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  Poseidon
��%��	3�
PRONUNCIATION: poh-SY-dun

EQUIVALENT CHARACTER: The Roman 

god Neptune

GENDER: Male

CULTURE: Greek

ATTRIBUTES: Sea; Earthquakes

Poseidon was the Greek god 

of the sea. He was violent 

and moody and carried a 

three-pronged spear called 

a trident. When he was 

happy, Poseidon rewarded 

sailors with calm seas. When 

he was angry, however, 

Poseidon used his trident to 

create huge tidal waves at 

sea or earthquakes on land. 

The horse and the dolphin 

were his sacred animals. The 

Greeks sometimes referred 

to Poseidon as the “Earth-

shaker.”

Poseidon was the son of the Titans 

Cronus and Rhea. During the 

great war between the Titans and 

the Olympian gods, Poseidon’s 

brother Zeus led his brothers and 

sisters—Poseidon, Hades, Hestia, 

Hera, and Demeter—in rising up 

against their father. Under Zeus’ 

leadership, the young gods over-

threw the Titans.

Poseidon Rules the Sea

Poseidon and his siblings became 

the supreme gods of Earth. They 

made their home on Mount 

Olympus, the tallest mountain in 

Greece. The three brothers—Zeus, 

Poseidon, and Hades—were ready 

to rule the world. They drew lots 

to decide who would rule over 

which domain. Zeus drew fi rst and 

chose the sky and the heavens as 

his domain. Poseidon drew second 

and chose the sea as his kingdom. 

Hades drew last and became the 

ruler of the Underworld. Only Zeus 

had more power than Poseidon 

did. 

After defeating the Titans, the 

young Olympian gods had also 

freed the Cyclopes, who had been 

imprisoned in the Underworld. The 

Cyclopes, who were master black-

smiths, forged powerful weapons 

for the three brothers: Poseidon 

received a three-pronged spear 

called a trident. Like the turbulent, 

stormy, and unpredictable sea, 

Poseidon was a violent and moody 

god. With his spear Poseidon could 

stir up powerful storms. When he 



47



48

of his daughters, to be Poseidon’s 

wife. 

Poseidon and Amphitrite mar-

ried and soon had a son named 

Triton, who had a human body and 

a dolphin’s tail. But Poseidon was 

not happy with just one child. Like 

his brother Zeus, Poseidon fell in 

love with many mortal women and 

had numerous children with them. 

His children included Polyphemus, 

the Cyclops who was blinded by 

the Greek hero Odysseus; Pegasus, 

the winged horse that sprang from 

the neck of the Gorgon Medusa; 

and Orion, the famous hunter who 

could walk on water.

Salty Water

Poseidon and  Athena, the goddess 

of wisdom, had a contest to decide 

who would become the patron 

god of the city of Athens. The two 

agreed that whoever gave the city 

the better gift would win the right 

to control it. 

The two gods met at the top 

of the Acropolis, the highest hill in 

Athens. All the citizens gathered to 

watch the contest. Poseidon com-

peted fi rst. He thrust his trident 

into the ground, and a spring of 

water bubbled forth. The citizens 

gasped in amazement. Every city 

could use a free-fl owing spring. 

But the citizens soon realized that 

Poseidon’s gift was not what it 

seemed. The water bubbling forth 

from the spring was as salty as 

the sea. This water could not be 

drunk.

Athena competed next. She 

gracefully bent over a small crack 

in the ground and caused a small 

olive tree to grow from the spot. 

The people cheered. Athena’s 

gift—the little olive tree—would 

provide the fruit of the olive and 

the valuable nutrient, olive oil. 

Athena won the city, which was 

named Athens in her honor.

Hungry for Power

Poseidon began to feel dissatisfi ed 

with his ocean domain. He decided 

to overthrow his brother, Zeus, 

and become king of the gods him-

self. Poseidon enlisted the help of 

 Apollo, the god of light and music. 

Together the two gods managed to 

bind Zeus with chains. 

However, no chains could 

match Zeus’ power and strength, 

and before long the mighty Zeus 

Poseidon (continued)

On a promontory overlooking 

the sea at Sounion in Greece 

stands an impressive temple 

dedicated to Poseidon, the 

ancient Greek god of the sea. 

