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Abstract 

Supergiant Games’ video game Hades (2020) tells the story of Zagreus, son of Hades and 

Persephone, as he repeatedly struggles to escape his father’s Underworld and, for the first time in 

his life, meet his mother upon the surface of Greece. While brief, this synopsis immediately 

speaks to some of the many ways in which Hades is a particularly fascinating work of classical 

reception. In this thesis, I will conduct case studies of certain “micro-receptions,” so to speak, 

within the game. I will begin with consideration of Zagreus, exploring what little is known about 

this mythological figure, and how Supergiant Games at once rejects and embraces contradictions 

in his extant myths. I will then devote a significant portion of time to considering the Infernal 

Arms, the weapons which Zagreus uses during his attempts to escape the Underworld. First, I 

will consider what the Arms tell us about the history of Hades’ storyworld. Second, I will 

elucidate how the Arms provide crucial context for the relationship between the Hades’ Greece 

and the rest of its storyworld. Third, examinations of each Arm individually will reveal yet more 

about Hades’ storyworld, while also speaking to the characters of some of the Arms’ wielders. 

Finally, I will show how the Infernal Arms are a gateway to understanding how Supergiant 

Games situated Hades within our world, focusing on its status as a product of gaming history, of 

the year 2020, and of the United States of America. Indeed, Supergiant Games navigates these 

contexts with thought and grace, producing an accessible, fun work of classical reception which, 

as a result, has effectively immersed its players in the classics, introducing newcomers to ancient 

Greece while setting the stage for countless classical receptions yet to come.  
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I. Introduction: “A Striking Revelation” 

Supergiant Games is known in the video gaming community as an “indie darling.” As this title 

suggests, the studio develops, then publishes, their games independently of the industry’s largest 

publishers, and do so to much praise. Their reputation was built through the tremendous sales 

figures of Bastion (2011), and the critical acclaim which Transistor (2014) received for its 

storytelling and polish. Their latest release is Hades, which became publicly playable in beta 

versions in December 2018, then was officially released on September 17, 2020. 

 Hades tells the story of Zagreus, child of Hades and Persephone, in his repeated attempts 

to break free of his father’s labyrinthine Underworld. Through Zagreus’ childhood, Hades told 

his son that his mother was Nyx (Night, personified). Just prior to the game’s events, Zagreus 

learns that Persephone is his true mother, and so the player’s primary goal becomes the same as 

Zagreus’: to leave the House of Hades, traverse Tartarus and the other layers of the Underworld, 

then best Hades in combat, so that finally, upon the surface of Greece, son might reunite with 

mother. In terms of its genre within video games, Hades is a textbook example of a “roguelike” 

game. The term derives from the 1980 game Rogue, which generated its challenges and rewards 

through randomization and adaptive algorithms. Like their namesake, roguelike games produce 

levels, scenarios, and other problems for their players without ever changing the game’s rules. In 

other words, the player knows what options they can use to solve a problem when a roguelike 

presents them one. Those problems may be similar to ones they have faced before, but they will 

almost never be exactly the same as before, or indeed, the same as those faced by other players. 

(Solitaire is a comparable analog game: the rules never change, only the locations of the cards.) 

In Hades, plot dovetails with game design to provide the primary setting for Zagreus’ endeavors: 

the aforementioned, ever-shifting labyrinth which is Hades’ Underworld. 
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 There is much to address here, even in only this basic premise. To consider just one topic, 

a standard telling of her myth (e.g. the one given in Homeric Hymn 2) relates that Persephone 

splits her time between a life with Hades in the Underworld, and a life with Demeter upon Mount 

Olympus. In Hades, she resides in neither of those two places, but rather on a farmstead on 

Greece’s surface. Clearly, her story has been rewritten somewhat, but of course, Persephone’s 

story is also an etiology of the seasons: one wonders, then, how Hades’ Demeter has handled her 

daughter’s extended absence from Olympus, and in what season that leaves Hades’ Greece. 

Perhaps most curious is the choice to make Zagreus, a supremely obscure figure of Greek myth, 

the star of a story which, according to the game’s narrator, is ostensibly about Hades (Appendix 

A, Figure A). 

 To cover every discussion-worthy aspect of Hades thoroughly would require a synthesis 

of research, writing, and time far beyond this project’s capacity. Rather, the aim is to carefully 

conduct a few case studies of Hades’ characters, script (including its narrative, dialogue, and less 

obviously essential pieces of text), and game mechanics, with the goal of drawing out the rich 

veins of ancient Mediterranean reception which reside within. In chapter II, I will explore the 

techniques Supergiant Games employs as they receive the gods and myths which make up their 

game’s storyworld, with a particular focus on the reception of Zagreus. In chapter III, I will 

examine the Infernal Arms, the weapons with which Zagreus fights those who stand between 

him and the surface. Through examining and synthesizing Arm-pertinent information from 

throughout Hades, I will show how certain details regarding these weapons can reveal 

surprisingly large amounts about Hades’ storyworld, and elucidate how Supergiant Games 

placed their game within our world. By the conclusion, it will be clear how Supergiant Games 

gracefully navigates the classical, gaming, and American contexts in which Hades resides 
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through particularly thoughtful incorporation of the Greek mythic storyworld. Through this 

careful artistry, they have produced a charming, enjoyable, and accessible work of reception 

which I believe will significantly influence many classical receptions yet to come. 

 

II. The Nuances of Hades’ Storyworld 

This chapter will contain a summary of what is known of the ancient depictions of Zagreus in the 

Greek mythic storyworld, and his associations with other gods of that storyworld. There is a 

practicality to this goal, in that the paper to follow will be aided by the context of who Zagreus is 

outside of Hades. However, I intend to show most of all, with the support of a few additional 

case studies, that Supergiant Games’ reception of Zagreus fits into a pattern of well-considered 

and creative incorporations of the Greek mythic storyworld into Hades’ storyworld. These 

interpretations provide to the average player enjoyable interactions with the Greek mythic 

storyworld, introducing them to the classical world through an avenue which academia does not. 

Mariej Paprocki, paraphrasing Sarah Iles Johnston, explains a storyworld as “a space 

between stories, a unified and coherent mental universe in which numerous narratives, directly 

connected or not, coexist and unfold” (Paprocki 195). Worlds of this nature exist across media: 

Paprocki raises the example of J.R.R. Tolkien’s “legendarium,” while in the video gaming 

sphere, one might consider the land of Hyrule from The Legend of Zelda franchise, or the land of 

Lordran from Dark Souls (Paprocki 195). I bring these examples up to show that Hades, which 

features a distinct storyworld of its own, is far from the first video game to do so, and that video 

games are not the first medium to feature them, either. Indeed, key to Paprocki’s article is the 

framing of Greek stories as a “Greek mythic storyworld,” encompassing all of the stories from 

the ancient world, and their subsequent receptions, which feature Greece’s “plurimedial 
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constellation of ostensibly inconsistent and yet densely interconnected narratives about gods, 

monsters and heroes” (Paprocki 196, 194). As has already been demonstrated, I borrow the term 

“Greek mythic storyworld” often in this paper, to specifically encompass those stories which 

exist in our world. While Hades undeniably fits into our Greek mythic storyworld, I distinguish 

this larger storyworld from Hades’ unique storyworld in order to fully consider the latter. 

Although barely, Zagreus is attested in extant Greek artifacts and literature. As myths 

often do, these scant pieces of information about Zagreus conflict in multiple regards. The 

earliest fragments of text which refer to Zagreus seem to link him in various ways to the 

Underworld. Of particular note for this project is one from Aeschylus’ Sisyphus which suggests 

he is Hades’ son, or otherwise associated with him (Gantz 118). The most attested versions of his 

story, though, claim he is instead the child of Zeus, and of Persephone. In one version of this 

story, several of the Olympians lust after Persephone for her beauty. Demeter is given the advice 

to hide her daughter away, and does so, in a cave. Zeus, disguised as a serpent, enters that cave, 

rapes Persephone, and so Zagreus is conceived (Dionysiaca 5.562-6.168). 

This version of the story comes by way of the author Nonnus. Almost nothing is known 

about the author or is life, but he is traditionally dated to the late 4th and early 5th centuries CE. 

Two of his works survive: the Paraphrase of John, i.e. the Gospel of John, and the Dionysiaca, a 

48-book epic poem, focusing (as the title suggests) primarily on the life and journeys of 

Dionysus. While the poem has traditionally been regarded poorly by classicists, this perception 

has changed in recent years, and his work is now seen as a catalyst for flourishing Late-Antique 

Greek poetry. As would be expected, the Dionysiaca holds some of the clearest ties between 

Zagreus and Dionysus, the latter of whom Zagreus is often associated with, at times to such a 

degree that he is even fully equated as being the same individual. Byzantine sources suggest that 
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there is precedent for this in a lost poem of Callimachus’, in which the poet refers to one 

“Zagreus Dionysus” (Gantz 118). The final attested piece of information regarding Zagreus is 

that he is often equated, by way of Persephone and Zeus, with Dionysus’ dismemberment at the 

hands of the Titans, a myth core to Orphism and one also attested in Callimachean fragments 

(Gantz 118-119). However, this is complicated by the fact that no Orphic sources actually use 

the name “Zagreus” in discussions of Dionysus, or elsewhere (Gantz 118-119). 

