How feasible is it to establish cross-cultural influence
and the adaption of myth across culture?
Throughout time it is common to see repeated themes or ideas that become commonplace in known myths without any immediate explanation as to how these ideas coalesced or were transferred. It is likely that some myths were created independently of other cultures regardless of various similarities they possess. Similar environments, political turmoil, war, natural disasters, are all things that can cause similar myths to occur. However, some things that can cause cross-cultural influence is trade, a shared religion and immigration. The closer proximity between the cultures the higher chance there are shared characteristics and mythological features. This can be seen when comparing the myths of Rostam and Hercules, a Persian and Roman myth, respectively. There are various similarities between the two, including but not limited to, completing trials, the wearing of a lion skin, and vast strength (Melikian-Chirvani,1998). This leads to the question of how the myths of Rome and Persia were developed to have such similar features. It allows us to question whether they were developed completely separately, and the similarities is coincidence caused by similar societal development or if geographical cross-cultural influence had an effect on the development of this myth. Additional myth that shares similarities is Gilgamesh from Mesopotamia and The Odyssey from Greece where both epics explore themes (Gresseth,1975) of false heroism (a more modern interpretation from a societal differ in understandings of defining heroic traits), death, questing, exploration, and interaction with Gods. Furthermore, to gain an understanding of the influence and adaption of myth across cultural it is crucial to explore further aspects than just the most common. Therefore, I am also exploring myths featuring the idea of a femme fatale, from the Mesopotamian myth Lamashtu to more modern interpretations of second wave feminism. However, when considering these myths, it is important to consider how myths have developed through time and that the original myth may have differed. Either due to outside influence, biased interpretation or myths intersecting and becoming combined. As a result, understanding geopolitical influence throughout regions as well as if any major influence were apparent during the periods the myths originated is crucial when exploring the adaption of myth across culture as well as how apparent cross-cultural influence was between interacting cultures. 

The Roman myth of Hercules is relatively well known however when exploring that in relation to the Persian myth Rostam it leads the audience to question whether the similarities were by chance or caused by influence from other cultures. There are numerous similarities between themes, appearance, strength, societal acceptance of them, and similar weaponry, Rostam’s mace being the ‘closest Iranian equivalent’ (Melikian-Chirvani,1998, p172). Rostam also has Herkelean invincibity from the lion skin he wears, (the precise animal that the skin belonged to is often changed from lion to leopard although it is always feline in nature) the myth even goes so far as having defenders of a fortress he was sieging define him by it (Melikian-Chirvani,1998, p173).  The diversity of the feline skins could be due to the Rostam myth being circuited in different traditions and geographical areas or simply an ambiguity when defining big cats. As previously mentioned, both Rostam and Hercules went through trials to prove worthiness however instead of Rostam’s seven trials there were twelve trials for Hercules, (Omidsalar p259–293 2001). Despite the difference in the number of trials the main message of the quest remains the same, as proof of strength and endurance. Rostam’s quest differed in Hercules as instead of paying penance for madness Rostam is journeying to rescue his king (Omidsalar p259–293 2001). Exploring the origins of each myths find the Hercules myth originating in the 7th century BCE (“Earthquakes-Hetaera” p398-406 2010) and the Rostam myth originating around 1010 CE with the Shahnameh being its primary source (THE SHAHNIMA of FIRDAUSL p3-76) however in both cases it is likely each myth appeared in oral traditions previous to being written down and recorded. There were significant communications especially during the almost 150-year peace from 363 AD to 502 AD (Bullough p55 1963). This determines that the Hercules myth likely originated first however because of persistent Persian oral traditions it does not necessarily mean that the Rostam myth was influenced by the Roman myth of Hercules. Despite this there are numerous of years communications between the two civilisations including trade and immigration, therefore it stands to reason that the mythology of these two nations may have been absorbed by each over and created similarities between the two mythologies. 

