What are myths and are they culturally determined? Make a focused argument with reference to two or three Greek and Roman myths.

This essay will begin by attempting to define what a myth is and how they influence or are influenced by the culture they come from.  It will then discuss the idea that some myths are universal and can be seen across many diverse cultures around the world, suggesting they may come from a real event, like the flood myths, or that they are a universal belief, like weather control.  Although there are also some less well-known myths that are also seen across the world, suggesting that similar explanations are found for events even from unique cultures.

There is need of a wide definition of myth, as it can range from fictitious stories to sacred religious accounts which may have an ounce of truth in them, most myths are also based on cultural traditions.[footnoteRef:1]  Myths may be based on cultural traditions because they explain certain beliefs, such as the Hymn of Demeter giving reasons for the Eleusinian mysteries.  Myths may also develop over time and there are many different versions of myths, because they adapt to fit the social and political feelings, for example, Theseus is the king of Athens, but when Athens gets rid of kings he becomes the advocator of democracy.  Attempts to define what myths are can be very difficult because they cover just a vast subject.  Csapo defines myth as a “narrative considered socially important, told in a way to allow the entire social collective to share a sense of importance”,[footnoteRef:2] however, this is a very limited definition as it presumes that myths are told through narrative, although they are often presented in other ways. [1:  Honko, 1984: 41-2.]  [2:  Csapo, 2005: 9.] 


Across the world each civilisation has had its own religion and mythology, often similar to each other despite the probably lack of communication between them.  The stories around the world are often very similar to each other and have key similar themes, for example most civilisations around the world have flood myths which are usually some sort of recreation myth, or is a form of punishment for the human race.[footnoteRef:3]  Floods as recreation myths range from the Biblical story of Noah’s Ark where God is trying to rid the world of sin by making it rain for forty days and nights with only Noah and his family surviving with two of each animal (Book of Genesis, Chapters 6-9); the Mesopotamian flood story was one of population control as the “great gods” send a flood for six days and nights, only Atrahasis survives with help from the god Enki as he builds a boat out of his house, after the flood new restrictions are introduced to stop overpopulation such as sterility, miscarriages, and female virgins being put in charge of the temples (Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet XI: 1-203).[footnoteRef:4]  Even the Greek flood myth is told as a form of punishment for the violence of humans and Deucalion survives because his father Prometheus warns him of the flood and he gets away with his wife in a chest (Ovid 1.177-481.; Apollodorus 1.2.2.).  There is a similarity between the Mesopotamian and Greek myths is the fact that the survivors of the flood are warned by their parents who are gods, Enki and Prometheus respectively.  This idea of floods cleansing the earth seems to be shared around the world, suggesting a shared cultural belief in water cleaning and ridding the world of evil.  The culture which appears to have different beliefs about floods is China, which tells a myth of their sage-king Yu taming the flood by pushing it into channels so that it can then be used to the advantage of mankind.  This provides the idea of man recreating the world from the flood, as the flood was again caused as punishment for criminals, but then with men learning to control it, shows them taking control of their lives, [footnoteRef:5] whereas other cultures just have a couple surviving the flood and then thanking their gods for their survival, the only similar instance of man taking control is in the Biblical story when Noah gets God to promise never to destroy all life by a flood again. [3:  Lewis, 2006: 5.]  [4:  Anon., 1989: 4-8.]  [5:  Lewis, 2006: 16, 19.] 


