How feasible is it to establish cross-cultural influence and the adaptation of myths between cultures? Investigate one or two case studies to consider this question. 

For a very long time, myths have been seen as a key part of human culture. They influence belief systems and social structures across all civilisations. Myths are typically defined as traditional stories that describe or explain natural phenomena, societal customs or personal realities and these stories often feature divine or supernatural beings. According to scholars like Joseph Campbell, myths are part of a common human narrative impulse that reflects universal, psychological and social issues rather than being unique. Campbell presents the concept of the “monomyth” in his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces and argues that comparable narrative patterns occur throughout cultures because of common human experiences. It's also important to think about how much myths are influenced by interactions between cultures and how they become adapted. As societies have interacted through trade, migration and conquest, their stories were guaranteed to overlap and transform. This essay will explore the feasibility of establishing cross-cultural influence in myth by examining the Greek myth of Persephone and its Roman adaptation, before considering how such influence may occur. A secondary case study looking at Norse and German myths will support my argument that mythological adaptation across cultures is not only feasible but undeniable. 

The Greek myth of Persephone shows a starting point for examining mythological development. The earliest surviving literary account appears in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, traditionally attributed to archaic Greek poet traditions, and later elaborated by authors such as Hesiod. In this myth, Persephone, the daughter of Demeter who was the goddess of agriculture, gets abducted by Hades, the god of the underworld. Her forced descent into the underworld causes Demeter to grieve, resulting in the barrenness of the earth. Ultimately, a compromise is reached, and Persephone spends part of the year with Hades and part of her world with her mother, which in turn explains the cyclical nature of the seasons. From a cultural perspective, this myth reflects key aspects of Greek society, particularly its agricultural concerns and its understanding of life, death and renewal. Scholars such as Walter Burkert argue that Greek myths often encode ritual practices and seasonal cycles, suggesting that Greek myths often encode ritual practices and seasonal cycles, suggesting that the Persephone myth may have origins in agricultural rites or fertility cults. Furthermore, the myth emphasises themes of loss, transition and compromise, which resonate with broader Greek philosophical ideas about balance and order.  Importantly, the Greek version of Persephone portrays her as both a victim and participant in the cycle of life and death. While her abduction is involuntary, her eventual role as queen of the underworld grants her a degree of agency and transformation. This duality reflects a nuanced understanding of female identity and power in Greek mythology, making the myth particularly rich for comparative analysis. 

On the other hand, the Roman version of this myth, which was most famously retold by Ovid in Metamorphoses, shows a slightly different interpretation of the same story. In Roman mythology, Persephone is known as Proserpina, Demeter is called Ceres and Hades is referred to as Pluto. While the core story remains recognisable, the tone of the story and the emphasis put on certain aspects change in a considerable way. Ovid’s retelling puts more emphasis on transformation, the emotions and a more aesthetic detail which were key aspects of Roman literature and cultural priorities at the time. Unlike earlier Greek stories which often embedded myth inside a ritual context, Ovid’s version of the story is more focused on literature and less on ties to religion. Scholar Karl Galinsky says that Roman adaptations of Greek myths “frequently prioritise artistic reinterpretation over strict adherence to original meanings.” Moreover, the Roman version of the story of Proserpina arguably increases the themes of violence and desire. Roman ideologies surrounding power, control and imperial authority are highlighted with heightened dramatic tension when Pluto kidnaps Proserpina which aligns well with broader cultural values in Rome, where authority and a social hierarchy played key roles in social and political life. Despite these differences, the connections between the Greek and Roman versions are evident. The similarities between the characters, the structure of the story and the meanings and explanations behind both narratives convey a clear relation however the differences in both suggest that myths are not just copied but they are actively reshaped to fit new cultural contexts. 

The relationship between the Greek and Roman versions of the Persephone myth gives strong evidence of cross-cultural influence. Historically we can see that Rome was heavily influenced by Greek culture, especially after the rise of Rome into the wider world. Things like Greek literature, religion and art were all widely adopted and adapted by the Roman society. According to Mary Beard, Roman culture did not “merely imitate Greek tradition but reinterpreted them to serve its own ideological purposes” This conveys a key part of mythological adaptation, they chose certain aspects that fit their values and transformed the context. The feasibility of this influence is supported by evidence throughout history with the evidence we have of the two cultures through trade, education and conquest. Linguistic interpretation was also key because Greek myths were translated into Latin which meant that the Roman people had better access to them. During translation, there were inevitable shifts in meaning and wording and the emphasis was obviously placed differently. For example, Persephone changing to Proserpina isnt just a change in name, but it also reflects the integration of Greek and Roman cultures. Claude Levi-Strauss makes a point about the theoretical framework of myth adaptation, arguing that myths “function as systems of meaning that can be restructured without losing their core elements.” According to his book on structuralist theory, the underlying opposites of life and death or fertility and barrenness remain constant throughout both myths even when certain details change. This further proves that myth is adaptable across different cultures. This shows that transitions from Greek to Roman myths is not only feasible but a natural outcome of cultural interaction. The similarities between the two versions give clear evidence of communication between the two cultures while the differences in the stories highlight the adaptation that is done to fit specific cultures and religions. 

Another case study example of cross-cultural adaptation of myths can be seen in the relationship between Norse and German mythologies. The story of Odin who is predominantly the god of wisdom and war, shares characteristics with the earlier German deity Woden. Both figures are associated with wisdom, war and death which shows a common origin that evolved over time. Hilda Ellis Davidson argues that Norse mythology that has been recorded in texts like the Prose Edda reflects “a synthesis of earlier oral traditions shaped by changing cultural decisions.” The transition from pagan to Christian societies in Scandinavia also influenced how these myths were recorded and interpreted. For example, it is not shocking to think that Christian scribes may have altered or recontextualised certain elements to fit more with their beliefs. This case study strengthens the argument that mythological adaptation is both feasible and historically widespread. The similarities between Odin and Woden cannot be seen just as coincidence because they show a shared cultural heritage that has been modified over time. 

In conclusion, I believe it is highly feasible to establish cross cultural influence and the adaptation of myths between cultures. The myth of Persephone demonstrates a clear connection from Greek to Roman mythology which is supported by historical, literary and theoretical evidence. The Roman version preserves the core structure of the myth and simultaneously modifies the details to reflect Roman cultural values. In addition to this, the Norse and Germanic mythology shows that the process of reinterpreting mythological narratives is not unique to the classical world but also occur worldwide. Scholars like Cambell and Levi-Strauss have given us theories of theoretical frameworks which explain why myths are perfect for adaptation while emphasising their universal themes and flexible structures. Finally, I think it is important to note that myths are not permanent narratives, instead they are living traditions that do evolve through cultural interaction. Their ability to be adapted and reinterpreted across contexts proves their relevance and power. Therefore, Myths do not only reveal a shared human experience, but they also provide valuable insight into the ways cultures influence and reshape one another over time. 
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