the Greeks. 

By creating a database (which is presented in the appendix) filled with coinages which 

include Hermes either on the obverse or reverse, new insights can be drawn regarding his role. 

New relations between the god and otherwise unknown actors could appear as well. Comparing 

the numismatic evidence with the known evidence from literary and other iconographic sources 

can result in either new insights or a firmer establishment of known patterns. To define the 

 
36 ¢ƘŜ ŜǇƛǘƘŜǘ Ψ!ƎƻǊŀƛƻǎΩ ƛǎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ǘo Hermes in Pausanias at five different locations. In Athens (Paus. 
1.15.1), at Corinth (Paus. 2.9.8), at Sparta (Paus. 3.11.11), at Pharae (Paus. 7.22.2), and at Thebes (Paus. 9.17.2). 
Although Hermes was not the only deity to receive this epithet according to Pausanias, he is rewarded with it 
the most (Hermes five times, Zeus four times, Athena one time, and Artemis one time); Chapter 4 of Allan 

(2018) is completely dedicated to Hermes as the god of transactions. Another point of interest here is the 
meaning of the epithet agoraios. It has long been accepted that this name relates to the marketplace but it 
might also be possible that it refers to gatherings or delimination. Recent work on this is done by Alma Kant for 
her dissertation. Hopefully her research will shed more light on how to view the agora and its use as an epithet 
in the future. 
37 De Callataÿ (2016) has done a short study on this. The result of this study indicated that Zeus was the most 
prolific deity on coinage. Followed by Herakles, Athena, and Apollo. Hermes can be found at place 18 of 22 of 

most recurring types of divinities on coinage. Iossif (2011) has done the same for Seleucid coinages and Hermes 
only occurs on 1.7% of the reverse dies on bronzes. 
38 Contrasting the trend in other iconographical fields. Most recŜƴǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ά¢ǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ IŜǊƳŜǎΣ tǳǊǎǳƛƴƎ 
aŜǊŎǳǊȅέΣ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ōȅ WƻƘƴ CΦ aƛƭƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ WŜƴƴȅ {ǘǊŀǳǎǎ /ƭŀȅΣ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ нлмфΦ !ƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǾƻƭǳƳŜ /ƻƭƭŀǊŘ όнлмфύΣ {ƘŀǇƛǊƻ όнлмфύΣ [ŀŦŜǊǊƛŝǊŜ όнлмфύΣ ŀƴŘ aŀŎwŀŜ όнлмфύ ŀƭƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ IŜǊƳŜǎΩ ƛŎƻƴƻƎǊŀǇhy; 

Zanker (1965) already treated the iconography of Hermes in sculpture. 
39 The studies of comparing the stamps whereon the design for the obverse and reverse of the coins was 

engraved. These studies can be used for both iconographical and qualitative research. 
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essence of what Hermes was, in archaic and classical Greek belief, this type of information can 

clearly be of help.  

The information regarding the iconography of Hermes on coins initially came from two 

big databases: the MANTIS numismatic database and the SNG numismatic database. MANTIS 

is an online collection with information on material from the American Numismatic Society. 

This collection does not only include ancient coins but also modern material and paper money. 

The online version of the Sylloge Nummorum Graecorum is an online research project of the 

British Academy which publishes illustrated catalogues of Greek coins coming from British 

collections (both public and private). Within these databases I have searched for coins which 

depicted Hermes. Some of these entries are relatively old or are based on outdated scholarly 

work. Therefore choices concerning the gathering of the data had to be made. The iconography 

of all the coins has been critically evaluated as all the coins that appeared were put into my own 

database, called the Hermes Numismatic Database (HND).  

Some information from the MANTIS or SNG databases is in particular instances 

inaccurate, outdated, or insufficient. These coins are supplemented with data from auction 

websites. For instance, fig. 1 refers to the CNG auction website which had a clearer image of 

this coin type from Abdera than the MANTIS or SNG databases. A coin type is a design of a 

scene on the front (obverse) or back side (reverse) of a coin. Because of the appearance of types 

which are identical, except perhaps for certain symbols, it is possible to combine the 

information of the MANTIS and SNG databases with the information of the auction websites.  

In order to draw any conclusions from the scenes on the coins, it is first necessary to 

establish that Hermes is actually represented on these coins. A few attributes play an important 

role in recognizing him. First and foremost is the appearance of the kerykeion. The kerykeion 

is a staff that is connected to Hermes and his role as divine messenger. Already in 1890 Otto 

Hoffmann established that Hermes and the kerykeion were intrinsically linked.40 According to 

Lewis Farnell, the kerykeion evolved over time from a shepherdôs crook and the heralds of that 

time adopted the kerykeion, hence Hermes became known as the god of the messengers.41 

It is important to note here that the way the kerykeion was depicted changed over time. 

