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· With reference to two of the approaches to myth covered in this class, discuss the extent to which they can help – and hinder – contemporary scholars’ understand ancient myths.

In this essay I will be commenting on the many approaches to ancient myths, and the extent to which they helped and hindered the opinions of contemporary ancient scholars. I will discuss the ideas of prominent ancient figures including Ovid and the Presocratic thinkers Homer and Hesiod, as well as the conventions of myths. In this essay, I will investigate only two approaches to myth in detail; allegory and aetiology.
	To begin, I will explain what defines a ‘myth’. A myth can be described as something fantastical, relatable and valuable to society. They are fictional, yet often have a degree of truth of which they are based upon. Myths, to some extent, are malleable, for the stories can vary across cultures, yet are still formed upon a common basis (for example, the myth may be different in Ancient Greece than in Ancient Rome). To contemporary ancient audiences, myths would have been considered as historical fact, yet modern audiences would consider myths as fables, or stories with deeper meanings. Many myths have variant stories, and are not mutually exclusive, meaning that many possible interpretations of the myth exist. Myths can give comfort, especially to the dying, who may seek reassurance in stories of the gods and the afterlife. Finally, myths are intergenerational bonds that are passed down throughout generations and spread across cultures. However, despite this, myths are not always monolithic, for not every ancient community believed in particular myths. 
I will now discuss the first of my chosen mythological approaches (allegory) in detail, and will evaluate how far it helped and hindered contemporary scholars’ views of myths. In short, an allegory is a term for a myth with a deeper meaning. Perhaps the most recognised example of a Greek allegory is Aesop’s Fables, a collection of moralistic, metaphorical stories that taught “truths in a simple, understandable way”[footnoteRef:1]. Ancient and modern scholars alike maintained that Greek myths concealed a degree of truth – for example, in his book Symbolik, F. Creuzer argued that Greek mythology “deliberately concealed eastern wisdom”[footnoteRef:2], and that the ideas of the Presocratic thinkers, Hesiod and Homer, “reflected the symbolism of an ancient revelation”[footnoteRef:3]. It could therefore be said that allegories in myths can conceal wisdom, history and theology, which could prove to be rather helpful to contemporary ancient scholars seeking to know more about the past. [1:  Parq 2018]  [2:  Dowden 1992: 24]  [3:  Chisholm 1911] 

In a way, Homer and Hesiod had almost humanised the Greek gods, as was criticised by the poet Xenophanes, who stated that the Presocratic thinkers had controversially “ascribed to the gods everything all the disgraces and shame” of mortals[footnoteRef:4], which included adultery and theft. Thus, it could be said that Homer and Hesiod had intended to humanise the gods as an allegory – that the gods were just as simple as mortals, making myths more relatable and perhaps easier to understand to contemporary audiences, including contemporary ancient scholars.  [4:  I.E.P 2018] 

It could be argued that scholars have always believed in the existence of allegories in Greek mythology, who used it as a device to defend the ideas of ancient scholars such as Homer, as stated previously. One contemporary ancient scholar who adopted the allegory school of thought was Empedokles, who gave deeper meaning to the Greek gods by using physical allegories. Empedokles reimagined the gods as the Four Elements – “Zeus is fire…Hera is air”, as well as Adoneus as Earth and Nestis as Water[footnoteRef:5]. Whilst this may be considered as helpful to contemporary ancient scholars, in my opinion, Empedokles’ physical allegory tells us little about myths, but rather of his own interpretation of myths and the Greek gods. It is not a particularly useful comparison, but rather quite pointless. For example, it is as though Empedokles only made the comparison of Hera and Air, based on the Ancient Greek spelling, ‘aer’. However, criticisms from authors such as W.K.C Guthrie reinstated the fact that Empedokles’ physical allegory provided only “partial explanation” of myths, and that instead, the interpretation of said myths relied more upon “poetic imagination” for concrete evidence[footnoteRef:6]. Therefore, it can potentially be concluded that allegorical approaches to myth were not always straight-forward, and that ancient scholars required a degree of imagination in order to interpret myths. Thus, whilst helpful to some degree, the allegorical approach could also be of some hinderance to ancient scholars in their understanding of myths. [5:  Dowden 1992: 41]  [6:  Guthrie 1962: 141] 

I will now discuss another approach to ancient myths – aetiology. Aetiology is the mythological approach that best explains the origins of myths, traditions and cults. Aetiological approaches provide the ‘aition’, or the reason for particular myths – as such, it is considered a great help to ancient scholars in their understanding of the origins of myths. Frequently found in classical literature, aetiological accounts are implicit in a number of Presocratic works and passages, including the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, in which offered an explanation into the rituals of the cult of the Eleusinian Mysteries, as well as important information about the goddess Demeter[footnoteRef:7]. Other ancient myths provided contemporary scholars with aition, including the myth of Prometheus in Hesiod’s Theogany, which attempted to connect men with the gods, “animals, and the entire realm of existence”[footnoteRef:8]. In other words, the myth of Prometheus is perhaps helpful to contemporary scholars in their understanding of the role mortals played in the physical, and perhaps even the mythological world around them.  [7:  Lenardon, Sham and Morford 1997]  [8:  Mason 2018] 