With only this little to go on, Supergiant Games still made carefully thought-out choices 

when adapting Zagreus from the Greek mythic storyworld into Hades’ storyworld. As stated in 

the introduction, Hades’ Zagreus is definitively the biological child of Hades and Persephone. In 

addition to Hades’ script’s consistency in asserting this as fact, the primary evidence for 

Zagreus’ heritage is his heterochromia: his left iris is the same shade of green as Persephone’s 

are, while his right iris matches the red of Hades’. Supergiant Games does something else with 

the contradictions in Zagreus’ story, however, which is one of Hades’ most remarkable features. 

To explore this requires a discussion of one of Hades’ core game mechanics. A game mechanic, 

to borrow Roger Travis’ exemplary definition, “may be thought of as a bundle of rules that 

governs player-performance in a certain aspect of the game” (Travis 128). The mechanic in 

question presently is the acquisition of “Boons,” blessings from the Olympians, who also want to 

see their relative Zagreus escape from the Underworld, ostensibly so that he might come visit 

them. 

When a god first descends in a given escape attempt to grant Zagreus one of their Boons, 

they almost always have something to say. At times, these remarks are not terribly significant: 

for instance, Ares might take a moment to wax poetic about the nature of war (Figure B, top). 

However, Hades’ dialogue system is remarkably complex, written with the capacity to only 
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reveal select lines of its more than 300,000 word script to its players at moments when those 

lines are relevant to each player’s unique choices and experiences, and are thus the most 

impactful (Bratt). The player has a great degree of agency in how Zagreus’ relationships with the 

game’s characters develop, as the player never needs to bond with them, and they must choose 

for Zagreus to do this, as well as the order in which he does so. This can prompt pre-Boon 

dialogue which is remarkably aware of the state of character relations as they have developed in 

a player’s file up to that point, such as an instance where Ares expresses his surprise, but 

approval, of the state of Zagreus’ relationship with Thanatos (Figure B, bottom). 

At perhaps their most interesting, these pre-Boon remarks incorporate stories from the 

Greek mythic storyworld into Hades’. If Zagreus has already received a Boon from two different 

gods in one given escape attempt, these two Olympians might elect to combine their Boons and 

offer to Zagreus a particularly powerful “Duo” Boon. In the first escape attempt where Ares and 

Aphrodite offer their Duo Boon to Zagreus, they discuss their relationship before letting him 

make a choice (Figure C). Their dialogue focuses mostly upon the conceptual nature of the ties 

between the passions of love and war, while the details, particularly in how they address one 

another, still hint at the well-attested tradition of their intimate infidelity from the Greek mythic 

storyworld (Odyssey 8.300-366, Thebaid 269-305). 

At one point of particular interest for this project, after receiving a gift from Zagreus, 

Zeus delivers one of the most fascinating lines in Hades’ script, at least regarding how 

Supergiant Games received Zagreus in their work: 

“Ah, most splendid of an offering, young man. And while we’ve yet to even meet in 

person, I already feel as though the two of us are close, why, closer than you must be 

even with your father! Oh, hahaha! Perhaps we ought to go telling everybody I’m your 

real father, am I right?” (Figure D) 
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This is part of a pattern in the way that Supergiant Games addresses ambiguities in the Zagreus 

of the Greek mythic storyworld when remediating him into Hades. To reinforce what was stated 

earlier in the chapter, through his visual design, and through the entirety of the script, Supergiant 

Games wrote Zagreus to be indisputably the child of Hades and Persephone. That could suggest 

that in the face of Zagreus’ mythological variants, to address the fact that these variants can 

significantly conflict with one another, the development team picked select variants as truths of 

Hades’ storyworld while cutting the rest entirely. 

 Supergiant Games has instead preserved the ambiguities from Zagreus’ extant sources, 

and this was very much a conscious choice. Appendix B records an email exchange between 

myself and Greg Kasavin, Creative Director for Supergiant Games. Speaking to the team’s 

approach to receptions of the past generally, he wrote, “as part of this, we considered how 

contradictory versions of myths might coexist in the same world (since they coexist in ours)” 

(Kasavin and Morgan). The Hades’ storyworld employs its characters to explain the ambiguities 

present in the Greek mythic storyworld. In doing so, Hades almost seems to provide its own way 

to explain the contradictions of the Greek mythic storyworld: our Greeks left behind conflicting 

versions of Zagreus’ heritage because, as in Hades, Zeus went around telling everyone that he 

was Zagreus’ father as a joke. To the Greeks, there was no obvious reason not to believe both 

Zeus’ claim, so the Greeks ended up recorded differing his joke as well as the truth, and so both 

contradictory myths remain. 

Telling multiple stories at once reflects clever, indeed masterful, writing on Supergiant 

Games’ part, and they pull it off in at least one more instance while exploring the connections 

between Zagreus, Dionysus, and Orpheus. During a conversation with Hades’ Dionysus, the 

Olympian proposes to Zagreus “a little jest that maybe we could try, if you’d be up to have a 
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little harmless fun?” (Figure E). Zagreus agrees, and the next time he speaks to Orpheus in the 

House of Hades (where Orpheus resides as Hades’ court musician), he tells the bard that he and 

Dionysus are the same god, connected together by a time long past when Zagreus was 

dismembered by the Titans (Figure F). Sometime later, when the player again chooses to speak 

with Orpheus in the House of Hades, Zagreus will try to come clean that the whole thing was a 

joke. Orpheus does not believe him, however, insisting Zagreus’ words comprise a story worth 

telling (Figure G). The culmination of this comedy of errors sees Orpheus embellish the lies 

Zagreus fed him into “Hymn to Zagreus,” the lyrics of which are transcribed in Appendix C. 

Flustered, Zagreus again confronts the court musician and tries once more to explain that 

the whole thing was a joke. Orpheus does not listen, mistaking Zagreus’ words for excessive 

humility, and continues to perform the Hymn (Figure H). Orpheus can perform the Hymn again, 

by request once the player has spent the resources required to add the song to his “Music Stand” 

(a sort of jukebox, allowing the player to listen to selections from the game’s soundtrack while 

they are in the House of Hades). Alternatively, the player may find, upon returning to the House 

after Orpheus publicly debuts the Hymn, that the bard is performing it once more. Among others, 

an interaction this may prompt is one between Zagreus and Hades. Hades mocks Zagreus for his 

concerns about the song, and perhaps seems to enjoy the fact that those who hear the song will 

never know Zagreus is his son; meanwhile, Zagreus observes some of the more outlandish 

details Orpheus added to the original lie, and takes solace in his perception that the spread of 

Orpheus’ words is small (Figure I). 

To unpack this further, Zagreus is specifically highlighting how in Orpheus’ lyrics, we 

see an incorporation of Nonnus’ story, in which Zeus as a serpent conceives Zagreus with 

Persephone, which also calls back to Zeus’ joke about how he might be Zagreus’ true father 
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(Figure A). As well, in a sly bit of writing on Supergiant’s part, Zagreus’ final remarks in Figure 

I speak to the complexities of Orpheus’ role in understanding Zagreus and Dionysus’ 

relationship. Zagreus first declares “Orpheus plays for a very small audience” (Figure I). 

Orphism is thought to have been widely practiced in the ancient world, suggesting this line could 

be read as a bit of comedic dramatic irony, many people will, in fact, listen to Orpheus’ hymn. 

However, due to scant extant literary and archaeological evidence, many details of Orphism are 

unclear even to classicists. Zagreus’ second remark, “...I think,” speaks to both of these facts 

(Figure I). In general, this begs a question of who the intended audience of this remark is. There 

is no obvious answer, but its inclusion is yet another clever and charming incorporation of the 

Greek mythic storyworld into Hades’ storyworld. 

Orpheus’ lyrics also speak to how, as noted above, certain Orphic traditions suggest that 

Dionysus was born of Zagreus’ heart, after Zagreus’ dismemberment by the Titans. This is only 

one of several Dionysian origins in the Greek mythic storyworld, and it is not the truth at all in 

Hades. Yet as with the inconsistencies in the Greek mythic storyworld concerning Zagreus’ 

father, Supergiant Games once again depicts a logical reason for confusion surrounding 

Dionysus’ origins in Hades’ storyworld. Again, the figures in Hades told the same story with 

different details, and each of those differing versions survived for future generations to hear and 

reconcile.  

