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What are myths and are they culturally determined? Make a focused argument with reference to two or three Greek and Roman myths. 
The current definition of a myth in the Cambridge Dictionary is as follows, "an ancient story or set of stories, especially explaining the early history of a group of people or about natural events and facts", but how satisfactory is this as a definition? To consider this a comparison of ancient and modern definitions will be made. Understanding the different approaches utilised in trying to solve this conflict will also be used to assist in determining a personal understanding of what a myth is. Each different approach does however come with its own set of issues and to evaluate said approaches these problems must be addressed. Once we can conclude what myths are we can then go on to assess whether they are culturally determined. A comparison of how ancient Graeco-Roman myths have changed and developed over time as well as how they differed from each other will be used to aid this analysis. Specifically, various origin myths will be investigated along with mythology regarding the Gods and Goddesses as well as cult worship.
Ancient attitudes towards how myths could be defined differed greatly depending on society, politics, occupation, era and location. Historians, philosophers and poets across the ancient world each had their own approach: euhemerism, allegory and etiology being the main three. Choosing to define what myths are within these approaches lead to very different understandings of the origins and purposes of myths. These approaches continue to be used today within modern scholarship and often impact how we perceive, interpret and scrutinise ancient myths.
The first approach euhemerism was used by many ancient authors covering many different topics. Some euhemeristic authors were historians such as Herodotus, philosophers such as Xenophanes and mythographers such as Palaephatus. "If they did not happen at all, they would not have been turned into stories".[footnoteRef:17408] It works on the assumption that myths are based on an original fact be it an event, person or place. This fact then becomes the focus of a story which overtime gets adapted and fabricated until finally taking the form of the myths now know to us.  This means that it recognises the potential for truth to be the fons et origo of mythology.  Of course, defining a myth in such a way does lead to some issues one example being, the problem of how we can separate fact from fiction if indeed, we can at all. How could we possibly hope to determine where the truth lies, and the fabrication begins? [17408:  Palaephatus, On Unbelievable Things: Prologue
Hornblower. Spawforth. 2005: 467 ] 

Myths could also be defined as allegories, frequently used as a way of conveying hidden meaning within stories. Often these hidden meanings are assumed to portray a moral, social or political message. Plato’s allegory of the cave is one example of a myth being used in an attempt to offer moral guidance.[footnoteRef:2] When assessing attitudes to defining myths allegories allow scholars to produce much more interesting understandings and interpretations. It requires abstract analysis to uncover the meaning behind each individual myth. Some scholars such as, Vanda Zajko and Ellen O’Gorman, choose to search these allegorical myths for their hidden meaning through psychoanalysis.[footnoteRef:3] This method is incredibly multifaceted and complex meaning that a wide variety of interpretations can be developed. Allowing for such a vast range of understandings can be a significant advantage as it allows for each individual to consider their own interpretation of the myth freely. It may however also mean that opposing and dissimilar conclusions are reached regarding the same myth's perceived hidden meaning. [2:  Plato. Republic: 7.514]  [3:  O’Gorman, Zaiko 2013.] 

Etiology is the approach that defines myths as being used in order to explain aspects of ancient society. It shows that myths where used as a way of explaining as yet unknown scientific occurrences and philosophical questions as well as the origins of traditions, beliefs and certain societal structures. The ancient world was full of inquiring minds who wanted an explanation for why things were as they were. Why do they need to sacrifice? Where did humans come from? Etiology has even been described as “a kind of primitive science”.[footnoteRef:4] One example of where this attitude to mythology has been used to provide the answers they were seeking would be creation myths such as the Olympian creation myths.[footnoteRef:5] As many ancient myths prove to be in some way related to unexplained occurrences one could argue that this approach is best suited to defining them. Others may argue that there is more to myth than cause and explanation. [4:  People Duke, 2014.]  [5:  Apollodorus. 1.1.1, Hesiod. Theogony. 126.] 

