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The Archetype for gods in Ancient Civilizations

Throughout the history of art, there has been an interest in depicting the gods.

Their relation to the affairs of man is often displayed in sculpture, or tablets, and even in

housewares. In close examination of these various forms of art, man has been able to

compare and contrast artwork that spans many generations. The diversity of these

depictions does not only span across time, but also across continents. Undoubtedly the

most famous group of gods in art are from the Greek and Roman myths. However, these

are actually very few in number compared to some of the earlier cultures’ gods. There are

a large amount of gods spanning from all over the known earth; from Babylon and

Assyria to Rome and Egypt. Although numerous, gods generally have common features

despite their different origins.There is an archetype for the gods spanning from Roman

artwork back into the history of gods. Nearly every god is related to another god through

common features in his depiction; which is directly related to the character or archetype

of the god.

In displaying the similarities between the different gods over time and space,

It is necessary to look at some specific examples. Therefore, in order to best relate, the

Greek and Roman gods will be used as models to show that there are similarities between

them as well as their Mesopotamian, and Egyptian counterparts.

It can be argued that the point of religion is to bring sense to a chaotic world1.

Establishing a governing system is often not enough to answer the existential questions of

life. One way to do this is to put belief into the idea of beings from supernatural domains.
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People of the ancient cultures understood a need for such understanding and they

qualified various elements of nature as gods in order to understand the gods as something

tangible. However, there were still holes left in the development of various religious

beliefs. Therefore, in order to sustain a hierarchy in the heavens, one was established. In

the majority of these religions, a supreme being must rule over the other dieties so that all

would be in order in the universe2. TheseX dieties became an important factor in every

culture of old because they played an integral part in almost all of the myths which served

as the foundations for societies.

One supreme being or god who seems to be in almost all of the stories of Greece

today, however, the ones that do, all have a very similar quality. Zeus is depicted as a man

qualities. He stands with his hand extended as if holding a bolt of lightning. His facial

features place him as a middle aged man with a

long flowing beard. The beard was often a sign

of maturity and wisdom. His pose is a

commanding one which fits the nature of this

god.3 This is typical of the god who had several

sculptures built of him. Perhaps the most

is Zeus, or Jupiter. He is the figurehead for all the gods of Mount Olympus and is the 

supreme ruler of everything. Not .io many ancient Greek representations of Zeus remain

in the prime of his life. He has a long flowing beard, and often has a thunder or lightning 

bolt in his hand. The Poseidon/Zues of Cape Artemision is a good example of these

1 Ward J. Fellows, Religions East and West, (New York, 1979)6
2 Lewis M. Hopfe, Religions of the World Version 3, (New York, 1983)7
3 Laurie S. Adams, Art Across Time Volume 3, (Iowa, 1999)154
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One of the next important deities to all cultures is the one identified with the sun.

The sun gives life and starts the process of life with the plants that sustain larger life

forms. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that past cultures created dieties who

were affiliated with this source of life.

The Greco/Roman culture had a sun god who was called Apollo or Helios. Apollo

has been depicted in many different ways. His appearance is usually that of a young man

in peak condition. In the Strangford Apollo,

the artist has rendered the god standing

upright, in a position of respect and authority.

The look on his face is a pleasant one, which

similar contradiction of attributes can be

found in depictions of the Babylonian Sun

god, Shamash. Apollo’s counterpart can be

found on the Stele of Hammurabi. Shamash

who is both the god of the Sun, and of Justice is presenting Hammurabi with a ring and

staff which symbolize the rightful authority of Hammurabi. The actual depiction of

Shamash was that of a well-dressed and tall man with a long flowing beard. Although he

is not an exact duplicate of the Apollo, the underlying paradox of graceful strictness still

one who lowers himself to Hammurabi’s level in order to present him with a gift. In

famous one was the forty foot Statue of Zeus created by Phidias.

comes into play. Shamash is presented sittin g upright in a throne. Clearly, Hammurabi is 

in a position of subservience, and yet Shamash is the secondary figure. Shamash is the

counteracts his rigid stance. In comparison, a
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comparison, Apollo and Shamash both are represented as

approachable gods. Their concerns are more about being

the source for life rather than controlling it.

The third god of comparison is that of the goddess

of love in Greece, Rome, and Babylon. Love to the Greeks

was so important that one word was not enough to show

its meaning. They used four words to describe the

different applications of the idea. Aphrodite was the goddess of love. Her direct extension

is her son Eros. Eros in Greek is defined as meaning sexual love.4 This is extremely

important to the period in history because life was more dependent upon sex than it

person healthy, and science was still developing. Sexual reproduction was the only way

to establish the future of a society, and so gods like Aphrodite or Venus, as she was

called by the Romans, played a very important role in encouraging reproduction in the

respective cultures.

The representation of these goddesses in art

exuded the idea of sexuality. The Venus de Milo is

probably one of the most known sculptures of the

Greek goddess. Her figure takes on an hour glass

form and her upper body is tilted just enough to

remove any impressions of rigidness. This piece is

considered by many to be the pinnacle of

4 Bergan Evans, Dictionary of Mythology, (New York 1970)154

would be during future periods of history. There were no pharmaceuticals to keep a
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Death and the afterlife were ideas that were on the minds of many of the ancient

cultures because death was all around them6. The survival rate for a normal person was

never above one hundred years old. Even the form of entertainment was mostly tragedy,

which was often associated with death or a loss. Their were entire civilizations that

focused on war and therefore, around killing and carnage. People constantly had to

question themselves as to where they were going when they died. It is for this reason that

practically every belief system has someone or something that can answer that question.

In Greco/Rome, it was Hades or Pluto. In the Egyptian culture, the grim reaper

was named Osiris. Osiris ruled the underworld with the same type of unfeeling attitude

clothed in white and sits pristinely on a throne. Although he is portrayed as ruthless in his

decision making, there is also a just quality to him that is similar to Hades. The heart is

the means by which one can achieve eternal life, not the whim of a god.

5 Marilyn Stokstad, Art History, (New York, 1999)219

Sridgeman Art Lipraryl

J-

as a grotesque monster that modem civilization has portrayed death as. Instead he is
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that his Greek counterpart did. In a Section of the Book of the Dead Osiris is not depicted

Hellenistic beauty. It is a technical virtuosity of the rendered form.5



Although these many different gods come from many different times and places,

there is underlying similarity to each representative of the elements. The supreme deity is

always represented in a position of authority. He is at the prime of his life in peak

physical condition and very rugged. In comparison the god of the Sun is always

represented by a young man who is both stem but gentle. He is a man who is

approachable but demands an amount of respect. Likewise, the goddess of Love is always

a female. She is of a shapely form and is something to be sought after. Therefore the gods

of death must also have a significant feature to all of them. The god of Death, or the ruler

fair judge of deeds, but he is not easily moved and is in fact ruthless in punishment. Due

to the various cultural differences between religious beliefs, the gods will appear different

to an untrained eye. However, the clothing and fecial features of an individual are not

what define him. Various influences such as style and tools played a major role in the

depiction of the gods. However, the gods of the ancient cultures were more similar to

each other in their attributes, which can be witnessed in numerous works through history.

of the underworld is categorized by an unfeeling stiff soul. He is always portrayed as a
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