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CLASSPRESENTATION MATERIALS: A DETAILED OVERVIEW

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO GREEK MYTH
MAIN POINTS
1. The people of Athens (the city was named after the goddess Athene) built the Parthenon

temple in her honor. Decorations on the Parthenon depict the birth of Athene, who
springs fully armed from Zeus's head. This illustrates a mythical paradox, a male
creating life without the participation of afemale.

Zeus also gave birth to a male child, Dionysus, god of wine and intoxication, who
emerged from his father’ s thigh.

Zeus's giving birth to these two children suggests that myth has the power to integrate
polar opposites such as rationality and emotionalism.

When Zeus swallowed his pregnant first wife, Metis, he took into himself the cunning
intelligence that she represented. Their daughter Athene was powerful like her father and
wisein counsel like her mother.

Mythic events are subtly grounded in the values of the myth-producing society. Myth
expresses a community’s distinctive view of the world. Through story, it helps the
members of the community to define, confront, and perhaps resolve tensions that its
members perceive in the way their world works.

Myth has usefully been defined as “atraditiona tale with secondary, partial reference to
something of collective importance.” (Burkert)

7. Theword myth (Greek: mythos) literally means “ utterance” or “something one says.”

10.

11.

12.

13.

Greek myth was originally an oral phenomenon, transmitted by word of mouth from one
anonymous storyteller to the next. As such, it was liable to change with each telling.
Conseguently, most myths, inherently flexible, survive in several versions, which may
even contradict each other in particulars.

Greek literature reflects the influence of myth. Aristotle defines myth as a plot-structure
in a literary work. In addition to the epics, other works of literature including mythic
elements are the Homeric Hymns, the tragic drama, and some lyric poems.

There have been attempts at recording ancient traditions faithfully: the Library,
attributed (erroneously) to Apollodorus of Athens, contains a large collection of ancient
tales. Pausanias's Guide to Greece also attempts to record ancient traditions. Plutarch
recorded local beliefs and myths of his homeland.

Legends are traditions that have a nucleus in historical fact, although poetic
interpretation may have embellished it. Sagas are stories about a particular city or family,
usually about a military aristocracy, while folktales tell about the experiences of the
common folk and usually do not include myth’s preoccupation with the struggles of the
human spirit. Some works based on myth may contain elements of folklore.

The mythic past, which Greek storytellers regarded as their prehistory, included
everything from the beginnings of the world through the aftermath of the Trojan War. At
the end of that period, the gods, who had previously mingled with humans on earth,
withdrew to Mount Olympus.

Some archaeologists believe that myth has some basis in actual events. Schliemann
searched for Troy and Mycenae under the same assumption, and his discovery of these
sites may suggest that the siege and fall of Troy islegendary rather than purely mythic.
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Many scholars believe that Greek myth originated in the Mycenaean world of the Late
Bronze Age in Greece (between about 1600 and 1100 B.C.). The art and architecture of
Mycenae were influenced by the older Minoan civilization on Crete.

There are significant contrasts between the Minoan and Mycenaean civilizations:
worship of the feminine principle versus introduction of a chief male deity; un-walled
settlements often near the sea versus walled hilltop fortresses; and general lightness of
artistic subject versus frequency of warlike depictions.

About 1100 B.c., for unknown and probably complex reasons, the Mycenaean
civilization came to an end, plunging Greece into a Dark Age, which lasted for several
hundred years. Mycenaean refugees settled and prospered along the coast of lonia in
what is now Western Turkey, where a Greek renai ssance emerged.

The Greek “renaissance” occurred during the Archaic Age. Two important symbols of
this “rebirth” after a period of isolation and relative material poverty were the institution
of the Olympic Games and the production of the Homeric epics.

Thelabel “Classical” belongsto the period of Greek history during which many works of
literary and visual art that scholars have chosen as models of artistic achievement
(“classics’) were produced.

