
What are myths and are they culturally determined? give a focused argument with reference to two or three Greek or Roman myths.

The word “myth” derives from the Greek “muthos”, which meant “utterance” and later came to mean “a spoken or written story.”* However, there are no unanimously agreed  definitions for the word, and it has different meanings in different contexts and cultures. Scholars, therefore, divide myths into three categories: legends, based on real events and people; “pure” myths connecting to religious practices; and folktales told by the farming communities. Myths are not proven, or consistent. Instead, they are meant to teach lessons, determined by each civilization’s own values and culture. Ancient Greece provided very good examples of this in their own mythology- which, while its values did not quite resonate with our own modern ideals, contained moral lessons they lived their life by.* 

A clear example of this is the myth of Erysichthon, King of Thessaly. A “profane person and a despiser of the gods*”, Erysichthon took an axe to the grove of Demeter to make a feast hall, blasphemously declaring of an exceptionally tall oak: “I care not whether it be a tree beloved of the goddess or not; were it the goddess herself it should come down if it stood in my way.”* He beheaded one of his servants for holding back his axe, and cut into the tree, drawing blood, because a nymph of Demeter lived in the tree. The dying nymph warned Erysichthon “punishment awaits you”*, to which he scornfully continued mutilating her tree, and felled it. 

The Greeks regarded oak trees as sacred, the abodes of Hamadryad nymphs, whose life forces were connected to the trees. Cutting down a sacred tree, and therefore killing the nymph within it was “an impious deed”*. In modern terms, Erysichthon’s actions would be the equivalent of setting fire to a church with people in it, and such a sacrilegious act did not go unpunished. Demeter sent a message to Limos, the spirit of famine, to infect Erysichthon with unrelenting hunger. After the king spent all his money trying unsuccessfully to curb his desperate appetite with lavish feasts, Erysichthon sold his daughter as a slave, and his daughter, being a shape-changer, repeatedly transformed herself and escaped her masters with money and provisions for her father. None of it was enough, however, and eventually, Erysichthon bit off his own limbs and swallowed them, killing himself. Erysichthon’s fate, therefore, served as a warning of the dangers of cutting down sacred trees; given that cannibalism is among the greatest taboos in both ancient and modern society, it seems only fitting that such a monstrous profaner should subject himself to it for breaking another taboo. 


The myth of Erysichthon is clearly a story told by rural communities. This is not surprising given its geographical location: Thessaly is a vital agricultural area, the greatest cattle-raising region in Greece, fuelled by the alluvial soils of the Pineios Basin. To agricultural communities such as Thessaly, the nymphs frequenting the forests were mysterious and powerful forces, who were able to influence the fortunes of those who entered their forests. The Greeks never cut down any trees which they attributed as the abodes of the Dryads without propitiating the nymphs by sacrificing their cattle.* Those who did otherwise were thought to invite the gods’ punishment upon them; for the Thessalians, whose entire livelihood rested on their skills with harvesting, the god whom they feared to offend most was Demeter, whose power was enough to make “the fields, laden with heavy harvests, tremble”* Erysichthon’s butchering of her beloved Dryad marked the karmic revenge the king faced- being consumed by the same greed he spent his whole life satisfying.*

Erysichthon’s punishment could also be read in a modern context as being an environmental statement. The blaspheming and greedy Erysichthon cuts down too many trees in his arrogance, and subsequently is subjected to incessant hunger, driving him to deplete his wealth, sell his own daughter, and finally consume himself in desperation. The story highlights the power of nature in ancient Greek culture, for disrespecting it could lead to a man’s destruction.


Greek culture is connected to more than nature and agriculture, though. The Greeks also based their myths on their own cultural arts and attributed them to their gods. For instance, the art of weaving, an ideal social occupation for the average Greek woman, had its own godly patron in Athena, who famously punished Arachne for insulting the goddess’ skills in favour of her own. The island of Lemnos, famous for its formerly volcanic nature, was the cult centre of Hephaestus, who forged his greatest weapons in the hearts of volcanoes. The attitudes of the cities among whom the myths were told sometimes showed itself in their own variations of the myths. Ares, the war god, was reviled as a bloodthirsty, untamed deity embodying the atrocities of war by the majority of Greece, associating him with the Thracians, whom they regarded as a barbarous and uncivilized people. The Spartans, though, as the greatest race of warriors in Greece, regarded Ares as the embodiment of manly courage and valor, and kept a sculpture of him chained down, to ensure that Ares’ war-like spirit stayed in the city and led the Spartans to triumph with each battle. 


The Greeks even had myths concerning the origins of their greatest forms of music. A key example of this is the story of Pan and Syrinx. Syrinx was a nymph of the river Ladon who lived in Arcadia, and an acolyte of Artemis, “imitating her in her pastimes, and in her virtues too.”* One day, Syrinx attracted the attention of Pan, who attempted to seduce her, but Syrinx rejected him. The stubborn Pan pursued Syrinx through the forest, trying to capture her. Syrinx’ escape was eventually halted by the banks of the Ladon river. To prevent Pan from capturing her, she called upon her sisters to transform her, and she became a handful of marsh reeds just as Pan seized her in his arms. Pan sighed in disappointment, whereupon the wind blew through the reeds, creating “a sweet and plaintive sound”*. Intrigued by the music, Pan cut off a handful of the reeds of uneven length, tied them together, and told Syrinx, “You and I shall always talk together so!*” Thus he made the first set of panpipes, named Syrinx afterwards. The syrinx became Pan’s trademark instrument, with which he could provide either simplistic, pleasing music, or haunting noises that influenced sudden groundless fear- panic- in passers-by. 


The myth of Pan and Syrinx clearly highlights the important place of music in ancient Greek culture.* Music was used in marriages, funerals, religious ceremonies, theatre, folk music and epic poetry. The word “music” even derives from the name of the Muses, the patron goddesses of intellectual arts, invoked by poets such as Homer and Hesiod prior to reciting their great epics. Music gave those who created it a power of their own to stir the hearts and emotions of those who listened, just as the music of Pan’s pipes captured both the sudden fear of Syrinx while he pursued her, and the quiet disappointment he felt at being unable to satisfy his longings, and influenced that same fear in those who intruded upon Pan’s forest domain. In addition, music in its various forms served both to cause conflict and to prevent it: Syrinx escaped Pan’s lust by becoming reeds, preventing him from taking her much-prized virginity, yet Pan also took solace in the fact that he and Syrinx would both be together in spirit by making of her an instrument in which to pour out his feelings, just as Apollo kept a laurel wreath in memory of Daphne.* Indeed, Pan took such pride in the wonders he could now create with his syrinx, that he saw fit to challenge Apollo, the god of music himself to a music contest, albeit unsuccessfully. Moral attitudes towards music contrasted greatly with the modern day: the Greeks felt that to favour one type of music unreasonably over another insulted the gods within whose domain that music lay: just as the satyr Marsyas had “his whole skin torn off the outside of his body”* for pitting his flute against Apollo’s lyre. 
The myths of ancient Greece, therefore, were clearly determined by their culture. They treated several cultural arts seriously enough that insulting the patron of those arts earned a severe punishment. They used their myths to justify their occupations, and the great landmarks of their country, and the rituals they held in honour of their gods. They retold their own versions of the myths to include their own moral viewpoints- viewpoints that sometimes contrast alarmingly with our own. Above all, though, they lived in fear and respect of the natural world- respect for its beauty, fear for its power and what it could use it for if provoked.
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