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Dowden states his intention for The Uses of Greek Mythology is to ‘give a sense of what Greek myth is like, where it comes from and where it fits in Greek history and landscape’, to describe the uses that the Greeks made of myth and how it can be used now to ‘uncover areas of Greek history, culture and experience’. Dowden has divided his book into four parts. The first provides an overview of sources and scholarship, the following three on the different ways in which the Greeks used or connected with their myths. 
In dealing with the etymology of the word myth Dowden compares it to the other terms that may be viewed as similar; saga, legend, folk tale and fairy story. At this point he states one of his main tenets, ‘History is what myth isn’t. What history tells is true or else it would not be history only failed history’. 
 Dowden reviews the extant texts and other sources and evidence to be found in archaeological evidence - vases, statues and architecture.  His discussion of the texts of Homer and Hesiod and the Cyclic Poets and his assessment of the limitations in their work are very clear and provide a useful summary for the reader.  He highlights the usefulness of the texts of Apollodorus and Pausanias but dismisses Ovid as having created something other than authentic Greek myth. Dowden demonstrates that all the myths are leading to a climax with the Trojan War, that they largely cover the feats of men and women and that the those relating to gods are few in comparison to other cultures. Therefore, he asserts, it is a ‘historical’ mythology. 
Dowden provides a very brief history of the study of Greek myth, the theories that were conceived in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and reviews some of the modern schools’ theories. He has omitted Malinowski and his work on charter myths and the connection between myth and social structure despite this work directly connecting with his own conclusions on how the Greeks would have used myth.  Dowden informs his reader that in his view all the theories have issues if used in ‘exaggeration’, but some can be used usefully if combined. Dowden expresses doubts about the use of psychoanalysis and is not sure that it can provide useful results. Dowden is unable to fit the psycho-analytical approach to myth into his premise that myth is about the creation of heritage and a partner of religious ritual and cult.
Dowden follows with a chapter on what myth meant to the Greeks. He reiterates the use of myth by dramatists and poets and the dominance of mythical subjects in the cultural arts and discusses the dissenters and sceptics of the later classical age and their various approaches to myth as myth, partial myth and history. Dowden’s view is that for most of the Greeks, despite some scepticism over the involvement of gods and other fantastical elements, the remainder of their collection of myths was historical. 
Dowden states that all evidence points to the roots of Greek mythology being in the Mycenaean Age of Greece. Myths, he states, require kings and ‘myth shadows the Mycenaean palace-based societies’. In a section header, Dowden asserts that the Trojan War did not take place, citing the evidence of the kidnapping of Helen as being one of the few examples of Greek mythology having a root in an earlier Indo-European myth of twin brothers who must rescue a kidnapped (shared)wife. He identifies some other elements duplicated in other traditions and argues that the significance and importance of the story was to demonstrate a Greek solidarity of purpose that included all Greek kingdoms acting as one in a ‘positive and warlike’ way. Confusingly Dowden then concedes that perhaps Troy did fall to a smaller force of Greeks but that its importance has been exaggerated. As most of his readers would accept that the Trojan War did not take place exactly as written by Homer it is perplexing that Dowden titles a section with the blunt statement that the Trojan War did not take place but concludes it with an acknowledgement that something of possible significance did happen there. 
The presence of the Dorians in mainland Greece has according to Dowden been authorised by the creation of myths relating them to Herakles. He is therefore critical of Hammond who in Migrations and invasions in Greece and Adjacent Areas (1976) treated some of this myth as history and in Dowden’s view replicated the errors of the classical Greeks in giving myth historical credence. In describing how local areas and tribes developed a mythology with gods and heroes as eponyms to prove their autochthony Dowden compares myth in these circumstances to propaganda but again does not refer to Malinowski and charter myths.

In Part III Myth and Religion, Dowden discusses cult sites and their dedications to gods who ‘arrive’; Demeter searching for Persephone, the birth of Zeus and the arriving god Dionysus. Dowden explains how the myths relating to these gods provided an aetiology for the cult site. On myth and initiation ritual Dowden refers to Van Gennep’s rites of passage detailing the three-stage process of separation, liminality and reintegration in a new status or capacity and discusses this process occurring in a female initiation rite for young girls called the arkteia linked to a myth in which Artemis punished a bear killer with the arkteia being the liminal state as the initiates have in some way to identify with a bear. Dowden tells us he is unable to say if myth or ritual came first but refutes Jane Harrison’s theory that ‘myth was the words spoken during the ritual’.
In Part IV, the World of Myth, Dowden discusses how myth was inspired by the landscape, linking rivers, spring, caves and mountains with events in mythology. In a review of heroes Dowden provides a table of Lord Raglan’s twenty-two motifs found in mythology but dismisses the attempt to pattern the lives of mythological, biblical and medieval heroes, as having no benefit without some other context attached to it He finds more merit in the work of the Russian folklorist Propp who identified thirty-one ‘functions’ used in heroic stories. The myths in final section of the book on myth and sexuality seem as do the myths of Theseus and the Minotaur and Perseus and the Gorgon, to require the services of the psychoanalyst that Dowden dismissed in the Part I, but Dowden describes the myths relating to monstrous or evil women as disruptions that emphasise the normality of male dominance in the society of classical Greece. 
Dowden conclusion is that he has no definite conclusions on myth but provides a list of things that he believes it is; a local heritage, a national heritage, the story of a lost and powerful past, a partner of religious ritual, an avoidance of happy endings that engages the audience with their issues or the issues of society. 
Dowden’s method in presenting his evidence by dividing it into the four main topics seemed an interesting approach and he guides his reader through a list of the areas in which classical Greece engaged with myth but with few insights into how it can now be used to ‘uncover areas of Greek history, culture and experience’ as promised. Dowden’s persistent insistence that myth is not history comes across as overly strident. But overall it was an interesting and informative book which provided an overview of Greek mythology in a succinct manner.  
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