Critically examine “katabasis” myths in Graeco-Roman society, and their literary and artistic representation.
Katabasis, which is commonly defined as the descent, is used to describe in myth when a character descends into the underworld for differing purposes. It is also used in a geographical context and militaristic context. The former being the route of a river as it descends to the coast from the interior or a retreat from battle. Such examples of Katabasis in myth are Heracles, Orpheus, Odysseus.
Odysseus’ katabasis comes in when he journeys to the underworld to obtain information on what obstacles he might face on his journey ahead from a seer that resides there. And while doing so is given much advice on what dangers he faces and an incentive to continue the journey, that being his wife Penelope being courted by numerous suitors.
Orpheus’s journey to the underworld for his wife is the centric crux upon which his katabasis is based, during this journey he was bid by hades to not look back until he surfaced from the underworld. Which in his distrust of the god of the underworld did indeed turn back and thus lost his wife forever after.
Heracles katabasis is less personal than that of Odysseus and Orpheus as it came under one of his twelve labours and instead of going out of a personal determination goes to fight and capture the guardian of the underworld, Cerberus, in more of a quest-like fashion. No less important overall than the previous two.
Odysseus
Odysseus’ story exists as an oral play as well as being provided in a literary context allowing for a distinctness between the two formats, much like a modern written work to be translated to a digital media. This type of representation of the myth has allowed for many divergent interpretations to be drawn from what is fundamentally the same story with identical events, but with differing portrayals based upon what is possible in a written form, an visual and oral form using physical aides and a modern digital form with the use of special effects, each of these interpretations can provide alternating outlooks on both the Greek and Roman versions of the myth, Odysseus/Ulysses. In fact, the very difference in the Roman and Greek formats of the myth are proof of this literary difference in representation as Ulysses would be looked upon in a more negative light than Odysseus would be to the Greeks as a hero. Those same features of Odysseus that the Greeks praised, his trickery and intelligence to find alternate routes were the antithesis of what Romans considered Honour and Virtue.
The katabasis in the Odyssey comes into play when Odysseus journeys to the underworld at the behest of Circe to uncover what the future has in store for him and in doing so he discovers the challenges ahead and the threat of his wife Penelope being married off to one of numerous suitors that had appeared in the years that had passed since his departure for Troy from Ithaca. During this katabasis he is faced with one of commonalities that crops up with a descent into the underworld which is family. Whilst in Hades domain he comes across his mother who gives him the information about his wife and her current situation, coincidentally Odysseus’ katabasis is entwined with Heracles post-death and meets the man. The familial commonality is present amongst many of the series of Katabasis in Greek mythos the reason behind this may be circumstantial with the importance that all myths place upon families and lineages, the odyssey is a prime example of this as Odysseus parentage is given either one notable parent, his mother is the grand-daughter of Hermes. Or that both Parents have godly relations, his mother being that of Hermes and his father being related to Zeus this also plays into a commonality that exists in many myths which is direct interaction of the gods upon the mortal plane with either direct or indirect intervention to the hero's stories, this can be either in favour to the character as is in the case of Odysseus and Athena who in one instance disguises him as a beggar upon his return to Ithaca to facilitate his ability to move through the region without detection and to gather information on what was happening. Or it can be against the hero who in the same act of aid that Athena provides, Poseidon in his anger at the events surrounding the giant shepherd Polyphemus throws Odysseus ship off course, and into dangers relating to him and his spawn. This godly intervention is concurrent with katabasis as it would be with anabasis as both the above and below are the domains of otherworldly being such as the gods and the creatures that exist in the beyond of the Greek world.
Orpheus
The katabasis that Orpheus endures is different to that of the previous Odysseus as his reason to reach out to the underworld is purely out of desire for the return of his young wife who passed away, he almost accomplished his task by virtue of his musical talents, taught to him by Apollo. After his wife's death as a result of viper bites Orpheus sang a mournful song which is to have supposedly made the gods and nymphs weep upon hearing the song, thereby advising that Orpheus persuade Hades to allow his wife to be returned, which the God of the Underworld and his wife, Hades and Persephone, assented Hades only condition being that on his return trip Orpheus must not look back. However as close as he was to succeeding, he gave into temptation as soon as he left the entrance to the underworld however as Eurydice, his wife, had not she disappeared back into the underworld. Unlike that of Odysseus where his journey to the underworld was not to meet the ruler but its inhabitants Orpheus’ direct interaction with many of the gods matches up with many of the established commonalities amongst tales that contain Katabasis which is some kind of godly intervention, this deific intervention however is ambiguous in the tale of Orpheus, even though his katabasis was at the behest of the inhabitants of Olympus it was out of how they were impressed with and moved to tears by his song not his plight itself, the same could be said of Hades and Persephone hence the condition imposed.