Hesiod’s Theogany serves as an example of a cosmogonic myth, for it explains the origins of the Greek gods, as well as the “traditions of origin of the world and man”[footnoteRef:9]. Despite many varying classical accounts of the origin of man, contemporary scholars would still be provided by aition whilst studying these aetiological accounts. For example, whilst Hesiod stated that mankind was formed from the clay of Prometheus[footnoteRef:10], in Athenian myths, “men grew like cabbages” from the ground[footnoteRef:11]. Contemporary scholars could evaluate these cosmogonic myths and arrive at aition – thus, it could be said that the aetiological approach to myth would be of value to contemporary scholars in their understanding of ancient myths, for not only did it assist in offering explanations of rituals and cults, but also of the origins of man and even the birth of the gods. One final point of how the aetiological approach would prove to be of help to contemporary scholars, is through the theme of metamorphosis. Metamorphosis is a common theme of classical literature that has many applications, including providing contemporary scholars with aition. Perhaps the most valuable ancient poem to provide aition about metamorphosis, is Ovid’s Metamorophoses[footnoteRef:12]. Metamorophoses provides aition by “bringing things into existence” and “to account for them”[footnoteRef:13]. Thus, it could be evaluated that there were many ways in which a contemporary scholar would be provided with aition, from Hesiod’s cosmogonic myths to Ovid’s metamorphosis. [9:  Lang 2018]  [10:  Berens 1880]  [11:  Lang 2018]  [12:  Mastin 2009]  [13:  Dowden 1992: 108] 

	However, although the aetiological approach appears to be the most helpful approach to myths, it could still be considered a hindrance for the following reasons. For example, occasionally myths are difficult to rationalise, for explanations can be complicated or difficult to understand. Additionally, it may be easier to interpret and explain the origins of particular myths than other, often confusing myths, thus proving to be a hinderance to contemporary ancient scholars in their understanding of myths. 
Another example of how the aetiological approach proves to be more of a hinderance than a help to contemporary scholars, is how limiting the approach actually is. The aetiological approach to myth requires that the myth provide “the aitia, or cause or reason”, thus making the requirements of the aetiological approach rather narrow, “too limiting and rigid a criterion for definition”[footnoteRef:14]. As such, it could be said that although the aetiological approach to myth has helpful applications to contemporary scholars in their understanding of ancient myths, there are a handful of ways in which the aetiological approach could also be considered a hinderance, from narrow definitions of myths, to complicated and varied interpretations. [14:  Lenardon, Sham and Morford 2007] 

In conclusion, based on my analysis of the allegorical approach to myth, I believe that it was more of a help than of a hinderance to contemporary ancient scholar’s understanding of myths. Despite the fact that the allegorical approach did not always focus on the myth itself, but rather on the scholar’s school of thought, it also provided scholars with concealed secrets that assisted in their knowledge of ancient histories and theologies. As for the aetiological approach to myth, I believe that it was indeed of a help to contemporary ancient scholars, but only to some degree. For example, many myths helpfully provided aition, and explained the origins of ancient traditions, including the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. However, the aetiological approach to myths could occasionally be hard to rationalise, and had narrow requirements of which the myth must follow.





























Bibliography and References

Berens, E.M. 1880. The Myths and Legends of Ancient Greece and Rome. New York: Maynard, Merril, & Co.
Chisholm, H. 1911. Creuzer, Georg Friedrich. London: Cambridge University Press. Revolvy. [Accessed 4 January 2018] https://www.revolvy.com/topic/Georg%20Friedrich%20Creuzer
Dowden, K. 1992. The Uses of Greek Mythology. London: Routledge. Pg. 24, 41, 61, 108
Honko, L. 1984. The Problem of Defining Myth. Sacred Narrative by Alan Dundes (ed.) University of California Press
Guthrie, W.K.C. 1962. A History of Greek Philosophy: Volume 2, The Presocratic Tradition from Parmenides to Democritus. London: Cambridge University Press. Page 141
I.E.P. 2018. Xenophanes (570–475 BCE.) City University of New York (CUNY) [Accessed 5 January 2018] http://www.qcc.cuny.edu/socialsciences/ppecorino/INTRO_TEXT/Chapter%202%20GREEKS/CH-2-documents/Xenophanes.pdf 
Lang, A. 2018. Greek Cosmogonic Myths. World Spirituality [Accessed 5 January 2018] http://www.worldspirituality.org/greek-cosmogonic-myths.html 
Lenardon. R. J, Sham. M, and Morford M. P. O. 2007. Classical Mythology: Eighth Edition. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Lenardon. R. J, Sham. M, and Morford M. P. O. 1997. A Companion to Classical Mythology. New York: Longman Publishers. Page 90, 92
Mason, M. K. 2018. Hesiod’s Theogany, Myths and Meaning. Moyak. [Accessed 5 Janurary 2018] http://www.moyak.com/papers/hesiod-theogony.html 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mastin, L. 2009. Ancient Rome – Ovid – Metamorphoses. Classical Literature [Accessed 6 January 2018] http://www.ancient-literature.com/rome_ovid_metamorphoses.html
Oxford Classical Dictionary. 2018. Aetiology. Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Oxford University Press [Accessed 5 January 2018] http://classics.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780199381135.001.0001/acrefore-9780199381135-e-7050 
Parq, S. 2018. Aesop’s Fables. Aesop’s Fables: Timeless stories with a moral. [Accessed 1 January 2018] http://aesopsfables.org/ 
Shalaeva, A. V. 2014. Symbolism and Mythology of the Ancients: An Outline of Georg Friedrich Creuzer’s Argument. Moscow: National Research University Higher School of Economics (HSE)

