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stared into the distance. A breeze twitched his beard, 

which was streaked with gray. Something was going on in
side his head, bringing on a drunken weariness. When Zeus 
had swallowed his wife Metis, on the advice of Ge and Ura
nus, who told him she would one day give birth to a god 
even stronger than himself and capable of usurping his 
power, Metis was already pregnant with Athena. The baby 
girl had flowed into Zeus's body, and there, in that recess 
hidden even from the gods, Zeus had passed on to her his 
weapon of old, the aegis, the flayed skin of Aegis, the mon
ster with fiery breath . Now Zeus felt the crown of his skull 
being scraped by Athena's sharp javelin. Everything about 
that little girl was sharp : her eyes, her mind-now living in 
the mind of her father-the point of her helmet. Every fe
male concavity was hidden away, like the reverse side of her 
shield. 

Zeus saw two women coming toward him : the Ilithyias, 
experts in midwifery. Without a word, their hands reached 
toward his head, gingerly, not daring to touch. Then He
phaestus arrived with a bronze ax. Before Zeus could utter 
a word, Hephaestus brought the ax down on his head and 
ran off, followed by the Ilithyias. Why did he run? Zeus still 
hadn't said a word. He heard a desperately shrill scream 
inside his head, like the sound of a Tyrrhenian trumpet. 

And all at once he realized he wasn't alone : with silent 
steps the other gods had converged on him from all direc-
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tions. He saw Hera and Hebe, Demeter and Persephone sit
ting on their baskets, Dionysus lying on a panther skin, 
thyrsus in hand. And to his other side, Poseidon, Aphrodite, 
Eros, Apollo, Artemis, Hermes, and the three Moirai, the last 
apparently confabulating together. All of them were looking 
at him, but not so as to meet his eyes. They were looking at 
a point slightly above. Athena had appeared in the crack in 
his skull, her weapons sparkling, while Nike fluttered 
around her with a crown in her hand. 

Now he could see her too : she had climbed down to the 
ground and was walking away from her father. Turning her 
head in silent greeting, she was the only one who looked him 
in the eyes. Was it his daughter he saw, or his own image 
gazing back at him? Then Zeus turned to look at the other 
gods. From the solemn expressions on their faces, it was 
clear that a new era had begun on Olympus. 

Athena was the only being who, at birth, did not grab at 
something but took something off. Helios's chariot had 
stopped in the sky when the goddess emerged from Zeus's 
head. The air on Olympus was tense, breathless, as Athena 
slowly began to strip off her weapons. She put down her 
shield, her helmet, her javelin; she undid the aegis, and 
then, just before she slipped off the tunic that hung down 
to her ankles, a group of Libyan Heroines, clad in red-dyed 
goatskins thickly decorated with fringes, crowded around 
to hide her. 

Unseen among them, she set off toward Lake Tritonis, in 
Libya. There she immersed herself in the water, as if to re
new a virginity she would never lose. But she had a far 
deeper intimacy to break away from: the fact that she had 
been mingled with the body of her father. Athena came out 
of the water into the dry African air, her body glistening and 
strong. The Heroines handed her her clothes and weapons 
one by one. Now Athena could begin her life. 
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During her African childhood, Athena played at war with 
Pallas. The two little girls looked almost exactly the same, 
Pallas's complexion being just a shade darker. Athena was 
a guest who had come down from the heavens. Zeus had 
entrusted her to Triton to bring up. And Triton left her with 
his daughter Pallas all day. Shut away in their playground, 
they saw no one else. Violent and brazen, they often came 
to blows. And they already had their own weapons, child
sized but lethal. 

One day they found themselves face to face, spears quiv
ering in their hands. It would have been hard to say who 
was the mirror of whom. Zeus saw the danger: he threw down 
his aegis from the sky to form a screen between them. Pallas 
was dazzled, spear in hand. And a moment later Athena's 
spear plunged into her. It was Athena's first and perhaps her 
greatest bereavement. Back in Olympus, she decided to fash
ion a wooden statuette of her dead friend and set it beside 
Zeus. The image was four cubits high, about the same height 
as Pallas, with its feet together. When it was finished, Athena 
covered its breast with the aegis, as though dressing a doll. 
Then she looked at the statue and recognized herself. 

