What Is Myth?

This chapter introduces you to the style of presentation used in this
book. You can see that there is a main text on the right, with definitions, cross-references, and other study
aids in the left margin. In addition, wherever possible, the discussions are based not on retellings of myths,
but on original versions. This allows you to enjoy and appreciate the literary style of the myths, and it
makes your study of mythology more immediate—in many cases you are reading the same story heard by
the original audience, not a watered-down version.

We start by defining mythology and explaining what a “contemporary” view of it is. Despite the wide-
spread use of the word to mean fiction, mythology actually refers to stories that tell us about reality. One
definition of myth that we introduce refers to it as “a traditional narrative that is used as a designation
of reality.”

In this chapter we show that the same story can provide a wide range of different kinds of insights into
basic human questions, such as: What is it to be human? How do we fit into the scheme of things? How
did our physical universe get to be the way it is? We illustrate these insights by examining the story of the

Trojan War and several other examples.

ythology allows you to take a journey into an exciting and mysterious world. In your

travels, you can expect to encounter gods, heroes, monsters, exotic countries, and

amazing adventures. For pure story value, readings in mythology have no match. In
addition, the experience of mythology will enrich your understanding of literary and artistic works
created throughout the ages. You will see that you have entered a living tradition: we continue
to incorporate mythological themes and messages in our culture today. Even our modern mass
media reflect the motifs and characters that can be found in ancient stories from around the
world. Myths are as close to us today as the adventures of Indiana Jones, the Starship Enterprise,
or Game of Thrones.

The title of this book uses the word “contemporary” for two reasons. In the first place, we
will be considering stories from a variety of societies and time periods, including those told in
modern times by novelists, poets, dramatists, and filmmakers. Secondly, we will not be satisfied
to tell these wonderful stories for their own sake. We will also consider what the stories mean,
what message they convey about the people and cultures that originated them. In this effort, we
will bring to bear insights from a variety of academic disciplines. As far as we can tell, human
beings have always collected and analyzed the stories they came across in their society: some
early instances are the accounts of Herodotus in the fifth century B.c.E. and those of Apollodorus
in the first century B.C.E. Our investigations will include the work of some modern scholars who
delve into the meaning and significance of mythological stories. More detail on the structure and
philosophy of this book is found in the last section of this chapter, p. 17.



» Andy Warhol, Botticelli’s
Venus, from details of Renais-
sance paintings, 1984 (left).
Botticelli, The Birth of Venus
(detail; right). We have juxta-
posed detail from Botticelli's
Venus with a modern version of
the image. There is no need to
prefer one rendering over the
other: the meaning of each image
is different. Each artist presents
an artistic response to mythology.
In this book, we are dedicated to
demonstrating the effect of my-
thology on contemporary as well
as traditional sensibilities.

Marginal comments are found
throughout much of this text. For a
description of the different kinds
of marginal comments and sugges-
tions on how they might be used,
see the Preface.

“practiced at the time the myth is
told"—Mircea Eliade believes that
the power of myths is associated
with their relationship to rituals, an
aspect explored in Part 4.

» Marc Chagall, The Creation
of Man, 1956-1958. Marc Cha-
gall’s 20th-c. painting captures
a modern vision of the mystery
and drama of creation. For more
on creation stories, see Part 2,
p. 25.

WHAT MYTHOLOGY IS

In the first place, myths are stories. In every culture and every country, during every period of
time from Ancient Egypt to the modern United States, people have told stories. Of these, perhaps
the most captivating have been the sacred stories handed down as a part of religions, as well
as the narratives that explain and define the great achievements of nations and peoples: in the
strict sense, mythology refers to these. Usually these accounts are so old that their origins are
shrouded in mystery. For us modern readers, part of their appeal is in their evocation of a long-
gone era in which members of communities shared the same values and guided their lives by the
stories they told. Rooted as we are in the ever-shifting, diverse, multifaceted world of the twenty-
first century, we turn to mythology first for the entertainment value of a good story. Our impulse
is sound; in the treasure house of mythological
stories, we readily find the entertainment we
are seeking.

And vyet, the term “mythology” is usually
applied to a body of stories whose purpose is
not limited to entertainment. As Northrop Frye
puts it, the stories of mythology are often
“charged with a special seriousness and im-
portance.” Some stories are associated with a
living religion still being practiced at the time
the myth is told; others are more secular in na-
ture but still include values and perspectives
that inform the society and culture of the
storytellers.

Many people believe that myths are false
stories that primitive people used to tell to ex-
plain the nature of the universe before a better,
more “scientific” explanation for the world was
available. This view is related to the popular
use of “myth” to mean “false story.” For in-
stance, you may have heard people say that
it is a myth that the sun travels around the
earth, or that thunder is really the sound of two
clouds colliding.



WHAT MYTHOLOGY IS NOT

We will see that mythological stories often contain elements
that do not accurately reflect the scientific understanding
of the societies that tell them, but this literal falseness can
also be a reflection of their importance. Because mytho-
logical narratives are important to a society, they are often
handed down unchanged from generation to generation.
As a result, the scientific details embedded in these stories
are unchanged even as new scientific discoveries alter the
people’s understanding of their world.

In our study of mythological stories, it should become
clear that any false or outdated science they contain is not
intrinsic to the points they are making about the nature of
human beings and their role in the world. Thus, even sto-
ries about the formation of the cosmos can convey impor-
tant truths to subsequent generations, although the scientific
views in them are outmoded. To a reader from outside the
culture, however, the false science of a mythological tale may
be much more obvious than its unchangingly frue values
and world view. As students of myth, we will see that mytho-
logical stories reveal true things about the culture that origi-
nated them, and may include values and perspectives that
can be meaningful even for those of us outside that culture.

ALLIGATORS IN THE SEWERS:
AN URBAN LEGEND AS AN ORAL TALE

In our print- and Internet-oriented culture, we do not have
many examples of stories that are primarily oral. Among
the few examples are the so-called urban legends found
around the world. These are not myths in the strict sense,
but they can help us see the nature of the oral tales that are still transmitted in our own time.
These stories get retold over and over again, and are revised by their tellers to include details
that relate them to the teller’'s own family, friends, or neighborhood. No one knows why urban
legends spread, but Jan Harold Brunvand, who has studied them extensively, believes their
power arises because they “have an element of suspense or humor, they are plausible and they
have a moral” (Jensen B9).

You may have heard the urban legend that giant alligators live in the sewers of New York City.
This is called a legend because it claims to have a historical basis, but that claim turns out to be
tenuous, even though there are many versions of the story. Brunvand has compiled a discussion
of all the different forms he could find. A common one has it that the animals were the survivors
and descendants of pets given to children during the late 1950s when pet baby alligators were
a fad. When the pets got too big or became too much trouble, they were flushed down the toilet
and flourished in the sewer system. Some versions of the story say that the alligators are albino
because they do not get any sun, or that they survive by eating rats. It turns out that all over the
United States, people are familiar with this urban legend.

Brunvand traces the origins of the story to a New York Times account dated 10 February
1935 saying that an alligator was found in a New York City sewer. As far as we know, however,

A Genesis Frontispiece Depicting
the Creation. This 16th-c. illus-
tration shows the artist’s vision of
the world as it was being created.
Compare with Chagall on p. 4.



“not a myth in the same sense”—
This story is actually, as its name
implies, a legend. Myths and
legends are related: both are oral
stories that are refined through
repetition by one storyteller after
another. A legend, however, is
usually associated with a histori-
cal basis.

This story comes from:

Jan Harold Brunvand, The Van-
ishing Hitchhiker: Urban Legends
and Their Meanings.

(® Psychological Insights

psychology—The study of the
mental states and processes
involved in the development of
individuals.

Examples:

Otto Rank and Carl Jung study
those workings of the human mind
that occur without our notice. This
“unconscious” is often represented
by patients in their dreams as a
maze or labyrinth. On Rank, see
the introduction to Part 3, p. 211ff,
and Ch. 27, p. 490.

(® Anthropological Insights

anthropology—The study of
cultures: “culture” refers to the
values and principles of a society,
as well as to the artworks (“Cul-
ture” with a capital “C”) that
express those values.

Example:

Claude Lévi-Strauss (see Ch. 23,

p. 439). Lévi-Strauss’ theory,
“structuralism,” examines stories to
study the mental structures or un-
derlying concepts they represent.
From these, he determines the
values and principles of the culture
that tells the stories.