With this said, I have finished exploring some surviving sources regarding Zagreus. I 

have laid out some of the contradictions in those sources, and delved deeper into his ties to 

Dionysus. By combining this study with smaller case studies, I have shown that Supergiant 

Games did not ignorantly fill Hades with their own unique interpretations of Greek myth, but 

rather did so having clearly studied the source material, allowing them to tell the rich, highly 
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creative, and delightfully clever stories which they have. Through this, Hades’ storyworld sticks 

with its players once they move on from the game, and by proxy, they are introduced to the 

Greek mythic storyworld in a memorable way, one which traditional academic avenues cannot 

achieve. 

 

III. The Infernal Arms: Weapons as Commentary, Context, and Storyworld 

i. The Aspect of Zagreus: First Interactions with the Arms 

Worthy of interpretative consideration are the weapons with which Zagreus fights, the so-called 

“Infernal Arms.” Zagreus begins the game with access to only one, the Stygian Blade, but 

relatively quickly, he can unlock a total of six. Each Arm is always wielded in one of four 

“aspects,” each reflecting a different god, hero or other mythological figure. When Zagreus first 

acquires a given Infernal Arm, he can wield it in only his own aspect, but can gain access to the 

others with time and adequate resources. With the exception of Zagreus’ aspect, no two Arms 

can be wielded in the same aspects which another can. 

Early in his escape attempts, Zagreus is gifted Achilles’ Codex of the Underworld, an 

encyclopedia of the characters, monsters, locales, and just about everything else which Zagreus 

encounters upon his journeys, and which Achilles updates as Zagreus continually encounters the 

subject of a given entry. Information from the Codex, paired with certain remarks from 

conversations with other characters (mostly the gods), allows reconstruction of a history of who, 

besides Zagreus, once bore a given Infernal Arm. This fact, combined with the fact that Zagreus 

consistently speaks of the Arms in ways that suggest they possess some degree of consciousness 

and memory, reveals that a given Arm’s aspects are those of its wielders, Zagreus included. 
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Having provided this essential baseline context, I will now examine how by synthesizing 

information from various sources – visual, textual, and more – Hades’ storyworld preserves 

histories of each of the Infernal Arms. From my examinations, it will become clear that 

consideration of the Infernal Arms provides a remarkably effective way to understand how 

Supergiant Games thoughtfully positions its work within the classical, gaming, and American 

contexts in which Hades resides.  

Full understanding of the Arms’ significance will be ameliorated by a more thorough 

overview of their individual histories. Including their common names, their full titles, and both 

of their non-Zagreus past Greek wielders (and thus by proxy their available Greek aspects), the 

Infernal Arms are: Stygius, the Stygian Blade, previously wielded by Poseidon and Nemesis; 

Varatha, the Eternal Spear, previously wielded by Hades and Achilles; Aegis, the Shield of 

Chaos, previously wielded by Zeus and Chaos; Coronacht, the Heart-Seeking Bow, previously 

wielded by Hera and Chiron; the Twin Fists of Malphon, or simply Malphon, previously wielded 

by Demeter and Talos; and Exagryph, the Adamant Rail, previously wielded by Hestia and Eris.  

ii. The Aspect of Arthur: Hades’ Storyworld Beyond Greece 

The Infernal Arms merit serious consideration for two main reasons. First, they impact Hades’ 

mechanics significantly by providing to the player many distinct options for how they engage in 

combat. Finding a weapon with an aspect that best suits them is an important part of a player’s 

experience in Hades, for this will make the challenges of the game’s combat far more 

manageable, and allow the player to experience much more of the game, both its battles and its 

story. While it will not be the focus of the chapter to follow, it is worth bearing in mind that the 

fun of Hades’ action gameplay depends entirely upon how enjoyable a player finds using the 
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Infernal Arms, and without enjoyable gameplay, fewer players would take the time to experience 

the fascinating details of Hades’ storyworld. 

Consideration of how the Infernal Arms impact Hades’ storyworld is particularly 

rewarding. There are a remarkable number of worthwhile angles to approach these weapons 

from. While Supergiant Games’ decision to include aspects for the Arms produces another way 

in which Greek entities beyond the Underworld impact Zagreus’ journey, arguably the Arms’ 

most fascinating aspects are their “hidden” ones. Each weapon has one, all of which reflect 

heroes or deities from places which are both temporally and geographically distant from ancient 

Greece. The Stygian Blade’s hidden aspect is Holy Excalibur, the aspect of Arthur; the Eternal 

Spear’s is the Frost Fair Blade, the aspect of Guan Yu; the Shield of Chaos’ is Naegling’s Board, 

the aspect of Beowulf; the Heart-Seeking Bow’s is Celestial Sharanga, the aspect of Rama; the 

Twin Fists of Malphon’s is the Claws of Enkidu, the aspect of Gilgamesh; and the Adamant 

Rail’s is Igneus Eden, the aspect of Lucifer. 

These aspects have tremendously diverse points of origin. The aspect of Gilgamesh 

perhaps feels least surprising. Sumerian city-states predated the poleis, and Mesopotamian oral 

traditions would likely have spread through the Mediterranean, eventually reaching Greece, 

where they would in turn inspire the oral tradition that ultimately produced the Iliad and Odyssey 

as they exist today. Since the Arms reflect their Greek and Olympian aspects passively – that is 

to say, without their previous wielders choosing to influence the form and function of a given 

Arm – the suggestion is that millennia ago, Gilgamesh fought with the Twin Fists of Malphon, 

known to him as the Claws of Enkidu. In this way, the mere inclusion of the aspect of Gilgamesh 

develops the history of Hades’ storyworld, and while revealing that the storyworld Supergiant 

Games created stretches geographically beyond simply Greece. 
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 Greg Kasavin suggests this in our email exchange, in which he wrote, “we portray the 

gods in a way we felt was faithful to the spirit of the classics, inclusive of the part where they are 

gods of the entire world and not themselves ethnically Greek” (Kasavin and Morgan). This 

comment does not directly address the Infernal Arms, but does reveal that Hades was 

intentionally written with a full consideration of the myths of our world, not just beyond those of 

Greece, but even beyond those of the entire Mediterranean, theoretically suggesting no limits on 

the cultures, deities, heroes, and myths which might exist in Hades’ storyworld. There is a 

common conception that classical Greece and Rome are homogenously white societies: one 

might consider the little-known, and much-resisted, truth that ancient sculptures were painted, 

although that paint has not survived to the modern day (e.g. Talbot 2018). Kasavin’s intentional 

choice to reject that conception, to intentionally depict gods which were “not themselves 

ethnically Greek,” is an essential step in reversing that misconception. 

In terms of how Kasavin’s consideration of myths beyond Greece specifically appear in 

Hades, we might consider the origins of the Arms’ other five non-Greek bearers (i.e., those who 

provide the Arms with their hidden aspects, sans Gilgamesh). Two originate from beyond the 

ancient Mediterranean, at least three look forward in time to divinities and heroes yet to come, 

and four come from geographical places which archaic, classical, and (in most cases) even 

Hellenistic Greece were not known to be in contact with. The player never gets to experience 

Hades’ storyworld beyond its Greece, but the hidden aspects significantly broaden their 

perspective on that storyworld just by their very existence. 

 In considering the aspects originating from the future, it is important to note that Hades is 

not the first instance of classical reception which recontextualizes the Greek mythic storyworld 

by introducing characters from times and places foreign to Greece. Kenward describes a couple 



Morgan 19 

of these in detail, providing one example from a 1965 episode of Doctor Who, and another from 

a 1979 compilation of Marvel’s Thor comics, Thor Annual #8: Thunder Over Troy. In each of 

these instances, the series’ respective protagonists find themselves in Troy, having been 

previously removed from their temporal and geographical points of origin. In each story, these 

non-Greek interlopers inspire the Trojan Horse by their actions and words. In Doctor Who, the 

Doctor offhandedly quips to the Greeks that they might build a wooden horse to infiltrate and 

destroy Troy, thinking the story nothing more than a fantastical impossibility Homer concocted: 

however, Odysseus likes that suggestion, and acts upon it, meaning that the Doctor indirectly 

inspires the Trojan Horse (Kenward 35). Similarly, in Thor, Loki is responsible for the Horse, 

recognizing in Odysseus a fellow trickster, and intentionally passing along the idea to him, which 

Odysseus once again takes: thus, a Norse god causes the fall of Troy (Kenward 42-43). 

iii. The Aspect of Hades: Gleaning Character and Storyworld from Histories 

With the above in mind, the hidden aspect of Stygius, Arthur’s Holy Excalibur, can perhaps 

further our understanding of the Infernal Arms’ histories, even in their Greek aspects, and of 

Hades’ entire storyworld by proxy. For all of the Homeric elements which pervade Hades, 

named weapons with histories of their own is a distinctly non-Homeric practice, and indeed is 

not something found in the rest of ancient Greek literature as it has survived to modern times. It 

is first worth acknowledging, though, that there are at least two moments in the Iliad which do 

approach this phenomenon. 

