


ARGUS PANOPTES IN GREEK MYTHOLOGY 
By Colin Quartermain 

 
Argus was a giant from Greek mythology, normally referred to as Argus Panoptes to distinguish 
him from the numerous other individuals named Argus that appear in mythological tales. 
  
Stories tell of the gigantic Argus being a hero, a servant of the gods, and also a villain, and 
ultimately Argus Panoptes would die at the hand of the Olympian god Hermes.  
 
THE LINEAGE OF ARGUS PANOPTES 
There is no clear agreement about the origin of Argus Panoptes in the ancient sources, 
although the most common theory was that Argus was the son of the goddess Gaia, with no 
father. 
  
Many other different parents of Argus Panoptes were put forward in those sources, including 
Argus, the founder of Argos, and the Naiad Ismene; Agenor, a grandson of King Argus; Arestor 
and the Naiad Mycene; and the Potamoi Inachus by either Melia or Argia (both Oceanids). 
  
Nominally, Argus Panoptes was said to reside in the Argolis upon the Peloponnese, the region 
named after King Argus, hence why Argus Panoptes might have been thought to be a 
descendant of the king. 
 
THE 100 EYES OF ARGUS PANOPTES 
Argus Panoptes was gigantic in stature, and had immense strength, but what set him apart was 
the fact that he was adorned with a hundred seeing eyes. Hence the suffix Panoptes, meaning 
“all-seeing”. 
  
The eyes were either spread across his body, or simply found upon his gigantic head. As a 
result of having so many eyes, Argus Panoptes was said to be always awake for only two eyes 
went to sleep at one time, ensuring that 98 eyes were always functioning. 
 
ARGUS PANOPTES THE HERO 
In his role as hero, Argus Panoptes was said to have killed a monstrous bull that was ravaging 
Arcadia, and Argus would subsequently make use of the hide of the bull as his cloak. Argus 
Panoptes also assisted the Arcadians by killing a Satyr who was stealing their cattle. 
  
On the Argolis, Argus Panoptes was said to have avenged the death of King Apis by killing the 
king’s murderers, Thelxion, possibly a King of Sparta, and Telchis.  
 
ARGUS PANOPTES EMPLOYED BY THE GODS 
Argus Panoptes was also used by the gods, and in some tales, Hera sent the giant to kill the 
monstrous Echidna, for she was a danger to traveler who passed by her cave in Cumae.  
 
Many other stories dispute this story though, for they say that Zeus had allowed Echidna to live 
forever in Cumae after the death of her partner, Typhon. 
  



Hera, though certainly did make use of Argus Panoptes as a guard. 
  
Hera had almost caught her husband Zeus in flagrante with the nymph Io, but Zeus had quickly 
transformed Io into a beautiful white heifer. Hera was not fooled though, and asked for the 
heifer as a gift, and of course Zeus could hardly refuse. 
  
Hera then appointed Argus Panoptes as a herdsman for the heifer, preventing Zeus from 
visiting the nymph, or transforming it back into nymph form. Thus, Io was tied to an olive tree 
in a sacred grove by the giant. 
 
THE DEATH OF ARGUS PANOPTES 
Hera’s task for Argus Panoptes would ultimately be the death of the all-seeing giant, for the 
suffering of Io eventually forced Zeus to rescue his erstwhile lover. 
  
Zeus dispatched his favorite divine son Hermes to rescue Io. Although a master thief, Hermes 
could not simply steal away the heifer, because Argus Panoptes saw all that was going on. So, 
Hermes disguised himself as a fellow herdsman, and went and sat down by the giant in the 
shade. 
  
Hermes began to retell various stories of the gods, whilst playing soothing music upon his reed 
pipes. The day drew on, and the soft music caused one eye after another to close as sleep took 
over the ever-wakeful Argus Panoptes. Eventually, all the eyes of the Argus Panoptes were 
closed, and then Hermes struck, either killing the giant with a stone, or by cutting off his head.   
  
Io was now free but her ordeal was not quite over for Hermes could not transform Io back 
into her previous nymph form, and so Io wandered the earth as a heifer until eventually she 
found sanctuary in Egypt. 
  
Following the death of one of her favored servants, Hera took the eyes of the deceased Argus 
Panoptes, and placed them upon the feathers of her sacred bird, the peacock.  
 