 Orpheus tale is a prime example of the neutrality of the gods on humanity’s plights and on how katabasis is the subject of myth and not to be carried out by most people. In many artworks depicting Orpheus he is seen with Eurydice reaching out or holding one another, some iteration have a figure watching with them, this is most likely hades watching for if Orpheus to look back upon which Eurydice would be taken back to his realm as Persephone warned. This would suggest that the Greeks had a deep scepticism even with their gods, otherwise Orpheus would probably have full faith in the god of the underworlds word, and his wives warning. Orpheus is almost always depicted as holding a lyre in one hand in most representations of the two Orpheus is seen looking back to see Eurydice being pulled or dragged backwards into the underworld. This representation of the two seems to accentuate the dread and unfairness of Eurydice’s plight and Orpheus’ efforts to bring her back from the dead.
Heracles
Heracles Katabasis is very different to the two previously mentioned as his katabasis comes about as part of his twelve labours whereas the others are not tasks that are forced upon them, his descent into the underworld to capture Cerberus gains Heracles nothing more than a twelfth impossible feat finished, and on the flip side Odysseus gets advise, and Orpheus is there to bring his wife back from the dead, each motivated by motivations of the self. Heracles does have some similarities as it comes towards the end of what he is most famous for, in a modern context at least. Odysseus’ is in the latter part of his return to Ithaca, Orpheus after his time with the Argonauts. The representation of Heracles in some art of this task shows Heracles looking like he is attempting to calm the beast[footnoteRef:15773], as he is hunched over with his hands stretched out and open, Cerberus position is one of aggression as well as passive, this is most likely due to the hardship of representing multiple heads on a two dimensional horizontal plane, where one head is raised in defiance and the other bowed. This image does however clearly depict that it is Cerberus as there is a clearly defined snakes head on the end of the tail in addition to two heads shown, the image states that it is Cerberus however as only the two heads are shown it could be mistaken for Orthros. This could lead to some complication with what the image is trying to convey, as Heracles looks to be wearing the spoils of his previous labours it would make sense that this was Cerberus however the main defining feature is the Nemean Lions skin which he would have obtained before his conflict with orthros. A second image shows more clearly Cerberus multiple heads[footnoteRef:32591] this image shows Heracles wrapping his arm around the beast to restrain it with his left arm whilst he holds a club to force Cerberus into submission in his right. Cerberus itself in this image has three heads in distinct colours from one another to show the difference in being. The major differences between the two images is Heracles manner in dealing with the beast and the beast's representation as the first image could very well be orthros. This is interesting because Heracles master during the labours Eurystheus seems to have a grudge against Cerberus and his family, those being the Nemean Lion, The Lemean Hydra, Orthros and Cerberus having Heracles fight or become forced to fight each member in turn despite this interesting dynamic, Eurystheus asks the impossible most of the time and Heracles delivers only for his employer to hide in fear of either Heracles himself or the creatures he returns this act of cowardice is most likely meant to create that much more of a distinction between the god-like Heracles and the man that is to be the employer of such a person. [15773:  Kerberos]  [32591:  Hercules and Kerberos] 

Conclusion
In conclusion the three instances of katabasis share similarities between each other but retain key differences particularly between Heracles and the other two. The overarching similarity is of course the katabasis itself the descent that each figure takes in order to accomplish one goal or another. Odysseus and Orpheus having personal interest in both of their katabasis seems to follow or set the norm that many would consider a worthy trip to the underworld or a responsibly heroic effort, the pursuit of knowledge being the more noble of the two as Orpheus love could be seen to be too much in the pursuit of what could be argued as Eros. Then there is the heroic deed of Heracles where the action in and of itself is a feat that indeed is worthy of notice from the entire Greek world, however the deed was done at the behest of a mortal that he was indentured to which makes the whole ordeal less heroic in a modern sense as there is no “good” that comes of this task it is simply a test for a man who is superior in every way to a mortal which at least in my opinion makes the deed that much less commendable as it is less dangerous than for a man who is born with no hereditary aid. This is no way is to diminish the impressive feat that is his subjugation of a beast. Overall, the Katabasis theme that ties the three together provides an incredibly strong link between the three allowing for interaction between the characters as seen in Odysseus Katabasis and meeting with Heracles
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