Athena was to slay many a man and monster after this 
episode, but always knowing exactly what she was doing. 
One of these victims was a giant who was also called Pallas 
and who, like other giants, was partly covered by scales and 
feathers . He claimed to be Athena's father. He attempted to 
rape her. So Athena killed him and, with the skill of a 
woodsman, skinned him from top to toe. She was always on 
the lookout for scales and feathers : they would go to im
prove her aegis .  But the little girl Pallas, her warrior friend, 
had prompted the one involuntary action of her life: the ac
tion with which she had done to death her own image. What 
happened that day in Africa was to be Athena's secret. Few 
would get to know this story of her childhood. 

The Palladium, celestial model for all the statues of an
tiquity, was conceived as an evocation of a girl who was 
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dead and as the double of a being who was immortal. It 
carried the mark of uniqueness, partly because it wasn't 
fashioned by human hand and partly because Zeus decided 
to make it the unique guardian of the unique city of Troy. 
Yet it partook of duplicity from its very conception, and that 
duplicity would soon begin to work. The primordial image 
of Athena did not represent Athena, but two other women: 
Pallas with her spear, and Medusa at the center of the ae
gis-the friend and the enemy. In each case she was the 
other, the unique other, separated from Athena thanks only 
to the screen of the aegis. 

For the aegis had been important in Medusa's story too. 
On the floor of one of Athena's temples, Poseidon was lick
ing Medusa's pearly body, white in the shadows, with his 
marine saliva. Athena stood before them, a statue in her cell, 
obliged to watch those two writhing bodies twining together 
in the silence of her temple. She felt horror at this outrage, 
and at the same time a deep disquiet, because she knew that 
Medusa looked very much like herself. So she raised the ae
gis to annihilate them, to detach herself from them. It was 
a gesture that rose from Athena's deepest self, like Artemis's 
gesture of drawing her bow. And as, once again, Athena sep
arated herself from everything else behind this screen of 
scaly skin, the soft filaments of Medusa's hair, spread out 
on the floor, began to swell, and already you could see that 
the tips were turning into so many snakes' heads. 

Ever since the young Ate crashed into the ground there, 
hurled down by Zeus's whirling hand, Troy had been the 
hill of infatuation. But the wooden statuette of Pallas, 
henceforth to be known as the Palladium, also crash-landed 
there. Zeus tossed it down in front of Ilus's tent, so that he 
would found his city on the hill . Infatuation and the image 
now lived together in the same place: a city prone to phan
toms. And it was to Troy that Helen would come: body or 
phantom image? That doubt would be drawn out for ten 
years, then to echo on and on for centuries. Yet the doubt 
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emanated from the statue hidden in Athena's temple, from 
the Palladium itself. All the complicated adventures of the 
Palladium are bound up with the question of the original 
and the copy. 

Long before Plato, there were two disturbing things about 
the statue: that it might not have been fashioned by human 
hand, and that it might be only a copy. These two extremes 
came together in the Palladium. When the Achaeans began 
their siege of Troy, the Trojans immediately decided to 
make an identical copy of the Palladium. Thus, if the Greeks 
managed to steal it, Troy would not fall . Odysseus and 
Diomedes did break into Athena's temple and ran off with 
the Palladium. But, as with every audacious exploit, there 
are a host of different versions. Was it the real Palladium? 
Or did they steal two, one real and one false? Or were there, 
as some suggested, any number of Palladiums, the real one 
being the smallest? Or were the two Palladiums the two he
roes stole both false, the only real one being the one Cas
sandra clutched in her hand the night Troy was sacked and 
Ajax dragged her across the floor of Athena's temple like an 
old sack? The Athenian version was that, after it had been 
fought over by all and sundry, it was Theseus's son, De
mophon, who managed to get hold of the statue by pre
tending to defend a false Palladium from Agamemnon and 
finally letting him have it, whereas in fact he had already 
given the real one to Buzyge so that it could be protected in 
Eleusis. 

Once you have a double on the scene, it's like entering a 
hall of mirrors ; everything is elusive, stretching away into 
a perspective where nothing is ever final. There was a place 
in Athens known as the Palladium: it was the courthouse 
where involuntary homicides were judged. The first defen
dant was Demophon himself, but behind him, and in the 
same guilty role, homage was being paid to Athena, who had 
killed Pallas without meaning to. That was the beginning, 
the first crack in the double, the danger that is Athena, the 
fact that her consciousness is hostile to the shadow-it 
brings forth the double but then ends up by wounding it. 
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And the double takes its revenge by reproducing itself as an 
image, first in the one true Palladium, whose eyes would 
glow and wooden body exude a salty sweat whenever the 
goddess descended into it, but likewise in the endless other 
Palladiums to be found all over the world, all false. 