» Alligator, the 1980 horror movie by
John Sayles, represents one instance of
the urban legend about alligators in the
sewers.

the other elements of the story are false,
and thus the story is a “myth” in the
colloquial sense of the word—a false
story that people told to explain a rumor
about an alligator whose path to a metropolitan sewer was unknown, and therefore mysterious.

Thus, the story is just a legend and not a myth in the same sense as most of the stories we will
examine in this book. However, it is a tale that bears examination here because it helps us see
that oral storytelling exists even in modern times, and emphasizes the themes and issues that
concern human beings at their core. This urban legend is familiar throughout the United States,
not because people literally believe it—though some dol—but because it seems to express con-
cerns that many people believe are worth thinking about. We will examine this story in detail here
to suggest some of the insights that can be gained from looking at the stories people tell, whether
they are true or false.

THE MEANING OF THE URBAN LEGEND

Brunvand, who collected different versions of this urban legend about alligators, points out that
the story is related to a whole family of other stories, like the one about the woman who found a
rat in her fast-food fried chicken. You may be surprised to discover that we can gain a variety of
different insights into our experiences even from simple stories like this one. They all suggest that
there is something unclean and scary hidden underneath the pleasant surface of civilized life.
We could add that the story about alligators in the sewers tells us a lot about the experience of
living in cities. A city has a giant infrastructure that is unknown and mysterious to us. Under city
streets are tunnels, subways, sewers, and conduits for water and steam, as well as abandoned
buildings and structures of all sorts.

Psychologists tell us that an intricate maze like this represents our unconscious hopes and
fears as we struggle to become mature human beings. By traversing the maze, we are working
out problems that we may not even be aware of having. We will be studying more about these
views in Chapter 34 on the mythological theories of Jung, who was a psychologist.

The story of alligators in the sewers can be taken more literally, as well. In a city, women and
men do not walk on the ground. They are cut off from nature by the ground they walk on, which
is not the ground at all but a thin veneer that masks our nature, the unmentionable biological and
physiological processes that lurk beneath civilized life. The alligators, then, are an expression of
the fears we have of all the unknown parts of living in a city, all the natural or instinctual parts
of ourselves that, as civilized people, we are not completely comfortable or completely familiar
with. The Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, which dates from about 2000 B.C.E., is a widely studied
myth, and it expresses some of the same worries about how civilization distances human beings
from their natural selves (for excerpts, see Ch. 16, p. 225). We will be studying more about these
views in Chapter 23 on the theories of Lévi-Strauss, who looks at all myth as a conflict between
forces of nature and culture.

In addition to the other insights it provides, the story of alligators in the sewers expresses the
fears we have of each other in a community. Working together in a community is a good way
to get more done than could be accomplished by any single individual. Living in a community,



however, also means being stuck with the ill effects of the actions of others. In a city, people
live close together. If you flush away your pet alligator or other unwanted items, your neighbor
may well have to deal with the aftereffects of your carelessness. The city involves you in the
lives of people you do not know, some of whom lived in the distant past and left behind their
triumphs and their failures to be dealt with by the next generation—which must build, literally,
on their ruins. The story of the pet alligators points to the uneasiness most of us feel about other
people’s monsters.

MYTHS AND LEGENDS AS TRUE STORIES

Looking back at the story of the alligators, we can see that the story was false in the literal
sense: it is safe to say that alligators do not live in the sewers of New York City. And yet, the story
expresses some true concerns and conflicts of human beings who live in cities and participate
in cultures, concerns that have been true of humans for many thousands of years, if the Epic of
Gilgamesh can be believed.

Although it shares some characteristics with mythological accounts, an urban legend is not
really a myth in the strict sense of the word. As you may already have known, myths are stories
about gods and heroes performing fantastic and amazing adventures, rather than about alliga-
tors terrorizing nameless people in the streets of New York.

This book will introduce you to a great many gods and heroes, but thinking about the story
of the alligators is appropriate to an introduction to mythology, because legends and myths are
related to each other. Both are stories people tell, over and over, in different forms and versions.
As you can see from the preceding explanation, the story about the alligators in the sewers is not
just a false story. Rather, it tells us quite a lot about ourselves and our culture.

FUNCTIONS AND INSIGHTS

Even though mythological stories represent truth for the societies that tell them, this does not
mean that we as readers should take them as accurate representations of the values of the
societies they come from. For example, folklorist William R. Bascom notes that “characters in
folktales and myths may do things which are prohibited or regarded as shocking in daily life.”
For example, he points out that Old Man Coyote, a trickster hero in many Plains Indian tales, has
intercourse with his mother-in-law, whereas members of Native American society are subject to
strict rules stipulating that a man must not speak to, or even look at, his mother-in-law (338).
However, Bascom explains that the stories about Coyote actually reinforce the taboo by allowing
members of the society to “blow off steam” and discuss something that is normally may not be
discussed by its members.

Bascom’s observations point up the importance of understanding the function of a story to
the community that tells it. In fact, there are two interconnected ways to look at mythology. One
approach is consider it from our own point of view, as we have been doing with urban legends,
looking at the insights we gain about the lives of the people who tell a particular story. This is
seeing mythology from the outside looking in. Another way to look at mythology is to think about
its role inside a culture, examining the uses a story has for the people who tell it. Bascom points
out the anthropological function mythology plays in what he calls “validating culture,” which he
explains as justifying “rituals and institutions to those who perform and observe them” as well as
educating members of a community on how to perform the rituals which are being performed
as part of their culture (344). That is, the stories told in a society have meaning and significance
not just to us but to the people who tell them; this is what we mean by the functions of mythology.

(© social or Sociological Insights

sociology—The study of the
groups that people belong to or
participate in. Groups of interest
to sociologists can be as large as
the American nation or as small
as the family.

“the story expresses some true
concerns and conflicts . . ."—An
episode of the television series The
X-Files contains much the same
theme. In it, the monster in the
sewers is human and was created
by genetic mutations arising from
the atomic accident at Chernobyl
in the Ukraine. The themes ex-
pressed remind us of Brunvand’s
version of the urban legend, except
on a global scale. For more on the
meaning of The X-Files, see Ch.
42, p. 745.

functions of mythology—The
various kinds of meaning and
significance stories have to the
people who tell them. This is

the place of mythology inside a
society, and corresponds to the
insights we, on the outside, gain
about the society. These perspec-
tives are analogous to the opera-
tional and exegetic dimensions
Victor Turner identifies in rituals
in Ch. 28, p. 505.



(© Metaphysical Insights

metaphysics—This part of
philosophy goes beyond (“meta”
means “beyond”) physics to study
the nature and meaning of hu-
man life.

The anthropological function Bascom ascribes to Old Coyote stories is the other side of what
we have called the anthropological insights provided by the urban legend we discussed above,
but it is not the only function ascribed to mythology. In fact, Joseph Campbell identifies four main
functions of mythology in a society, namely, sociological, psychological, metaphysical, and cos-
mological. The first two correspond to the sociological and psychological insights we have been
discussing for urban legends, and we will go on to discuss the latter two as insights provided
by myths, but, depending on your perspective, they could as well be developed as functions.
Campbell was a renowned teacher and researcher whose ideas about mythology have been very
influential. See more about his views in Chapter 15, p. 217.

Both functions and insights highlight the truth value of mythological stories, but in somewhat
different ways. These stories represent what the members of a society view as true: the stories
function as the shared basis of their culture. And, if we, as stu-
dents of mythology, interpret these stories carefully (see p. 15),
they allow us to obtain insights that we can use to understand
the culture and appreciate its values.

WHAT ABOUT GODS AND HEROES?

Some of you may be surprised that we have gotten this far
without mentioning gods and heroes. Many people understand
myths as stories of gods and heroes, and so they are. Like the
psychological accounts mentioned previously, these stories can
provide us with an understanding of the nature of human life.
The ancient Greek story of Heracles can serve as an example.
Heracles, a human, is the illegitimate son of Zeus, the head of
the Greek gods. Hera, Zeus’ wife, is resentful of her husband’s
bastard by another woman and drives Heracles crazy, so he
kills his own wife and children. Thus, his story gives us insight
into the metaphysical views of the ancient Greeks and their
understanding of the limits of human freedom: a fundamen-
tally good man must deal with the consequences of actions that
seem beyond his control.

Heracles must perform a series of amazing deeds or labors
to atone for his crimes. In addition, upon completing these la-
bors, he achieves immortality. Although the story of Heracles’
labors emphasizes the fact that, as a rule, human beings are

subject to death, it also suggests that through great deeds, hu-
man beings can challenge and overcome this destiny by be-
coming immortal. For more about Heracles and his labors, see
Chapter 33, p. 58b.

