‘Myths are a product of a specific time and place’. Discuss the extent to which this statement is valid.

This essay will look at the extent to which the statement ‘Myths are a product of a specific time and place’ is valid. The essay will explain the definition and origin of the word myth, why myths are important, and will look at the Homeric Hymn to Demeter and its similarity to the Eleusinian mysteries to understand the validity of the statement. It should also be noted that due to the small sample size of myths used in the essay it is not possible to fully evaluate the statement. However, it has been evaluated the best it can be using this small sample size.
To find the validity of the statement ‘Myths are a product of a specific time and place’ the definition of a myth and the wider context to the Homeric Hymn needs to be understood. There are multiple similar definitions to what a myth is. Cambridge dictionary defines a myth as ancient stories which depict early history as well as facts or events[footnoteRef:1]. A more academic definition of a myth by the Northern Virginia Community College explains a myth as stories, written or spoken through word of mouth, which depict the relationship between mortal and divine beings as well as the supernatural[footnoteRef:2]. The word myth can be derived from the Greek word ‘Mythos’, which in its literal translation means ‘utterance’ or ‘to utter’ and the Greek word ‘Logos’ which means ‘word’ when translated[footnoteRef:3]. When looking at Greek and Roman myths specifically, there are three layers of myth. These are classical myth, specific retellings, and the collection of stories of the character or event[footnoteRef:4]. The classical myth is the event or characters myth will be part of a larger story[footnoteRef:5]. Specific re-tellings of myths are individual tellings of myths or parts of them[footnoteRef:6]. A Collection of stories of a particular character or event; this is where a specific character or situation has multiple myths from different places and cultures, which can contradict each other[footnoteRef:7]. As specific retellings of a myth are looking at one specific myth or part of a myth, it is likely that it is relevant of a specific time and place. Whereas a collection of stories from a specific character or event does not show the statement as valid as each individual story originates from different places and cultures. [1:  Cambridge Dictionary, Myth, Unknown, <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/myth>, [Accessed: 12th March 2026]]  [2:  Northern Virginia Community College, Definition of Myth, Unknown, <https://pressbooks.nvcc.edu/eng257/chapter/definition-of-myth/>, [Accessed: 12th March 2026]]  [3:  Ibid: Northern Virginia Community College, Unknown]  [4:  From lecture slides, 3rd March 2026]  [5:  Ibid: From lecture slides, 3rd March 2026]  [6:  Ibid: From lecture slides, 3rd March 2026]  [7:  Ibid: From lecture slides, 3rd March 2026] 

Myths are important as even though a large portion of the information within a myth is untrue, some aspects of myths can reflect what society was like at the time. Myths can also be used as a way to explain what could not be explained at the time such as the seasons. This information can be used to show whether the statement is valid or not. Myths are also important as they change over time as they are orated. This can change information such as specific places mentioned within the myth. The myth also could be changed over time to fit acceptable morals and way of life.
The myth that will be used to decide how valid the statement is, is the Homeric Hymn to Demeter. The first written recording of this Homeric hymn dates to the 7th century BCE, and the first written recording of the myth of Demeter and Persephone date back to the 8th century BCE[footnoteRef:8]. However, these myths were likely orated long before they were written. The Hymn focusses on the loss of Persephone, the daughter of Demeter, who was given away by Zeus to Hades the god of the underworld[footnoteRef:9]. The feelings of the loss of a daughter is shown throughout the hymn. The end of the hymn shows the reuniting of Persephone to Demeter, but also shows Persephone’s fate, which is that she has to spend the winter in the underworld as Hades’ wife[footnoteRef:10].  [8:  Mara Lynn Keller, ‘The Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone: Fertility, Sexuality and Rebirth’, Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, Vol. 4 No. 1, (1988), pp. 27-54, (p29), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/25002068>, [Accessed: 12th March 2026]]  [9:  Gregory Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, Homeric Hymn to Demeter, 2018, <https://chs.harvard.edu/primary-source/homeric-hymn-to-demeter-sb/>, [Accessed: 12th March 2026]]  [10:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018] 