The capacity for control (sophrosjne) , the ability to domi
nate oneself, to govern things, the sharpness of the eye, the 
sober choice of the means to achieve an end-all these 
things detach the mind from those powers that came before 
Athena, give us the impression of using them without being 
used by them. It is an effective illusion, and one that fre
quently finds confirmation. The eye becomes cold and clear
sighted toward all it sees, ready to take advantage of any 
opportunity that presents itself. But for all this 360-degree 
field of vision, there remains a black speck, a point that the 
eye cannot see : itself. The eye cannot see the eye. It does not 
appreciate that it is itself a power, like the powers it claims 
to dominate. The cold eye looking out on the world modifies 
that world no less than the fiery breath of Aegis, which 
shriveled up a vast expanse of earth from Phry/S;a to Libya. 

Athena is the power that helps the eye to "L:e itself. So 
intimate is she with those she protects that she installs her
self in their minds and communicates with the very mind of 
the mind. Which is why Ajax's father says to his son: "In 
battle, fight to win, but to win together with a god." To 
which Ajax replies : "Father, with a god on his side, even a 
nobody can win; but I am sure I can achieve glory even with
out them." So Athena intervenes and destroys the hero's 
mind, like one of those cities she loves to sack. She is ruthless 
with those who use her tokens-the sharp eye, the quick 
mind, deftness of hand, the intelligence that snatches vic
tory-only to forget where they came from. It is here that 
the difference between Odysseus and an ingenuous, insolent 
hero like Ajax becomes gapingly obvious. For Odysseus, 
Athena's presence is that of a secret and incessant dialogue: 
he finds her in the cry of a heron, the bronzed timbre of a 
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voice, the wings of a swallow perched on a beam, and any 
number of other manifestations, because, as he says to the 
goddess on one occasion, "you mimic all manner of people."  
So  the hero knows he  can see her evervwhere. He  knows he 
need not always be waiting for the dazzling splendor of 
epiphany. Athena may be a beggar or an old friend. She is 
the protecting presence. 

The relationship between Athena and "the male," which 
the goddess loves "with all her heart," is conditioned by an 
age-old misunderstanding. Athena gives men the weapons 
they need to escape the oppression of all kinds of sovereigns, 
and above all of the sky and earth, who had trembled that 
day they heard the shrill, high-pitched cry with which the 
goddess emerged from Zeus's head-and trembled because 
they recognized that this young girl was their new enemy. 
But Athena does not give men the weapon they need to es
cape herself. Whenever man celebrates his autonomy with 
preposterous claims and fatal deeds, Athena is insulted. Her 
punishment is never long in coming, and it is extreme. To
day, those who do not recognize her are not insolent heroes 
such as Ajax but the many numerous "nobodies" Ajax de
spised. It is they who advance, haughty and blind, polluting 
the earth they tread. While the heirs of Odysseus continue 
their silent dialogue with Athena. 

The Olympians visited one another in their huge palaces. 
They'd get together for banquets of an evening. Or they 
might assemble like a group of curious onlookers to watch 
some unusual event: Athena emerging from Zeus's head; 
Aphrodite and Ares caught in Hephaestus's golden web. 

But even Olympus had its forbidden room, its sealed, in
violable place where no one could go. The gods would pass 
by, knowing they could never cross the threshold. It was a 
square, empty, windowless room. On the floor, the darkness 
was pierced by a bar that was as if fringed with light, a light 
that simmered in the stillness : Zeus's lightning bolt. For 
anyone daring to approach, the luminous fringes would take 
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on the soft shape of lotus petals .  In the lightning blossomed 
"the flower of fire." 

Zeus once asked Athena to lend him a powerful weapon 
she often flaunted: the flayed skin of a monster, the aegis. 
In return, and because he was irresistibly partial to his 
daughter, he offered her occasional access to his lightning. 
It was the privilege Athena was most proud of. Even in the 
presence of the Athenians, when called on to decide the fate 
of Orestes, Athena reminded the accused that "I alone 
among the gods have the keys to the room where the light
ning is sealed." 

The Athenians claimed to have two main reasons for feeling 
proud of themselves : first, they were autochthonous, ac
tually born, that is, of the earth of Attica, rather than im
migrants from other lands; and, second, Athena was their 
protectress .  But, even to be born of the earth, one needed a 
seed, and a womb-yet the Athenians always avoided men
tioning this. Why? 