MYTH AND SCIENCE

Many people think of myths as stories told to explain scientific
facts or to describe the origin of natural phenomena. This is
called “aetiology” or the “aetiological function,” from the Greek

A Samuel Narh Nartey, Nokia
Cell Phone Coffin, 2007.
Since the mid-1950s, fantasy
coffins have been used in
Ghana to tell a story about

a person’s life. The shape

of this coffin, produced for
gallery use, reflects the im-
portance of cell phone com-
munication throughout Africa.
Compare the “wallpaper” of
the screen with Michelan-
gelo’s painting on the Sistine
Chapel ceiling, p. 61.



word attia, or “cause.” Corresponding to it is the aetiological insight we gain from a myth. For
example, a Native American story from the Pacific Northwest explains that the raven is black
because he once flew through the smoke hole, or chimney, of the house while trying to get away
from Petrel after stealing fresh water from him. The story goes on to provide further aetiology,
explaining that, in his flight, Raven dropped the water here and there as he went along, and that
this is the origin of the great rivers of the world.

In the story, Petrel is hoarding fresh water until Raven distributes it freely. In thwarting Petrel,
Raven’s impulse is at the same time generous and mischievous, but his method of distributing
his “gift” is not orderly or systematic. The story demonstrates the bounty available from nature,
but suggests that the world is not orderly or predictable and that survival in it requires cleverness,
generosity, and the flexibility involved in changing your colors to suit the situation.

It is clear that this story about Raven does not agree with modern theories about how rivers
are formed or how animals obtain their coloration. It does, however, represent some important
truths about the Native American view of the world.

On a more basic level, the story of Raven and Petrel provides its audience with an accurate
mental representation of their uneven physical environment. Thus, it incorporates what we might
call the hest scientific knowledge of its time. Mircea Eliade would say that archaic societies used
myth to master the universe, whereas we use science. In this view, myth does not contain sci-
ence, but represents an alternative way of viewing the universe. Our argument here, however, is
that science and myth cover the same domain: the characterization of the natural world for the
purpose of understanding and predicting the behavior of nature. In this sense, we can say that
myth performs some of the same functions as what we might call science. For example, from the
story of Raven and Petrel, Native Americans could formulate a mental map of their area, so they
could plan how to find fresh water, which is abundant in the region, but not distributed according
to any discernible pattern—like the flight of a bird being pursued.

More than any other aspect or quality, the scientific views a myth incorporates are likely to
make it seem outdated, irrelevant, or “false.” However, if these views are understood in the con-
text of what is known at the time, they may well provide us with insights into the science of the
time that may be useful to our own science as well. For example, the myth of Raven and Petrel
emphasizes the randomness found in nature. Mathematicians and computer scientists recently
discovered that natural phenomena like clouds, trees, and bodies of water are not regular, and to
study them, they have invented fractal geometry, which incorporates a random element in their
description.

For some people, the most important question about myth is, “Did it really happen?” How-
ever, this turns out to be a more complex issue than it first seems. Some myths deal with events
in the lives of historical characters. These figures range from Gilgamesh, the ancient king of Uruk
in 2600 B.C.E., to Cyrus, who was the king of the Medes in the fifth century B.C.E., to Daniel Boone,
the eighteenth-century American pioneer.

In many instances, historical details may have been modified in mythical stories told about
historical figures, or their emphasis changed. In this sense, the myth may not be true. It is,
however, difficult to determine the motivations or character of any historical figure, and all the
people in a society do not agree on the facts surrounding a figure or on the motivations for her or
his actions. At the same time, though, mythical stories flesh out a historical framework that may
otherwise be represented only in inscriptions and treaties, telling us how people of a particular
era felt and thought. In addition, myths can often alert us to the existence of historical events that
might be unknown except for their preservation in a story.

For example, the Supreme Court of Canada has recognized the claim of the Gitxsan tribe to
22,000 square miles of territory in British Columbia because a Gitxsan story shows that the tribe

(O Aetiological Insights

aetiology—Explaining the cul-
ture’s understanding of the origin
or cause of a custom or a fact of
the physical universe. For the full
story of Raven and Petrel, see Ch.
24, p. 462.

“the world is not orderly or predict-
able”—In contrast, the creation
story told by Ovid (Ch. 4) empha-
sizes the orderly nature of the
world. In it, the world is created

by a god who lays out its boundar-
ies like a surveyor. This image is
especially appropriate coming from
a Roman author, as Rome was
especially proud of its technology,
which included engineering and
surveying.

(©® cosmological Insights

cosmology—The study of
the origin and structure of the
universe.

“[Myth] incorporates what we
might call the best scientific knowl-
edge of its time.”—Campbell calls
this the “cosmological function”

of myth.

(@ Historical Insights

history—The study of past
events, especially in relation to a
particular person or culture.

Example:

Imagine composing a mythic story
about Ronald Reagan or Bill Clin-
ton. Some people would disagree
with some of the events you in-
cluded as facts and with the moti-
vations that underlie them. It may
well be the case that everyone

did not agree about Gilgamesh or
Daniel Boone. If one of the brides
whom Gilgamesh raped was a
member of your family or village,
or if Daniel Boone owed you
money, you might not see these
figures as heroes.



This story comes from: Anthony
DePalma, “Canadian Indians Win
a Ruling Vindicating Their Oral
History,” New York Times, 9 Feb-
ruary 1998.

“an Indian woman is taken to

the sky”—Leslie Marmon Silko, a
contemporary writer in the Native
American tradition, bases a story
on this theme (see Ch. 46, p. 819).

(® Introduction
Eratosthenes—Head of the
library in Alexandria, lived at the
end of the 3rd c. B.CE.
Helen—Wife of Menelaus.

Paris—Son of Priam.

Priam—King of Troy.

(© The Judgment of Paris

This story comes from:

Euripides’ fragmentary play,
Alexander, ca. 415 B.CE.

+ Alost poem called the Cypria,
of which we have only second-
hand accounts.

Hera—Queen of the Greek gods.

Athena—Greek goddess of
wisdom.

Aphrodite—Greek goddess of
love.

has inhabited the land for hundreds of years. In the story, an Indian woman is taken to the sky
and brought back by a man who turns into a grizzly bear. Without realizing the bear is their sis-
ter's husband, the woman'’s brothers kill and skin it. The brothers take the skin to “where the river
calls back the salmon every year,” and the story states that “the Gitxsan people have been in
Kispiox ever since.”

THE TROJAN WAR AS AN EXAMPLE OF MYTH

The preceding discussion showed that legends and myths can provide us with a variety of in-
sights into the minds and aspirations of the people who tell them. We have given a series of
examples of these insights. However, the in-depth discussion of one story can show more clearly
the range and depth of the insights provided by the study of mythology. The Greek story of the
Trojan War provides a good example.

Greek mythology has it that Greek forces destroyed Troy after a long siege. Eratosthenes put
the date of the war at 1184 8.c.E. The war arose over the kidnapping of the Greek Helen, wife of
Menelaus, by the Trojan Paris, son of Priam, the king of Troy.

According to the myth, Paris at least believed that he was entitled to Helen. He received her
from Aphrodite as a reward for granting the goddess of love first prize in a beauty contest he was
judging. The story is as follows.

One day, Hera, the queen of the gods, Athena, the goddess of wisdom, and Aphrodite, the
goddess of love, got into an argument about which of them was most beautiful. Zeus decided
to put the matter before a judge, and selected Paris, son of Priam, the King of Troy. At the time,
Paris was living outside his father’s city and working as a shepherd because there had been a
prophecy that he would destroy his father’s kingdom.

As it turned out, the prophecy was well founded. The three goddesses did not really want
an impartial solution to the matter of who was most beautiful; each of them decided to win the
contest by forming an alliance with the judge. The traditional way to do this was through the ex-
change of gifts, so each goddess offered Paris a gift. Hera offered him political power over Europe
and Asia, Athena offered to make him the bravest and wisest warrior in the world, and Aphrodite
offered him the most beautiful woman in the world, who was Helen, the wife of Menelaus. Paris
rejected political power and honor as a warrior and chose success in love. Accounts differ about
whether Paris kidnapped Helen or persuaded her to go with him.

» William Blake, The Judgment
of Paris, 1811.




