
HERMES AND HESTIA: A LOVE STORY
The question is: were … are … Hermes and Hestia “a couple”? In a seminal essay on the matter, the 
French anthropologist Jean-Louis Vernant (left) says, “yes and no”: yes, they are grouped together 
at the foot of a statue of Zeus and the Olympian gods, one of the wonders of the ancient world 
sculpted by the famous Greek artists Pheidias. Otherwise, no, not officially. There are only five lines 
of a Homeric hymn that justify speculation. Yet the reasons for Pheidias’s grouping, and the hymn, 
are curious. Hestia and Hermes are personifications, as were all Olympians, but Hestia resisted any 
abstraction. Her name meant just “the hearth,” and the worship of Hestia comprised the customs, 
culinary and otherwise, associated with the local worship of family gods, ancestors grouped into the 

collective term manes, occasionally described as lares and penates. More primitive than the Olympians, Hestia was the 
flame, to which the wives and daughters of ancient households were formally wedded. Their fidelity and allegiance was 
such that, in order for a daughter to marry, the manes had to be tricked with the illusion that the “defector” was dead 
or otherwise powerless. Carrying the bride over the threshold is a modern outlier of this belief. Exposing the hearth to 
the eyes of strangers was forbidden, a custom carried over into the idea that wives and daughters had to be veiled or 
protected from public view.

Thus, any “marriage” to Hermes, the god of commerce, silent trade, and other relations among strangers, would be out 
of the question. Rather, Vernant and other scholars following up the question posed by Pheidias’s grouping have pre-
ferred to talk about a “friendship” or complementarity of functions. Hestia’s interiority is seen to be the perfect obverse 
of Hermes’ exteriority. 

This backward projection of an abstract distinction onto ancient religious practices and their personifications creates 
problems at several levels. First, this distinction is not consonant with ancient thinking about or use of space and time. 
It would not have made sense to the mythic or archaic mentality, which combined interiority and exteriority in ways baf-
fling to the modern mind. Second, such a partnership creates problems particularly when the civic flame collectivizes the 
multiple independent worship of family gods. In particular, Alberto Pérez-Gómez, in his celebration of the unifying civic 
function of the building known as the prytaneion, combined ideas of collective memory, civic solidarity, and expression 
of spatial and temporal essence into the functions of this famous building — but it was reserved for the exclusive use of 
male citizens; the civic flame was not simply exposed to strangers but used specifically to entertain them. Contrary to 
the prevailing practice of putting the hearth exclusively under the control of women, the prytaneion exposed Hestia in a 
way that would have been considered sacrilegious to most ancient cultures, confusing issues about visibility, collective 
memory, and ideas about life’s relation to death. 

This brief summary looks at the trails of evidence and the scholarship that has followed them, compares the views and 
notes the conflicts. Instead of projecting a modern mentality on to a mythic one, it asks instead if the mythic idea is not 
somehow still present in some form. Certainly the personifications and belief systems are long gone, but what about the 
generic and universal functions of the invisible? 

The Athenian Case: 
the bipolar society and concept of hospital-
ity

In the aftermath of civil unrest, the Greeks found 
it necessary to forget the past and turn their in-
terests outward, consolidating political power, 
trade relations, and cultural colonization of the 
Eastern Mediterranean into the idea of a sys-
tematic democratic mega-state. New institutions 
allowed the extension of Greek culture, among 
them the “civic banquet,” where visiting dignitar-
ies might mingle with local VIPs, where heroes 
and high achievers were fêted and honored, and 
where power relationships could be reinforced. 
The prytaneion combined the functions of a ban-
quet hall and kitchen with a shrine for the civic 
hearth-flame. Unlike the Roman institution of the 
College of Vestals, however, women were not al-
lowed in the prytaneion, nor were they included 
in any of the events. Rather, dinners were de-
signed to serve three distinctive functions. The 
Xenia celebrated the visits of foreign dignitaries. 
The Deipnon, originally a meal to placate souls 
who “longed for vengeance,” was communalized 
for city-wide recognition of Hecate’s potential 

wrath. The Sitesis honored locals who had, through deeds and reputation had 
honored the city. Meals involved systematic recollections of the past, reinforced by 
trophies collected in the dining hall; but as Nicole Loraux has argued, these rhetori-
cal exercises carefully avoided unpleasant memories of past conflicts. They were 
about forgetting and reworking history; they reconstructed events to avoid future 
violence. The prytaneion introduced an ideological reading of Greek life.