Of all the styles of virginity on Olympus, none was so enig
matic and provocative as Athena's. No woman was ever so 
profoundly intimate with men as she. None of Odysseus's 
women ever felt the hero's voice as close to them as she did. 
Yet Athena denied her body to gods and men, even to those 
men she helped with such impassioned intelligence. Though 
in punishing them, she wasn't as ferocious as Artemis. 
When Tiresias spied her bathing, Athena blinded him, out 
of divine duty, but then chose to grant him the gift of 
clairvoyance. 

One day Athena approached Hephaestus, the ugliest of 
the Olympians but also the one who would find Aphrodite 
in his bed every night. She asked him to make a piece of 
armor for her. And in her solemn way she added that she 
didn't really know how to pay him for it. "I'll do it for love," 
Hephaestus said. Athena nodded. Athena was the only 
woman who could make Hephaestus forget Aphrodite. Dur
ing her visit, she hadn't noticed the glint in his eye, because 
that wasn't the kind of thing she was in the habit of noticing. 



Time passed. When Athena came back to Hephaestus's 
forge to pick up her armor, the divine craftsman began hob
bling around her in the dark. The goddess felt long, sinewy 
fingers squeezing her and thin, muscled legs forcing her 
back against the wall .  As the goddess was wriggling free 
from his clutches, Hephaestus's sperm squirted out against 
her thigh, just above the knee. None of this prompted the 
slightest comment from the goddess. Athena was merely 
concerned to grab the first rag that came to hand in the 
forge. She cleaned her thigh and, never wanting to see it 
again, tossed away the wet cloth from on high. The rag fell 
on Attica. As it happened, Ge, mother earth, a figure not 
unused to acts of primordial generation, was passing by. 
Sodden with Hephaestus's sperm, the cloth fell into her 
womb, and she conceived. When Ge gave birth and didn't 
know what to do with the newborn child, Athena de
cided to adopt this creature nobody wanted, decided with 
the same swiftness and confidence with which she had 
wiped away Hephaestus's sperm. She picked up this little 
child who ended in a coiled snake's tail and called him 
Erichthonius. 

Even though they tend to a\'oid speaking of his birth, the 
Athenians are devoted to Erichthonius. They see themselves 
in him, fruit of a craftsman's not-to-be-satisfied desire for 
a goddess. Neither peasants, warriors, or priests, they know 
they spring from the seed of a craftsman, whether it be the 
talkative artisan with his workshop in the agora or the sol
itary cosmic artificer. Their desire for Athena is greater than 
that of any other people. And this brings them closer than 
others to the unnatural gods of Olympus, the gods of de
tachment, the gods who cannot be satisfied with nature and 
its cycles but seek a form hard as crystal, as crystal closed 
in on itself, autonomous, autochthonous of the spirit. 

Callimachus, who never spoke an unsound word, described 
the sperm Hephaestus spilt in his· vain desire for Athena as 
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"dew." On penetrating the earth, Ge's womb, that dew gen
erated the snake-child. Athena lifted him up from the earth 
in her virgin arms. But she couldn't embrace him as any 
other mother would. Athena was more than a mother. Her 
first gesture on the child's behalf was to hang a golden chain 
around his neck with a locket containing two drops of Me
dusa's blood: one was lethal, the other healing. Then she 
put Erichthonius in a wicker basket and tied the lid closed. 
She gave the basket to the three daughters of Cecrops, king 
of Athens, telling them not to open it for any reason what
soever. The three girls didn't know that Athena, in her love 
for Attica, wanted to make Erichthonius immortal without 
the other gods finding out. 

But whenever a god, or someone who partakes of the di
vine, wants to make a child immortal, something always 
goes wrong. As when Thetis tried with Achilles, Demeter 
with Demophon, Medea with her children. There is always 
someone who turns up, disturbs the delicate process, and 
ruins everything. Whether because distracted or curious .  
Distraction and curiosity are the two ultimate sins, outward 
signs of that impatience which has always prevented man 
from rediscovering the gate of Paradise. Cecrops's three 
daughters all had dewy names : Aglauros means "spar
kling"; Pandrosos, "all dew"; and Herse, "dew." With 
the same impatience with which Hephaestus had grabbed 
Athena, squirting his sperm over the goddess's thigh, two 
of Cecrops's daughters opened the basket and saw the 
snake-child come out, protected by two other snakes, his 
"bodyguards ."  There was nothing shocking about this for 
Cecrops's daughters . Indeed, they might well have seen 
Erichthonius as a baby brother: after all, their own father's 
body also ended in a coiled snake's tail. Yet they sensed an 
incipient terror, because they knew they had committed 
what for the Greeks was the worst of all crimes : they had 
opened the secret basket at the wrong moment. 

