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Book review: The Uses of Greek Mythology by K. Dowden

[bookmark: _GoBack]Published in 1992 Ken Dowden’s book The Uses of Greek Mythology is an excellently written work that investigates the ways in which Greek mythology was used and imbedded in all aspects of the ancient Greek world. Dowden himself explains the limitations of the book within the preface before moving on to the business at hand. He explains that this book was not designed to re-tell Greek myths, or present images of them but does signpost readers to material that does and that would complement this work. Dowden has sectioned the book into four parts, each given a specific area of focus. The first section, entitled ‘Attitudes to myth’, deals with the question of what myth is and defining the term with specific focus as to what the term meant in ancient Greece. The second part of his book, entitled ‘Myth and the past’, focuses on the idea of myth as pre-history, looking at how Greek mythology blends into their history and aids in creating an identity for the people of Greece. ‘Myth and religion’, the third section of the book, looks at mythology as a part of Greek religion. Here Dowden explores the different myths that bring the gods into focus at specific sites, as well as how these tie into initiation rituals from adolescence into adulthood. The fourth and final section, ‘The world of myth’, looks more at how myth can be seen influencing aspects of Greek politics, as well as physically manifesting in actions of the people. Throughout the book Dowden presents the different spheres in which mythology was used in ancient Greece, all the while showing detailed knowledge of the inner workings of Greek society and culture. He shows us how mythology for the ancient Greeks was not fantasy but part of their pre-history: an important statement as this is then how it imbued itself in all aspects of their lives. Dowden’s book also focuses on how we today may use the Greeks mythology as a way of understanding their wider culture and society, using mythology as a basis of understanding. 

Dowden bases his book on archaeology, ancient texts and other scholarship, using his own theorical approach to evaluate and interpret the material. Without a doubt, when one looks at the ancient Greek world it is important to look at the archaeological record as well as the written record. However, this is something many classicists and theoretical discussions often fail to consider. Dowden’s discussion on the Trojan War suggests that the events as we think of then did not take place, but instead, due to Greek colonists, a series of towns were destroyed [1992: 68]. He does acknowledge that there is a place we call Troy, identified by Schliemann’s excavation, but Dowden does not see this as evidence enough for the Trojan War of myth [Dowden.1992: 65]. While Dowden does back his theories up with some evidence, it does hinder the general consensus that the Trojan War is seen as the meeting point of myth and real history, an end to the age of heroes. Due to the fact that we can see the physical site of Troy, this grounds the myths, thought of as pre-history, with physical evidence. As Dowden’s major focus is on how myth is used by the Greeks as pre-history, it would make sense for him to also buy into the idea that Troy is the anchor of mythology, but instead he takes a different approach.  
	When looking at Dowden’s bibliography it becomes apparent that his work is based off many other texts that pre-date his work. While this list includes many ancient authors, there are also many modern scholars ranging over the last one hundred and fifty years, or so. The subjects of the works by these authors are on a variety of topics covering the Greek world, but they are not general discussions on how myth was used by the ancient Greeks. This is what makes Dowden’s work unique as it focuses on the uses of Greek mythology (as the title suggests), something none of the other writer’s attempt. 

This book was published twenty-seven years ago, and the research undertaken by Dowden was undoubtably collected over the months and years prior to this. Therefore, it goes without saying that his theories and research may well have become outdated in the near three decades since he published. A significant amount has been published in recent years covering the topic of mythology, however that is not to say that Dowden’s book does not still hold its own among such works. 
	While Dowden’s book is excellently written in a light-hearted manner, there are a couple of issues with the work. The main issue is the factual inaccuracies which Jennifer March also points out in her review of Dowden’s book. March highlights the mis-dating of myths first appearance on vases; Dowden says that myth began to appear on vases from the mid-seventh century (on page 12), however March points out that it was in fact from the mid-eighth century onwards [March.1994: 221]. Dowden also has a few mistakes when talking of specific characters and their affairs. He states (on page 166) that ‘adulterous liaisons cannot have offspring’ specifically referencing Aigisthus and Clytaemestra (Aegisthus and Clytemnestra). However, we know from Sophocles’ works that the adulterous pair did in fact have several children (Aletes and Erigone that Sophocles mentions) [Soph.2010: 299]. These are but a couple of the inaccuracies however it is enough to show us that while Dowden’s application of theory to ancient Greece may be well done his attention to specific details is slightly lacking. Due to the nature of the book’s layout, Dowden also is lacking in detail within the first half; something which Stephen Scully, in his review of Dowden’s book, also picked up on [Scully.1995: 236-237].  While Dowden is talking of mythology as pre-history for the Greeks, he fails to ground this with fact, instead floating above reality in his discussion on myth. This isn’t to say that it is a book written without factual basis or correct details. It is a very well researched book; however, it is not always possible to get all the facts right, especially when discussing Greek myth as there are so many variables. It can become very easy to get lost in the myths and forget to ground them in reality, while Dowden may not always do this, by sectioning the book it does enable real history to be brought in when appropriate. 
	While other reviews may bring to light some of the flaws in Dowden’s work, both March and Scully are writing within a couple years of the original publication and it is doubtful that they will have had any new data to compare. Therefore, to get a better understanding of where modern research may have clashed with Dowden’s work, we must look at other works published on the subject within the last five years to ensure we are looking at the most up to date research it is possible to get a hold of. Unfortunately, this does not seem possible as Dowden’s book is a rare example of such a work, many others are naught but retellings of the Greek myths, with a quick skim over the subject of the uses of myth. It seems that the direct discussion on how the Greeks used mythology, for the moment, ends with Dowden. The popularity in his book can be seen in the six reprints, as well as a digital print, since it’s original publication (1994, 1996, 1997, 1998, 200, 2002, digital in 2008).
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