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Explore the cultural significance of a sky myth
Chiron the Centaur: Aspects of its significance for ancient Greek culture
Word count: xxxx


Introduction

This essay will explore and critically examine the sky myth of Chiron the Centaur in relation to ancient Greek culture. 

A definition of cultural significance is given in the Burra Charter of The international council on monuments and sites (ICOMOS) as “Aesthetic , historic , scientific, social or spiritual value for past ,present or future generations .” (ICOMOS ref.) The definition is here related to place when it says that cultural significance would be embodied in ‘the place itself, it's fabric ,setting ,use ,associations meanings, records, related places and related objects. Places may have a range of values for different individuals or groups.’ This can however easily be translated into the context of myth.  

In relation to cultural significance, the sky myth of Chiron appears especially interesting because of Chiron’s role as a cultivator within Greek myth: On one hand his own story, and on the other hand his role as a tutor of heroes, as well as the healer, point to this direction. This essay aims at highlighting some of those aspects in the light of culture and ideas of cultivation.

According to Terry Eagleton, one original meaning of culture has to do with ‘the tending of natural growth’ on many dimensions, which can mean protecting and even worshipping when applied on a spiritual level.[footnoteRef:1] In a second aspect he sees the ‘active tending of natural growth’ As a ‘dialectic between the artificial and the natural‘ Which points to the interplay of nature versus nurture, Of aiming so actively aid and guide human raw material In order to bring out what is considered the best of it in its time and place. Chiron’s educational methods helped bring forth model men who were famous heroes of Greek myth. [1:  Terry Eagleton, 'Versions of Culture', in The Idea of Culture, (Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 2000), pp. 1-2.] 


Following Lopez, Frias et al., Myth was not merely a body of stories in ancient Greece. it Was perceived as knowledge about the world in a scientific way , and contained Normative conceptions about what human beings are and should be.[footnoteRef:2] Since according to them there was no ethics system or a code of laws in written form , the stories of heroes and other wisdom provided guidance in life. Furthermore, the integration of mythic narrative in everyday life, and the ‘ability to engage the audiences emotionally and cognitively’ helped ‘To create and sustain ancient Greek beliefs in the gods , heroes , and the divine world’ in general, as Johnston described.[footnoteRef:3] Greek myth in general, she suggested, was a landscape of serialized narratives, the characters appeared again and again in many formats of social interaction, which helped weave the world of myth into the fabric of human life.  [2:  Francisco J. Lopez Frias, Emanuele Isidori, and Clea Hadjistephanou Papaellina, 'Greek Mythology and Education: From Theory to Practice', in 7th World Conference on Educational Sciences, (Athens: Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 2015),  (p. 596).]  [3:  Sarah Iles Johnston, 'Narrating Myths: Story and Belief in Ancient Greece', Arethusa,  (2015), p. 174.] 


The odes of Pindar for example, Celebrating victors of sporting events, even drew the native place or personal story of the victor into close connection with myths that were relevant to either the place or the person in the eye of the artist. Chiron is also featured with Pindar: In his 4th Pythian for instance, Chiron is praised indirectly, being the tutor of Jason who displays superb bodily and character features.[footnoteRef:4] In Pindar’s 9th Pythian, Chiron is asked for advice and a look into the future by the god of prophecy himself, Apollo.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Pindar, Anthony Verity, and Stephen Instone, The Complete Odes  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 57.]  [5:  Pindar, Verity, and Instone, The Complete Odes, p. 77.] 


It is one aim of this essay to reflect on the educational values and aims of the ancient Greeks, assuming that these are mirrored in narratives around Chiron, and the fact that he has been made eternal as a star formation in the sky. Assuming that Greek myths act as a code and a rulebook, and gave normative directions for ancient Greek people and society.    

Context

In ancient Greek thought notions of perfection and eternity were closely connected with the notion of the fixed stars. In his Timaeus, Plato tells about the in mobility and stationary condition of the gods who are that way ‘in order that each of them may come as close as possible to attaining perfection‘.[footnoteRef:6] Hence, to be associated with the stars meant to be associated with the gods and perfection. As for human beings, for Plato they we're created after the begetter of the universe mixed the soul of the universe with ingredients of lower grades of purity, with the task of mastering those impurities, for example in the form of emotions.[footnoteRef:7] The begetter however parted that mixture ‘into a number of souls equal to the number of the stars and assigned each soul to a star’. So humans came from the stars, and if they were able to live ‘a good life throughout his lifespan, he would at the end return to his dwelling place in his companion star and live a life of happiness that agreed with his character.’ Or otherwise, if the human failed in this, he would lead a restless life full of self-inflicted character problems and transformations and turbulence, and would in the end have to subdue and master all irrationality by reason, which would also in the end lead to ‘his original condition of excellence’. Following from this, a human who would lead an exemplary life, fearing and honoring the gods in the proper ways, would also find his way to his or her personal star. [6:  Plato, Timaeus, in Complete Works, ed. by John M.  Cooper and D.S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), 40b.]  [7:  Plato, Timaeus, 42b-d.] 