 One is a boar-tusk helmet which Odysseus dons in Book 10 as he gears up for the so-

called “night raid” against sleeping Trojan forces. The narrator recounts all of the helmet’s 

previous owners, how it was stolen by one Autolycus, then gifted to Amphidamas of Cythem, 

and then otherwise passed down until it reached Odysseus (Iliad 10.266-271). While not a 
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weapon, this ekphrasis, complete with names and titles for figures who otherwise do not impact 

the Iliad, suggests that the Greek oral tradition had at least some interest in recording the 

histories of unique items or possessions. 

 The most impactful instance of a unique weapon from the Iliad (and many other places, 

literary and material) is the aegis (αἰγίς, ίδος, ἡ), a seemingly unique shield, technically 

Athena’s, but often also borne by Zeus (e.g. “Διὸς... αἰγιόχοιο,” Iliad 17.176). In terms of the 

aegis’ history, we can turn to sources like Herodotus (Histories 4.189), who suggests it may have 

originated from beyond Greece, citing Libya specifically. For another example, Vergil (Aeneid 

8.435-8) describes its maintenance and appearance in detail: in this case, the fact that Vergil felt 

compelled to describe the head of Medusa upon the aegis speaks to a known history for the 

shield, one judged to be worth remembering. The word αἰγίς most literally refers to a goatskin, 

and the shield adopts this name by synecdoche (LSJ I.2). Thus, interpreting αἰγίς as a proper 

noun, i.e. a unique, named shield, does not seem like it would have been intended by the Greeks. 

Still, the aegis was remembered beyond ancient Greece, and even to become, by metaphor, an 

English word for protection. In Hades, Achilles’ Codex makes clear that the Shield of Chaos is 

not the aegis of Zeus and Athena, but rather an adjacent, related weapon. Supergiant Games 

presumably had no qualms making Aegis a title for Hades’ distinctive shield, recognizing that 

the word had the reputation to earn that choice, and that tying their creation to its existing 

inspiration may have leant the game an air of “authenticity,” a quality expected of receptions of 

the ancient world, and thus make Hades feel more genuine to its players (Rollinger 5 ff.). 

 Stygius, in Arthur’s aspect as Holy Excalibur, may provide an in-game reason for why 

the Arms all have proper names in addition to their titles. Receptions like those in Doctor Who 

and Thor explore how agents from the future might shape the world of the past to which they 
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have journeyed. Thus, the very fact that Stygius reflects Arthur at all might be the reason that the 

Arms acquired names in the first place. There must be a reason that Stygius understands that 

Arthur will wield it, and perhaps this reason is that Arthur found himself displaced to a time 

before Hades’ plot begins. If that is so, then somewhere in the past of Hades’ storyworld would 

exist Holy Excalibur, temporarily displaced from its future, but still present in Arthur’s time, 

becoming the precedent for naming weapons of great power. Among the stories of our world, 

Excalibur is perhaps our most famous named weapon; if any weapon were to inspire a culture of 

naming weapons in Hades’ world, it would be the sword in the stone. 

 From considering precedents set by these previous receptions, and from considering 

intentional writing choices on Kasavin’s part, the Infernal Arms inform a fuller understanding of 

the scope of Hades’ storyworld. That insight significantly aids potential attempts to explain the 

names of the Infernal Arms. Namely, an understanding of the storyworld may illuminate why 

only a few of the Arms’ names seem to be even possibly Greek, a curiosity which in itself might 

further develop understanding of the cultures and characters of Hades’ storyworld if unpacked. 

Ehrenhofler (2020) has also attempted explanations of the Infernal Arms’ names and histories. 

The article, presumably due to the nature of where and for whom it was published, does not cite 

its claims, making verification challenging. With these caveats, I will attempt to develop the 

proposals made there while adding considerations of my own. 

I will consider the Infernal Arms in the order which I introduced them above, meaning 

that I begin with Stygius. The adjective Στύγιος (sometimes a 1st and 2nd three-ending adjective, 

other times only a 2nd two-ending) is attested at several points in the surviving Greek corpus. 

Accordingly, one could simply say “it was transliterated into the Latin equivalent, ‘Stygius,’” 

and leave it at that. The trouble is that ancient Greek words for sword are not masculine, 
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meaning that the masculine nominative Στύγιος is almost certainly not modifying the sword. To 

expand on this, ξίφος, ξίφους, τό, and φάσγανον, -ου, τό both refer to swords. ἆορ, ἄορος, τό 

derives from ἀείρω with a meaning of “to be suspended, to hang” (LSJ V.1): by proxy, it can 

refer to a sword hanging from a belt, and in later Greek, any weapon. A final option worthy of 

consideration is μάχαιρα, -ας, ἡ: this more literally refers to any large knife, sometimes in the 

sense of a dagger or a shortsword, but also refers to those intended for sacrifice or carving. 

If Stygius is simply a transliteration of Στύγιος, it would have to be modifying μάχαιρα. 

Given the size of the Stygian blade, this would be a very odd choice. The blade is at least the 

length of Zagreus’ torso vertically (longer in the aspect of Nemesis), and while he can wield it 

with only one hand, he usually uses two. Further, a core attack of the weapon’s moveset sees 

Zagreus slam it into the ground, sending a shockwave out from the point of impact. In other 

words, the blade is clearly larger than what μάχαιρα would usually refer to in classical Greek. 

If, however, “Stygius” is interpreted as a Latin adjective, attested at various points in the 

extant Latin corpus (e.g. works of Ovid and tragedies of Seneca), then a possible explanation is 

that the full name of this Arm is “Stygius [gladius]” and that gladius was dropped over time. 

Indeed, Stygius gladius is an almost 1:1 translation from the Arm’s other name, “the Stygian 

blade.” Thus, Stygius [gladius] seems to be a particularly strong explanation for the Arm’s name.  

It is worth acknowledging again that Stygius could simply be a choice to use the 

Romanized spelling of Στύγιος over a more strict transliteration of the Greek. There is certainly 

precedent for this in Hades, such as the spelling Achilles chosen over Achilleus. However, if the 

Stygian Blade was intentionally written to be a gladius, that would fit into Hades’ storyworld as 

it has seemed up to this point, i.e. one which looks both around in space and forward in time: in 
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this case, the storyworld would be looking to Greece’s neighbors in Italy, and the future 

dominance of Rome – and its language –  in the ancient Mediterranean. 

Of the Infernal Arms, the Eternal Spear’s name is particularly curious. Specifically, the 

issue is the V. Due to their nature as elements of an innately Greek storyworld, a compelling 

place to start when interpreting any Arm’s name is a Greek lexicon, but of course, the Greek 

alphabet has no equivalent to the Roman alphabet’s V. A possible solution is the fact that in 

modern Greek, betas are pronounced in a manner akin to a V. Treating the V as a B, a 

transliteration of Varatha into the Greek alphabet might look something like βάραθα, and that 

could be the relevant lexicon entry. In LSJ, there is no exact match: the closest is βάραθρον, a 

gulf or pit, and a word used by Lucian, βάραθρος, meaning “one that ought to be thrown into a 

pit.” If the Underworld is the pit in question, this is potentially referencing the three Greek 

wielders of the Arm, as Zagreus and Hades are native to the Underworld, while Achilles’ fate 

was always destined to lead him there. 

Of course, this etymological root contains one more rho than it ought to, and there is no 

immediate explanation for where it would have gone in transliteration. Ehrenhofler’s article 

offers a fascinating alternative to this Greek lexical project, however. About the name, they 

write, “In Tamil, it means ‘do not come,’ and the word Varathan [sic] means ‘Outsider [sic]’” 

(Ehrenhofler). While easy to write off as too removed from the ancient Mediterranean to be 

possible, recall that the hidden aspect of the Heart-Seeking Bow is Rama’s. Hades’ storyworld is 

safely presumed to be one in which the Indian subcontinent exists, and while the Ramayana was 

originally recorded in Sanskrit, Tamil may well have influenced the epic’s development to some 

degree. Thus, it seems worthwhile to proceed with a consideration of Ehrenhofler’s claim. 
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I was able to further investigate this claim regarding Tamil with the help of Dr. Caleb 

Simmons, who also helped me to consider other Dravidian languages (of which Tamil is one): 

his reply to my initial email inquiry is transcribed in Appendix D, below. The spelling is not 

exact, but he notes that the Tamil verb “Varaitan [sic]” means “to exclude or banish.” He also 

connects me to the fact that in the 2018 film Varathan, while that word is from another 

Dravidian language, Malayalam, it is translated in that context as “outsider.” Finally, sticking 

more closely to Tamil, we might consider Dr. Simmons’ notes that “vara” means “boon,” and 

“varathan” means “boon giver.” 

