What are myths and are they culturally determined? Make a focused argument with reference to two or three Greek and Roman myths. -Joshua Kemp- 1702828


In this essay I will be discussing and answering the question, what are myths and are they culturally determined? In my argument I will be drawing upon various myths from both the Greeks and the Romans and I will analyse them and discuss if they are similar in any way or not. I will conclude my essay by stating if I believe myths are culturally determined and if myths could have a similar meaning across various cultures or if they are culturally specific.

To answer the question of what are myths? You must look at it through two different ways. Firstly, how do we understand and define the word myth? What is it to us? In modern times myth means that something is untrue.[footnoteRef:1] Nowadays we say phrases such as “oh that’s such a myth!” as we express phrases such as this, when we believe something is not true or is unbelievable.  [1:  Dowden 1992: 3] 

The book titled “Classical Mythology” defines myths as a “comprehensive (but not exclusive) term for stories primarily concerned with the gods and humankind’s relations with them.”[footnoteRef:2] Adding to this, myths “have a clear involvement of gods or a clear religious or philosophical purpose”.[footnoteRef:3] This definition of myth suggests that in order for a story to be a myth it has to have involvement from the Gods or at least some kind of religious factor in them. [2:  Morford, Lenardon 2007: 3]  [3:  Dowden 1992: 7] 

The word myth has its origins in the Greek word mythos and according to the “uses of Greek mythology” at the beginning of Greek Literature “a mythos was not necessarily false”.[footnoteRef:4] This suggests to me that people at this time may have believed in the myths that they had been told or had heard about. However, it cannot be said whether the Greeks believed conclusively in them. Even at this time there were sceptics on the subject of myths and whether they were true. One example of a person who was a sceptic or disbeliever was Lucretius. Lucretius was a Roman poet and philosopher who lived from c. 99—c. 55 B.C.E, and was a member of the Epicurean school of philosophy.[footnoteRef:5] Philosophers such as Lucretius who practiced under the Epicurean school believed in being committed to the pleasures of life and comfort. Epicureans believed that the Gods did exist, however they were detached from human society and did not have anything to do with them and “Thus there is no place for providence, prayer or fear of the gods”.[footnoteRef:6] This suggests to me that although Epicureans did believe in the Gods, perhaps they did not believe so much in myths, as according to their beliefs, Gods had no part in human society. [4:  Dowden 1992: 4]  [5:  Simpson 2018]  [6:  ReligionFacts 2015] 

I think that in the action of defining myths it would be pertinent to talk about how people heard about myths and how myths were spread. Today, we read myths as stories from texts in various forms of media and according to “The Uses of Greek Mythology” people in the ancient times would have also used texts to access the myths as well. They also would have performed the myths and would have read them orally.[footnoteRef:7] Not only this but they would have been able to visually see myths in the form of various kinds of artwork. Not only would artwork have been on objects like vases, but sculptures and wall paintings would have also been a suitable way to access myths.[footnoteRef:8]. However, in terms of artwork vases, arguably, would have been the best way to access these myths. This is because stretching around the vase, artists would have been able to depict a full story of the particular myth that they are representing. Adding to this there were also different types of vase artwork. These included black and red figure techniques. In black figure techniques the figures in the foreground would be coloured in black whereas the background would normally be a reddish-orange colour.[footnoteRef:9] However, this is different in red figure techniques where the figures on the vase would be coloured in red and the background would be black.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Dowden 1992: 8]  [8:  Dowden 1992: 8]  [9:  Lee 2018]  [10:  Bauer 2018] 

History is an alternative way at looking at myths. Ancient people believed in myths but not in the same way that history is believed.[footnoteRef:11] History is considered factual whereas myths are considered untrue. However, there are many different types of myths and this results in many different ways of interpreting them. People who take a euhemeristic approach to myth, for example, would define myths as being based on some degree of historical fact.[footnoteRef:12] So, this means that at the heart of the story would be the actual event that happened, but over time the story got elaborated upon until it became recognisable as the myth that people tell each other. An actual example that the book” the uses of Greek mythology” by Ken Dowden uses is that “many believe that history underlies the myth of Agamemnon’s expedition against troy”.[footnoteRef:13]This suggests that although Trojan war as the myth details probably did not happen, people believe that somewhere in the story there is some sort of historical truth. [11:  Dowden 1992: 5]  [12:  Collins Dictionary]  [13:  Dowden 1992: 5] 

