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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.

It can be seen as almost impossible to define a myth; in order to do so there must be a very vague definition, then sub-definitions for each different type of myth and the purpose they serve. In their book Classical Mythology, Morford, Lenardon, and Sham put it simply and perfectly, commenting on the difficulty of ‘establishing a satisfactory definition of myth has not deterred scholars from developing comprehensive theories on the meaning and the interpretation of myth, often to provide bases for a hypothesis about its origins’;[footnoteRef:1] they later overall say, ‘no single theory of myth can cover all kinds of myths’.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Classical Mythology 2015: 3.]  [2:  Classical Mythology 2015: 3.] 


When defining a myth, one must look at what culturally determines a myth. An example is the Oracle of Delphi, who was culturally determined via geographic location. It was known in many myths that those who visited the spirit would receive a prophecy. Croesus of Lydia sought out the Oracle of Delphi, coming to believe the Delphic was the only oracle who ‘could speak the truth’.[footnoteRef:3] The Oracle of Delphi was the most known of the oracles, with kings and heroes travelling from afar to hear a prophecy from Apollo himself, the god of prophecies. [3:  Classical Mythology 2015: 151.] 


Cohen gives a list of what makes up a myth in his Theories of Myth, including how the narrative of the myth has ‘a sacred quality’, and how this ‘sacred communication is made in symbolic form’. The myth also contains ‘events and objects which occur in the myth neither occur nor exist in the world other than that of myth itself’,[footnoteRef:4] separating it from a story. [4:  Percy. S. Cohen 1969: 337.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]When looking at this information, a very basic definition can be created: myths are fictional stories created by the people of the time, each one either holding an important message or role, or just being created merely to entertain the audience. They are used to explain why there are certain roles specific to genders; show the importance of the relationship between man and god; and take pride in how their world started, both from the very beginning of time and their polis’ or country’s power. 

A famous myth used to explain roles in society through gender is Pandora’s Jar; in this myth Pandora is given a jar filled with all the evils of the world and Hope, and opens it. This releases the evils and Pandora closes it before Hope escapes.[footnoteRef:5] This would have been used as an example when explaining patriarchy and why women lack authority. Pandora was the first woman in Greek mythology, created by Hephaestus; a direct comparison is Eve from the Bible. She too was the first woman and didn’t follow the rules she was given, and therefore brought chaos to the world. With this, women were not allowed authority, as they were seen as weak and easily-influenced.  [5:  Hes. WD. 83.] 


An important part of religion and Greek society was the relationship between man and god. In order to show the importance, the myth of King Midas can be used. The king received his wish of being able to turn anything to gold by being kind to the god Dionysus’ companion, Silenus the satyr, and offering his home to him to rest. With this Dionysus told Midas he may have any wish he wanted, and granted said wish. When Midas requested to have this wish taken back, Dionysus pitied him and granted him this new request.[footnoteRef:6] Dionysus most likely remembered how kind the king was to his companion and was more lenient on his decision with this in mind.  [6:  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Midas-Greek-mythology] 


While the outcome wasn’t what Midas originally intended for, he was still able to have both wishes granted by Dionysus. This myth was most likely used to show the importance of maintaining a good relationship between themselves and the gods, making the religious beliefs and community stronger throughout Greece. 

When looking at community and bringing people together, the story of Romulus and Remus provides as a great example. The brothers are famed for the founding of Rome, which later became one of the greatest empires to ever exist. With the set of twins entering a competition to see who was able to found a new city, Romulus won. This lead to Remus later trying to attack him and take over, however Romulus showed his power and had Remus killed. David Potter says in his book Rome in the Ancient World, that this murder was ‘served as a paradigm both for the fierce political struggles that shaped the Roman citizen community, and then for the fratricidal strife that reshaped both the Roman and Mediterranean communities’.[footnoteRef:7] This start of Rome is one of bloodshed and having to build a strong community to achieve strong foundations of a new city. [7:  Potter 2009: 22.] 


This wasn’t the only myth for Rome’s foundations. The solider and hero Aeneas has his own story as well. Potter comments on this myth, saying that in the beginning ‘the story of Aeneas offered a model for the integration of Rome into the broader Mediterranean world’.[footnoteRef:8] This creates the sense of belonging and shows the difference throughout time of how powerful Rome becomes; from being part of the Mediterranean to conquering nations everywhere and being the world dominating power of the time period. Potter then comments on the use of this myth later on, with Virgil’s interpretation, saying it ‘became a message of hope for Romans who had survived the civil wars of the first century BC’.[footnoteRef:9] After his treacherous journey home, Aeneas is rewarded with starting a dynasty and founding Rome.  [8:  Potter 2009: 22.]  [9:  Potter 2009: 22.] 


Overall, it can be seen that myths are in fact culturally determined through their roles in society, however it is hard to define a myth exactly; in fact, it is impossible to have one definition for the word. A myth is a story created by the people of the time for many different purposes and roles; these include establishing rules in society, building a strong community, and taking pride in their nation. Other myths are written merely to entertain the people of the time, while others are to serve a large purpose in society. Pandora’s Jar was used to explain the role of women in society and build an argument for the use of patriarchy, claiming women were too weak and easily influenced. King Midas was used to demonstrate the importance of having a positive relationship with the gods and maintaining it in order to lead a happy life. Romulus and Remus, and Aeneas were all used to have pride for how Rome began. These three people were important to the Romans, as Potter says, ‘Rome’s survival stemmed from the ability to endure, and recover from, acts of violence. Likewise, there was a willingness to perpetuate violence’.[footnoteRef:10] The Romans looked up to these three men to gain inspiration and to fight through all the wars and battles they faced. This shows how important myths are, and that they are indeed culturally determined. [10:  Potter 2009: 22.] 

Bibliography

Primary Sources
Hesiod, Works and Days. Hugh G. Evelyn-White (trans.). 1914. Massachusetts: Harvard University Press

Secondary Sources
Cohen, P. S. 1969. ‘Theories of Myth’, Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 4. No 3, September, 337

Encyclopaedia Britannica ‘Midas’. britannica.com. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Midas-Greek-mythology. [Accessed on: 3rd January 2018]

Morford, M.P.O., Lenardon, R.J., Sham, M. 2015. Classical Mythology. New York: Oxford University Press


Potter, D. 2009. Rome in the Ancient World. London: Thames and Hudson

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David






¥ Grindod Do saoe

Ty Saint Oovid

Undergraduats assignment oedback form
b oty




