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What are myths and are they culturally determined?

In this essay I will first be attempting to define mythology and examining the sub-groups it can be split into. After this I will be exploring mythology from different cultures across Europe from classical Greece to medieval northern Europe. The purpose of this is to investigate the similarities between mythology of different cultures and how these similarities can be explained.

The first area to discuss is the definition of mythology and the different kinds of myth that exist. There are two primary definitions of mythology, as provided by the Oxford English Dictionary: a. 'A traditional story, especially one concerning the early history of a people or explaining a natural or social phenomenon, and typically involving supernatural beings or events.' and b. 'A widely held but false belief or idea.'
 This essay will explore the former definition. There are a few different types of myth, religious or divine myth, folklore and urban legend being a selection. Most ancient cultures used religious mythology to explain issues they couldn't understand, like the turning of the seasons or the creation of the universe. For example, both Hesiod's 'Theogany' and Ovid's 'Metamorphoses' include a description on the beginning of the universe, namely that everything began with Chaos. Whether Chaos is a term of phrase or an animate character or being is up for debate. Both Greek and Roman cultures had a vast amount of mythology concerning their Gods and hereos like Hercules or Achilles.
 Heroes featured in mythology were used for a different purpose to the Gods as they weren't being used to explain natural phenomenons, but for other reasons like national pride, in the case of Romulus and Remus. Being as Greece was not a united country during the Archaic and Classical periods but split into a multitude of poleis, this creates difficulty for historians trying to work out why myths like the Twelve Labours of Hercules existed. 
Folklore is a type of myth that is about non-divine beings but still has elements of supernatual or otherworldly powers, beings or creatures. An example of this type of myth would be King Arthur and the Round Table. This myth is similar to the Greek and Roman hero myths but it lacks the  divine intervention. Folklore is almost always culturally specific which, in essence, means that it contains elements that would make no sense if found in other culture's mythology. This being said, there are some aspects of folklore that are found in many cultures, such as the existence of dragons or vampires, but each tale or account is slightly different depending on the location. This will be explored further in the next paragraph.
The most obvious topic to explore when it comes to ascertaining whether myth is culturally determined is the level of similarity between the mythology of different cultures across an array of time periods. In this section I will discuss the myth of the flood, which is found is an array of cultures but I will be concentrating primarily on Greek, Norse and Christian myth.
The Greek myth of Deucalion
 is one of a few flood myths from Classical Greece. It tells the story of the son of Prometheus who was told by his father to build a chest to survive an apocalyptic flood sent by Zeus to wipe out the men of the Bronze Age. Deucalion and his wife floated on the chest for nine days and nights and the majority of the population of Greece drowned. When the rains ceased Deucalion sacrificed to Zeus who told him to throw rocks over his shoulder. Deucalion and his wife obeyed and the rocks he threw became men while the rocks his wife threw became women. This is very similar to the Biblical myth of Noah and his ark, where Noah is told by God to build a boat to bring on his family and two of each animal in order to survive the apocalyptic flood intended to wipe out mankind and all its sin.
. The themes of mass destruction by a murderous deity, the survival of a few 'chosen' ones and the rebirth of mankind are all featured in both stories. Another example of a flood myth is the Norse myth of Ragnarök. The difference with this myth is that it tells of the death of most of the gods in a mighty battle, followed by the death of mankind as the result of a flood. Mankind then begins anew with two people.
 These myths are from cultures that were spread across Europe and the Middle East and from different time periods but at the centre they are all stories of purification and rebirth. Interestingly, in regards to the Biblical flood, water is also used to purify sins in the act of baptism. Fire and water have both been used, metaphorically and literally, to cleanse and purify in a variety of cultures throughout history. What we see with these myths is not so much an incredible revalation of communication or influence between totally different cultures but more a universal fear of natural disasters outside of our control, an awareness of sin and potential terror that the deities that people dedicate their lives to would cast them down. 
In conclusion, there are similarities between mythology of various European and Middle Eastern cultures and though the details of the myths are culturally determined, the themes held within are of a universal nature and communicate the inescapable psychological 'truths', or what are percieved as truths, that the majority of humans throughout time have been aware of, even subconciously.
Bibliography
· Apollodorus, Bibliotheca. J. G. Frazer (trans). 1921. London: Harvard University Press.

· The Holy Bible, King James Version. 2011. New York: HarperCollins Publishers LLC.

· Snorri Sturluson, Prose Edda. J. Byock (trans). 2005. London: Penguin Books.

· Hesiod, Theogany. H. G. Evelyn-White (trans). 1914. London: William Heinemann LTD.

· Ovid, Metamorphoses. B. More (trans). 1922. Boston: Cornhill Publishing Co.

· Oxford Dictionary of English (3 ed.). A. Stevenson (ed). 2010. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
�	Oxford English Dictionary, 'Myth' n.d.


�	Apollod. Biblio. 1.7.2


�	The Holy Bible. Gen 6:9 – 9:17


�	Sturluson, Prose Edda. 