The Greeks had no sacred text like the Bible or Torah or Qur’an. Instead, they learned
about “holy things’ (ta hiera) through customary rites, public and private, and by
listening to stories about the gods and seeing the godsin visual art.

In the hands of the great poets, Greek myths acquire a focus on humanistic values,
placing human consciousness in the center of the universe. Protagoras declared, “Man is
the measure of al things.”

Although Greek myth emphasizes the great gulf between the human and the divine, in
important ways the Greek gods resembled their human worshipers: they were
anthropomorphic; while they could not die, they could be injured and “bleed” ichor; like
humans they ate and drank, but the divine food was called ambrosia and the drink nectar.

The Greeks chose to organize their gods in a family characterized by the same tensions,
affections, hostilities, and rivalry that marked their own intergenerational human
families. Like human families in ancient Greece, the family of the gods was patriarchal.

According to one telling of Greek myth, gods and humans sprang from a common
source—Gaea, Mother Earth. Humans often compete with each other and sometimes
even with the gods, but such challenges to the divine powers usually have disastrous
results for the vulnerable humans.

Greek myth emphasizes competitiveness and individualism. A character embodying
individualism is Achilles; a tradition embodying competitiveness is the Olympic Games.
The myths continually express the idea that the obsessive quest for preeminence is a
noble goal, but it exacts a terrible cost—an element in the lives of the Greek gods as well
asin the lives of the Greek heroes.

Ovid, a leading Roman poet during the reign of Augustus, created the most important
collection of Greco-Roman tales: the M etamorphoses of the Gods.

KEY NAMES OF MYTHOLOGICAL CHARACTERS MENTIONED:
Athene, Zeus' s daughter and goddess of wisdom and military victory; protector of the city of

Athens

Zeus, king of heaven

Dionysus, son of Zeus, god of wine and ecstasy

Metis, goddess of wise counsel or cunning intelligence, first wife of Zeus



Gaea, Mother Earth
Minos, legendary king of Crete
Achilles, the hero of Homer’s lliad, a Greek warrior at the battle of Troy

KEY NAMES ASSOCIATED WITH THE TELLING/CRITICISM OF MYTHS:
Homer, Greek poet (eighth century B.C.)

Hesiod, Greek mythographer (eighth century B.C.)
Herodotus, Greek historian (fifth century B.C.)
Apollodorus of Athens, Greek mythographer (c. 140 B.C.)
Pausanias, Roman historian (second century A.D.)
Plutarch, Greek biographer (c. A.D. 46—. 120)

Ovid, Roman poet (43 B.C. —A.D. 17)

Heinrich Schliemann, excavator of Troy/Hissarlik and Mycenae (late nineteenth Ocentury A.D.)



CHAPTER 2
WAYSOF INTERPRETING MYTH

MAIN POINTS

1

10.

11.

12.

Most ancient Greeks seem to have accepted their myths without undue criticism. They
apparently thought of them as old, respected stories that reliably recounted events and
ways of the very distant past.

The Greek philosophical movement (after the sixth century B.C.) introduced some
skepticism but was mainly used to rationalize certain “impossible” aspects of Greek
myth.

Xenophanes of Colophon complained about the gods lack of mora values, which he
understood as mirroring the sad behaviors of human society.

Theagenes of Rhegion is reported to have stated that when Homer tells of gods fighting
each other, he is redlly creating allegories about natural processes in which the elements
(hot, dry, wet, cold) are in perpetual conflict. Likewise, the gods can signify human
dispositions.

Anaxagoras interpreted Homeric hymn as exposing the evil results of unethical conduct
and promoting virtue.

Euripides describes the myth of the birth of Dionysus from Zeus's thigh on the basis of
linguistic confusion.

NOTE: Some of Plato’s best-known myths or fables include the “Myth (Allegory) of
the Cave’” and the “Myth of Er,” both from the Republic, and the “Myth of the
Charioteer,” from Phaedrus. The term myth is used here to signify a symbolic story
rather than atraditional narrative about gods and heroes. See Chapter 9.