The Roman Case: 
from home and hearth to civic consolidation

The Roman household, like the Greek, maintained the 
hearth as a center of worship of the “household gods,” 
known variously as the manes, the lares, and the penates. 
In fact these were the collectivized spirits of the ancestral 
dead, whose settlement and location in Hades was key to 
the luck and well-being of the living family. Women of the 
houshold were keepers of the flame. The mixture of reli-
gious activities with culinary practices insured that a “silent 
language” of cooking would maintain the family religion 
long past the time when conscious practices would come to 
disregard the manes as superstition and prefer collectivized 
religion of the hegemonic polis instead.



The Prytaneion as utopian creates 
a problem. We are forced to endorse the main 
preoccupations of anthropologists and archaeolo-
gists who seem prone to fall into the trap of ac-
cepting the historically and poetically ironic evi-
dence of antiquity without reservation. Although 
personification is a “late stage conversion” of reli-
gious ideas about processes and interactions that 
bind humans to the natural world in a polymor-
phous and perverse way (as Freud might have 
put it), Jean Robert (a follower of Ivan Illich) and 
Alberto Pérez-Gómez in their essays on the Hes-

tia-Hermes connection continue Vernant’s theme of unambigous gender specialization. Hestia is the “female principle,” Hermes is the “male principle.” The 
female principle unambiguously defines interiority, the male specifies exteriority. Pérez-Gómez also wants to have it both ways. Without giving way on the 
matter of Hermes’ clear male nature — emphasizing the phallus of the herm by Latinizing it into penis and suggesting an erotic relationship while (inex-
plicably) ignoring Norman O. Brown’s layout of Hermes’ relation to romantic seduction — he turns Hestia into a mixed figure of virginity and erotic desire. 
Even when shown sitting on the omphalos, Pérez-Gómez sees this as a phallus, not a navel or shaped ash form. The virgin has given over to unlimited 
copulation, as the civic flame of the Greeks was given over to strangers in the prytaneion. What is behind this drive to prostitute Hestia? On one hand it 
does conform with the Athenian exposure of the civic flame, but even there it ignores the fact that women were prohibited from entering the prytaneion. 
Of course there is the cheap observation that Athenian men were very good at realizing sexual romance without women, but here again Pérez-Gómez 
does not explore the ambiguity of love among men, played out with delicate realism in Plato’s symposium. It is as if the personification of the gods — a 
comparatively “modern” conversion that, one could argue, marks the end of the poetic reality of religious thought in civic life — is accepted without reser-
vation, qualification, or even a pro forma questioning. No amount of retrenchment around the theme of “continuous inter-relation” can rescue Hermes and 
Hestia once they have been fully gendered and assigned distinctive spaces. Their functional relationships to Hades have been ignored, lost, and forgotten. 
The prytaneion becomes the unambiguous civic good that embodies the utopian ideals of Greek cultural life — an interpretation that ignores the ambiguity 
that allowed the Athenians to move past the period of bloody civil strife that had wrecked their initial transition to democracy.

From the 19c. French anthropologist-historian Numa Denis Fustel de Cou-
langes (left), to Robert Graves (right), to the American classicist Nor-
man O. Brown (center), there is a clear and direct message: before the 
personifications that have come down to us in the form of “mythologies” 
involving male and female characterizations of religious qualities, there 
were: actions, practices, and processes that (1) involved everyone, with 
only minimal intervention of specialized shamans and facilitators; (2) min-
gled human and natural worlds without distinguishing the divine from the 
human more than minimally, based on the boundaries of life and death; 
and (3) were not stabilized fully by narrative orders or identities, where 
demonic process were given specific agency as “characters” in “stories.” 
Even today in folktales, “the divine as such” cannot be neatly parsed us-
ing the identities of representative anthropomorphic agencies who “play 
the part” of the sundry forces of nature and embody human passions and 
weaknesses.