This second meaning, if intended, seems ironic, for Hades notably does not provide his 

son with Boons. However, a more straightforward reading might be part of interpreting the first 

idea, that Varatha has something to do with isolation and distance. Indeed, as Varatha’s 

translation suggests they would be, the Greek wielders of the Eternal Spear can easily be 

interpreted as outsiders. At the time of the events of Hades, all three have found themselves 

practically forbidden from the surface, instead bound to the Underworld: Hades by lot, Achilles 

by fate, and Zagreus by birth. Guan Yu seems to be a probable exception to this pattern, given 

the immense love he received in his time, and his ultimate deification after his passing. Perhaps 

that elevation to the heights of, and then beyond, humanity was isolating in and of itself, but this 

interpretation seems more like a forced, modern one, as opposed to how Guan Yu is traditionally 

understood and conceived in China. The upshot is that Rama’s existence in the world of Hades 

makes it feasible that Varatha could indeed mean “outsider,” in which case, the Eternal Spear 

speaks to the histories of those who have borne it while once again developing Hades’ 

storyworld beyond merely its Greece. 
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There is one final point to consider, which is that while Hades fought with Varatha in the 

Titanomachy (called the “Titan-war” in Hades’ storyworld), at some point, he abandons the 

Eternal Spear for a new one, Gigaros. This detail is brought up almost never: one of these rare 

occurrences is documented in Figure J. Further, it is an easy detail to overlook, given that in the 

aspect of Hades, Zagreus gains access to a technique which mirrors one his father uses against 

him in their battles upon the surface: the player could easily assume that Zagreus has simply 

gained the ability to use his father’s expertise against him. As well, a close look reveals Varatha 

in Hades’ aspect is actually a trident, while Gigaros is a bident. 

Beyond simple aesthetic changes, Hades’ acquisition of Gigaros might speak to his 

character. Beneath the description of each Arm’s aspect is a small quote about the wielder that 

aspect reflects. Below Hades’ aspect, a note reads that “the god of the dead discarded the eternal 

spear [sic] for a larger counterpart” (Figure K, top) The joke, if intended, would rely on the 

Greek Γίγας, the Greek word for the Giants. γίγας can also be used as an adjective, to refer to 

anything large or mighty. If the word were comparative, its form would presumably be 

γιγάντερος. There would need to be an explanation for the dropping of -ντε- from “Gigaros,” but 

if intended, the name would simply mean “a larger spear.” Throughout Hades, its namesake is 

consistently depicted as a particularly hypermasculine character who goes to significant lengths 

to avoid being perceived as weak. He largely ignores Cerberus in public, but obviously does care 

about his dog rather deeply, and his bed, which it is suggested he shares with Persephone, 

features a rock where a pillow would presumably be (Figure K, middle and bottom). Hades’ 

intentional choice to use Gigaros, “the Larger Spear,” would fit into this pattern of 

overcompensation in the unnecessary pursuit of projecting his power to others. 
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The Aegis, both its namesake from the Greek mythic storyworld and as the Shield of 

Chaos in Hades, has been discussed above. Here, I add only a consideration of σάκος. This word 

is consistently used to describe Ajax’ shield, said to be of notable size and quality, and almost 

always mentioned in conjunction with him. Of particular note is a scene in Iliad 8, where Ajax 

protects Teucer with this shield, as the latter picks off a remarkable number of Trojans with his 

bow (Iliad 8.266-272). In other words, the αἰγίς is certainly the most known of ancient Greece’s 

shields, but it is perhaps not the only one, which could suggest that the named weapons of 

Hades’ storyworld may not be as foreign to the Greek mythic storyworld as they seem. 

Coronacht, the Heart-Seeking Bow, defies a definitive or simple interpretation of its 

name. One option to acknowledge is the potential connection of cor, a Latin word for heart. 

However, -onacht is certainly not Latin. In this suffix could be interpreted the German nacht, 

meaning night. This would tie together ideas of the heart and the night: perhaps, then, the idea is 

that after dusk is a time when love seeks out its victims, as in Ovid’s Amores 1.2, where the 

speaker lays in bed, tossing and turning, tormented by his passions (Amores 1.2.1-4). In this vein, 

Amor, and his equivalent Eros, provides a simpler connection between the heart and the bow, as 

he controls the former through wielding the latter. Finally, Ehrenhofler writes that coronacht is 

an alternate spelling of the Gaelic “coronach,” a funeral dirge; acknowledging that my 

knowledge of Gaelic is incredibly weak, my research seemed to suggest her claim is true. This 

might suggest a less poetic interpretation of the phrase “heart-seeking.” Perhaps the bow’s 

arrows seek the physical, beating hearts of their targets, which would then be the causes of their 

victims’ funeral dirges if the bow’s aim was true. No one reading seems particularly definitive, 

but they also do not directly refute one another: perhaps some aspect of each informs 

understanding of this Arm as a whole. 
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Regarding the Twin Fists of Malphon, while the spelling of this name suggests ready 

Greek equivalents, consultation of a lexicon yields nothing immediately compelling. Indeed, to 

find much of anything at all requires lengthening the alpha into an eta (the rationale therein being 

a shift of dialect). This yields three options of note: μηλοφύλαξ, “one who watches sheep, or 

apples;” μηλοφορέω, “to carry apples;” and μηλοφόνος, “sheep-slaying.” The primary reason 

that such obscure options are compelling at all is because of Demeter’s history with the Twin 

Fists. As goddess of the harvest, she could presumably be called a watcher or a bearer of apples, 

although notably there is no extant source in which she is referred to with these words. The last 

one, “sheep-slaying,” is most interesting, due to Demeter’s depiction in Hades. She is only met 

after Zagreus first reaches the surface of Greece, and discovers that it is coated in snow and ice. 

Demeter’s demeanor is unrelentingly bitter, with her remarks to Zagreus often focusing on 

punishment or wrath. Since she used them in the Titanomachy, Demeter is implied to be 

Malphon’s first Greek wielder; perhaps, then, she is a “slayer of sheep” in the sense that her 

harsh, unrelenting winters mirror the violence with which Achilles’ Codex suggests she once 

fought. While this reading requires corrupting very obscure verbs in etymologically dubious 

ways, this is the most compelling notion which my research bore. 

Like the Twin Fists of Malphon, consultation of a Greek lexicon to determine the origin 

of the name Exagryph does not yield the immediate results which one might hope for, given the 

likely influence of the Greek alphabet therein. However, a little legwork does yield a fascinating 

potential origin for the name in question. ἐξαγριόω means “to make wild or waste,” or in the 

passive voice, “to be made wild; to be brutalized.” This is a compelling start, given the high 

lethality of the average firearm, but whether or not that verb supplies the “Exa-” portion of the 

name, the design of the weapon itself supplies the second half, for the length of the gun clearly 
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depicts a γρύψ, the Greek nominative for the mythical gryphon (Figure L). Together, the 

meaning would be something like “the brutalizing gryphon.” This explanation warrants the note 

that ἐξαγριόω is an uncommon verb, but if it is in fact contributing to the name’s meaning, that 

speaks to how the denizens of Hades’ storyworld regard the Arm. 

Exagryph’s title, The Adamant Rail also warrants a moment of consideration, in terms of 

how we might understand those words. First, ἀδάμας is the adjective from which the English 

word adamant ultimately derives. Adamant is primarily used today as an adjective, referring to 

someone who consistently perseveres in the face of adversity. The idea in Greek was similar, 

“unconquerable,” but the word was also used substantively in two distinct ways. The first is to 

refer to the hardest of stones, i.e. the diamond, and the second is to refer to the hardest of metals, 

presumably steel (LSJ I.1). These uses of adamant as a noun have mostly fallen out of modern 

English, but there are occasional exceptions. Use of adamant to mean “diamond” has precedent 

in gaming history, which a player of Hades might then draw from. For one example, the 

Adamant Orb, an item introduced in Pokémon Diamond Version and important to its plot, is little 

more than a large cut diamond in design. In the case of Exagryph, though, the use of Adamant to 

mean “metal” seems more likely. In his Codex, Achilles calls this weapon “the Rail of 

Adamant,” and with this reading, the rail is presumably the barrel, trigger, and other pieces 

required to fire the bullets, while the adamant is the bullets themselves (Figure L). However, 

these interpretations need not be mutually exclusive: the blue of Exagryph’s gryphon might be 

interpreted as diamonds, letting adamant refer to both gem and metal. 

iv. The Aspect of Eris: Hades in Gaming History, in 2020, and in America 

The Infernal Arms beg a few more considerations regarding potential influences upon their 

design, and their designs’ influences on the experience of playing or otherwise engaging with 
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Hades as a whole. While the names of the Arms contextualize Hades’ Greece within Hades’ 

storyworld, other weapon details contextualize Hades within our world, where it was developed. 