Socrates and Plato, believing that gods should be perfect and free of passion, resented the
poor moral example set by the Olympians in popular stories. They were, nonetheless,
unable to dispense with them altogether: Plato used myths to illustrate his teachings
about the spirit and its existence after death.

During the Hellenistic period, when successors of Alexander the Great were establishing
kingdoms and claiming divine honors, Euhemerus of Messene claimed to have found
written evidence that the Greek gods were once mortal, ancient kings. This theory is now
known as Euhemerism.

In spite of criticism, myth remained a cultural factor until the legitimization of
Christianity in the fourth century A.D. Classical myth was banned from OWestern culture
through the Middle Ages; the European Renaissance reintroduced myth to the world of
art and literature. The Enlightenment inspired new scholarly interest in the interpretation
of myth.

Mythology has two general meanings: (1) a set or system of myths and (2) a meth-
odological analysis of myths.

There have been numerous scholarly attempts to analyze myths into their component
elements and then find a unifying element among them. Although none has succeeded to
universal satisfaction, applications of various analytical theories have taught us a great
deal about the nature and function of myth.

Scholarly theories of myth generally fall into one of two groups. those that assume an
external basis of myth, and those that see mythmaking as an expression of the human
mind.
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The nature-myth theory is externalistic: myth is areaction to the awe-inspiring powers of
physical nature as they affect human experience—the cycles of day and night, summer
and winter, plant life and death. Often the gods personify meteorological forces and
astronomical functions or objects.

Example: Zeusis aweather god.

Criticism: the nature-myth theory fails to account for the full content of most myths: for
example, Zeus's ethical, social, or political functions. Zeus defends justice, hospitality,
and legitimate kingship.

The ritual theory of myth is externalistic: myths are stories invented to explain rituals
and ceremonies. Proponent: Sir J ames Frazer.

Example: The myths of Demeter and Persephone and of the Lemnian women reflect
elements of rituals intended to move the communities from a situation of danger to one
of reassurance and continued life.

Criticism: theritual theory does not explain why rituals develop in the first place.

The charter theory is externalistic: a myth is a narrative that supplies the foundation
document (charter) for some ritual or custom in order to help maintain social stability.
Proponent: Bronislaw Malinowski.

Example: Hesiod explains why the Greeks sacrifice the least desirable parts of animals to
the gods: Prometheus tricks Zeus into choosing the bones and fat rather than the meat,
saving the edible parts for humansto eat.

NOTE: Many myth systems contain a trickster god, who helps humans but aso
challenges or tests them. The popular Native American figure of Raven, who
assumes various roles as creator or fertility god, is also an example of a trickster god
in Haida, Tsumshian, and Tlingit mythology. Raven brings humans the gift of light
by deceiving the old Grandfather/Chief who had hidden the sun in a box. In return
for the light, Raven challenges humans to provide him with fish as a form of
sacrifice. Similarly, Prometheus's trick helps humans survive but challenges them to
cope with Zeus's anger.

Criticism: the charter theory fails to explain why in Hesiod's story of the origin of
sacrifice human welfare is favored over divine prerogative.

The etiological theory is externalistic: (1) myth is primitive science, which attempts to
explain natural phenomena; (2) myth can also give theological or metaphysica
interpretations of the human condition.

Example: Hesiod explains how earth and sky and night and day originated; he also
explains why the human possession of fire led to alienation between men and gods and
why the presence of woman is part of a difficult human existence.

Criticism: many myths and heroic tales have little to do with etiology.

Freudian theory is an internalist theory, emphasizing the psychological character of
myth: like dreams, myths allow humans to violate taboos safely through displacement, as
aform of wish fulfillment. Proponent: Sigmund Freud.

Example: the story of Oedipus, who defeats the Sphinx (a displaced image of the evil
mother), and then kills his father and marries his mother, acting out the unconscious
drives of theid.