Athena was on her way back from Pallene at the time .. 
She had been there to look for a bulwark for her city and 
was walking along with an enormous rock in her arms. Her 
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plan was to place it on the Acropolis, thus making Athens 
impregnable. A crow, bearer of ill tidings, came flying to
ward her and told her what had happened. In her rage 
Athena dropped the huge rock, which buried itself in the 
ground opposite the Acropolis, never to be moved again. It 
was the Lycabettus, and it still dominates Athens today, but 
without defending it. Then Athena appeared to the daugh
ters of Cecrops, who fled terrified. They guessed a tough 
punishment was in store for them, and, even as the thought 
formulated in their minds, they were seized by a mad frenzy.  
They rushed to the steepest rocks of the Acropolis, stared 
into the void, and jumped. As they were dashed to pieces, 
their blood squirted out over the rocks. 

Athena recovered the snake-child. Once again what she 
did was destined to remain shut awav in herself. She bent 
the skin of the aegis to form a sort of marsupial pocket and 
slipped Erichthonius inside. Now the snake-child looked 
down on the world from on high, intrigued, his head peeping 
out from Athena's breast beside Medusa's face, which, with 
the passing years, had taken on an austere beauty, not un
like that of the goddess herself. You could see why she had 
wanted to vie with her in beauty. Erichthonius propped 
himself up on the abundance of Athena's magnificent 
breasts. He looked down into their cleavage to see Medusa 
with her hair of snakes, and he felt the fringes of the aegis, 
which again were snakes, stirring round about him . The 
child immediately took a liking to Medusa. He didn't realize 
as yet that she was his sister, born, like him, from Ge's 
womb. Erichthonius felt happy, at home, a snake among 
snakes. Through the dried pelt of the aegis, he sensed the 
hidden warmth of his adoptive mother. 

The more he looked at the world, the more he was con
vinced that the only person he bore any resemblance to was 
Athena, this strong, radiant woman, seething with snakes. 
She hadn't born him in her womb, she had spurned the seed 
from which he was born. vet thev were closer than anv 
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mother and son. No one else would ever lie on those perfect 
white breasts, no one else would ever see them, except per-
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haps in the heat of action, when a breast might sometimes 
slither out of the aegis. And wasn't the aegis, Erichthonius's 
home, almost part of Athena's body? More than a weapon, 
it was a second skin. Erichthonius spent his youth dreading 
the moment when he would be separated from the body of 
his adoptive mother, separated from that little pouch inside 
the aegis, that warrior pregnancy, exposed to sun and wind. 
But one day Athena did set him down on the ground, inside 
the Acropolis compound. And there she raised him. The place 
was to become sacred. Then, sadly, they separated. For Erich
thonius it marked the end of the divine period of his life. He 
became a king, one of the many kings of Athens. He married 
a Naiad, inaugurated the Panathenaea, invented the quadriga 
and money. At his death he wanted to return to his adoptive 
mother. He was buried in the compound where Athena had 
raised him, which was now the home of a snake. 

The Athenians were aware of their original sin, what the 
daughters of Cecrops did. They worshiped Athena, despite 
knowing that the goddess had chosen not to make them in
vincible. The spirit of the city was a nameless snake, living 
in the Erechtheum. Every month they offered it a cake with 
honey, which the Greeks thought of as a type of dew. One 
day, when the Persians were marching on Athens, the snake 
for the first time left its cake untouched. Upon which the 
Athenians decided to flee the city, because the goddess had 
abandoned the Acropolis. 

Seven centuries later, when Athens was no longer under 
threat, having already lost everything except its statues, the 
traveler Pausanias was amazed to come across a ceremony 
not many people knew much about. Every year two girls 
from seven to eleven years old were chosen by the king
archon from among the most ancient families of Athens and 
made to live for a certain period of time near the sanctuaries 
of Athena Polias and Pandrosos. Pandrosos was the only one 
of Cecrops's daughters who had obeyed the goddess. The 
girls were given a small enclosure where they could play 