(TURKEY)
(GREECE)

At the time of the Trojan War, Greece consisted of a group of city-states with separate govern-
ments. However, the leaders of these cities had made an alliance years earlier, when Helen was
just a girl and all the men of Greece were competing with each other to be her husband. They
agreed that they would all protect the rights of the man she chose. As a result, when Helen was
kidnapped, the members of the alliance formed an expedition to get her back. This expedition
accepted the common leadership of Menelaus and his brother Agamemnon. The Greeks sent a
large force across the Aegean Sea to Troy and besieged the city for ten years. It was on top of a
great hill and thus very hard to capture.

The greatest warrior among the Greek leaders was Achilles. When the war first started, how-
ever, it looked as if he would not take part in it at all. His mother Thetis knew of a prophecy saying
that if her son went to Troy, he would die there. He would either have a short and glorious life, or
a long and ordinary one. Thetis hid her son on an island and disguised him as a girl. However,
Odysseus, a very clever Greek leader, persuaded Achilles to join the expedition. Throughout the
war, Thetis made a series of attempts to save Achilles’ life, most notably by having Hephaistos,
the blacksmith of the gods, make a suit of armor to protect him in battle. Her efforts were not able
to prevent her son’s death in the course of the war, but Achilles’ participation was able to turn the
tide in favor of the Greeks—he died, as the prophecy promised, gloriously.

In the tenth year of the war, on the advice of Odysseus, the Greeks built a large wooden
horse, filled it with armed men, and pretended to sail away. The Trojans, thinking the horse was
an offering to the gods that would bring them luck, took it into their citadel. At night, the Greek
warriors climbed out of the horse, opened the gates to their fellow soldiers who had sneaked
back, and together they captured the city. The Greeks burned Troy and took Helen back home
again to her husband.

<« Greece and Troy.

(® Political Background of the
Trojan War
This story comes from:

« Euripides, Iphigenia in Aulis,
after 406 B.C.E.

+ Apollodorus, Library, ca.
2nd c. CE.

Pausanias, Guide to Greece,
2nd c. CE.

Menelaus and Agamemnon—
Leaders of the Greek army at Troy.
(® The Decision of Achilles

This story comes from: Homer’s
Iliad, ca. 750 B.C.E.

Achilles—Noblest Greek warrior
at Troy.

Thetis—Achilles’ mother.

Hephaistos—Blacksmith of the
Greek gods.



(® The Capture of Troy

“After the Trojan War was over’—
The traditional date set by Eratos-
thenes for the fall of Troy was 1184
B.C.E. Archeologists today believe
the settlement that may correspond
to Troy fell ca. 1300-1200 B.C.E.

(© The Story of Odysseus

This story comes from: Homer’s
Odyssey, ca. 750 B.CE.

Odysseus—Greek leader from
Ithaca.

Poseidon—Greek god of the sea.

Penelope—Odysseus’ wife, who
rejected the advances of the suit-
ors. Greeks considered her the
model of the faithful wife.

Telemachus—Son of Odysseus.

(® The Coming of Age of
Telemachus

“archeological evidence”—The site
of Troy is thought to be at Hisarlik
in modern Turkey. Frank Calvert,
who started in 1863, was the first
archeologist to excavate this site

in search of Priam’s city. The ex-
cavation of businessman Heinrich
Schliemann, which began in 1870,
was perhaps the most famous.
Further excavations were carried
out by Wilhelm Dérpfeld (1893-94)
and Carl Blegen (1932-38). In
recent times, the area has been
excavated by Manfred Korfmann,
who says of the archaeological
evidence found thus far, “at the
moment everything indicates that
we ought to take Homer seriously
about the background informa-
tion of a war between Trojans and
Greeks that his epic provides”
(2007, 26).

After the Trojan War was over, many Greek leaders had a difficult time getting home. The
voyage across the Aegean Sea was treacherous, and many of the leaders had offended the
gods in one way or another while capturing and pillaging Troy. They suffered for their sins on
the homeward journey. Some died in trying to get home. Some, like Agamemnon, were killed by
conspirators after they got home.

Odysseus was the Greek leader who had the most extensive adventures while trying to get
home. It took him ten years to return to Ithaca. This meant he was away for twenty years alto-
gether, because the war itself also took ten years.

Odysseus was a strong, brave fighter and a great leader who was especially known for his
intelligence and quick wit. He came up with the idea of the Trojan horse. Ultimately, however, it
was his wit that got him in trouble; he offended Poseidon, the Greek god of the sea, and the god
interfered with his attempts to get back to Ithaca. Odysseus’ adventures as he struggled to get
home form the bulk of the work called the Odyssey by the poet Homer. Even when he got back
home, Odysseus’ troubles were not over. He found that a group of rowdy young men had taken
over his house and were trying to convince his wife Penelope to marry one of them so they could
usurp his kingdom. With the help of his son Telemachus and of the goddess Athena, who was his
special protector, Odysseus defeated the troublemakers.

Telemachus was only a baby when his father went off to war, but by the time Odysseus got
home, he was able to help his father defeat his mother’s suitors. In the Odyssey, Homer tells us
the story of how Telemachus grew from being a helpless boy to asserting himself like a warrior.

The boy was raised mostly by his mother, Penelope. He looked on his family’s swineherd,
Eumaeus, as a father figure in the absence of Odysseus. At first, Telemachus felt powerless to
stop the boisterous suitors who insisted on coming to his house every day to eat and drink and
flirt with his mother. Eventually, with the help of Athena, Telemachus stood up to the suitors,
organized an expedition to look for his father, and returned to fight the intruders, alongside the
swineherd Eumaeus and Odysseus himself.

INSIGHTS PROVIDED BY THE MYTH OF THE TROJAN WAR

There is archeological evidence that suggests that the account of the Trojan War is not just a
false story. The descriptions of Troy given by Homer have allowed archeologists to locate a city
in a strategic position on a height overlooking the Dardanelles, the entrance to the Black Sea in
modern Turkey. Many archeologists believe that this was the city Homer described in his poems.
From the excavations of the site, we know that, over the centuries, people built different versions
of this city, one on top of the other, in the same place. Archeologists numbered these cities. The
one called Troy Vlla shows signs of having been burned and destroyed at around the time usu-
ally suggested for the Trojan War. Archeologist Carl Blegen believed that this confirmed Homer’s
account of the Trojan War. Other archeological evidence suggests the existence of commerce
between the area widely identified as Troy and contemporary Greece, raising the possibility that
a war occurred in relation to trade rivalries.

However, the kidnapping of Helen may have been part of the conflict at Troy. We know from
our own experience that wars are not usually caused by just one event, but by a series of con-
flicts. You may remember from your modern European history that the cause of World War | was
the assassination of Archduke Francis Ferdinand, but that Europe had been undergoing a series
of conflicts and rivalries for quite some time. The assassination simply triggered hostilities.

How much of Homer’s tale corresponds to historical facts? Modern archeologists have made
a range of discoveries that complicate our understanding of what happened at the site. Arche-
ologist Manfred Korfmann says, “In its nucleus, the lliad may reflect historical reality.” He has



NOSTALGIA

The Greeks told many different stories about the adventures of leaders in trying to get home after
the Trojan War. The Greek word for homecoming is voaTos (nostos), and this word was also used
for a story about a hero’s homecoming. Thus, our word “nostalgia” comes from the word vooTos
or “homecoming” and -algia from &\yos (algos), meaning “pain.” In its root sense, nostalgia is the
pain you experience in trying to achieve a homecoming. In our language it tends to mean the sad-

ness we feel about what we have lost in the past.

recently found defensive structures on the site matching those described in detail by Homer.
This is remarkable in itself because in Homer’s time the walls of Troy were no longer standing:
he lived some 400 years after the date traditionally given for its fall and must have learned about
the events at Troy from a vigorous oral tradition. Yet we do not know the extent to which the myth
of the Trojan War was a false story, as we know that oral tradition often distorts historical events,
reshaping them to express the concerns of the poet’s own era. Kurt Raaflaub argues that the gap
between the historical events and the era of the poet Homer may well reduce the “historical core
of the Trojan War tradition . . . to a minimum.”

Of course, there is another sense in which the myth of the Trojan War told a true story for
the people who originated it and for us as we study it. As we will show, the stories about Troy
provide a variety of insights into the culture, thinking, and way of life of the people who origi-
nated them.