The idea of floods being connected to the moon can also be seen in the stories of Australia and the Arawak tribe in British Guiana, the Australian aborigine stories tell of a man who caused a flood by not lending his boomerangs and opossum bags to the moon god; while the Arawak tribe believe that a wicked woman caused the river to swell up and cover the land and so her husband exiled her and she became the moon, the similarity between these two stories is the moon which is interesting as the moon does control tide levels, so it would be interesting to know if they knew the full or new moon made the high tide.[footnoteRef:6]  There is historical accuracy for wide spread floods that may have influenced the flood myths, the main example is from the Sumerian Kings list which writes “then the flood swept over” (1-39), and excavations at Sumerian cities reveal river sediments from about 2900BC which interrupted the evidence of settlements.  There is also a theory that the Thera volcano eruption from c.1600BC may have caused a large tsunami in the Mediterranean Sea which could explain the Greek Deucalion flood myth.[footnoteRef:7]  Another new discovery has been made by geologists recently suggesting that in 5600BC the Mediterranean burst through the Bosporus and flooded the Black Sea, what had once been an oasis by a fresh lake now became a sea and separated Europe from Anatolia, there is suggestion that it would have caused a diaspora separating the civilisation there that was probably the precursor to the Sumerians and Mesopotamians, and that through the oral tradition of story telling the tale of the great deluge was passed down and is still continuing today, perhaps influenced by this catastrophic flood almost 7,600 years ago.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Lewis, 2006: 8.]  [7:  Castleden, 2001: 28.]  [8:  Ryan & Pitman, 1998: 188)] 


Nature myths are the myths most predominantly shared between each culture as blaming weather phenomenon on the gods provides them with an explanation.  From the Greco-Roman myths this god also happens to be their king god Zeus/Jupiter whose central attributes are lightning and thunder seen through the lightning bolt that he is nearly always seen carrying in artwork, the Germanic god Donar also had his main attribute being thunder or lightning, as he is described as a gigantic demonic figure who moves through the clouds on his horse causing the commotion of the storm, it is said that lightning is his eyes flashing or his spear being hurled from the sky.[footnoteRef:9]  Even Indian and Polynesian myths have a specific weather god, the Vayu from India who is described as Lord of the Winds, and the Polynesian Tāwhirimātea who is god of the weather but predominantly thunder and lightning, he is the son of the Earth and Sky and gives birth to the winds, he then goes against his brothers and sets a storm on them.[footnoteRef:10]  It is interesting that the gods from all mythologies who are in charge of the storms are the first generation of gods or even the king gods, and even Wodan/Odin from Norse mythology who is the main god has the secondary attributes of thunder and lightning although his son Thor holds these as his main attributes, this shows that the control of the weather is important to the culture as it is given to the chief gods. [9:  Vries, 1984: 32.]  [10:  Grey, 1855: 2-6.] 


It is not just universal myths like the flood myths or myths that would affect all cultures like explanations for thunder and lightning that are seen in multiple cultures, but also rarer myths like that of Iphimedeia that are seen in other cultures as well.  Iphimedeia is said to have fallen in love with Poseidon and to have gone down to the sea scooping sea water into her bosom and lap until she had intercourse with Poseidon and bore him two sons known as the Aloads, Otos and Ephialtes (Apollodorus 1.7.4.).  This is remarkably similar to the beliefs of the Trobrian islanders in Australia who believe that their women get pregnant by swimming in the sea, they believe that when women swim near sea scum the ancestors Baloma are implanted in the embryo and it is a reincarnation of a dead relative.[footnoteRef:11]  How two separate groups thousands of years apart can have similar ideas is a mystery, though would call into question the idea of globalisation, and whether hearing such a myth has influenced how we understand other myths.  There is some difference in the ideas however, as the Greek myth believes that it is Poseidon who impregnated Iphimedeia in the form of the sea foam (similar to Zeus appearing as a golden shower etc.), whereas the Trobrian islanders believe that the sea foam is their ancestors who they are then reincarnating when they give birth. [11:  Malinowski, 1929: 175-6.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]
Myths are stories than convey the beliefs of cultures and provide explanations for these beliefs or certain events, the fact that some myths become adapted over time suggest that they are culturally determined.  Although myths are determined by their culture there are also myths that are universal as they represent beliefs shared by most cultures around the world, most obviously flood myths or nature myths.  The amount of flood myths that appear around the world suggests that there was either a massive flood at some point which caused such a belief to take place, probably at the end of the last ice age when the water levels rose dramatically (see Figure 1), or that floods were a constant concern and so the stories of the myths were used as a warning to future generations.
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Figure 1: Rise in Sea Levels after the Ice Age
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