For the way the kerykeion was depicted from its first appearance in Greek iconography I refer 

to figs. 1 and 2 as an example. The kerykeion was a rod with an eight figure on top which is not 

fully closed. From the coins that are examined here, it is clear that the kerykeion was not made 

up of two snakes wrapped around to form the eight figure. For Allan, as for other scholars, the 

 
40 Hoffmann (1890). 
41 Farnell (1909) 20. 
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representation of the kerykeion with snakes is canonical for Hermesô iconography.42 There is 

numismatical evidence for the kerykeion to be represented as two snakes intertwined (Roma 

Numismatics Ltd, E-Sale 87, 29/06/2021, lot 1127). However, this coin is dated to 266-267 CE 

and I believe this is representative of the fact that the representation of the kerykeion with two 

snakes is an iconographical element of later times.43 The rod of Asclepius is often represented 

with one snake curled around it and this has led to a misconception that Hermes was somehow 

connected to healthcare or medical practices.44 In any case, the kerykeion is often depicted 

alongside Hermes and it is thus an attribute to recognize Hermes with. 

The second most well-known attribute of Hermes is the petasos. The petasos is the hat 

that Hermes often, but not always, wears in different iconographic sources. That the petasos 

was a default attribute of Hermes was already established in 1882 by A. Smith.45 Hermes was 

depicted wearing the hat in early pottery scenes already and this continued into his iconography 

on coins. There were, however, different ways of depicting the petasos. From a scene on an 

Athenian krater (550 ï 500) it becomes clear that the petasos could be adorned by wings on its 

side.46 On a hydria from Attica the petasos is swung back into Hermesô neck and does not seem 

to contain wings.47 These two instances both depict the petasos as a flat and rounded hat. On a 

calyx crater from Attica (425 - 400) the petasos is depicted as a tight-fitting cap more than a 

broad flat hat.48 This petasos contains wings as well. Accordingly, in the numismatic 

iconography concerning Hermes, the petasos is depicted in different ways.  

In all scenes that I have mentioned, Hermes is not only depicted wearing the petasos but 

also a mantle. This mantle is called a chlamys and is used in identifying Hermes. The chlamys 

was a shoulder-cloak which was fastened with a fibula above the chest.49 This allowed for the 

arms to move freely.50 It was not a piece of clothing that was limited to people of a certain 

social standing, as it was used by all inhabitants of Greece.51 It was, however, the typical 

 
42 Allan (2018) 8; Frotingham (1916) goes as far as claiming that Hermes evolved from a more ancient Snake-
God. That would explain the canonicity of the connection between Hermes and snakes but, in my own opinion, 
the sources are not clear on this. 
43 From what I have been able to gather, this change in iconography can be traced back to the first century CE 
but it might be even earlier. 
44 For instance in a medical journal: Retief and Cilliers (2002). 
45 Smith (1882) 81-95 lists different classes of how Hermes was depicted and from these inventories it becomes 
clear how often Hermes was depicted wearing a petasos. 
46 LIMC 9752. 
47 LIMC 9713. 
48 LIMC 20005. 
49 Lorber and Iossif (2020) 158. 
50 Ibidem. 
51 Ibid. 159. 
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garment for military purposes, like horse riding, hunting, and during the military training of the 

ephebes.52 Interestingly enough ï according to Catharine Lorber and Panagiotis Iossif ï for the 

early Seleucid kings, the chlamys was an excellent iconographical symbol to indicate that they 

were men of action.53  

The last attribute that should be discussed, it the phiale. A phiale was a shallow bowl 

used for making libations. It is encountered on several occasions and what this means for the 

interpretation of Hermes is discussed in the interpretational part of this thesis.  

After Hermes was identified on the coins, these coins were analyzed. Some coins had 

to be removed from the database. This was determined mostly by the dating that was either 

wrong or lacking. The remaining coins are presented here as a catalogue. For each city, the 

coins that appear in the HND are divided into coin types based on their similarity. For the coins 

from Abdera, for instance, this results in nine coins, divided into three coin types. After the 

listing, the dating and the iconography of the coins are analyzed. Following the catalogue is the 

interpretational part of this thesis.  

Toward a unified characterization of Hermes 

The scenes on the coins from the cities that are analyzed here, depict Hermes in their own way. 

Despite their differences, there can also be found similarities. What I found was that certain 

coins could be put together as presenting Hermes in a specific matter or óthemeô. The themes 

introduced in this research are the result from different depictions of Hermes from different 

places. Based on the interpretation that these differences stem from the personal taste of issuing 

authorities, it is stated here that the different coins represent different local versions of Hermes. 