The story of the Trojan War provides insight into Greek culture, at least at the time of Homer.
From the decision of Achilles to choose a short and glorious life over a long and uneventful one,
we can see that the Greeks attached great value to victory in battle. The use of the Trojan horse
shows that, in their view, war represented a contest of wits as much as one of military prowess
and strength. The war shows us that Greek society was based on the alliances a person made
with others: this can be seen in the Greeks’ willingness to mount an expedition that spent ten
years trying to recover one man'’s wife. The judgment of Paris also suggests the same aspect of
Greek culture: victory in the beauty contest among the goddesses was judged not according to
any objective standards but according to which goddess could form the best alliance with Paris
through gift giving.

From the story of the Trojan War, we can see how the Greeks saw human freedom and its
limitations. It is easy to oversimplify the role of the gods and suggest that the Greeks believed they
were enslaved by divine commands, or that they used the gods as an excuse for their actions,
shirking responsibility for them by saying, in effect, “the devil made me do it.” Neither view is
accurate.

In Homer’s story, the Greek gods represent higher forces in the universe that determine the
fate of humans. For instance, the account of the Trojan War shows that human beings often feel
powerless as they are swept away by forces like war that affect their destinies and change, or
end, their lives. The actions of Aphrodite can be seen in this light: for the most part, she repre-
sents the power of passion to sway the decisions made by human beings, not an irresistible im-
petus that compels them to act in a certain way. Throughout the story, Helen and Paris take on
themselves the responsibility for their actions and do not blame the goddess of love. For more on
the Greek view of the gods in relation to events in human lives, see Chapter 33, p. 591, on the
role of Hera in causing Heracles’ madness.

(O Historical Insights

Deal with: verifiable historical
events reflected in mythical stories.

(© Anthropological Insights

Deal with: culture, the values and
principles of a society.

(© Metaphysical Insights

Deal with: what it means to be
human, typical characteristics
and limitations of humans, their
relationship to a larger reality or
principle.

“she represents the power of
passion”—E. R. Dodds, in The
Greeks and the Irrational, argues
that the Greeks in Homer saw
their gods as the source of what
we would call unforeseen psycho-
logical powers that deprived them
of their free will. Of course, as
with us, different ancient authors
portrayed the events of the war
differently. In contrast with Homer,
Euripides’ play Helen represents
Helen as never actually going to
Troy with Paris, despite rumors to
the contrary.



(© Cosmological Insights

Deal with: the universe as under-
stood by science. For more about
Greek science, see Ch. 3, p. 30.

(® Sociological Insights

Deal with: groups that people be-
long to or participate in—values
about group behavior, standards for
admission.

In addition, the story of the Trojan War has other metaphysical implications. It emphasizes the
limitations that mortality places on human beings’ attempts to achieve eternal fame. The decision
of Achilles shows a human being’s quandary in deciding between living a long, uneventful life
and a short, glorious one. Achilles ultimately decides to extend his life beyond death by achieving
fame and glory that will live on after him.

The story of the Trojan War also provides insight into Greek cosmology by incorporating con-
temporary scientific explanations of the nature of the universe. This is especially clear in the
various accounts we have of heroes’ adventures on the way home from the war. They encounter
gods who control natural phenomena, like Aeolus, god of the winds; Proteus, a sea god who
can change himself into any natural phenomenon; and Poseidon, the great god of the sea. Early
Greek science portrayed the physical universe as made up of conflicting and complementary
natural forces—wind, water, air, and fire. The myths of the time portrayed these forces as arising
from differences of opinion among the gods.

The Aegean Sea is a treacherous body of water even today, when traversed by modern ships.
Greek sailors traveled in small vessels that held fifty to a hundred men. Their ships were not self-
contained entities that reached their destination after many uninterrupted days on the ocean.
Rather, they navigated along the coastline and landed on shore each night for sleep and provi-
sions. The Odyssey makes clear that the open sea, out of sight of land, is a dangerous place;
humans lacked control and were buffeted by forces that could easily destroy them. This account
was scientifically accurate, representing the nature of the Aegean and the state of Greek science
and technology at the time.

In the story of the Trojan War, we can see the forces the Greeks felt were operating on their
families and their cities. As we know from recent events like the United States’ involvement in
Iraq or Afghanistan, a war can have a significant effect on society.

Insights Obtained from Myths

Verifiable historical events reflected in mythical stories

Culture—the values and principles of a society

What it means to be human—typical characteristics and
limitations of humans; their relationship to a larger reality

The universe as understood by the best science available at

Example

Homer’s account allowed archeologists to determine an actual
site that may have been Troy.

Achilles was willing to die young because his culture valued
glory in battle.

Aphrodite gave Helen to Paris: this represents the limitations
passions impose on human freedom, and it shows that a
complex event like war is determined by a variety of causes.

Poseidon, the god of the sea, prevented Odysseus from going
home. This story allowed its audience to understand the perils
sailors encounter on the Aegean Sea.

Explaining the origin or cause of a custom or a fact of the

Groups that people belong to or participate in—values about
group behavior; standards for admission

Insight Shows
Historical
Anthropological
Metaphysical

or principle
Cosmological

the time
Aetiological

physical universe
Sociological
Psychological

The struggles of individuals to become mature human beings
and useful members of society

Ravens are black because Raven escaped from Petrel through
the smoke hole.

The Trojan War changed the nature of the family because
fathers were away fighting and sons were often raised by their
mothers, or by servants.

Telemachus comes of age by defending his home against

the suitors. He serves as a role model for those seeking a
mature role in Greek society; his actions show what the society
requires of a grown man.



Wars are especially hard on families. When soldiers go away to war, their property and family
become vulnerable to other forces. We see this reflected in the story about the family of Odys-
seus, who was once the unchallenged leader of Ithaca. After he left, the suitors claimed his wife
and property, and on his return, he had to fight for what had once been his.

Because his father was away, Telemachus was raised by his mother, who was not able to in-
still in him a good sense of what it is to be a man. He enjoyed a warm relationship with Eumaeus,
a slave, who functioned as a father substitute and role model for the boy. This turned upside
down several of the relationships formerly found in Greek society.

There were economic effects of the war as well. Before the war, masters protected slaves like
Eumaeus, providing them with a livelihood and protection from enemies. After the war, Odys-
seus, the master, needed the help of his swineherd. He came to Eumaeus’ house and asked him
for clothes and lodging. Eventually he asked the swineherd to fight alongside him to help him
regain his wife and property.

The story of the Trojan War represents the Greeks’ struggle to deal with stages in their per-
sonal development. Their stories show how war affects individuals in what we might call their
personal lives. There is the story of Telemachus, who grows up without a father, but finds suitable
role models to become a man and take a responsible part in his society. There is Achilles, who
chooses glory over long life. And Thetis, Achilles’ mother, expresses her fears as a mother for the
well-being of her child as he struggles to live out the destiny he has chosen for himself.

MYTH AND MANY VOICES

This book will suggest a variety of insights found in stories from different cultures and time peri-
ods. If we consider our own culture, however, we realize that not everyone in it shares the same
beliefs. It is important to realize that the experiences of Odysseus do not sum up the experiences
of all Greeks. In addition, for all the connections we can make between mythological stories and
our own time period, it is important to note that there are differences as well. When you are look-
ing at a culture from the outside, it is easy to think that you are seeing elements that resemble
your own views and values.

We can look, for instance, at the story of the Trojan War and suggest that the effects of this
war were like that of the Vietnam War in the late twentieth-century United States. Both wars
caused a generation of young men to go off and fight in a foreign land for a cause they under-
stood and valued only dimly and abstractly. Odysseus, who pretended to be insane to avoid
going to Troy, might be considered the first draft dodger in the tradition of the Viethnam War
protesters in the 1960s.

At the same time, it is important to remember the differences between the two nations and
eras as well as the similarities. For example, the Greeks practiced slavery. When the citizens of
its city-states sailed off to war, they left their culture and civilization in the hands of people whom
they viewed as their property. To get a good sense of what the Trojan War might have been like,
we need to consider not just the experiences of Odysseus, but also those of his slave Eumaeus.

There are many other differences between the two societies as well. Homer’s Greece was
not actually a country; it was an uneasy international alliance forged for the purpose of the Tro-
jan War, an alliance among city-states, many of which were used to thinking of each other as
enemies. And during the war, Greek families are portrayed as completely out of touch with their
loved ones’ experiences for ten to twenty years, whereas Americans saw the day’s events on
Vietnamese battlefields as they ate dinner every night.