Another way of defining myth is through allegory. This means that the myth uses a metaphor as some kind of hidden meaning which could possibly be a moral one.[footnoteRef:14]An example of an allegorical myth would be Plato’s Atlantis. Plato was a highly regarded philosopher in the 4th century B.C.E and was a student of Socrates and the teacher of Aristotle .[footnoteRef:15] His myth of Atlantis is an allegorical one because the it shows that “greed for wealth and power will only bring destruction.”[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Collins Dictionary]  [15:  Brickhouse, Smith]  [16:  Cartwright 2016] 


A further way of examining and defining myths is through aetiology. An aetiological type of myth is a myth that explains the origin of some kind of tradition.[footnoteRef:17]An example of this would be the Homeric Hymn to Demeter which gave rise to the Eleusinian mysteries.[footnoteRef:18] The Eleusinian mysteries were the secret rituals of the mystery school of Eleusis and were observed regularly from c. 1600 BCE - 392 CE.[footnoteRef:19] Demeter was the goddess of the harvest and fertility and was the mother of Persephone.[footnoteRef:20] In the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, Persephone is given to the God of the Underworld Hades by Zeus so that she could be his wife. She is taken against her will and Hades “carried her away in tears”.[footnoteRef:21] Demeter spends the rest of the myth trying to find and rescue her daughter Persephone. During the Myth she finds herself at Eleusis and demands that they build a temple to her. When she is finally reunited with Persephone she returns to Eleusis and teaches the leaders there how to perform her sacred rites as well as her holy mysteries.[footnoteRef:22] This is an Aetiological myth because it provides us with a story of how the Eleusinian mysteries came to fruition. [17:  Collins Dictionary]  [18:  Lenardon, Morford, Sham 1997: 93]  [19:  Mark 2012]  [20:  Lindemans 1997]  [21:  Lenardon, Morford, Sham 1997: 90]  [22:  Lenardon, Morford, Sham 1997: 91-92] 

Roman myths originated with the Greeks and as such their myths are very similar. Ovid, an early Roman writer used Greek myths as the basis for his stories, but he changed the names to more Romanesque names. It is interesting, I believe, that Romans adopted the myths of other cultures such as the Greeks, as it influenced the Roman Gods to be more anthropomorphic. Roman Gods and Greek gods were essentially the same.[footnoteRef:23] For example, Jupiter was the Roman equivalent of Zeus from Greek mythology and Venus from Roman mythology was essentially Aphrodite.[footnoteRef:24] Aphrodite was born from the sea foam when Cronus castrated his father Uranus and threw his genitals into the ocean. Venus, similarly was born in this way and is usually depicted in artwork by rising from the sea in a clam.[footnoteRef:25]This is a myth which is similar between the Greeks and the Romans and although it might be because the Romans borrowed characteristics from the Greek gods it still shows us that two different cultures had similar myths. In a similar way to this the myth of Herakles is mostly the same between the two cultures. Herakles or as he was known by the Romans Hercules was the son of the god Zeus and the mortal Alkmene and as such he was demigod. Herakles was famous in mythology for performing the 12 labours.[footnoteRef:26]  The 12 labours were a series of tasks that Herakles was given to perform by the King of Mycenae Eurystheus. The 12 labours included tasks such as killing the Nemean lion, killing the Lernaian Hydra, capturing the Keryneian Hind and similarly to capture the Erymanthian Boar.[footnoteRef:27] Herakles may be present and similar in both Greek and Roman mythology as well as in other cultures mythology, however, because each culture has its own version of Herakles they may have their subtle differences. [23:  Wasson 2014]  [24:  Canvas 2018]  [25:  Italian Renaissance 2018]  [26:  Cartwright 2012]  [27:  Cartwright 2012] 

In conclusion, myths have many different definitions which all depend on what period you are looking at and how you look at it. The modern myth is something that is untrue but in ancient times the meaning of myth was different because people may have believed them to be true. A euhemeristic view on myth would define it as being partly true or at least have a hint of truth. I believe that even though some Roman myths may be original such as arguably the most important myth in Roman Mythology, the story of the origins of the city and of the supposed founders Romulus and Remus, overall many cultures have similar myths. In the case of the Greeks and the Romans, cultures can even share myths, such as the birth of Aphrodite and the labours of Herakles. As a result, I believe that the meaning of myth is not culturally determined as different cultures will ultimately have similar myths.
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