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Rhea (mythology)

Rhea (or Cybele), after a marble, 1888.

Rhea (/'ri:o/; Greek: ‘Péa, Greek pronunciation: [ré.aa])
is the Titaness daughter of the earth goddess Gaia and
the sky god Uranus, in Greek mythology and sister and
wife to Cronos. In early traditions, she is known as “the
mother of gods” and therefore is strongly associated with
Gaia and Cybele, who have similar functions. The clas-
sical Greeks saw her as the mother of the Olympian god-
desses and gods, but not as an Olympian goddess in her
own right. The Romans identified her with Magna Mater
(their form of Cybele), and the Goddess Ops.

1 Etymology and namesakes

Most ancient etymologists derived Rhea ('P£a) by
metathesis from épa “ground”,!'! but a tradition embod-
ied in Plato®! and in Chrysippus®! connected the word
with péw (rheo), “flow”, “discharge”,*! which is what LSJ
supports.l>! Alternatively, the name Rhea may be con-
nected with words for the pomegranate, oo, later potd.

The name of the bird species rhea is derived from the
goddess name Rhea.'!

The second largest moon of the planet Saturn is named
after her.

2 Myths and genealogy

Cronus sired six children by Rhea: Hestia, Hades,
Demeter, Poseidon, Hera, and Zeus in that order, but
swallowed them all as soon as they were born except Zeus,
since Cronus had learned from Gaia and Uranus that he
was destined to be overcome by his own child as he had
overthrown his own father. When Zeus was about to be
born, however, Rhea sought Uranus and Gaia to devise
a plan to save him, so that Cronus would get his retri-
bution for his acts against Uranus and his own children.
Rhea gave birth to Zeus in Crete, handing Cronus a stone
wrapped in swaddling clothes, which he promptly swal-
lowed.

Then she hid Zeus in a cave on Mount Ida in Crete. Ac-
cording to varying versions of the story:

1. He was then raised by Gaia,

2. He was suckled by his first cousin, a goat named
Amalthea, while a company of Kouretes, soldiers,
or smaller gods, shouted and clashed their swords to-
gether to make noise so that Cronus would not hear
the baby’s cry,

3. He was raised by a nymph named Adamanthea, who
fed him goat milk. Since Cronus ruled over the
earth, the heavens, and the sea, Adamanthea hid him
by dangling him on a rope from a tree so he was sus-
pended between earth, sea, and sky and thus, invis-
ible to his father.

Zeus forced Cronus to disgorge the other children in the
reverse order in which they had been swallowed, the old-
est becoming the last, and youngest: first the stone, which
was set down at Pytho under the glens of Parnassus to be
a sign to mortal men, then the rest. In some versions,
Metis gave Cronus an emetic to force him to disgorge
the babies, or Zeus cut Cronus’ stomach open. Then
Zeus released the brothers of Cronus, the Gigantes, the
Hecatonkheires, and the Cyclopes, who gave him thun-
der and lightning, which had previously been hidden by
Gaia. Zeus and his siblings, together with the Gigantes,
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Hecatonkheires, and Cyclopes, overthrew Cronus and the
other Titans. Similarly, in later myths, Zeus would swal-
low Metis when she was pregnant with Athena, because
of a prophecy that said she would later give birth to one
who would be more glorious than the father. Athena was
born unharmed, bursting out of his head in full armor.

3 Cult

Rhea had “no strong local cult or identifiable activity un-
der her control”.”! She was originally worshiped in the
island of Crete, where according to myth, she saved the
new-born Zeus from being devoured by Cronus, by sub-
stituting a stone for the infant god and entrusting him to
the care of her attendants, the Curetes. These attendants
afterward became the bodyguard of Zeus and the priests
of Rhea. Their rhythmic, raucous chants and dances, ac-
companied by the tympanon (a wide, handheld drum)
and the clashing of bronze shields and cymbals, provoked
a state of religious ecstasy.l”! This may have been the
source for the use of a tympanon in Cybele's rites; in
historical times, the resemblances between the two god-
desses were so marked that some Greeks regarded Cy-
bele as their own Rhea, who had deserted her original
home on Mount Ida in Crete and fled to Mount Ida in
the wilds of Phrygia to escape Cronus.®! A reverse view
was expressed by Virgil,™! and it is probably true that cul-
tural contacts with the mainland brought Cybele to Crete,
where she was transformed into Rhea or identified with
an existing local goddess and her rites.

4 Iconography

Rhearides on a lion, Pergamon Altar, Pergamon Museum, Berlin

Rhea only appears in Greek art from the fourth century
BC, when her iconography draws on that of Cybele; the
two therefore, often are indistinguishable;!'?! both can be
shown on a throne flanked by lions, riding a lion, or on a
chariot drawn by two lions. In Roman religion, her coun-
terpart Cybele was Magna Mater deorum Idaea, who was
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brought to Rome and was identified in Roman mythology
as an ancestral Trojan deity. On a functional level, Rhea
was thought equivalent to Roman Ops or Opis.

Most often Rhea’s symbol is a pair of lions, the ones that
pulled her celestial chariot and were seen often, rampant,
one on either side of the gateways through the walls to
many cities in the ancient world. The one at Mycenae is
most characteristic, with a lioness placed on either side of
a pillar that symbolizes the goddess (as seen in numerous
images for goddesses throughout the ancient world where
a tree or a column is used to represent the deity).

S Depiction in ancient literature

In the dry stone Cyclopean masonry of the Lion Gate of the
Mpycenae acropolis, the pillar flanked by lionesses represents the
deity

In Homer, Rhea is the mother of the gods, although not a
universal mother like Cybele, the Phrygian Great Mother,
with whom she was later identified.

In the Argonautica by Apollonius of Rhodes, the fusion
of Rhea and Phrygian Cybele is complete. “Upon the
Mother depend the winds, the ocean, the whole earth be-
neath the snowy seat of Olympus; whenever she leaves the
mountains and climbs to the great vault of heaven, Zeus
himself, the son of Cronus, makes way, and all the other
immortal gods likewise make way for the dread goddess,”
the seer Mopsus tells Jason in Argonautica; Jason climbed
to the sanctuary high on Mount Dindymon to offer sacri-
fice and libations to placate the goddess, so that the Arg-
onauts might continue on their way. For her temenos they
wrought an image of the goddess, a xoanon, from a vine-
stump. There “they called upon the mother of Dindymon,
mistress of all, the dweller in Phrygia, and with her Titias
and Kyllenos who alone of the many Cretan Daktyls of
Ida are called 'guiders of destiny' and 'those who sit be-
side the Idaean Mother'.” They leapt and danced in their
armour: “For this reason the Phrygians still worship Rhea

with tambourines and drums”.l'!!
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