Fustel de Coulanges used ancient authors, who were already “modern” in 
their own way (after all, they were writers in the modern sense, “telling” 
rather than “constructing”) but he sought to understand the ritual basis 
for such universals as marriage, burial, the foundation of cities, concep-
tions of the universe, etc. As with James Frazer’s monumental compen-
dium, The Golden Bough, it is practices that dominate, not stories of in-
dividualized gods and goddesses. The issue of gender is clear, which is to 
say that it is not, at the level of practices, distinguishable. The “male and 
female” are not even yet articulated as “principles” or “personalities.” The 

process of metalepsis, by which for example Eros takes possession (lepsis) of lovers and maintains negative division in the midst of multiple mergers and 
bonds, also involves time and space by creating an “interior exteriority” allowing the reversed predication of agency and Other.
This is nowhere more evident than in the practice of silent trade, which Norman O. Brown demonstrated to lie at the heart of all of the subsequent di-
verse multiple meanings of Hermes as a personality in the Greek pantheon. Reversed predication uses the crossroads as an emblem of its own process, a 
left-right division that creates a gap through which the wealth of Hades is accessed and agency ascribed as a principle of silent regulation. The fact that 
Vernant, Robert, and Pérez-Gómez ignore entirely this central theme means that they have no opportunity to compare the liminal crossroads situation of 
Hermes (borderlands which have no clear territorial markers) to the highly structured interior of the domestic household, where the hearth organized not 
only the family religion — originally the only religion, the practice that defined “cyclopian” culture as such — but maintained a complex spatial-temporal 
dynamic involving invisibility, blindness, and gendered space. In this last element we should not rely on the neoconservative or evangelical strict division 
between male and female. Rather, we should see gendering as an archaic/primary performative that resists stabilization in the form of personification. 
In other words, while Pérez-Gómez, following Vernant, fully accept the final product of this simplification process, Brown, following Fustel de Coulanges 
rejects it for the simple reason that, when “Hermes” was formed as a human idea, this simplification process did not exist.
Why did Vernant leave out the trade function, the origin of Hermetic practice, central and obvious even if only one acknowledges the herm, the pile of 
stones, as fundamental to the evolved idea of a dæmonic presence at the site of the herm? That this presence is not fully masculinized — although one 
could say that it is nonetheless fully gendered — is evident by the equal jurisdiction given to the goddess Hecate, one component of the triple goddess 
complex that so transfixed Robert Graves that he spent two volumes of erudition to take the “Olympian myths” back to their shamanistic origins in a triad 
of moon-goddesses controlling life, death, and fate. The clear role of the woman in childbirth and the never-too-clear role of the man constituted, for 
Graves, an enduring algorithmic problematic. As in the case of agency in general, the “male” intention/act provokes a response of passivity/subjection 
that, perplexingly, dominates. Hegel realized this in the parable of the master and servant. The Roman stoics had anticipated Hegel in their account of 
animus and anima. The Mannerists of the 16c. created the idea of argute (sharp) thought. Just as all of these are essentially a form of (en)gendering, they 
equally engage metalepsis and, hence, the notion of something acting at a distance — a third thing, affecting the relations of things lying close together 
but separated by politics, biology, role, or any “minimal difference.” Distance can convert to absence/death, or invisibility. And, we know from poetry and 
art that invisibility is convertible with blindness and silence. Silent trade contains all of the elements that are “specialized” by the varied roles of Hermes, 
but there is no way to identify any of these with a maleness principle or even female principle. Yet, they are not “pre-gendering,” they are the very process 
of gendering, an intensive form of the “localization of distanciation” that makes, of every two, a three.

GENDERING AS ORIGIN AND PROCESS?