Freudian theory helps to explain tragic myths in terms of the psychological drama of life
inafamily.

Criticism: Greek male hostility toward females may have some particular ancient cultural
roots.
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The theory of archetypes is psychological: myths, like dreams, contain universa
archetypes that spring from the collective unconscious. Proponent: Carl J ung.

The collective unconscious is the pool of memories, mental images, cognitive patterns,
symbols, and basic assumptions shared by all members of a given society—or even of
the entire human race.

An archetype is the primal form or original pattern of which al other things of the same
kind (characters, situations, events) are representatives or copies.

Example: the anima, an internal expression of female wisdom and creativity, is found in
the minds of humans of both sexes; likewise, the animus, which represents essential
masculine qualities. In a healthy personality, the anima and the animus have a
harmonious rel ationship.

Example: the myth of Icarus combines a form of Freudian wish fulfillment with the
archetypal human desire to break through barriers and experience the unknown and
forbidden.

Example: the shadow, J ung's term for unacknowledged negative elements of the psyche,
contains repressed or undervalued aspects of the personality. The shadow exists in gods
and heroes as well asin humans.

Scholars associated with psychological analysis of myth: Philip Slater, J oseph Campbell,
Ernst Cassirer, Mircea Eliade, and Victor Turner. Myth and ritual are interpreted as
structuring the human world and easing transitionsin life.

Example: the rite of passage, in which a hero is separated from his environment, goes on
a journey, is initiated into previousy unknown experiences, and returns to his starting
point. The journeys of Odysseus, Perseus, and Heracles allow the heroes to mature and
fulfill their extraordinary potential.

The theory of structuralism views myth as areflection of the mind’s binary organization.
Humans project a binary significance onto experience, dividing everything into polar
opposites. Myth deals with and reconciles these opposites. Proponent: Claude Lévi-
Strauss.

Example: myth mediates the conflict between the savage and the civilized, or the “raw”
and the “cooked,” or—particularly important in Greek society—individuality and
community obligation.

NOTE: Whereas animals eat their meat raw, Prometheus's gift of fire enables
humans to cook their food. Cooking removes the signs of blood and thus disguises
the savage act of butchery that eating meat requires humans to commit. The
transformation of dead cow to roasted beef fit for human feasts “ civilizes’ the human
community. By sacrificing some of the cooked food to the gods, the humans remove
the taint of murder and, in the same act, simultaneously remind themselves of and
transcend their animal nature. Sacrifice thus reconciles the animal and the human as
well as the human and the divine.

Scholars associated with the structural theory of myth: J ean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre
Vidal-Nanquet.

Criticism: not al myths present a quantitative division of opposites.

Example: Odysseus and Penelope; their partnership is complementary, not competitive.
The theory of narratology anticipated some aspects of structuralism: traditional
narratives employ distinctive, universal patterns. Proponent: Vladimar Propp.

Example: the typical hero's adventures include common events. The hero is born from a
union of a mortal and a deity; he goes on a quest and defeats supernatural adversaries ;
he battles a dragon or rescues a princess, he marries a princess and gains riches or
receives a crown.



45,

46.

47.

48.

49.

. Criticism: the order is not universal. The tragic hero may face his greatest obstacle after

obtaining his rewards. And Greek tales rarely show heroes living happily ever after: most
Greek hero myths end with the hero’ s death and descent to Hades.

Example: Oedipus, who acquired awife, a crown, and a heroic reputation, only to lose it
al in afateful quest for his true identity. His narrative, like that of most Greek heroes,
leads toward death.

Feminist scholars have applied many scholarly approaches to their study of myth.
Feminist analysts have added a great deal to our understanding, particularly of goddess-
worship as awidespread phenomenon in the ancient world.

Because myth speaks in a rich and varied voice and has its own peculiar internal logic,
application of various theories to a single story often proves useful. One example is the
myth of Athene’s birth.