We lack the information on the cults of Hermes as we have for some of the other Olympian 

gods. The numismatic evidence takes its place as it gives us information on the local versions 

of Hermes. The themes are thus reflections of the local versions of Hermes. 

The following themes are incorporated: Hermes as a guardian, Hermes as the bringer of 

good tidings, Hermes the advocate of order, and Hermes as the messenger. There is one more 

coin type of which I am unsure where to put it. It is therefore put in a different category of 

which the theme is unsure. In the conclusion I show the essence of Hermes which can be found 

underlying each of the different themes. Previous interpretations of Hermes as the god of 

messengers are thus not wrong, but a mere fragment of what Hermes meant to the Archaic and 

Classical Greeks.  

 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 160. 
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Catalogue 

 

Map 1: A map of the issuing authorities whose coins are included in this thesis. 1. Abdera 2. Ainos 3. Croton 4. Cypsela 5. 
Hipponium 6. Leucas 7. Opus? 8. Metapontum 9. Mithrapata 10. Mytilene 11. Pheneus 12. Phocaea 13. Sinope 14. Sybrita 
15. Tragilus. Both Opus (7) and Mithrapata (9) are located with a higher level of uncertainty. (own work) 

Abdera 

 

Abdera I  

ID no.    194.410.015.440  
Dating:    386 ς 375 
Metal:    Silver 
Denomination:   Drachm 
Weight:   2.67 gr. 
Diameter:   x 
Axis:    2 
Inscription:   Obverse: ABD Reverse: 9tL ʊL[!Lh 

ID no.    194.410.015.441  
Dating:    386 ς 375 
Metal:    Silver 
Denomination:   Drachm 
Weight:   2.91 gr. 
Diameter:   x 
Axis:    9 
Inscription:   Obverse: ABD Reverse: 9tL ʊL[!Lh 
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ID no.    SNGuk_0504_3484  
Dating:    386 ς 375 
Metal:    Silver 
Denomination:   Drachm 
Weight:   2.77 gr. 
Diameter:   15 mm. 
Axis:    6 
Inscription:   Obverse: ABD 

ID no.    SNGuk_0300_1140 
Dating:    386 ς 375 
Metal:    Silver 
Denomination:   Drachm 
Weight:   2.77 gr. 
Diameter:   15 mm. 
Axis:    1 
Inscription:   Obverse: ABD Reverse: 9tL ʊL[!Lh 

 

Abdera II  

ID no.    194.410.015.432  
Dating:    411 ς 385  
Metal:    Silver 
Denomination:   Drachm 
Weight:   2.62 gr. 
Diameter:   x 
Axis:    3 
Inscription:   wŜǾΥ 9tL !th[!bLhʅ 

ID no.    1992.54.414  
Dating:    411 ς 385  

Metal:    Silver 

Denomination:   Tetrobol 

Weight:   2.47 gr. 

Diameter:   x 

Axis:    3 

Inscription:   Rev: ? 

ID no.    SNGuk_0300_1136 
Dating:    425 ς 400  

Metal:    Silver 

Denomination:   Drachm 

Weight:   2.83 gr. 

Diameter:   15 mm. 

Axis:    6 

Inscription:   Rev: [HR] | Oʊ μ !b μ Iʅ 
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Abdera III  

ID no.    194.410.015.475  
Dating:    250 ς 150? 

Metal:    Bronze 

Denomination:   Chalkous 

Weight:   2.83 gr. 

Diameter:   x 

Axis:    8 

Inscription:   x 

ID no.    1.941.131.481  
Dating:    250 ς 150? 

Metal:    Bronze 

Denomination:   Chalkous 

Weight:   3.35 gr. 

Diameter:   x 

Axis:    8 

Inscription:   x 

 

Abdera coin types analysis 

 

 

(fig. 1): CNG, Auction 117, 19/05/2021, lot 64 (Chryssantaki-Nagle p. 127-8) 
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(fig. 2): Nomos AG, obolos 19, 08/05/2021, lot 119 (Jameson 1042) 

 

 

(fig. 3): Roma Numismatics, E-Sale 82, 15/04//2021, lot 293 (HGC 3.2, 1243) 

 

From Abdera there are nine coins in the HND, divided into three coin types. A division can be 

made between coins from Abdera which have Hermes on the obverse and coins which have 

Hermes on the reverse. The two which have Hermes on the obverse (type Abdera III, fig. 3) are 

dated between 250 ï 150. The remaining seven coins all have Hermes on the reverse. The main 

denomination of these coins is the drachm and there is one tetrobol. Interestingly, the distinction 

between Hermes on the obverse or reverse coincides with the distinction of the metal which 

these coins are made of. Hermes appears on the obverse only on bronze coins and on the reverse 

only for silver coins. Amongst the seven coins which contain an image of Hermes on the 




























































































































































































































