ARGUS PANOPTES AS A FATHER 
Occasionally, Argus Panoptes is named as father to Iasus, a king of Argos, by the Naiad Ismene, 
daughter of Asopus. Iasus, in Greek mythology though, is named as a son of many different 
individuals.  
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Argus 
Carlos Parada 

 
Argus has been called "The All-seeing", because he had eyes in his whole body, or perhaps only 
one hundred eyes in his head that slept two at a time while the rest remained on guard.  
 
Some Deeds of Argus 
Argus was known for having killed a remarkable bull which ravaged Arcadia, and for having 
caught asleep and killed the monster Echidna, who used to carry off passers-by. Also when a 
Satyr wronged the Arcadians and robbed them of their cattle, Argus killed him.  
 
Zeus' Affair with Io 
Argus's last labor was to be the herdsman of Io, who had been transformed into a cow. 
When Zeus seduced Io, who at the time held the priesthood of Hera, he covered the land with 
a dark cloud. But his wife Hera, feeling she had been wronged, came down from heaven. So, in 
order to avoid his wife's anger, the god turned Io into a white cow. Some say that, on the 
occasion, Zeus swore that he had not made love to the woman, and that is why it is said that a 
lover's oaths do not draw down the anger of the gods. When the cloud dispersed, Hera, seeing 
the wonderful cow, asked Zeus about her origin, and he, still fearing her wife, declared that the 
cow had sprung from the earth.  
 
Hera's Assignment Kills Him  
But the goddess in admiration asked for the cow as a gift, and although Zeus, unable to refuse, 
gave it to her, Hera did not put off all suspicion, and fearing Zeus' treachery, she set Argus 1 to 
guard the cow with his many eyes. Thus began Io's excruciating life as a cow and a prisoner, 
which continued for a while until Zeus, unable to bear Io's sufferings, ordered Hermes to steal 
the cow from Argus. As Hermes could not steal it secretly because Hierax (who is only known 
for this) had babbled, he killed Argus by the cast of a stone, and for this deed Hermes was 
surnamed Argiphontes.  
 
The Eyes of Argus in the Feathers of the Peacock  
Others have said that Hermes came disguised as a shepherd and that, sitting beside Argus, told 
him so many tales that all of Argus's eyes fell asleep. Then Hermes beheaded him with a hooked 
sword. But Hera, they say, took the eyes of Argus and set them on the feathers of the peacock, 
which is her favorite bird. 
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I soon discovered that in Greek mythology, Argus was a monster whose

body was covered with eyes-exactly how many eyes he had depends on

the source; some say four, some say a hundred-but only two of his eyes

ever closed at anY one time.

Argus played a supporting role in a tale about Zeus, the randy lord of

the gJds, and Io, the i"ughler of a local river god' She was just-one of

the many women-mortal and divine-desired by the seemingly insa-

tiable Zeus. To conceal his dalliance with Io from his jealous wife, Hera,

Zeus transformed the young maiden into a snow-white heifer. But Hera

was no dummy when it caLe to Zeus and his philandering ways with

nubile young women. Like some olympian Alice Kramd en of.The Hon'

q*oonurrri-*ry, foiling Ralph's best-laid plans, Hera saw through Zeust

attempted ,ur". To get [ack at her seemingly sex-addicted, cheating hus-

band, Hera claimeJ Zeus's pet heifer for herself. Hera had Io placed in

chains and then set the evei-watchful Argus to guard over her youthful

rival.
Zeusdidn'tgiveupsoeasily.HestruckbackbysendingthegodHer-

mes to lull Argus to sieep and free Io. In one version of the story (many

Greek my'ths hru. urri"tions), Hermes tried to put fugus to- sleep by

playing on his magical pipe, but that didn't work' So he bored Argus to

i".p iitt, a long, iedious story-then cut offhis head. To honor Argus,

the grieving Her"a placed his many eyes on the tail of her favorite bird,

th. !"acoJk-andthat's why the peacock's tail looks the way it does'

Her", ho*.uer, wasn't finished. Poor Io, still in the form of a heifer, was

freed. But Hera iust tormented Io with a gadfly that drove her, itching

madly, on a wild gallop across Europe and Asia until she finally dove

into the sea (the Ionian sea, which is named for her). Io swam to Eg1pt,

where Zeus returned her to human form and she bore what the tabloids

call a ,.love child." But that's another story. with the Greeks, there's

almost always another story.
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