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Myths and Mythology: How Stories Shape the World Assignment 1 Question 3 “Myths are a product of a specific time and place”.
Myths are a product of a specific time and place 
Homer is the legendary ancient Greek poet credited with writing the Iliad and the Odyssey, two of the earliest and most important works of ancient Greek literature. His life is largely unknown, but ancient stories describe him as a wandering, possibly blind poet. Scholars think “Homer”(Minchin, no date)  may have been a master oral storyteller whose poems were performed aloud before being written down. Most evidence places him in Ionia, on the western coast of what is now Turkey, in the late 8th or early 7th century BCE the Greek Archaic Age. (Archaic Greece | History | Research Starters | EBSCO Research, 2022)This was a time of growing city-states, expanding trade, and the invention of the Greek alphabet, which made it possible to record oral poetry. Homer’s epics mix memories of the earlier Bronze Age, like the Trojan War with the realities of his own time. They explore themes such as honour, war, hospitality, and the influence of the gods. For centuries, Homer’s works shaped Greek culture, education, and identity. Scholars such as M. I. Finley also emphasise that Homeric stories reflect the social realities of early Greece, especially the importance of honour, travel, and household structures (Finley 1978, pp. 48–50). This supports the idea that the Polyphemus myth is deeply rooted in its historical context.
Homer’s epics were central to ancient Greek culture, shaping their values, identity, and understanding of the past. Originating in an oral tradition, the Iliad and Odyssey preserved collective memory, with the Muses symbolising the power of remembrance. The poems influenced Greek ideas of heroism, honour, and patriotic sacrifice, especially through figures like Achilles. The Trojan War narrative helped unify Greek identity in times of conflict. Homer’s works later guided education, inspired writers such as Virgil, and continue to shape modern interpretations of ancient Greece, demonstrating his lasting cultural and literary impact.(Simons, 2019)
“The Greeks were not sure where Homer (HOH-muhr) was born, when he lived, or even if such a person actually existed. The name “Homer” may simply be a generic term denoting “one who fits a song together.”(Homer | History | Research Starters | EBSCO Research, 2023)
The story of Odysseus and Polyphemus in Odyssey Book 9 is one of the most famous myths from ancient Greece. The Cyclops is remembered as a violent giant who traps Odysseus and his men, kills several of them, and is eventually blinded by the clever hero. But the myth is more than an exciting adventure. It reflects the values, fears, and social structures of the early Greek world. As Walter Burkert argues in Greek Religion, myths survive because they express ideas that matter to the communities that tell them (Burkert 1985, p. 23). Using Burkert’s approach, this essay explains how the Polyphemus myth was shaped by the concerns of archaic Greek society including hospitality, identity, religion, and the contrast between civilised people and barbarians.
Burkert describes myth as a “traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to something of collective importance” (1985, p. 4). This means that myths are not random stories. They survive because they speak to real issues in the lives of the people who tell them. The Polyphemus episode fits this idea well. It reflects the experiences of Greek sailors, traders, and travellers who often found themselves in unfamiliar places and had to rely on the kindness of strangers.
The myth also shows how Greeks defined themselves by comparing their own customs to those of others. Burkert notes that Greek culture often created images of “the other” to highlight its own values (1985, p. 82). Polyphemus is a perfect example of this. Everything about him his isolation, his lack of laws, his rejection of the gods stands in contrast to Greek ideas of community, order, and piety. The Cyclops becomes a symbol of what Greeks believed they were not. Jean-Pierre Vernant similarly argues that Greek myth frequently constructs symbolic oppositions such as civilisation vs. savagery to help define Greek identity (Vernant 1991, pp. 187–189). Polyphemus fits quite nicely into this pattern.

One of the central themes of the Polyphemus story is xenia, the Greek code of hospitality. In the ancient world, hospitality was essential. Travellers depended on strangers for food, shelter, and protection. Burkert explains that hospitality was a “binding institution” in a world where people travelled frequently and needed mutual support (1985, p. 112). It was also protected by Zeus, who was believed to punish those who mistreated guests.
Odysseus arrives on the Cyclopes’ island expecting these rules to apply. He speaks politely, asks for gifts, and reminds Polyphemus that Zeus protects strangers. But Polyphemus rejects all of this. He mocks the idea of hospitality, refuses to respect Zeus, and kills and devours Odysseus’ men. His behaviour is not just violent it is a complete reversal of Greek social norms For Greek audiences, this would have been daunting. Travelling by sea was dangerous, and meeting unfriendly or hostile people was a real possibility. Polyphemus represents the worst case scenario: a host who ignores all moral rules. His cannibalism makes this even more extreme. Burkert notes that cannibalism in myth often symbolises the breakdown of social order (1985, p. 69). By eating his guests Polyphemus destroys the basic structure of hospitality that Greeks relied on. The myth therefore expresses both the importance of hospitality and the fear that it might not always be respected.