It is from this promontory that 

King  Aegeus leapt into the sea, 

giving it the name “Aegean.” 

╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯

True or False?

1. Poseidon was the Olympian god who ruled over the 
sea.

2. Poseidon was kind and easygoing.

3. Poseidon carried a three-pronged spear called the 
trident.

4. Poseidon’s offspring included the Cyclops Polyphemus 
and the winged horse Pegasus.

5. Sailors were rewarded with calm seas when Poseidon 
was happy.

6. Poseidon won a contest with Athena to become the 
patron saint of Athens.

7. The horse and the dolphin were sacred to Poseidon.

╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯╮╯
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broke free. He was furious with 

Poseidon and Apollo. As punish-

ment, Zeus sent the two to work 

as laborers for Laomedon, the 

king of Troy. Laomedon promised 

to reward the two gods generously 

if they could build a huge wall all 

around the city. 

Punishing Laomedon

Poseidon and Apollo worked 

quickly at the task Laomedon gave 

them. They easily fi nished the wall 

and reported their accomplish-

ment to Laomedon. But the king 

refused to honor their agreement 

and would not pay them for their 

work. 

Not honoring the deal was 

costly to Laomedon. To punish 

Laomedon and his kingdom of 

Troy, Apollo sent a plague and 

Poseidon sent a sea monster. 

Poseidon then caused the lands 

around Troy to be fl ooded. 

Laomedon knew that Poseidon 

would not be calmed without proper 

sacrifi ce, and he prepared to sac-

rifi ce his own daughter, Hesione. 

Laomedon sent Hesione out to be 

sacrifi ced to the sea monster. At 

the last minute, the hero Heracles 

killed the sea monster and rescued 

Princess Hesione. 

Later, during the  Trojan War, 

Poseidon fought on the side of the 

Greeks against Troy because of his 

bad feelings toward Laomedon.

Poseidon Harasses Odysseus

Poseidon and the Greek hero 

Odysseus fought on the same side 

during the Trojan War. But after the 

war, Odysseus angered Poseidon 

as he journeyed home. Odysseus 

landed on the land of the Cyclopes, 

a race of one-eyed giants. One of 

the Cyclopes was Polyphemus, 

Poseidon’s son. Odysseus and his 

men ventured into the cave of 

Polyphemus, hoping to steal a few 

sheep. Polyphemus trapped them 

and would not let them leave. 

Odysseus and his men heated the 

sharp end of a wooden stake in the 

fi re to use as a weapon. They thrust 

it into Polyphemus’s eye, blinding 

him. With Polyphemus crying out 

in pain but unable to see, Odysseus 

and his men escaped the cave. 

Polyphemus prayed to Poseidon to 

avenge the crime. 

For the rest of his travels, 

Odysseus feared Poseidon’s anger, 

and Poseidon set many dangers 

in Odysseus’s path. At one point, 

Poseidon turned into stone the 

ship of the Phaeacians, who fi nally 

brought Odysseus home to Ithaca. 

The ship became a tiny rocky 

island. It now is called “Mouse 

Island” and is located off the coast 

of the island of Corfu (Corcyra). 

Odysseus eventually lost all his men 
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and all his ships at sea. When he at 

last arrived at his home in Ithaca, 

Odysseus was totally alone. 

Poseidon Invents an Animal

The ancient Greeks believed that 

Poseidon had created the horse. 

He was inspired to create the horse 

to impress a woman. He had fallen 

in love with  Demeter, the goddess 

of grain and the harvest. 

One day Demeter offered 

Poseidon a challenge: to create 

the most beautiful land animal 

ever seen. Poseidon worked on his 

creation for many days and fi nally 

produced the horse. Demeter was 

amazed when she saw it, and 

Poseidon created a whole herd of 

horses for her. For himself he cre-

ated a herd of green horses to fi ll 

his undersea stables. 

With his new horses to draw 

his chariot Poseidon would often 

travel on the surface of the sea. The 

horses he created for himself had 

brass hooves and golden manes. 

Because he invented the horse, 

charioteers worshiped Poseidon as 

their patron god. But the Greeks 

also believed that Poseidon had 

made a few mistakes before he 

created the horse. These mistakes 

included the giraffe, the zebra, the 

hippopotamus, and the camel.

See also Neptune.