ALREADY GENDERED:



Nicole Loraux retells the story of Athenian politics and gendering in her book, The Divided 
City: Memory and Forgetting in Ancient Athens (2002). Desperate to get passed bloody rivalries, 
the fiction of (male) hegemony found its most effective metaphor in the doctrine of erotic fluidity. 
Conversation, trust, and love flowed like air or wine. The sea was not only a medium of commerce, it 
was the principle by which Athenians were able to deal with strangers in strange lands, to mix among 
them, to serve as intermediaries — as “Hermetic operators” within a generally “cyclopian” political 
landscape where every nation, proud of its racist-cultural particularity, had only one possible relation 
to neighbors: warfare. The Athenians were able to use the silence of silent trade, the one institution 
that permitted the exchanges that constituted a “city” of socially differentiations and specializations to 
exist as an emergent entity across an extensive and mostly rural landscape, by converting the silence 
to a silenc-ing, an active suppression of memories of an unpleasant past. Just as Odysseus entered 
the literary world as its first expert liar, the Athenians developed duplicity as an art form and deployed 
it, first through the wide acceptance of homosexuality as a means of stabilizing networks of social 
relations, second through an art of politics that optimized the ability to deal with the foreign as such.

Loraux’s position requires a polythetic view of poetics, social institutions, and memory as primarily 
collective and secondarily individual. First, Loraux reminds us that the Athenian invention was both 
late, and an invention. It converted earlier religious practices and concepts into portable political 
devices. The most architectural of these devices was the prytaneion, a building type that was used 
in various Greek sites where strangers mingled with native Greeks — Delphi, Olympia, etc. — as well 
as Athens. Whereas in Rome the exposure of the civic flame to the gaze of strangers would have 

been unthinkable, the Athenians purposefully showed off the flame, along with other civic trophies, to visiting dignitaries. The building 
was dedicated to banquets to cement political relations that specifically excluded women and, presumedly, the individual worship of 
household gods. This was the Athens that was recorded in history, the basis of monuments studied by archaeologists and architects; 
the Athens “that we know through books.” The “other Athens” did not disappear, but it was officially ignored. This was the Athens of 
women and of families.

In the case of the prytaneion, the “male and female spatial principles” certainly were not “mixed,” as Pérez-Gómez argues, if only be-
cause you can’t exclude women and include only their “principle” and avoid recognizing the male-based political project based on the 
love of men for men. Yet, the bi-polar project of radically distinguishing Hestia and Hermes on one hand as representatives of female 
and male “principles” and then claiming radical interweaving does not work without coming to terms with Hermes’ and Hestia’s specific 
spatial functioning. For Hermes, this cannot be done without taking into account the generalization of the function of silent trade across 
the full range of Hermetic talents. For Hestia, the relation of the hearth to marriage and the role of women in the household is essential 
in understanding how the localized religions of separate families were required to be combined in the idea of a civic “hearth.” For the 
hearth idea to be able to be hijacked with the invention of the prytaneion, it had first to exist as correlative to the household hearth, 
where the idea of excluding women would have been a sacrilege.

Nicole Loraux (1943–2003)

There are two “solutions” to the 
Hermes -Hestia mystery. Both involve 
renouncing the method of back-pro-
jecting a conceptual functionality that 
did not exist for the mythic mind, a 
strict division between interiority and 
exteriority. If this had not developed, 
then the idea of “intermixture” would 
not be necessary to save the radical 
specialization of the “male” principle 
by Hermes and the “female” principle 
by Hestia. Yet, the two deities seem 
to function at the same general level, 
and their domains seem complemen-
tary in a basic sense that gives rise to 
later abstract distinctions.

The lambda “merges” the functionality of Hestia 
and Hermes using the justification of their com-
mon spatial logics, which generate mutual inter-
nal resistances and oppositions, not conceptual 
oppositions applied “after the fact.” The actual-
ity of this structure (i.e. its recognition in ancient 
times) is proved by Simonides’ account of the in-
vention of artificial memory, an “emergent” skill 
provoked by the collapse of a banquet hall (simi-
lar to a prytaneion) — where the impiety of the 
host (re: the Greeks who appropriated the flame 
of Hestia) was punished by death and location.