It is only with caution that parallels can be drawn between the experiences of different cul-
tures. This is not to say that we should not apply the experiences of gods and heroes to our own
lives: such identification is at the heart of the pleasure of reading mythology. At the same time,

(® Psychological Insights

Deal with: the struggles of individu-
als to become mature human beings
and useful members of society.

Although reading myths can provide
cross-cultural insights, it is impor-
tant to remember the differences

in cultures and historical periods
while noticing the similarities in
their stories.

“the Greeks practiced slavery”—
Wendy Doniger points out that
myths always express the political
views of a particular segment of
the population and must be stud-
ied with their historical and cultural
context in mind. She gives the Old
Norse myth of the Valkyries as an
example. The stories about these
worshippers of Odin (see Ch. 32,
p. 573) took on a different mean-
ing when included by Wagner in
his operas. The Nazis then rein-
terpreted both the original stories
and Wagner's version to express
their vision of Germany and what
they saw as its divine mission.

C. B. Rose makes a similar point
about stories of the Trojan War,
which were used by the Romans
to legitimize their empire by con-
necting its founding to Aeneas, a
Trojan whose mother, Venus, is the
goddess of love.



“Heracles”—The Greek form of
the name Hercules.

This story comes from: Sopho-
cles, Women of Trachis.

This story comes from: Eurip-
ides, Heracles.

This story comes from: Herodo-
tus, Histories, Book 2.112—115.

Contents of This Book:
« Introduction

Mythic Themes:

« Creation and Destruction
« Heroes and Tricksters
o Ritual and Myth
Related Topics:

o Dreams and Myth

« Folktale and Myth

o Contemporary Myth

o Literature and Myth

however, it is important, while drawing parallels, to consider as much as possible the unique
characteristics of each culture in the stories we read.

MYTHS HAVE MANY VERSIONS

If you research the stories about a god or a mythological event, you are likely to find different
versions of it, often with conflicting details. Beginning students will sometimes ask, “Which is the
true version?” Usually, the answer is that one version isn’t more “true” than another. Sometimes
such a question will come in relation to a modern version, or the speaker will assert, for example,
that “Walt Disney’s version of Hercules is all wrong.” But is it really?

Well, if you want to say that many of the details in the Disney version don’t correspond to the
ancient story, that would be true, but that's a different statement. There is, by the way, a fine
comparison of the Disney version with the ancient version on Carlos Parada’s Greek Mythology
Link website. It's not hard to see why Disney changed the story of the Greek hero so it could be
appreciated by an American youngster in the last quarter of the twentieth century: we are not ac-
customed to starting such stories with adultery. In ancient Greek mythology, Heracles is the son
of Zeus, the head of the Greek gods, and Alcmene is the wife of Amphytrion. It might be better
to state that the Disney film doesn’t accurately reflect the ancient Greek story, though the film
might still be considered true in the sense of having meaning and significance to the community
that tells it, as it inspires children to develop themselves from “Zero to Hero.”

But the ancient story of Heracles is not a unified version, either. You'd find, for example,
that the story as told by the fifth-century B.C.E. author Sophocles is different from the one told
by Euripides, who wrote during roughly the same time period. In many cultures, people expect
to hear different versions of mythological stories, whether they are still actively being used as
sacred stories or not. For example, Herodotus, the ancient Greek historian, tells us he went to
Memphis in Egypt to a temple of Helen of Troy. There he says he learned that the Egyptians
believed Helen never went to Troy because she and Paris were blown off course and wound up
in Egypt. Proteus, the king, interrogated Paris and then forced him to leave without Helen, whom
the monarch intended to keep safe until her husband could come fetch her home. Herodotus
does not choose between this story and the one told by Homer (see p. 10), but he does say that
he believes Homer knew the Egyptian story also. So it is up to the members of the community
that tells a story whether they want to decide if a particular version is “true” or not, and even then,
they are determining whether the story has meaning for them. As for us, we can be entertained
by the range of stories and think about the insights that can be gained from them.

WHAT WE MEAN BY A CONTEMPORARY VIEW OF MYTH

In this book, we present a great many stories for you to enjoy. In addition, we have included
a variety of theoretical readings that describe some of the kinds of insights you can gain from
looking at mythology from the standpoint of different disciplines, including history, sociology,
anthropology, and psychology. This introduction has previewed some ideas on mythology from
the work of theoreticians like C. G. Jung and Claude Lévi-Strauss. This book will include excerpts
from works like theirs, so that you can acquire first-hand experience of thinking about myths in
different ways.

The next chapter will provide you with some techniques for reading myths. After that, the
next three sections of this book are organized thematically. Part 2 is about creation and destruc-
tion myths; Part 3 is about heroes and tricksters; Part 4 is about ritual and myth. The final parts



of the book describe phenomena that are related to myths: Part 5 is about symbols and dreams;
Part 6 is about folktales and fairy tales; Part 7 is about American myths; and Part 8 is about
mythic themes found in literature.
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Ways of
Understanding Myth

People with widely varying fields of interest benefit from studying
mythology. In this chapter, we explain why many professionals specializing in a wide range of areas study
mythology. At the same time, we will build on an idea from the previous chapter: readers of myths are
enriched by keeping in mind that the original goals of their tellers were different from ours today. That is,
because myths represent a window into the world of the mythmakers, you can expect to gain through them
an understanding of cultures other than your own.

Because myths are old stories, reading them requires some techniques not called for in reading modern
retellings. This chapter provides you with guidance on the characteristics of old stories. To help you be-
come an effective reader of the myths in later chapters, this one includes a discussion of the characteristics
of oral myth (repetition, an abundance of names and titles, and parataxis) and of written myth (a literary
framework, the author’s goals, and rationalization).

here are many paths to the enjoyment of mythology. Your first appreciation for it may

have come from storybooks read to you when you were little or even from popular

television shows like Duck Tales or Hercules. Grown-ups also have a variety of choices
in approaching the experience of mythology. Many books provide an introduction to the stories
of gods and heroes; among the most popular are accounts like Edith Hamilton’s Mythology and
Bulfinch’s Mythology, which is now available on the web. These are retellings: books by scholars
who have read the original versions of mythological stories and retell them in their own style. The
result is an exciting and pleasing story that can be enjoyed by a wide range of audiences.

This book is devoted to the understanding that a single mythological story may exist in a
variety of different versions, each of which will have advantages for the audience and purpose
for which it is designed. In writing this mythology book, however, we have decided whenever pos-
sible to present myths in translations that are as faithful as possible to the written texts that record
the ancient versions of the stories. We have done this out of the belief that a college-level course
can make these versions accessible to students and thus provide them with an understanding
of certain aspects of the myth that are necessarily eliminated from such retellings as Hamilton’s.
We feel that some of the pleasure to be gained from the examination of mythological material
comes from an appreciation of the literary style in which it is written. In many cases, mythologi-
cal stories are very old, and they come from cultures that did not use writing, or did not use it for
recording these stories, which may have been considered too important to store anywhere but
within a living mind and an active memory. Learning about its genre, we believe, enhances the
enjoyment of a text. You know what a short story is, and if you are reading one that follows the



rules for the genre, you know how to read and appreciate the text. However, when you are deal-
ing with a prayer composed for inscription on the inside of an Egyptian coffin, or a poetic epic on
the families of the gods composed for oral presentation in ancient Greece, you are less likely to
be familiar with the characteristics that were considered appropriate to each genre.

The goal of this chapter is to acquaint you with the literary characteristics of such mythologi-
cal stories and to suggest techniques to help you read them. Before we embark on this subject,
we will briefly consider all the different categories of readers who are interested in mythology, as
well as the kinds of evidence they typically derive from it. An additional point to be made here is
that the original goals of mythological composition do not necessarily match the uses to which
mythological texts are put these days. Even for those well acquainted with how to read mythology,
this multiplicity of purposes can add to its appeal.

WHO STUDIES MYTH?

As Chapter 1 suggests, there is more to mythology than false stories. This is why a lot of serious
attention is paid to myths by people in all sorts of different fields and professions. People have
been studying mythology for almost as long as human beings have been telling stories. And
mythological accounts have been studied from a great many different points of view.

You may not have realized that mythology would be studied, for instance, by people interested
in science. Scientists are always reexamining their understanding of the way the universe works.
They may be looking for an answer to questions about the way the body heals, or where a star
was in ancient times, or the best way to improve ecological systems. Often they can learn from
stories about ancient healing rituals or dietary customs that are explained in mythical accounts.
Or a myth might describe a journey taken by a hero in a way that gives insight into what the earth
or the heavens were like at the time the story was told. Scientists study myths because they do
not want to become so wrapped up in their own world view that they fail to notice a different
perspective on the question at hand.