As Lopez, Frias et al. for example point out, Olympian games and Greek sports in general had religious ideas and values contained in their structures.[footnoteRef:8] Through their victories in competition, athletes aimed to ‘become immortal’.  [8:  Lopez Frias, Isidori, and Hadjistephanou Papaellina, p. 595.] 


Pindar points to the gap between gods and humans as well in his 6th Nemean, but by accomplishments as with the Olympics it can be partly bridged.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Pindar, Verity, and Instone, The Complete Odes, p. 102.] 


Typically, myth had normative aspects, which is why gods or heroes are featured in the narratives as great models for human beings, Lopes Frias et al. claimed.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Lopez Frias, Isidori, and Hadjistephanou Papaellina, p. 596.] 

Furthermore, model men had to cultivate physical attractiveness as well as exemplary morals. They refer to Plato, holding beauty and the idea of goodness in highest regard, and conclude that this was ‘the reason Greek myths, in particular, and Greek education, in general, thought that both physical and spiritual perfection were necessary for educating men into their truer form.‘ The notion of truer form, however, also sounds Aristotelian.

Chiron as a master pattern for these values?

With Chiron, however, the story is complex and complicated. He is made to join the immortal realm as a star constellation by Zeus (and attributed a star constellation) as the son of the god Kronos who took on animal form during (or after) intercourse with a nymph, Chiron unites within himself a heritage of immortality and perfection, combined with an extreme opposite in form of his animal part of his body, which makes this figure a centaur from his outward look, and a striking example of how diverse the mixture of the begetter of the universe can be. There is also a dimension of not belonging. Chiron must live without the presence of any parent, shares no realm or category of earthly or heavenly create beings fully. He is neither a God, nor an animal, nor does he descend from those whose outer appearance he shares, the centaurs. 

CHEIRON (Cheirôn), the wisest and justest of all the centaurs. (Hom. Il. xi. 831.)


Left by his natural parents, Chiron has (in most versions) the benefit of being educated by one of the most magnificent of all gods, Apollo. He then appears to be able to unite the best of all his parts within himself, exactly virtues which ancient Greeks apparently found to be most desirable, as mentioned above.

Interestingly enough, Chiron’s story communicates the wisdom that nevertheless, fate does not trade, it does not spare the good from pain. It is an interesting question to ask if this is required necessity, a form of balance, that even though by everything one can do to live a virtuous life according to the will of the gods, one can and must still also suffer the necessities of the impurities of the basic material, as allotted to all creatures on earth by the maker in Plato’s Timeaus. On the other hand, Chiron’s injury does not happen by the will of a god, but after a variety of troublesome emotions taking over, involving alcohol and the rage of easily inflammable tempers within the centaurs. 
According to Aston, the centaur is too close to his chosen tribe, not to suffer the consequences that come from their character as a collective, thus evoking specific fate, even if he as an individual does not seem directly responsible for his wound.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Emma Aston, 'The Absence of Chiron', The Classical Quarterly, 56 (2006), p. 362.] 



Chiron as a tutor

Chiron was mentor and teacher of many of the greatest heroes of myth including Jason and Peleus, the physician Asklepios (Asclepius), the demi-god Aristaios (Aristaeus) and Akhilleus (Achilles) of Troy.

In Pindar, even the god Apollo asks Chiron for advice and prophecy (on the seduction of a woman). [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Pindar, Verity, and Instone, The Complete Odes, p. 77.] 


Cheiron himself had been instructed by Apollo and Artemis, and was renowned for his skill in hunting, medicine, music, gymnastics, and the art of prophecy. (Xen. Cyneg. 1; Philostr. Her. 9, Icon. ii. 2; Pind. Pyth. ix. 65.) 


In contrast to the gods who give their lessons through punishment or by coming to aid, Chiron in his function as a teacher is available on earth as a constantly available  guide. He works with the future heroes and works out their flaws in character and trains their bodies. This he might assumably be able to do because he himself is a creature who had to deal with every day balancing of extremely divers forces of nature within himself.

With Achilles for examples, Appolodorus tells of Chiron feeding him entrails of wild animals to strengthen his body, and on the other side he teaches him play the lyre in order to balance his temper. Music as a method to tame and balance character can be seen as another way to reach immortality as well.

That for Cheiron, to honour the gods was also held to be important, is indicated in the short treatise named the Precincts of Cheiron, where the centaur utters that his first and most important rule was to honour the gods. The star constellation of the Centaur partly attributed to Chiron. Lupus, or the beast which the centaur in some versions holds, and in a version seems to carry towards the (constellation) altar, might be seen as a reference to that.

Conclusion
In summary, the myth of Chiron sheds many aspects on the idea of culture and cultivation. Stories of Chiron’s exemplary life according to Greek values of strength and character, him being the master teacher of heroes, and also his tragic fate weave into a fabric that shows many facets to the idea of cultivation. The combination of mortality and immortality within the centaur, and the aspects of fate to each part of him make stories of Chiron rich material for considering aspects of the interplay between nature and culture. 
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