Procrustes was a cruel character of Greek tradition who tortured his victims to make
them fit a certain bed. A frame into which all data are inappropriately forced is therefore
called a*Procrustean bed.”

In a sense, myth and ritual have a common function. Each assumes a threat to the
continuation of life and/or society and offers some reassurance that disaster can be

averted and life sustained.

KEY NAMES OF MYTHOLOGICAL CHARACTERS MENTIONED:
Athene, goddess of wisdom

Apollo, god of health, mental discipline, and artistic creativity
Artemis, Apollo’ s twin sister, patron of wildlife and the hunt

Poseidon, Zeus's brother, lord of the sea and earthquakes

Ares, god of bloodshed and war

Demeter, sister of Zeus and Poseidon, goddess of earth’ s fertility
Hermes, trickster god of thieves, gamblers, and businessmen

Dionysus, god of wine

Oedipus, king of Thebes, who killed his father and married his mother
J ocasta, mother/wife of Oedipus

Heracles, son of Zeus and Alcmene, who performed the famous Labors

J ason, leader of the Argonauts, who obtained the Golden Fleece with the help of the princess
Medea

Theseus, slayer of the Minaotaur

Prometheus, god of forethought, who provided the sacrificial ritual and the gift of fireto
humankind

Perseus, slayer of the Gorgon Medusa
Procrustes, a cruel kidnapper who tried to fit each of hisvictimsinto asingle bed

Sphinx, the monster (female) who devoured all travelers who failed to answer her riddle



KEY NAMES ASSOCIATED WITH THE TELLING/CRITICISM OF MYTHS:
Euripides, Greek tragic dramatist (480-406 B.C.)

Theagenes of Rhegion (c. 525 B.C.)

Anaxagoras, Greek philosopher (500428 B.C.)

X enophanes of Colophon, Greek philosopher (sixth century B.C.)
Socrates, Greek philosopher (c. 469-399 B.C.)

Plato, Greek philosopher (c. 427-349 B.C.)

Euhemerus of Messene, Sicilian philosopher (fourth century B.C.)
F. Max Mller, German philologist (1823-1900)

Sir J ames Frazer, English anthropologist (1854-1941)

Vladimar Propp, twentieth-century folklorist

Bronidaw Malinowski, Polish anthropologist (1884-1942)
Sigmund Freud, Austrian psychoanalyst (1856—-1939)

Carl J ung, Swiss analytical psychologist (1875-1961)

Claude L évi-Strauss, French anthropologist (1908-)

Marija Gimbutas (1921-1994)



CHAPTER 3
IN THE BEGINNING: HESIOD’S THEOGONY

MAIN POINTS
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The conception of the universe reflected in Greek verse is not a scientific one but a
mythic one, with sources in ancient Near Eastern myth models and commonsensical
observations of the environment.

According to the Greeks, the earth is a flat, circular disc with mountains touching the
bowl of the sky; the land is surrounded by ocean, and below lies the Underworld, the
land of the dead.

This model of heaven, earth, and the Underworld is called a cosmos. The subject of
Hesiod's Theogony (the origin of the gods) is both a cosmogony (story of origin of the
universe) and a cosmology (story of the nature and purpose of the universe).

Hesiod begins with Chaos and then tells of Gaea, Tartarus, and Eros springing into
existence independently. A primary focus of the Theogony is divine genealogy. In this
creation myth, Eros (love) is the driving force of creation in the universe.

Hesiod describes the cosmos as permeated by conflict. Hesiod' s interest in conflict may
have an autobiographical origin in alife of poverty and hard work and conflicts with his
brother.

Hesiod ascribed the origin of hisinspiration to the Muses, the nine daughters of Zeus and
Mnemosyne.

Myth-based Greek literature reflects a sophisticated and complex view of a world filled
with paradox.

During the fourth millennium B.C., a Semitic people called the Sumerians created a
stunning, civilized world in the land between the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, which the
Greeks called “Mesopotamia.” Not only did they build the first true cities, but they
created a writing system and even used it to record literature—including the Epic of
Gilgamesh.