Epics are fundamentally an oral tradition. One of the most well known of these epics is the Odyssey which explores the trials of his journey home to Ithica. Whilst this is told by Homer to be a heroic quest to a modern audience his valiant efforts appear more in the grey area of an antihero.  Contrasted to this is the Mesopotamian myth of Gilgamesh which although has many gaps from the limited cuneiform tablets found still provides enough information to provide a link between the epic of Gilgamesh and the works of Homer. This link is not direct but more subtle as instead of direct link like the similarities between the myths of Rostam and Hercules such as the relation with the Babylonian epic in the day into twelve double hours on twelve tablets which is replicated in the ‘Odyssey has 24 songs as the Greeks divided every double hour into two separate hours.’ (Gresseth 1975 pg10). This implies that Homer took inspiration from the epic or that there were similar cultural and ideological beliefs of how time passes.  Another style characteristic that links both epics I the aspect of repetition which whilst may be tedious to a modern audience displays how previous audiences had the repetition to be reminded of important facts as there only access to it was via oral traditions. An interesting differentiation between the two epics is the setting; the Odyssey had a more hopeful viewpoint despite the hardships faced whereas Gilgamesh had a more depressive attitude as the epic progresses. This makes it especially interesting when reconsidering the aspects of heroism we see within both epics. Odysseus is described as a beloved hero returning home from his perilous journey, whereas the actuality involves far more betrayal and variance from what a modern audience would consider heroic. The Gilgamesh epic however has an initial confrontation of hopelessness and the resulting uselessness in striving for greatness which originally Gilgamesh refuses to accept but later learns the message within, which is to enjoy life rather than striving for superiority above all others which is a thought-provoking lesson for a Mesopotamian epic to have a ruler discover. When looking at the two myths the difference in message is striking despite the other similarities. Both heroes were rulers and lost a friend on there quests demonstrating that basis of a similarity but yet there questing is handled in very different ways which may demonstrate a differentiation in cultural perspective of rulership, loss and heroism. During the first half of the first millennium BC there was direct contact between Mesopotamia and Greece, so there was definitely some sort of cultural exchange which explains the similarity in setup within each Epic. During this period the Near East served as a source of employment and cultural development with Eastern kings extending their patronage via craftsmen, philosophers and Docters (Kuhrt p17–26, 2002) which may explain any similarities found in the two Epics.  The difference in representation of rulers may be to do with political and cultural differences between the two civilisations. 

Understanding and exploring the role of women in myology is vital to understanding a civilisation cultural ideology. There are several crossovers and links between the Semitic and Mycenaean mythology which can be seen through the adaption of iconography and the complexes of demonology (D. R. West 1990 p1-400). Several goddesses seen within the Greek pantheon have semitic features or iconographical motifs such as Artemis, Leto, Demeter and Athena. Many of these goddesses absorbed Eastern attributes attributing to a more ‘beastly’ persona with the use of animalistic emblems. Specifically, that of lions, snakes and birds.  The lion iconography has been mentioned previously in that of the myth of Hercules and Rostam, so it seems a common reoccurring figure. The snake and bird emblems however demonstrate a more semitic influence which may have been facilitated by trade and colonisation. These animalistic attributes may stem from the demoness Lamashtu who demonstrates many of these animalistic features herself, (Goonetillek, 2025, p65-71) which demonstrates how there is etymological borrowing between both cultures and demonstrate how the evolution of gods and monsters such as sirens may have occurred. Lamashtu’s influence was seen to leave a lasting impact on Greek iconography and rituals, and eve has an influence on various mythological beings, one such being Hekate. Lamashtu has such a broad spectrum of attributes and physical features that it could be said she had undergone a double evolution as suggested by Goonetillek. Hekate takes on many connections of Lamashtu such as the canine connections, the motif of torches and fire, large stature as well as child rearing and childbirth though she is generally considered more benevolent in this capacity. Lamashtu also has strong connections to Greek Gorgons with its Asiatic goddess demon complex and iconography. The parallels between the iconography of the gorgons and Lamashtu are striking. The most distinct is the motif of the gorgons running-kneeling posture which is identical to early Greek portrayals of gorgons. Furthermore, the shared association of snakes demonstrates a shared demonic trait, with depictions of Lamashtu seen holding serpents as can be seen in Figure 1.  As such, Lamashtu can be considered a transfunctional figure (Boedeker 1938, p88) within Indo-European mythology as it has strong links to Mycenaean and Mesopotamian culture, religion and mythology. As a result of this Lamashtu becomes an important figure within Greek mythology however the Mesopotamian understanding of her was liminal. Whilst she may have caused the death of infants, she also was a caregiver and may have represented the mother who struggled with difficulties breastfeeding, someone who struggled with postpartum depression or even used as a figure to blame when infants died during birth or in the cradle (Wee, 2021 p16). This may have been why Hekate played such a strong role between both life and death (Ou 2016 p5), but also why the Gorgons took on another form of Lamashtu. Both of these figures represent the double evolution that Lamashtu underwent as mentioned previously. [image: ]
Figure 1: Amulet with a figure of Lamashtu.
The amulet depicts Lamashtu with Leonine iconography such as the lion’s mane as well as having the snake motifs, with one held in each hand and another wrapped around the waist. 
Purchased by Leonard Woolley in 1925 from Carchemish fund though likely dated to the first millennium BCE. Asset no. 32627001: https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/image/32627001.


Overall, there are numerous examples of cross-cultural influence and the adaption of myth across culture from Mesopotamia to Greece and Persia to Rome. Myths can be adapted because of cultural differences or simply as natural progression as time passes. Motifs and iconography transference across cultures was very common even if the message within was changed to fit with local culture and beliefs. Trade, immigration, and political communications may have aided in the transference of these myths. Myths and beliefs would have been adopted independently as well more widespread depending on certain aspects. For example, if there was more death during childbirth there may have been a greater adoption of the myth of Lamashtu whereas around more populated areas in bigger cities or nearer areas of power the myths of Rostam or Odysseus may have been more prevalent. Over time these myths would have been adapted and transferred between any cultures which had communications with each over. 
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