Greg Kasavin, in an interview with Polygon’s Jenna Stoeber, discussed Supergiant 

Games’ decision to allow players to pet Cerberus, who almost always lounges beside Hades’ 

desk in the House. As Stoeber details, over the course of the last few years, the Twitter account 

@CanYouPetTheDog has generated a fair amount of buzz in gaming social media circles by 

identifying games in which the player can interact with dogs, and either celebrating the player’s 

ability, or bemoaning their inability, to pet them (Stoeber 0:00 ff.). Kasavin’s remarks on the 

situation are frank: comparing a dog in a video game to Chekov’s gun, he says “I don’t know if 

you can put a dog in a game and not have it be pettable, right, in the current climate” (Stoeber 

3:12). He further remarks that “we knew that Cerberus would need to be petted, basically from 

the start. It felt pretty necessary” (Stoeber 4:33). 

 In other words, Hades was developed with a consciousness of the gaming culture it is a 

part of. In that light, the need for Hades to fit within the video games as a medium provides 

another way to explain the storyworld’s inclusion of named weapons with individual, recorded 

histories. Since the release of its eponymous first game in 1986, The Legend of Zelda franchise’s 

Master Sword consistently becomes more significant and renowned within its realm, Hyrule, 

through each passing game, and its likeness can comfortably be called one of the most iconic in 

games. After so many years with the Zelda franchise’s influence upon gaming history and 

culture, a named and powerful weapon is now somewhat to be expected of an action game in a 

fantasy setting, Hades included, and it seems likely that this impacted game design decisions. 

 Hades may also be engaging with the ways that games in the past have transitioned 

mythological tales and figures into game mechanics. Specifically, in multiple cases the 
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mechanics of the Infernal Arms are like those found in the game Smite. In Smite, the player 

selects one of more than one hundred divinities, heroes, and monsters, joins a team of other such 

mythic figures, and fights an opposing team in order to win a match. Smite makes a point to 

consider existing myths of the figures they adapt, and often does so in compelling, informed 

ways. However, as the premise suggests, the focus of the player experience is combat. In order 

that each of its playable figures feature distinct gameplay, Smite features some particularly 

distinct mechanics. The following examples showcase instances in which, regardless of 

intention, Hades’ combat mechanics mirror Smite’s. 

In a simple but notable case, Smite’s Chiron marks every enemy he hits with an arrow. 

He has a special ability which, when activated, looses a small volley of arrows which home in on 

the marked targets. Wielding Hades’ Coronacht in the aspect of Chiron functions almost 

identically: Zagreus marks his enemies when he strikes them with his basic attack, and when he 

fires a volley with his special attack, those arrows all home in on the marked target. 

In Smite and Hades both, the player has choice over which abilities they add to a chosen 

god (in Smite) or Zagreus (in Hades). In each game, increasing the chance of a critical hit, i.e. an 

attack that deals markedly more damage than usual, is a solid foundation for a variety of 

strategies. Not every god in Smite is designed in a way that makes a focus on scoring critical hits 

a viable strategy. However, of those who most benefit from higher chances to score a critical hit, 

Artemis and Nemesis were two of Smite’s most notable during the years of Hades’ development. 

These two deities are also closely associated with critical hits in Hades. Speaking to the former, 

Artemis’ Boons frequently empower Zagreus’ Arms and other attacks with the chance to 

critically hit, and on most builds, they are the only way for a player to add these chances to his 

attacks. Speaking to the latter, equipping Stygius in the aspect of Nemesis is the only way for a 
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player to acquire a chance for critical hits without a Boon from Artemis. The Smite-Hades 

connections here are less explicit, yet still striking to a player familiar with both games. 

For a final example, Smite’s Zeus has an attack in which he tosses his iconic shield before 

him, sending a shock wave of electric power around where it lands. For a few seconds after, he 

can strike the aegis with fresh bolts, generating new shock waves to potentially further damage 

his opponents. Wielding Hades’ Aegis in the aspect of Zeus does not exactly replicate this, but 

where Aegis would normally return to Zagreus shortly after being thrown, the shield instead 

moves slowly to its target destination. There it remains spinning in place for a few seconds, 

potentially damaging enemies, before returning to Zagreus. Intentional or not, these parallel’s to 

Smite’s gameplay help situate Hades in the gaming sphere in a way that may make it more 

familiar, and thus accessible, to its players. 

Beyond the gaming sphere, the Infernal Arms also suggest that Supergiant Games was 

conscious of the American culture of the time in which it was developed. The mechanics of 

Aegis’ attacks evoke the massive influence of superheroes and comic books upon pop culture in 

recent decades. The method with which Zagreus attacks clearly mirrors the iconic shields of 

Wonder Woman and Captain America. To speak to the latter specifically, Zagreus has the ability 

to hurl the shield at his target: the shield returns to his hand after inflicting damage. Depending 

on the number of enemies generated in a given room, Aegis may also ricochet off of multiple 

foes before returning to Zagreus, as Captain America’s shield often does in the action scenes 

Marvel Cinematic Universe. It could be inferred that this design choice was made for similar 

reasons as those regarding Cerberus, laid out above. In the climate of Hades’ development, with 

the Marvel Cinematic Universe as popular and profitable as it was, it may well have seemed to 

players like a gravely missed opportunity to give Zagreus a shield which he could not throw, 
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then recall. Choosing to reward that player expectation would be another way that Supergiant 

Games compels its players to remember Hades, its storyworld, and the Greek mythic storyworld 

from which the game comes, and to which the game introduces its players. 

 Perhaps Hades’ most compelling engagement with the United States of America is in its 

references to firearms. This comes by way of Achilles’ remarks regarding the Adamant Rail. 

Before continuing, this point regarding the Rail merits a brief, and admittedly incomplete, 

recount of Achilles’ deep and consistent association with violence in the ancient tradition. Most 

famously, his μῆνις begins, and to some degree defines, the Iliad. In Book 21, he slaughters so 

many Trojans that the River Xanthus cannot flow to the sea, and he then attacks the River for 

daring to ask for Apollo’s aid (Iliad 21.214 ff.). In Book 22, when finally he avenges Patroclus, 

Achilles spears Hector through the throat, vows to leave him as food for dogs and birds, then 

changes his mind, choosing instead to desecrate the body himself (Iliad 22.326 ff.). Later in 

antiquity, in Augustan Rome, he is still remembered for his violence. Vergil compels his readers 

to feel sympathy for Hector by imagining that the Trojan’s desecrated state persisted even after 

death (Aeneid 2.270-273). Horace notes that Achilles would gladly have burned babies still in 

their mothers’ wombs, given the chance (Odes 4.6.17-20).  About this, he specifically writes 

“heu nefas, heu.” This line is practically impossible to translate out of Latin: an English 

approximation is “Oh! Oh, it’s too awful to say!” Yet the difficulties in translation are present 

even in the Latin, as the words attempt to convey a grief which no words fully can. 

 The above attempts to summarize the degree to which ancient memories of Achilles, 

which persist to the modern day, are inseparable from his acts of violence. One might easily 

assume, then, that if firearms were present upon the battlefields at Troy, Achilles would gladly 
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employ them. Yet Hades’ Achilles fears the Adamant Rail. In his Codex of the Underworld, he 

writes the following: 

“...Exagryph, the Rail of Adamant; [it is] an artifact of metal and flame so dreadful that 

the gods themselves abandoned it once their fell work [i.e., the Titanomachy] was done. 

The Rail has a form and function to befit one's nightmares – while other weapons of the 

gods inspired mortal counterparts, I am relieved to say the Rail's cruel design has not yet 

been discovered in a stroke of mortal inspiration, to conduct their wars. Let us pray for 

their sake that it never shall. ... Someday, however, I imagine it shall break free from this 

place; for any weapon once possessed by Eris, Lady Strife herself, becomes possessed of 

an eternal hunger to destroy. But I am not the sort to moralize or speculate. Indeed, I wish 

to have no part of it, at all.” (Figure L) 

 

Achilles fears what Hades suggests is the world’s original firearm, and prays, even in death, that 

they never reach the mortal world. To emphasize this, Achilles – a man who went out of his way 

to desecrate Hector’s body – regards the Adamant Rail too cruel for mortal wars. Achilles – who 

clogs a river with the piles of his enemies’ corpses, and would gladly have torched unborn 

children just to terrorize innocent Trojans – that same man regards the Rail as a nightmare he 

wants no part of. Yet he cannot deny the inevitability of their arrival in mortal hands, based on 

Eris’ history in his storyworld, and perhaps from his own “hunger to destroy.” 