One way that the statement ‘Myths are a product of a specific time and place’ is not valid is due to the myths structure. Vladimir Propp looked at over one hundred Russian fairy tales and found that he could break down all fairy tales down into thirty-one categories, which showed the structure of fairy tales[footnoteRef:11]. He showed that the structure of a fairy tale transcends both time and place, thus making the statement invalid. The Homeric hymn to Demeter also follows some of these thirty-one functions. The first ten lines fit into Vladimir Propps first function, which is that a family member is away from home[footnoteRef:12]. The first ten lines explain that Persephone, daughter of Demeter, was taken, by Zeus, to be given to Hades god of the underworld[footnoteRef:13]. The Homeric hymn then fits into function eleven, which says that the hero in this story leaves home to complete the task in front of them[footnoteRef:14]. In the Homeric hymn, this is where Demeter starts searching for Persephone from line 40 until line 405[footnoteRef:15]. The last part of the Homeric hymn fits into functions 25 and 26, which are that a difficult task is presented to the hero and the task is then resolved[footnoteRef:16]. In the hymn the difficult task is that Persephone has to spend one third of the year in the underworld next to Hades as his wife[footnoteRef:17]. The solution to the task is that the rest two thirds of the year Persephone will be able to spend with Demeter and the other immortal gods[footnoteRef:18]. The Homeric hymn to Demeter fits into some of Propp’s thirty-one functions proving that myths transcend time and place, making the statement invalid. However, the validity of Propps’ thirty-one functions can be questioned as Propp only used Russian fairytales as his sample size. This questions the validity of his thirty-one functions as fairytales from other countries may not follow these functions. [11:  Sapna Dogra, ‘The Thirty-One Functions in Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale: An Outline and Recent Trends in the Applicability of the Proppian Taxonomic Model’, Rupkatha Journal on Interdisciplinary Studies in Humanities, Vol. 9 No. 2, (2017), pp. 410-419, (p411), <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319293980_The_Thirty-One_Functions_in_Vladimir_Propp's_Morphology_of_the_Folktale_An_Outline_and_Recent_Trends_in_the_Applicability_of_the_Proppian_Taxonomic_Model>, [Accessed: 12th March 2026]]  [12:  Ibid: Dogra, ‘The Thirty-One Functions in Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale: An Outline and Recent Trends in the Applicability of the Proppian Taxonomic Model’, p412]  [13:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [14:  Ibid: Dogra, ‘The Thirty-One Functions in Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale: An Outline and Recent Trends in the Applicability of the Proppian Taxonomic Model’, p412]  [15:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [16:  Ibid: Dogra, ‘The Thirty-One Functions in Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale: An Outline and Recent Trends in the Applicability of the Proppian Taxonomic Model’, p413]  [17:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [18:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018] 

The Eleusinian Mysteries is another way which shows that the statement is invalid. The rites of the Eleusinian mysteries are based upon what is said in the Homeric hymn to Demeter. One of the rites is that initiates must drink a mixture of water and barley, called kykeon[footnoteRef:19]. This follows what Demeter drank in the Homeric hymn in lines 206 to 210[footnoteRef:20]. In these lines Metaneira offered Demeter a cup of red wine[footnoteRef:21]. Demeter refused this red wine saying that she was not allowed to drink it, she then instructed Metaneira to mix water and barley for her to drink[footnoteRef:22]. Another part of the initiation ritual is called aischrologia. This was where people would shout and hurl insults and vulgar language at initiates[footnoteRef:23]. This ritual aischrologia directly precedes the drinking of the kykeon[footnoteRef:24]. Aischrologia preceding the drinking of the kykeon directly links this part of the ritual to the Homeric hymn to Demeter as in the hymn on lines 202 to 205 Iamb is making fun of Demeter and making jokes at her expense[footnoteRef:25]. This part of the ritual also directly links to the Homeric hymn to Demeter as it follows the story almost exactly, which suggests that new initiates are put into Demeter’s shoes to experience what she experiences throughout the Homeric hymn. This direct link to the Homeric hymn shows that this myth is not of a specific time, therefore partially invalidating the statement. [19:  Ibid: Keller, ‘The Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone: Fertility, Sexuality and Rebirth’, p52]  [20:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [21:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [22:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [23:  Ralph M. Rosen, ‘Hipponax Fr. 48 Dg. And the Eleusinian Kykeon’, The American Journal of Philology, Vol. 108 No. 3, (1987), pp. 416-426, (p419), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/294663>, [Accessed: 12th March 2026]]  [24:  Ibid: Rosen, ‘Hipponax Fr. 48 Dg. And the Eleusinian Kykeon’, p419]  [25:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018] 