FAMILY: Father was Cronus; 

mother was Rhea; brothers were 

Zeus and Hades; sisters were 

Hestia, Hera, and Demeter; wife 

was Amphitrite.

IN ART: In ancient works of art, 

Poseidon bore a striking resem-

blance to his brother Zeus, the king 

of the gods. He was often seen in 

the company of sea nymphs and 

his wife, Amphitrite. He is easily 

recognized because he is often 

shown holding his trident or stand-

ing near a horse or a dolphin.

A marble temple dedicated 

to Poseidon was located south 

of Athens at Cape Sounion. The 

reconstructed columns of this 

This detail from ancient Greek 

pottery (from 525 B.C.) depicts 

Poseidon holding his trident.

Poseidon (continued)



51

structure survive to the present 

day. 

The Greeks also created beau-

tiful sculptures of Poseidon. A 

bronze statue of Poseidon from 

the fi fth-century B.C. was found 

in the Aegean Sea off the coast of 

Sounion. It depicts Poseidon with 

his arms raised. Many believe the 

sculpture once showed him throw-

ing his trident, but the trident has 

been lost. Another statue, Poseidon 

of Melos, was sculpted in the sec-

ond century B.C. It depicts the 

powerful sea god standing proudly 

and holding his trident.

IN LITERATURE: Homer often 

presented the gods as normal 

characters in his epic poems. In 

this passage from the  Iliad, Homer 

describes Poseidon’s preparations 

for war against the Trojans:

Poseidon came down at once from 

the steep mountain and rushed 

ahead on foot.

The tall mountains and forests 

shook beneath Poseidon’s 

immortal feet as he made his way. 

He took three steps, and with the 

fourth he reached his destination of 

Aegae, where his glorious palace 

was built of gold and marble in the 

depths of the sea, a building that 

would never fade.

When he got there, he yoked his 

bronze-hooved, fast-fl ying horses 

to his chariot. Their manes were 

of gold.

The god himself donned a cloak of 

gold and took his beautiful golden 

whip and stepped into the chariot. 

The sea creatures began frolicking 

as they popped up from the waves, 

for they knew this was their master. 

The sea smiled and opened wide to 

let him pass.

Homer, Iliad, book 13, lines 17–27; 
translation by Rick M. Newton

Poseidon had a reputation 

for being angry and vengeful. 

His actions against Odysseus, 

recounted in Homer’s  Odyssey, 

reveal just how brutal the god 

could be. In this passage, Poseidon 

turns the Phaeacian ship to stone, 

causing it to sink to the bottom of 

the sea:

But when Poseidon the Earth-

shaker heard this, he went to 

Scheria where the Phaeacians live, 

and he waited. The swift-sailing 

ship was sailing at a clip and 

getting closer. The Earth-shaker 

went up to it and turned it into 

stone. Pushing it down with the fl at 

of his hand, he rooted it to the sea 

bottom. And then he departed.

Homer, Odyssey, book 13, lines 159–
164; translation by Rick M. Newton

IN SPACE: Poseidon is the unof-

fi cial name of the second-outer-

most moon of the planet Jupiter. 

The offi cial name of this moon is 

Jupiter VIII.

MODERN USAGE: The TOPEX/

Poseidon satellite was launched 

by NASA in August 1992 to mea-

sure global sea levels. It helps to 

provide early warnings of weather 

patterns.

GO TO THE SOURCE: Stories 

about Poseidon are told through-

out the Library by Apollodorus. 

Poseidon is mentioned in some of 

the oldest surviving written works 

from ancient Greece, including 

three by Hesiod: the Theogony, 

the Works and Days, and the 

Shield of Heracles. Homer wrote 

of Poseidon in his epic poems, 

the Iliad and the Odyssey. In addi-

tion, Poseidon is mentioned in the 

History by Herodotus, in several 

poems by Pindar, and in tragic 

and comic plays by Aeschylus, 

Euripides, and Aristophanes. The 

Homeric Hymn to Poseidon is 

one of the 34 Homeric Hymns 

that survive to modern times. Most 

experts believe these were writ-

ten several centuries after Homer 

lived.

The Poseidon weather satellite. 

Satellites like this one measure 

many features of the oceans, 

such as temperature, wave 

height, and surface winds.  