 Thus, in Achilles’ words perhaps lie Supergiant Games’ position on firearms in their 

America. The position is simply the desire that the firearm had never come to the mortal world at 

all. The Codex also acknowledges that this wish is in vain: what Achilles sees as the influence of 

Eris’ touch can be easily interpreted as the cost of progress, and the truth that science can be 

applied toward any number of ends. Thus, Achilles’ words serve as an effective statement, and 

also a smart one for their publicity. Interpreted in this way, the Codex avoids shaming any 

particular stance on the topic of gun control specifically, and it does not claim to offer a solution.  

One can read into the Codex an indictment of continued cycles of gun violence which continue 

to plague the United States, or they might agree more with the sad inevitability of the firearm’s 
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invention. This allows for the player to see a stance akin to their own, without risking upsetting 

anyone in particular. This Codex entry, from its inclusion at all to the ambiguity in its statements, 

is one of the clearest reminders that no creative work, Hades included, is created in a vacuum. 

Again, the Infernal Arms elucidate the ways that Hades contextualizes itself as a work of 

classical reception, as a work produced as a part of gaming history and culture, and as a work 

created in the context of the 21st-century United States of America. Through the etymological 

work I conducted on their names, and the readings I provide of their place in Hades’ storyworld, 

I have shown how Supergiant Games consciously navigated these three contexts simultaneously, 

through details as small as the histories of their game’s weapons. 

 

IV. Conclusion: “Harmless Fun” 

To recap, in chapter II, I explored the storytelling techniques and innovations which Supergiant 

Games used to incorporate the Greek mythic storyworld into Hades’ storyworld. This provided 

the framework for what chapter III has just accomplished, making clear how Supergiant Games 

conceptualized and located their work within the worlds in which they created it. The goal of all 

of this was to explore how Hades is accessible to a wide audience, which in turn exposes the 

classical world in a memorable, enjoyable way, to that very same audience. 

 In my introduction, I noted that to fully explore what makes Hades a particularly 

remarkable work of classical reception would take research, writing, and time far beyond the 

scope of this project. Now, in my conclusion, I present one final idea, which I had hoped to 

explore in a full chapter, but which regrettably had to be cut for time. In his video discussing the 

dynamic dialogue system governing Hades’ character interactions with the player, Chris Bratt 

astutely notes, “roguelikes, by their very nature, are all about failure, repeated failure, with the 
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player needing to start all over again, from scratch, whenever they mess up too badly” (Bratt 

1:29 to 1:39). Perhaps most curiously, this process of repeated tragedy (if each of Zagreus’ 

deaths is viewed as such) subverts, even reverses certain patterns of cyclical tragedy from the 

Greek mythic storyworld, like the miasma which dogs the House of Atreus (to give one 

example). The pollution of a miasma traditionally leads to a sort of retributive tragedy, and this 

in turn leads to more tragedies, until the original stain is eventually purified. 

A cyclical story drawing from the Greek mythic storyworld might well be inspired by 

something like a miasma, yet in Hades, each time the player attempts an escape from the 

Underworld, even if they do not succeed in reaching the surface and defeating Hades, they 

acquire a handful of resources which Zagreus can then expend in the House of Hades to improve 

Hades’ storyworld. With these resources, he might free Orpheus from his contract as the House’s 

court musician, allowing him to reunite with Eurydice in Asphodel. Zagreus might instead spend 

them to refurbish dilapidated parts of the House. He might even opt to spend them to make 

himself more powerful, improving the storyworld by proxy, for the stronger Zagreus is, the more 

treasure he can plunder as he attempts his escapes, and the more treasure he plunders, the more 

he can reinvest in the storyworld.  

In other words, every time the cycle repeats, every time Zagreus must go through the 

tragedy of his own demise, things do get better. It is difficult to say that a player can ever truly 

“complete” Hades, as it never presents the player a final stopping point. One of the major 

milestones of its plot, though, sees Persephone fix her relationships with both Hades and her 

family on Olympus, and the Olympians in turn mend their troubled relationships with Hades and 

other chthonic deities. None of this is possible without the interest and actions of all parties 

involved, yet it cannot be denied that at the center of it all are Zagreus’ efforts, across his escape 
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attempts, to forge strong bonds with all of these characters as individuals, to get to know them 

well enough to convince them that the familial dysfunction which almost defines the Olympians 

need not be eternal. 

Almost every character becomes better off the more time a player spends playing Hades. 

As with so many of Hades’ most compelling aspects, this too was by design. Every character, 

when speaking to Zagreus, features a title underneath their name: Achilles’ is “Forgotten Hero.” 

In my initial email to Supergiant Games, I remarked how fascinating I found this. At the time, I 

labelled Achilles “perhaps the ancient world’s most famous character,” and I wondered how it 

could be that in Hades’ storyworld, he was “forgotten” (Kasavin and Morgan). In response, 

Kasavin wrote, “we wanted to include characters such as Achilles because we know they wind 

up in the underworld [sic] and felt there were more stories there to be told; moreover, that their 

stories needn’t necessarily end in tragedy and despair” (Kasavin and Morgan). 

In that remark, Kasavin indirectly speaks to how dour so much of the Greek mythic 

storyworld. The just cruelty of Euripides’ Medea (by which I do primarily mean Medea herself, 

although this inherently lends Medea its own just cruelty) comes to mind, and for all of the 

beauty the Iliad employs in moments like its description of Achilles’ shield, this is the same 

work which bears the Achaean’s wanton bloodshed detailed in chapter III above. Supergiant 

Games did not shy away from the violence and tragedies which pervade the Greek mythic 

storyworld: rather, they reframed it. Achilles’ life was undeniably tragic, but by the end of 

Hades, if Zagreus invests the time and resources to see it happen, he and Patroclus get to see one 

another again. The latter moves past his anger at the former’s selfishness – a selfishness which 

indirectly killed Patroclus and countless other Greeks – and the two spend as much time together 

in Patroclus’ Elysian grove as they can. As he is in the Greek mythic storyworld, Hades’ 
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Achilles is doomed to die at Troy – thanks to Zagreus, though, his story goes on, and in death, he 

gets more time with Patroclus, to cherish as he did in life. Achilles gets a chance to be defined by 

more than just his tragedies. 

With the support of additional research and time, there is much more to be said about 

how Hades’ storyworld improves through every cycle of Zagreus’ tragedy. I leave my 

preliminary thoughts here because I believe firmly that they deserve a place in this exploration of 

Hades as a work of classical reception. I conclude by discussing this subversion of miasma 

because I think it speaks to just how delightful Hades is. In saying that, I do mean to say that the 

slapstick, hack-and-slash action of its gameplay is a thrill, but I also mean to say that its 

interpretations of the Greek mythic storyworld consistently brought a smile to my face, and if 

only anecdotally, I can attest that I am not the only one. It takes a very special mindset to be so 

unafraid to play around with a canon as established as Greek myth, yet Supergiant Games does 

so expertly, and unabashedly. As I have attempted to show above, they gave to the world in 

Hades a remarkably accessible work of classical reception which will introduce countless players 

to the highlights of the Greek mythic storyworld, while setting a prime example for how future 

storytellers might adapt Greece into receptions of their own.  
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Appendix A: Visuals and Text from Hades 

 Citing the literary script of a video game is tricky under normal circumstances. Hades in 

particular does not present its dialogue in a linear manner. Dialogue trees are heavily dependent 

on previous player choices, which are in turn dependent on what choices the player was given, 

based on how Hades’ randomized elements were generated in a given game file, and on their 

progress in the plot up to that point (Bratt 2:17 ff.). An attempt at comprehensively 

reconstructing Hades’ dialogue, carried out by one “Mod C,” is cited in the bibliography below, 

but it is by their admission incomplete. Also cited in the bibliography is a “Carrd,” i.e. a website 

hosted on carrd.co, a tool for gathering together links to resources relevant to a given topic. This 

Carrd in particular links to lists of dialogue seemingly drawn directly from the game’s code, 

although this is hard to parse in its rawest form, and adapting the information into easily 

accessible forms is still a work-in-progress. I cite these valuable resources as a way to point 

future scholars of Hades to them, while also acknowledging that they helped me trim down 

where in my recorded gameplay I might find the images I needed. 

Accordingly, my approach, in the hope that it will be most accessible to my readers, 

while also helping to visualize the visual aspects of Hades, key to the nature of its artistic 

medium, was to collect dialogue wherever possible via screenshots of my gameplay. Included 

here are the Figures referenced in the text above. All images originate from Hades (Supergiant 

Games), and all images were captured during my own play sessions on my Nintendo Switch. 

Note that some Figures are contain multiple distinct images. 
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Figure A: The narrator’s opening words to the player. 