Ideology in democratic Athens was an “artificial 
memory” but one not yet punished by collapse and 
realized through chiasmus. Carrying Loraux for-
ward to a theory of artificial memory combines the 
ideas of Hestia and Hermes, both the contrasting 
“principles” of Loraux’s two cities, without giving in 
to the ideological demands that exposed the hearth 
to strangers. Remember that Simonides served the 
family gods in remembering the names of the dead 
and that the prytaneion collapsed on account of 
the impiety of Scopas, the politician who bragged 
about his victory in a Setisis-style banquet.

The first “solution” is based on seeing 
how silent trade involves “reversed 
predication.” Multiple parties are re-
ducible to an imaginary two: a giver 
and receiver; in the trade, a gap is 

created that allows the “herm,” the pile 
of stones, to be associated with a divine 
agency that “regulates the market” and 
produces the goods not from another hu-
man source but from the “agency of the in-
visible,” i.e. Hades. The same mythic logic 
applies to the worship of the manes (fam-
ily gods) at the hearth, which represents 
the agency of the invisible by the flame. 
Reversed predication constitutes a chias-
mus whose apex is a point of exchange. 
This point can be retroactively realized as 
the basis of prior “predications” linking two 
opposed sequences. For Hermes, these se-
quences are the deeds of life met with the 
rewards or punishments of the afterlife, 
figured in the material exchange of surplus 
goods in trading partnerships. For Hestia, 
the invisible expands the idea of silence as 
secrecy and virginity, so that those who at-
tend the hearth are “wedded to the flame.” 
The relation of silence and secrecy to oaths 
explains how the boundary between earth 
and the underworld was used by the gods 
to swear oaths.

The second “solution” involves the ex-
traterritorial involvement of Hecate, 
one of the three “triple goddesses” 
who, figured as the fates, spun and 
wove the ligatures and garments that 

bound humans in the “uncanny” condition of 
the living person inscribed by the element of 
death, leading them to a predetermined end. 
The symmetrical condition, the deceased who 
has “forgotten how to die” is represented by 
the labyrinth, where momentum is related to 
memento, the recollection of the “truth” of 
lived events within the fractal symmetries of 
the meandering labyrinth. Hecate was the ba-
sis of shamanistic operations that collectivized 
the family hearth without creating permanent 
civic entities. Remnants of this shamanism are 
evident in the myth of Curtius, who saved the 
Roman Forum from dissolving in muck. The 
warrior wrestles with an “invisible foe” who is 
invisibility itself. Predication is reversed by the 
shadow that seizes (lepsis) the living, a case of 
“detached virtuality.” Where the inscription of 
death within the living, AD, allows the living to 
wander, the opposite principle DA, restricts the 
wandering soul with a “recursive geometry,” 
reducing all motion to implicit rest. This allows 
the two principles to interchange at any point 
and at any scale. Foundation rites are based on 
this exchange.
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εστία (Gr.) = hearth = focus (L.)
cyclopian = “each family worships at its own hearth”

This famous illustration from Descartes’ work on optics, provides another kind of solution. 
The eye, with its single lens and iris, resembles nothing so much as the Cyclops’ cave that was 
used to imprison and cannibalize Odysseus and his crew when he went to the island of the Cy-
clops to “test whether or not they would give the gifts required by the Greek idea of hospitality. 
The competing meanings of “host” is revealed by the root, HOSTES, which means both hostile 
and hospitable. This ambiguity was retained in the cyclopian household, where strangers were 
admitted but not given access or view to the hearth, protected by the women of the house-
hold who were “priestesses of Hestia.” The first religions were religions of the hearth, directed 
toward the generic idea of the ancestral dead, whose psyche or gens was not individual but 
collective, an idea of genius belonging to a fam- ily and clan. Under this idea of religion, the col-
lectivity of a city was impossible without con- solidating the separate family religions into a 
single civic religion, with a flame protected from the view of strangers in the same way as the 
flame of the household hearth. Odysseus chal- lenged this order and was imprisoned within the 
domestic interior of the Cyclops Polyphemus, whose “single eye” referred only poetically to an 
optical eye but was the ethnographic condition of the family religion centered on the hearth as 
an “eye” to Hades, the invisible (i.e. that which was concealed from the gaze of strangers).