Another important aspect of the myth is the contrast between pastoral and agricultural lifestyles. Polyphemus is a shepherd who lives alone, tending his flocks without farming, trading, or participating in a community. For Greeks in the archaic period, who were increasingly organised into city-states and depended on agriculture this way of life seemed primitive.
Burkert explains that Greek myth often contrasts pastoral figures with agricultural society sometimes portraying shepherds as peaceful and simple, but often as uncivilised and dangerous (1985, p. 102). Polyphemus clearly belongs to the second category. His cave is full of food milk, cheese, and sheep but it lacks the order and structure that Greeks associated with civilisation. He has no rules of law, and no shared institutions as Polyphemus and the other cyclopes wer individualistic. The Odyssey emphasises this by describing the Cyclopes as having “no meeting place for counsel” and each man living separately with his family (Od. 9.112–115). As Emily Kearns points out, xenia was one of the most fundamental ethical expectations in Greek religion, and violations of it were seen as deeply impious (Kearns 2004, p. 45). Polyphemus rejection of hospitality therefore marks him as both socially and religiously deviant.
To Greek audiences, this would have signalled a lack of civilisation. The emerging polis was central to Greek identity, and societies without political organisation were seen as backward. Polyphemus’ isolation is therefore symbolic. He represents a world without community law, or cooperation. His violence is shown as the natural result of living outside the structures that Greeks believed were necessary for a stable society.
The Polyphemus myth also reflects the experiences of Greek sailors and explorers. The Odyssey is full of stories about travel, and the Cyclops episode captures the dangers of encountering unknown peoples. Burkert argues that Greek myth often expresses the fears and uncertainties of travellers who visited unfamiliar lands (1985, p. 136). The Cyclopes’ island, with its fertile land and lack of human cultivation, resembles the remote places Greek sailors might have discovered.
Polyphemus himself can be seen as a distorted reflection of real encounters with foreign cultures. While Greeks never met one-eyed giants, they did meet people whose customs were very different from their own. The myth exaggerates these differences to create a monstrous figure. Burkert notes that myth often uses monsters to express “the fear of the unknown and the anxiety of crossing boundaries” (1985, p. 201). Polyphemus is therefore a symbol of the dangers of exploration.
The story also highlights the vulnerability of travellers. Odysseus must rely on his intelligence to survive. His trick of calling himself “Nobody,” his plan to blind the Cyclops, and his escape under the sheep all show the importance of cleverness in dangerous situations. The myth celebrates Greek intelligence but also acknowledges that Greeks were often at the mercy of forces beyond their control when travelling.

Religion plays an important role in the Polyphemus episode. When Odysseus appeals to Zeus, Polyphemus rejects the idea that he must respect the gods. This would have shocked Greek audiences, who believed that divine authority applied to everyone. Burkert explains that Greek religion was deeply connected to social behaviour, and rejecting the gods was seen as a serious threat to moral order (1985, p. 184).
However, the myth also shows that Polyphemus is not completely outside the divine world. He is the son of Poseidon, and when he is blinded, he calls on his father for revenge. Poseidon responds by making Odysseus’ journey home much more difficult. This creates a tension in the story. Polyphemus denies the gods, yet he is still part of the divine order. His suffering leads to divine punishment for Odysseus, showing that the gods can be unpredictable.
Burkert notes that Greek myth often portrays the gods as distant or unreliable, leaving humans to face danger on their own (1985, p. 190). The Polyphemus story reflects this idea. Odysseus invokes Zeus, but Zeus does not intervene. Instead, Odysseus must rely on his own skills. The myth therefore expresses both the importance of the gods and the limits of divine protection.
One of the most memorable parts of the story is Odysseus’ use of the name “Nobody”. This trick is not just clever it reflects the importance of identity in Greek culture. Names were tied to family, honour, and social status. To be “nobody” was to be outside the structures that defined Greek life.
Burkert notes that Greek myth often explores themes of identity, especially in situations involving travel and danger (1985, p. 215). Odysseus’ temporary loss of identity helps him survive, but it also creates problems later. When he reveals his real name, Polyphemus prays to Poseidon to punish him. This sets the rest of the Odyssey in motion.
This moment reflects a broader cultural tension. Greek travellers needed to assert their identity to claim hospitality and honour, but revealing one’s identity could also be dangerous. The myth shows how identity could be both a source of strength and a source of vulnerability.
The Polyphemus story is more than an adventure about a hero and a monster. It shows the values, worries, and everyday experiences of early Greek society. Through Polyphemus, the myth highlights the importance of hospitality, the risks of travelling, the difference between civilisation and savagery, the role of the gods and the importance of identity. Using Burkert’s ideas, we can see that the story grew out of the world that created it. It reflects a society that travelled often, valued community and order, and used myths to make sense of both familiar life and the unknown.
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