 

  



Morgan 40 

Figure B: On top, Ares makes a run-of-the-mill remark before offering Zagreus a choice of 

Boons. Below, Ares makes a remark specifically regarding the state of Zagreus’ relationship 

with Thanatos. 
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Figure C: Before offering to Zagreus a Duo Boon, Ares and Aphrodite think aloud about the 

nature and state of their relationship to one another. 
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Figure D: Zeus suggests they might tell the world he is Zagreus’ father. 
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Figure E: Dionysus’ pitch to Zagreus that they might mislead Orpheus. 
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Figure F: Zagreus lies to Orpheus about his connections to Dionysus. The top-left screenshot 

contains the first dialogue of the conversation. In order, the rest of the conversation is conveyed 

via the top-right screenshot, then the bottom-left one, then the bottom-right one. 
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Figure G: Zagreus tries to come clean, but is not believed. 
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Figure H: Zagreus expresses his exasperation that his lies have become Orpheus’ Hymn. 
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Figure I: Hades’ thoughts regarding “Hymn to Zagreus.” The top row contains the first two 

screenshots of the conversation, and should be read from left to right. The subsequent rows 

contain the rest of the conversation, and should also be read from left to right. 
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Figure J: Hades warns Zagreus to leave his spear, Gigaros, alone. 
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Figure K: These screenshots capture some of the weapon descriptions, character dialogue, and 

environmental details which tell a story of Hades’ hypermasculine character. 
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Figure L: From his Codex of the Underworld, these are Achilles’ remarks upon Exagryph, the 

Adamant Rail. 
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Appendix B: “Media Inquiry – Interview Request” 

The following is a transcription of a short email chain between Greg Kasavin, Creative Director 

of Supergiant Games, and myself. I cite it in multiple places above, and so I recreate it here to 

show the reader the complete picture of the arguments I made there. 

 

Morgan, Aug. 25, 2021, 2:27PM: 

Hi! My name, as I wrote above, is Ian. I’m in the final year of an MA program at the University 

of Arizona in Classics, and am writing my thesis on Hades. I’ve not played a lot of your game 

just yet, but your work absolutely *fascinates* me. From the fact that I’ve seen pomegranate 

trees in the background before hearing Persephone’s name, to the fact that I got to see the word 

“chthonic” on my Nintendo Switch, to your chose to label Achilles – perhaps the ancient world’s 

most famous character – “Forgotten Hero”, after only an hour of play, I already have enough 

ideas to fill a book of edited articles. Of course, for now, I have to settle for my thesis. I was 

wondering if there was any way I may be able to speak to a member of your team about some of 

your thoughts, processes, etc in developing this game. Please let me know if we can make this 

happen! Thank you so much! Cheers, Ian 

 

Kasavin, Aug. 25, 2021, 6:26PM: 

Hi Ian, 

Thank you for the kind words and for thinking of Hades for something like this. At the moment 

we can’t necessarily commit to responding to interview questions about the game, as we’re a 

small team here looking to stay focused on what’s next. We’ve also gone on record about the 

game in a number of contexts, ranging from interviews to YouTube documentaries, so if you do 
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need sources to support some of your assertions, there should be some available. That being said, 

if you find yourself at an impasse in your work and only we can help, please feel free to reach 

out at that time (with the understanding that we can’t make any promises about assisting). 

 

I can also give you some notes up front. First, in our FAQ, we broadly describe our perspective 

on the subject this way: 

 

Hades is our first game adapted from an existing mythology – the world of Greek myth. We felt 

we had a unique perspective on this theme, and saw the adaptation process as a new and 

exciting creative opportunity to explore. Our take on Greek mythology assumes no prior 

knowledge of or interest in the subject. Yet, those familiar with Greek myth should find our take 

on it to be true to the spirit of the source material, from Homer to Hesiod. Greek myth comes 

from stories of ancient gods and heroes filtered through new points of view; we’re excited to 

share ours. 

 

We were interested in exploring the Greek gods specifically in terms of their dynamics as a 

family, and believe that the human qualities of the gods are a big part of the reason we-as-a-

species are still fascinated by them after thousands of years. 

 

The game has a lighthearted tone both to fit the slapstick style of the gameplay and to make the 

subject matter more familiar and approachable. I personally feel that it is not the goal of the 

adaptation process to slavishly stick to the past, but to respect the past while making what is 

universal and compelling about a past subject feel resonant to a contemporary audience. 
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As part of this, we considered how contradictory versions of myths might coexist in the same 

world (since they coexist in ours). 

 

We were interested in centering the story on the chthonic gods because we think they’re really 

interesting and couldn’t explain why they weren’t included in more media inspired by Greek 

myth. 

 

We were interested in Zagreus because he’s a little-known god with a fascinating possible 

connection to one of the big mainstays of Greek myth. We wanted to explore how Zagreus might 

be connected to the myths that are known about Hades. 

 

We wanted to include characters such as Achilles because we know they wind up in the 

underworld and felt there were more stories there to be told; moreover, that their stories needn’t 

necessarily end in tragedy and despair. 

 

We portray the gods in a way we felt was faithful to the spirit of the classics, inclusive of the part 

where they are gods of the entire world and not themselves ethnically Greek. 

 

That’s some of the high-level stuff that comes to mind that may be pertinent to your thesis. We 

hope you enjoy the rest of the game, 

 

Greg Kasavin 
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Creative Director, Supergiant Games 

 

Morgan, Aug. 27, 2021, 8:26AM: 

Hi Greg, 

 

Thank you so much for all of this! This is all extremely helpful. I will dig into those existing 

interviews and documentaries as a starting place, and if I really can’t figure something out, or if 

there’s something that would really help, I will reach out again. And of course, I understand not 

being able to field interviews – I appreciate you being honest about that, and not overcommitting 

to something that would take away from the really fascinating work that you all are doing. 

 

The only other thing I want to say is just to reinforce that I think you all have made something 

very special in this game. The director of my thesis committee made the remark that there could 

possibly be full panels at conferences just exploring aspects of the work. He made the point that 

there’s no possible way I could tackle everything there is to say in this one paper I’m writing, 

and I agree. And all three members were able to connect aspects of Hades to some really high-

level ideas in classical scholarship that I hadn’t even considered. 

 

This is all to say, I really think people are going to be talking about this game for a long time, 

both in terms of how it stands as an incredibly fun game, and through a scholarly lens. I’m 

excited to be engaging with it as I am, and I’m excited to see what scholars after me have to say, 

and I hope that we can do justice to your vision for what you all made. 
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Thanks again – I’ll be in touch if there’s anything I can’t figure out on my own. Send my regards 

to the rest of the team, and I’m very excited to see what comes next for you all! 

 

Cheers, 

Ian 

  



Morgan 56 

Appendix C: “Hymn to Zagreus” 

The following is a transcription of the lyrics to “Hymn to Zagreus,” written and performed by 

Darren Korb. In Hades, he delivers his performance while in the role of Orpheus. 

 

Sing, 

Of Zagreus, oh muse 

Slayer of hydras 

First of his name 

 

Born 

Of Zeus as a serpent 

In spite of Queen Hera 

Zagreus came 

 

Torn 

To shreds by the Titans 

Devoured in pieces 

From his heart aflame 

 

The seed 

Of Dionysus grew 

The god of wine and feast anew 

To live 

At home on Olympus 

Never presuming 

His origins true 

 

Wrath 

Of thunder and lightning 

Struck down the Titans 

Burned into sand

Up 

From out of the ashes 

Born of the Titans 

The mortals did stand 

 

To live 

The model of the gods 

At once divine and further flawed 

In twain 

The blood of immortals 

Of Zagreus ending 

It flows in their veins 

 

The prince 

Under the mortal ring 

Prisoner to his king 

Never to leave 

 

Steadfast 

Endlessly toiling 

Doomed to remain 

Endlessly toiling 

Doomed to remain 
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Appendix D: “Re: Thesis Questions” 

The following is a transcription of a reply I was sent by Dr. Caleb Simmons, in response to an 

inquiry regarding Tamil, and its relationship to Varatha, the Eternal Spear. 

 

Dear Ian, 

 

Sorry for the delayed response. 

 

This is extremely interesting. I don’t know Tamil, but I was able to go into the Tamil lexicon and 

the Dravidian etymological dictionary. 

 

There are two options since I’m not sure how the Tamil would be spelled (there are two As and 

four Ts in Dravidian languages): 

 

One aligns with the website that you mentioned: 

Varai= boundary (Tamil) 

varai=to restrain, exclude, abandon (proto-Dravidian) 

Varaitan=to exclude or to banish 

 

The other option is adopted from Sanskrit into Tamil: 

vara= to choose, a boon (Sanskrit) 

vara=boon (Tamil) 

varathan=boon giver (Tamil) 

 

Though Malayali and not Tamil, the film Varathan uses it with the meaning of “outsider” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varathan 

 

(“do not come”=varātē is related but not right) 

 

I hope this helps.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Varathan
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