These approaches did not satisfy everyone in the ancient world. For some myths where the enemy of reason and the idea of dismissing them all together proved to be convincing. Despite having used allegorical myths within his philosophy Plato along with many other philosophers such as, Lucretius and Theophrastus, eventually adopted this approach arguing that 'mythos' was irrational. This changing understanding of myth was pioneered by Herodotus when he wrote his Histories. He begins his account of the past by declaring that what should follow is merely his, "inquiry" and has been pieced together from "the Persian storytellers".[footnoteRef:27530] Where he himself was unable to verify the truth of the events he asked those who could but never the less remained skeptical about some of the stories shared by said people. For Herodotus the stories from far before his own time could no longer be considered factual as they could no longer be verified. The old tales now had criteria to meet in order to test their factuality.[footnoteRef:2092] Different genres could now be categorised as a result of this. Once it was checked a work was either identified as being 'mythos' meaning the equivalent of irrational or 'logos' meaning the opposite. This new division was built on the wrongful assumption that history is both true and objective. Prior to Herodotus' work there are no examples of mythos and logos being implemented in determining fact from fiction within ancient works. It is therefore likely that before he introduced this separation there wasn't a desire to question a myths legitimacy. [27530:  Herodotus. The Histories: 1.1.0 - 1.2.1]  [2092:  Fowler 2011] 

The aforementioned approaches to defining myths show overarching problems when attempting to answer the question of what indeed, myths are, hence subjectivism is evident. It is arguably impossible to come to a universally accepted definition for the word ‘myth’ because no two people will view myths in the same way.  For this reason, our ability to determine what myths are is limited to individual opinions. This means that the approaches may be helpful to us in establishing a basis for our own understanding of what makes a myth but ultimately the definition comes from us individually based on our own personal experience and beliefs. 
Ancient Myths have proved they can stand the test of time. One only needs to think of our solar system and months to see the everlasting impact ancient stories have had on western cultures throughout all of history. But how has culture impacted myth? Over time it is true that all stories must change and develop to reflect the shifting ideals and expectations of society in order to stay relevant. If a story fails to do this it will cease to be shared and as a result cease to exist. All across the ancient world there are examples of myths that have been adapted over time as well as over oceans. The Greeks had a huge impact on the development of Rome in terms of architecture, religion, art and literature. It would only make sense then that they also had a lasting effect on Roman mythology but to what extent did this influence remain?
Heroic myths across the Greco-Roman world show similar themes and structures. The Odyssey and the Aeneid are a perfect example of this. Both focus on a hero's journey after the war at Troy, place emphasis on the importance of family, contain fantastical elements in the form of Gods and monsters and end with a heroic victory. There is however clear evidence of cultural determination when comparing the two epics. The way that authors chose to characterise heroes can tell us a great deal about what their own culture values. The Greek epic shows its hero, Odysseus, to a classic example of a Homeric leader with courage and strength but his defining characteristic is intelligence. Through his unique cunning he succeeds in returning home despite the many obstacles he faces when undertaking the journey. This shows a great appreciation for those with military prowess and the ability to lead but also reason, wisdom and judgment. Such appreciation must have reflected contemporary attitudes of society. Despite being a similar tale the romans choose to make the focus of their myth piety through the hero Aeneas. Piety was for the Romans the most important aspect of their society, "To understand the success of the Romans you must understand their piety".[footnoteRef:8366] Where the Greeks emphasised cleverness and cunning the Romans emphasised respect for the gods. Here the differences of focal point show how culture can determine a myths content.  [8366:  Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Ogilvie 2011 ] 

Literary myths may show examples of cultural determination but is there also evidence of the opposite? Religious myth for example influenced almost every part of Greco-Roman culture determining origin beliefs, worship, politics and festivals. Hesiod's Theogony offers an explanation of Greek origin, "Tell how at the first gods and earth came to be".[footnoteRef:7715] Outlining the origin of man by tracing back, chronologically, already existing myths. This cosmological concern was not shared by the Romans. Instead origin stories explained how Rome came to be. Virgil's Aeneid credits Romulus and Remus, the direct decedents of trojan Aeneas, with founding the city connecting Greek mythology with their own culture. [7715:  Hesiod. Theogony. 162] 

In closing, myths are impossible to define in a satisfactory manner as the content of mythology considers and outlines such a vast range of topics and genres. They do however show evidence of being culturally determined as they differ greatly depending on geographical location, adapt over time depending on societal changes and different myths develop within different cultures. 
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