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[bookmark: _GoBack]Book Review: “The Uses of Greek Mythology” by Dowden, K. (1992)

Mythology is an extremely diverse and rich topic to consider when dealing with the cultural and historical aspects of Ancient Greece. Many have written on its uses and context within the larger picture, especially regarding ritual, religion and the state (Burkert, 1982; Graf, 1993; Mikalson, 2010). This includes the work of Ken Dowden, a classicist and author of “The Uses of Greek Mythology” (1992), who has examined myth in both its ancient and modern cultural context. Dowden’s approach, however, differs from other works on Greek mythology (see Graf,1993; Bremmer, 1994; Woodard, 2007) in the sense that he doesn’t just focus on one particular area of Greek culture, but assesses the importance of myth in all areas to give a more open, all-round view. Dowden specifically stresses that this book is not meant to present any particular viewpoint or methodology. Again, this differs from other scholarly works who approach myth from a particular angle, for example socio-biology or gender (Burkert, 1982; Doherty, 2001). Dowden informs us the book is not a retelling of myth but a way in which to “gain a better idea of how we can use myth to uncover areas of Greek culture and experience” (1992, pp. viii). The various uses of myth have been categorised into four key parts: “Attitudes to Myth” (pp.1-39), “Myth and the Past” (pp.40-66), “Myth and Religion” (pp.67-84) and “The World of Myth” (pp.85-120). 

The first part of the book introduces various approaches to myth including historicism and allegory, structuralism (particularly the work of Levi-Strauss (1972)), the opinions of the Cambridge school, psychoanalysis and ancient historic approaches such as those of Thucydides and Herodotus. We can see here that Dowden attempts to give a fair overview of the different approaches to Greek myth. However, it is evident that Dowden criticizes psychoanalysis as a method, regarding the scholars themselves as “amateur classicists” whose interpretations are not open to challenge (pp.22-23). This leads us to believe that his account is not as open or impartial as he suggests in his preface. Dowden is also vocal throughout these first few chapters regarding the relationship between myth and history. Dowden reiterates that myth is separate to history and that they should not be seen as accurate historical accounts, a point agreed by other scholars such as Sourvinou-Inwood (1987). Language is also considered here when discussing the terms logos and mythos in order to understand changing attitudes to myth. The designation of logos as the rational and mythos as the fictional, as presented in Dowden’s book, is still a highly a controversial and contested subject. This can be seen in modern scholarship, where many have criticized this linear approach, arguing that mythos could be just as rational as logos depending on its context (Fisher, 1989; Fowler, 2011; Knudsen, 2012; Longo, 2016).

Part two discusses myth and its relationship with the past. The importance of the Mycenaean age is discussed, and Dowden gives many literary examples here in order to show how myth encapsulated the hostilities and friendship between neighbouring tribes (pp.41-53). Dowden argues that myth helped establish national and local identity (pp.119-120), an approach that has been seen elsewhere (Graf, 2011, pp.212; Patterson, L. 2010, pp.17). This proves that the link between local identity and myth in Greek mythology, as mentioned by Dowden, is still a subject worthy of discussion. Dowden argues that myth could be used to establish autochthony, which the Greeks used to establish their place.

Part three discusses the role of myth in religion. Dowden discusses the importance of cult sites and how mythology was used to validate the existence and land rites of certain cults, for example Apollo’s cult centre at Delphi. Myth is used at this point to establish order and is not an historical account of how the cult came to be. This resonates with an argument first made by Sourvinou-Inwood (1987) that has carried through to modern scholarship (Chappell, 2006; Larson, 2007; Press, 2012). One could argue that this is structuralist in its approach, as we can see that myth is used to explain conflicts and to provide a balance. Dowden also discusses the connection between myth and ritual in this part of the book. This is a highly controversial topic. Indeed, there are many conflicting arguments about whether myth or ritual preceded the other, or if myth is defined by ritual, or vice versa (for an overview see Segal, 2015 pp.49-66; Versnel, 1990; Burkert, 1982, 1983, 2001; Graf 2007). Nevertheless, Dowden believes that they both work in connection with each other, and that it is useless to argue if myth or ritual appeared first, as we do not have evidence as to which one was established first (pp.75).  

The final part of Dowden’s book discusses how myth is connected to the landscape and the world around us. According to Dowden, myth presents to us boundaries between civilised and uncivilised places and people, and that myth is also connected with society in the shape of heroes, kings and monsters (pp.86-120). Dowden argues that these particular myths portray the socio-political power and order of the Greek polis. For example, the centauromachy celebrates the victory of the civilised polis over the Persians (pp.113). Nevertheless, this is just one interpretation, and some would argue that it represents man’s struggle with his own animal instincts instead (Castriota, 1992, pp.152; Barringer, 2008). Myths also deal with sexuality, the status of the man and woman in ancient Greece according to Dowden. Here Dowden believes that myth is primarily male dominated. It must be noted however that all the examples seem to come from male authors, therefore one must consider that these sources could be inherently biased towards men. We can also see that women play large roles within these pieces of literature, thus showing that women had as much of a part in Greek narrative as men (Doherty, 2001; Lefkowitz, 1986). 

In terms of the aims set out in the preface, to highlight and educate us on the uses of Greek mythology, Dowden has written an extremely interesting and methodical piece of work. The book has managed to achieve a comprehensive, all round view on the subject of myth and includes a vast number of examples, subjects and sources, both historical and modern. Dowden has considered various approaches to myth and uses its history to form an academic path, highlighting where modern attitudes towards myth originated.  Additionally, it is interesting to note that although Dowden specialises in ancient texts, he also includes artistic references and archaeological examples to help make his point, for example the Parthenon in Athens and Mycenaean pottery in Chapter. Dowden manages to categorise effectively, despite telling us at the beginning of the book that the subjects are interwoven and are not independent of each other (1992, pp. viii). Dowden also is very persuasive with his argument that myth is not an historical account but can be used to highlight Greek attitudes towards culture, religion and politics. 

Nevertheless, the book does have some minor problems. A large quantity of the mythic examples used by Dowden require prior knowledge of the subject matter in order to appreciate the contexts. Additionally, it could be argued that Dowden favours certain methods of analysis when it comes to studying myth, for instance his views on myth as separate to history and his myth-ritual approach. Dowden also uses van Gennep’s tripartite model of separation, transition and reincorporation heavily throughout the book. This is particularly visible when discussing initiation rituals such as the bear rituals of Artemis at Brauron and Mounichia, the labours of Herakles, the Trojan war and even the journey of Odysseus. Finally, we can see that Dowden believes that myth helps to alleviate significant and tense moments within society, which appears structuralist in its approach (Levi-Strauss, 1972; Leach and Aycock, 1983; Griffiths 2006). This approach is problematic in the sense that it can be viewed as limited and does not take into consideration its cultural contexts (Griffiths, 2006, pp.39; Draycott, 2018, pp.26) This is difficult for Dowden as during his preface that he advised that he wanted to remain sensitive to issues of cultural significance.  
Thus, highlighting to the reader that his account on the uses of Greek mythology is not entirely faultless.
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