Historians study past events, reconstructing what happened to a particular people, country,
period, or individual. They base their findings on accounts written by the people they are study-
ing, as well as on their laws and commercial documents. To complete the picture, they also use
the evidence provided by archeologists, including samples of the houses the people lived in, the
tools they used, how they dressed, what they ate, and so on.

Mythology also fits into this understanding. Historians get a better sense of the motivations
and mind-set of the people they are studying by considering the stories they told, the heroes they
patterned themselves after, and the customs or ceremonies in which they participated. All of
these can be learned from a study of mythology.

HOW TO READ MYTH

A myth does not have to be old: at this very moment, our own society is full of stories of gods and
heroes, and these narratives tell us about ourselves in the same way that the story of the Trojan
War characterizes the ancient Greeks.

However, many of the stories we will be studying in this book are very old, probably older than
anything you have read before. If you have read Shakespeare or Beowulf in an English class,
you know that texts from a different era require some getting used to. They may use language
in ways we are unaccustomed to, or they may describe customs and habits with which we are
unfamiliar. The writers of such texts may have goals and values that are different from what we
expect from a novel or play today.

(©® Why Scientists Study Myth

(® Why Historians Study Myth

(© Introduction: Characteristics
of Old Stories

Examples:

The Odyssey (Homer) (see Ch. 1,
pp. 10-15)

The Epic of Gilgamesh (translation
by N. K. Sandars; see also Ch. 16,
p. 225)



A Bust of Homer, Capitoline
Museum. Homer, the ancient
Greek poet, lived so long ago
that no one knows what he
looked like. This bust from the
2nd c. B.C.E. shows him as old,
but infuses him with a vitality
attributable to the power of his
compositions.

(® Characteristics of Oral Myth:
1. Extensive Repetition

This example comes from: The
Epic of Gilgamesh, 1200 B.C.E. For
excerpts, see Ch. 16.

Academic Disciplines That Learn from Mythology

Professions What They Study

Psychologists The mind and mental processes

Sociologists Origin, development, organization, and functioning of human social relations
and human institutions

Anthropologists Origins, physical and cultural development, social customs, and beliefs
of humans

Folklorists Traditional beliefs, legends, and customs of people

Historians Past events

Archeologists Culture of people as revealed by their artifacts, inscriptions, and monuments

Scientists Physical and material world

Philosophers

Artists

Since many mythological stories are so old, many of them were composed at a time when
writing had not been invented or was not widely used for literary purposes. Of course, these sto-
ries were later written down or we would not have them today. However, many mythological texts
originated in oral form, and have the characteristics of oral composition, including the extensive
repetition of words and phrases and an abundance of names and titles. To help you in your read-

Principles of being, knowledge, or conduct

Production of work according to aesthetic principles

ing, we will illustrate these and other characteristics of orally composed works.

Oral stories often contain lines, or even whole incidents that are repeated, sometimes word
for word, often with some variation. Ancient audiences liked such repetitions and looked forward

to them, but to our ears they may sound confusing or boring.

Here is an example from the Epic of Gilgamesh of the kind of repetition that is often found

in oral myth:

Then Siduri said to him, “If you are that Gilgamesh who seized and killed the Bull of Heaven,
who killed the watchman of the cedar forest, who overthrew Humbaba that lived in the forest,
and killed the lions in the passes of the mountain, why are your cheeks so starved and why is
your face so drawn? Why is despair in your heart and your face like the face of one who has made
a long journey? Yes, why is your face burned from heat and cold, and why do you come here
wandering over the pastures in search of the wind?”

Gilgamesh answered her, “And why should not my cheeks be so starved and my face drawn?
Despair is in my heart and my face like the face of one who has made a long journey, it was
burned with heat and with cold. Why should | not wander over the pastures in search of the wind?
My friend, my younger brother, he who hunted the wild ass of the wilderness and the panther of
the plains, . . . Enkidu my younger brother whom | loved, the end of mortality has overtaken him.
| wept for him for seven days and nights till the worm fastened on him. Because of my brother |
am afraid of death, because of my brother | stray through the wilderness and cannot rest.”

Why does myth contain this kind of repetition?
The oral poet would be composing the poem on the spot, in front of his audience. He would
not be creating the story from scratch, however. An oral poet would learn a large repertoire of



fixed phrases or formulas to use as modular units from which to build his poems. This would
mean that, as he was building his story, he would plug in a modular section and repeat it word
for word. While he was doing this, he could think ahead and decide where his story would go
next, what he would include or leave out.

The performance of an oral poet would be judged on a variety of factors. Of course, his story
would have to be interesting and his language polished and elegant. Because the oral poet usu-
ally did not read or write, his success would depend in great part on his memory. A good poet
knew not just the rough outline of the story, but even its most minute details, so oral poets would
provide long lists of names and places to show how well they had mastered the story. Listening
to an oral poet give these details accurately would please an audience as any feat of artistic vir-
tuosity pleases its audience. Just think how audiences are impressed with the number of notes a
guitarist like Eric Clapton can play at once and not lose the tune. That is virtuosity, as is the ability
to remember and elegantly describe all the generations of the hero’s family.

Here is an example of the extensive use of names and titles in myth written in an oral style:

Loridi, who resembled his father, was their son. Loridi's son was Einridi, his son Vingethér, his son
Vingener, his son Médi, his son Magi, his son Seskef, his son Bedvig, his son Athra whom we call
Annar, his son Itrmann, his son Heremad, his son Skjaldun whom we call Skjold, his son Biaf
whom we call Bjar, his son Jét, his son Guddlf, his son Finn, his son Friallaf whom we call Fridleif;
he had a son named Véden whom we call Odin.

There are two ways of telling a story, paratactic and syntactic. The simplest example of
paratactic storytelling is the speech of young children. They represent ideas, one after the other,
without showing the temporal or logical connections between them. However, this style can be
used very effectively to get the reader to make the connections that are missing in the text. For
example, note the string of “and”s in the middle of the second sentence of this passage by Joan
Didion: “I remember walking across 62nd Street one twilight that first spring, or the second
spring, they were all alike for a while. | was late to meet someone but | stopped at Lexington
Avenue and bought a peach and stood on the corner eating it and knew that | had come out
of the West and reached the mirage” (“Goodbye to All That,” in Slouching Towards Bethlehem,
228). Syntactic storytelling, in contrast, does include logical connections and temporal (time-
related) indicators.

In paratactic composition, the reader or audience does not expect the author to provide logi-
cal connectives. In addition, this style of composition more readily permits logical inconsisten-
cies. When a story is not written down, the listeners do not have written versions to put next to
each other and compare word for word, the way we would. So the audience just does not think
that way, and they are not interested in contradictions in the story. They are listening to the story
for the main point, not checking for the consistency of incidental details.

The Genesis account of creation contains two creation stories, one after the other, within three
pages or so of each other. In the first one, the world is created in six days by God. Humans are
created at the end of the process on the sixth day. Right after this is an account, in which God
creates man first, before anything else is created. These stories were originally told separately to
different audiences. Eventually, they were combined into one account in the version we have
today. The audience of this combined work would not be bothered by these inconsistencies be-
cause they saw both stories as illustrating the same thing: human beings were important to God.

There are two ways to show something is important: by placing it first, or by placing it last, the
climax of everything else. One of the versions of the creation story does the former, one the latter.

Hesiod provides two stories about the origin of the human race. In the five ages of man, he
explains that the first race of men were the Golden Age and that every age after them declined

“formulas”—The name for modu-
lar units of rhythm and sound from
which oral poets composed their
works. For more on oral composi-
tion, see Alfred Lord, The Singer
of Tales.

(© 2. Abundance of Names
and Titles

This example comes from: The
Prologue of the Prose Edda. See
Ch. 7, p. 85, for the complete text
of the Prologue.

(© 3. Paratactic Storytelling

Example of paratactic
storytelling:

“So he spoke praying, and Phoe-
bus Apollo heard him, and he
came down from the peaks of
Olympus, angered at heart hold-
ing his bow on his shoulders and
the covered quiver. And the arrows
clashed on the shoulders of the
angered god leaping; and he came
like the night then sat apart from
the ships and shot an arrow; and
terrible was the clash from the
silver bow.” (Homer, Iliad 1.43-46,
from Peter Toohey’s Reading Epic:
An Introduction to the Ancient
Narratives, emphasis added.)