The entire Eleusinian following was based upon the Homeric hymn to Demeter. Eleusis, a place fourteen miles from Athens, was where Demeter stayed whilst looking for Persephone[footnoteRef:26]. Near the end of her stay at Eleusis, Demeter ordered for a large temple to be built in Eleusis. This is shown in lines 270 to 275 and lines 295 to 305[footnoteRef:27]. According to George E. Mylonas the following began locally, but as time passed it grew larger and its influence grew outside of Eleusis[footnoteRef:28]. This influence expanded much further when the Romans adopted this following. The further expansion was likely hastened by the fact that the Roman empire was large and extensive. The Eleusinian following was so influential at that time, that the elites of the time were having statues of Demeter built[footnoteRef:29]. It was also so influential that everyone wanted to be initiated, from slaves to the elites of the time[footnoteRef:30]. Mylonas’ interpretation directly links the Homeric hymn to Demeter to multiple different aspects of the Eleusinian mysteries. This gives a wider interpretation of the links between the Eleusinian mysteries and the Homeric hymn to Demeter. Mylonas’ interpretation on the influence of the Eleusinian following through time and its influence outside Eleusis across the civilised world supports the invalidation of the statement. However, it could also be argued that the Eleusinian followings influence only partially invalidates the statement as even though the influence of this following was very widespread throughout the civilised world, the followings influence was centred around Eleusis. This would only partially invalidate the statement as the influence is not of a specific time, but it is of a specific place. [26:  Mylonas, George E., ‘Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries’, The Classical Journal, Vol. 43 No. 3, (1947), pp. 130-146, (p131), <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3293727>, [Accessed: 12th March 2026]]  [27:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [28:  Ibid: Mylonas, ‘Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries’, p132]  [29:  Ibid: Mylonas, ‘Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries’, p132]  [30:  Ibid: Mylonas, ‘Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries’, p132] 

It was not only the influence of the Eleusinian following which makes the statement invalid, but also the time at which the following of Demeter lasted. According to an interpretation by Mara Lynn Keller the rites that were carried out in the temple at Eleusis lasted for around 2000 years, with the first building being founded around 1450 BCE[footnoteRef:31]. The temple at Eleusis was demolished in 395 CE to stop people worshiping any god or goddess other than Christian gods[footnoteRef:32]. Even though the temple at Eleusis was destroyed, people continued to worship Demeter. Statues of Demeter have been found and decorated in Eleusis up until the 19th century, and more recently groups of women have been arriving in Eleusis to pay respects to Demeter[footnoteRef:33]. This further suggests that people still use the myth in the modern day and by paying respects to Demeter they are sympathetic of what Demeter experiences in the Homeric hymn. This makes the statement partially invalid due to the amount of time that the Eleusinian following lasted and the further amount of time that people in Eleusis worshiped Demeter. Also, the statement that the rites carried out at Eleusis lasted for around 2000 years show that myths are not a product of a specific time as multiple time periods and empires rose and fell within this time period. However, there is partial validation of the statement as even though this myth is not a product of a specific time, both the myth of Demeter and Persephone and the Eleusinian following focus on Eleusis, a specific place.  [31:  Ibid: Keller, ‘The Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone: Fertility, Sexuality and Rebirth’, p29]  [32:  Ibid: Keller, ‘The Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone: Fertility, Sexuality and Rebirth’, p30]  [33:  Ibid: Keller, ‘The Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter and Persephone: Fertility, Sexuality and Rebirth’, p30] 

However, the Eleusinian mysteries also validate the statement due to the structure of the temple the people of Eleusis built. According to Mylonas the temple built at Eleusis matched with the one described in the Homeric hymn to Demeter[footnoteRef:34]. The early temple that is built in Eleusis is described in lines 270 to 275 in the hymn[footnoteRef:35]. In those lines it states that the temple will have an altar at its base and that the temple shall be built on a prominent hill[footnoteRef:36]. Mylonas also states that the date that the temple was built also matches to around the time the rites of Demeter were introduced[footnoteRef:37]. This gives the suggestion that the people of Eleusis used the description in the Homeric hymn to Demeter to build a temple in honour of Demeter and Persephone. The structure and placement of the temple and the date of its building matching the time of the introduction of the rites of Demeter show that, to some extent, the myth of the Homeric hymn to Demeter is a product of a specific time and place. [34:  Ibid: Mylonas, ‘Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries’, p135]  [35:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [36:  Ibid: Nagy, Center for Hellenic Studies, 2018]  [37:  Ibid: Mylonas, ‘Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries’, p135] 

In conclusion, the statement ‘Myths are a product of a specific time and place’ is valid to some extent. The main reason that it is validated is that both the Homeric hymn to Demeter and the Eleusinian following, its influence, and the building of the Eleusinian temple is all centred around the village of Eleusis. However, it is also invalid for multiple reasons. One reason is that the influence of the Eleusinian following, although centred around Eleusis, expanded across the civilised world; everyone from slaves to elites wanted to be initiated as part of the Eleusinian following[footnoteRef:38]. Also, the rites to become initiated directly link to the Homeric hymn, which shows that the myth is not a product of a specific time. Another reason is that the myths’ structure fitted into some of Vladimir Propps thirty-one functions. However, it is important to note that due to having such a small sample size of myths, the statement cannot fully be evaluated.  [38:  Ibid: Mylonas, ‘Eleusis and the Eleusinian Mysteries’, p132] 
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