Odysseus had to discover three “keys” in or- der to escape the trap of the Cyclop’s cave. The 
first was to blind the Cyclops with a brand from the cave’s fire, reversing the principle that the 
strangers were not allowed to see this fire. Sec- ond, the Greeks had to use the Cyclop’s sheep 
to escape, hanging beneath them as the Cyclops counted them on their exit and re-entry. But, 
for this escape to work, Odysseus had to give the just-blinded Cyclops his name, “Nobody.” 
The Cyclop’s literal-minded idea of religion also left him blind to metaphor and the function of 
pronouns. Unaware of the homophonic pronoun of the name, he was unable to enlist the help of 
other Cyclopes when he discovered the Greeks had escaped. Without planting this name before 
the event of escape, the Greeks would not have been able to get back to their boats.

Just as the Cartesian eye shows three points of focus, there are three aspects of the hearth that 
were the “locks” Odysseus had to unpuzzle: (1) the lock of visibility/invisibility, i.e. secrecy; (2) 
the lock of metaphor, i.e. the ability of one thing (“sheep”) to carry the meaning of another (the 
men); and (3) the ability to carry a quality into a name and reverse this power, as a power of 
escape — of free egress and hence the ability of strangers to relate. This latter accomplishment 
is also the achievement of Hermes’ silent trade, which also works by a three-way lock/unlock 
procedure. (1) The silence/secrecy theme is pro- tected by the technique of having the trading 
partners never meet. (2) the metaphor substitutes the god for the human as the source of goods found in exchange for goods left at the 
site, and … (3) the name of Herm (“stones”) is personified. How? Richard Onians notes that the meaning of Herms (boundary markers 
with a male head, erect phallus, and vertical plinth) materializes the idea of the gens and psyche. The head, in ancient thought, was 
the origin of fertilizing seed — the biological function was indistinguishable from the “genius” as a ideal quality shared by a family/clan. 
The marker marked out territory of the family — tombs or agricultural fields as well as dwellings. Or, the herm could be collectivized by 
the “site of exception,” the point of silent trade. 

The genius of the herm/plinth was its ability to connect two entities that were in some way close but also in some way incommensurable 
(i.e. the strangers who could not see each other but nonetheless desired to trade). This connection is made metaleptically, through the 
invention of a third thing lying at a distance, creating a triangle with an extreme acute angle. This was the basis of the double meaning 
of cœlum as both “wedge” and “heaven.” As animus (the equivalent of psyche) it penetrated passive anima, which is to say that it ef-
fected a relationship between self-conditioned opposites — it accomplished a double predication that led to “internal/unlimited” predica-
tions. The “wit” of Odysseus penetrated the dark interior of the Cyclop’s cave and, thanks to the predication of sheep for men and the 
pronoun for the proper name, Nobody, led to free exit, i.e. de- or un-limited predication. The secret of Simonides is the protection and 
preservation of the mens, the manes, the psyche that, worshiped at the family hearth, could be made portable and, eventually, civic.

A | B  →  A — B  →  A Λ B  →  A <…> B  →  Λ = φ/-φ (appearance/disappearance)

A

B

φ/-φ Hades (the invisible) operates “metaleptically” at a distance to 
create an “argute” relationship connecting A/B, which are trans-
formed by reversed predication and cross-inscription to AB/BA, a 
condition that is “retroactively realized” in the process of transac-
tion. “Rotation themes” dominate in both silent trade and civic 
foundational rites.

predications are allowed to extend infinitely thanks to the 
cipher system set up by the “distanciation” of φ/-φ

This is the system that is common to both Hermes and Hestia, the 
principle that connects the psyche as herm to the hearth as “eye” 
of the household gods.
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“The link between Hestia and Hermes lies in their involvement with reversed predi-
cation, chiasmus, and the shamanistic traditions of curses and blessings that engaged 

presence and absence, visibility and invisibility/blindness, in themes of rotation and the 
“remote third thing” as a place of transformation (the Lacanian treasury of signifiers), 

key to the hearth and crossroads as “sites of exception.”