Example of syntactic
storytelling:

“After he had spoken in prayer,
and after Phoebus Apollo had
heard him, he came down from
the peaks of Olympus, and,
because he leapt in his anger,
the bow and the covered quiver
which he carried across his
shoulders clashed.” (Toohey 14,
emphasis added.)

“one after the other"—Walter Ong
refers to this as the episodic con-
struction of narrative.



Paratactic Storytelling in Biblical
Myth

For the text of the creation story in
Genesis, see Ch. 5, p. 56.

Paratactic Storytelling in Greek
Myth

For the text of Hesiod’s stories
about the creation of the human
race, see Ch. 3, p. 33.

Later Texts Imitate the Oral Style

Examples:

The Prose Edda (Snorri Sturluson)
(see Ch. 7, p. 85)
Metamorphoses (Ovid) (see Ch.
4, p. 48)

(® Characteristics of Written
Myth: 1. The Literary Frame

Ovid—A Roman writing poetic
verse in Latin. He lived from
43 B.CE.to 17 CE.

Example:

The story of Medea as told by the
Greek dramatist Euripides includes
no shape changes, but as told by
Ovid it includes at least three.

(® 2. Goals of the Author

These quotes come from:
Charles Segal, Landscape in
Ovid’s “Metamorphoses,” 92-93,
and K. Sara Myers, Ovid’s Causes,
26,59, 142-43.

“reflected his own times”—
Augustus exiled Ovid in 8 C.E.,
forcing him to leave the Rome he
loved and live the rest of his life in
Tomis, a dangerous and culturally
isolated border town.

until the Iron Age, in which we are presently living. From the description it is clear that Hesiod
is talking about the origin of men and women, as the races are described as reproducing them-
selves. This suggests that women always existed, in every race of human beings. In the immedi-
ately following story, however, Hesiod suggests that human beings consisted only of men until a
fateful day when Zeus punished them by giving them a woman.

Itis no use trying to fit the two stories together. We cannot tell which age of mankind Pandora
belonged to; she is simply part of a different story. In the first story, Hesiod is trying to make the
point that the world is worse now than it once was. In the other, he is talking about what a great
evil women are, in his view. The two stories are not meant to fit together, and their audiences
would not have thought to consider their inconsistency, not because they did not notice it or
know about it, but because it did not matter to the main point of the story.

Paratactic storytelling, then, is storytelling by an author who was not very interested in logical
consistency or a sensible temporal order, because his audience was less interested in these ele-
ments than in the main point of the story being told.

The characteristics you have just been introduced to are well known to people studying
mythology and to writers who want to compose narratives using mythological characters and
places. It often happens, therefore, that authors who in other contexts would write quite differ-
ently nevertheless use these characteristics to make their writing seem more like the stories of
traditional mythology.

Of course, not all myths come from texts that were orally composed. Some of them come from
written works, and very sophisticated ones at that. These texts also pose problems for students
of mythology.

Unlike oral texts, these texts are usually not hard to understand; they are just hard to interpret
correctly. To interpret these stories, the reader needs an understanding of the author’s artistic
perspective, style of writing, and goals in writing the text. Of course, all authors shape their texts
to fit their artistic goals, but in written texts the revamping of the story tends to be more deliber-
ate and free-spirited. An author may be writing a story with a particular theme in mind and may
shape her or his characters and stories to make them fit this motif. The audience does not neces-
sarily expect to hear a story that conforms to the versions they are familiar with. A good example
is Ovid, whose Metamorphoses is often used as a source for mythological stories.

This literary work was constructed to have a very complex unity. Every story in it describes
or refers to a shape change. The stories are chosen with this theme in mind, and stories that
in other versions do not include a metamorphosis or shape change acquire one in this work
of Ovid.

Ovid may well have had a specific reason in mind for the stories he was telling. He was not
just telling them for our information, or even just to collect a lot of stories about myth. He was
using the stories he told to show different aspects of the theme of change or metamorphosis. In
addition, Ovid describes the atmosphere of the times he lived in. Charles Segal explains that the
world of the poem is one in which “the hard barriers of reality yield to the slightest touch of fancy
and imagination,” one which “holds out the risk of moral chaos, of purposeless change, move-
ment without meaning or end.” He describes the theme of Metamorphoses as “abrupt, radical,
irreversible change at the hands of strange, impetuous divinities.” K. Sara Myers suggests that by
representing ceaseless change, Ovid was making a statement about the contrasting permanence
of poetry; she also notes that scholars have found in Ovid’s representation of the nature of the
gods a political message about the arbitrary rule of the Roman Emperor.

The atmosphere Ovid created reflected his own times. When his Metamorphoses was written,
Rome was ruled by the Emperor Augustus. To survive in this Empire, people had to accept and
echo the Emperor’s views. Cases were not decided according to justice, but according to what



the Emperor thought. You had to please the Emperor and to be especially careful not to offend
any of his friends. This meant that as the Emperor was influenced by one person or the other,
what was right and wrong changed. It was a highly unstable time.

Ovid created a literary world in which everything was highly subject to change. His characters
acted in arbitrary and cruel ways to each other. As he set this world in mythological times, no one
could say he was writing about the conditions in his own time. So we have to be careful in reading
the myths written by Ovid. We have to remember that he wrote not to give us an accurate account
of mythological stories as they were told in his time, but to reformulate them in such a way that
they helped him represent the instability and unfairness of his own time.

In a sense, everyone who tells a story changes it, making it conform more or less to her or
his world view: Homer and Hesiod reshaped the stories of their time to form them into unified
works that reflected the world as they saw it. In particular, because oral tales can seem illogical,
repetitious, and confusing, later authors who give us versions of myths often will “clean them
up,” making them seem more logical and less confusing. This often happens when two religious
systems known in a country contradict each other. Often someone will come up with a story that
will fit them together, or rationalize them.

There is reason to think that the worship of Thor was once independent of the worship of
Odin. Some people worshipped Thor and some worshipped Odin; they were unrelated gods. But
as their worshippers met, they wanted to know how Odin and Thor were related. Stories arose
that Thor was Odin’s son. In fact, these gods rarely appear in stories together because they are
not deeply connected.

When Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241 c.t.) wrote the Prose Edda about the Icelandic gods,
Christianity was already widely accepted in his country. So Snorri wrote a Prologue to his work,
explaining why people came to worship the Icelandic gods, even though the Christian faith was
the true religion. Snorri explained that people used to worship the god of the Bible, but through

<« The Tapestry Weavers or The
Fable of Arachne, by Diego
Rodriguez Velazquez. This
17th-c. painting reflects some of
the complexity of Ovid’s world.
Velazquez represents the diverse
interactions between the weavers,
their audience, and the charac-
ters in the tapestry being woven.
There is humor in the ways the
gestures of the weavers both
resemble and contrast with those
of their subject and the way the
audience in the middle ground
observes the weavers as well as
their creation. These sorts of re-
lationships are also found in the
tale of Arachne, and throughout
Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Such
ironic interplay of stories inter-
ested Ovid much more than the
exact rendition of scientific prin-
ciples or religious values.

(© 3. The Rationalization of Myth

rationalize—Make something
more logical or reasonable, usu-
ally by adding a made-up reason.

Rationalization in the Prose Edda

Example:

Snorri starts his Prologue as if he
were quoting from the Bible: “In
the beginning Almighty God cre-
ated heaven and earth and every-
thing that goes with them. .. ."He
then quickly moves forward to the
time when Priam ruled in Troy.

He says that Thor was Priam’s
descendant. In this account, Snorri
creates connections between the
Biblical belief system, the ancient
Greek myths, and finally the stories
he wants to tell about the Icelandic
gods. He does this by rationaliza-
tion, adding a set of connections
between these stories that were
never made before. See Ch. 7,

p. 85, for the text of the Prologue
of the Prose Edda.



ignorance lost his name. Then, Snorri says, people began to worship men like Thor and Odin,
who were great leaders, and they came to believe that Thor and Odin were gods.

In telling this story, Snorri was providing an explanation of how the two religions were con-
nected. In addition, he was satisfying the Christian church that he did not believe the Icelandic
myths were true, and he was not telling these stories to spread their worship. This was important
at a time when the only means of publication of a literary work was by the copying of monks in
monasteries.

FURTHER READING
Lord, Alfred. The Singer of Tales. New York: Atheneum, 1970.
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