Among the architectural achievements of the Sumerians was the ziggurat form—a
massive many-tiered construction that included, at its pinnacle, a tiny sanctuary where a
deity could reside.

The Sumerian ziggurat, the Tower of Babel from the Hebrew Bible, J acob’s dream
ladder from the same book, and perhaps even the numinous mountains of Greece like
Parnassus offered a place where (at least some) humans could rise to meet the gods as
they descended to visit the earth.

Mesopotamian influence on Greek myth is pervasive and strong. In both myth systems,
(1) the three-story universe is vertically structured; (2) the gods belong to generations
that often quarrel among themselves; (3) gods are not eternal and are always liable to be
driven out by other powerful gods;, and (4) the hero is strong and ambitious and
experiences a tension between his own limitations and the power of the gods.

Zeus' s exploits as related in Theogony probably were based on the adventures of young
Marduk in the Babylonian creation account Enuma Elish. Marduk killed the gods of the
previous generation and became the new king.

Gilgamesh is the essential hero: he defends his city against its enemies and makes a
journey in search of immortality.
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In the Genesis account, a single deity only speaks and thereby creates an ordered
universe out of watery confusion. In Theogony, the many deities are really only elements
in a spontaneous evol ution.

Zeus is the grandson of Gaea and her firstborn son, Uranus. Gaea's and Uranus's
children are the Titans, including Cronus and Rhea, Zeus's parents.

NOTE: The myths about several generations of gods succeeding each other, often through
combat, is common to many myth systems. The Norse god Odin is a third generation god; the
Babylonian god Marduk rules after defeating the forces of his mother Tiamat in battle.

16.

17.
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The castration of Uranus: Gaea resents Uranus for not allowing her to give birth to the
children she is carrying. With a sickle made by Gaea, her son Cronus severs his father’s
genitals and throws them into the sea.

This act of separating earth and sky has a paradoxica effect, producing the spirits of
violence and love. From the phallic blood spilled onto the earth, a race of giants is
created, along with the Furies, female spirits of vengeance. The phallus itself, mixing
with semen and foam, is transformed into Aphrodite rising from the sea.

The ambiguity of the story: it brings Zeus closer to preeminence among the gods, but it
also introduces hatred and revenge. Also, the act of love can inspire acts of violent
aggression along with joy and beauty. The fact that Aphrodite appears prior to Zeus and
the Olympians implies the love goddess' s primacy, in time and in significance.

Cronus attempts to avoid Uranus' s fate by devouring his children.

NOTE: Many scholars have traditionally assumed that just as the name Uranus has a litera
meaning (“starry sky”), so does the name Cronus (Kronos), since it is similar to the Greek word
for “time,” chronos. This has led to the famous symbolic interpretation that Time devours his
children—i.e., al children born of time (including human beings) will, in the end, be devoured
by time and die. However, other scholars believe that there is no etymological justification for
thisinterpretation.

20.

21.

The separation of earth and sky is a theme common to many mythologies. In Egyptian
mythology, Nut (sky) is separated from Geb (earth) by their father Shu (air).

The tale of a god whose body is mutilated and then used to form parts of the physical
universe is a common theme. The Babylonian god Marduk cuts Tiamat’s body into two
sections, to form earth and sky. In Norse myth, the gods slay Ymir, a frost giant, and
make earth, oceans, and sky from his body. In Chinese myth, it is Pangu whose body is
the substance from which the world is created.

NOTE: Another example: the Aztec gods Tezcatlipoca and Quetzlcoatl also form the world from
the body of a dismembered goddess.

22
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Approaches to the castration myth from several theories of myth:

a a feminist interpretation: a remnant of a matriarchal rite where the primal
goddess's consort was killed and perhaps eaten as part of afertility ritual

b. an etiological theory: an explanation of the psychological affinity between love
and hate, of the division between masculine and feminine principles, and of why the

“starry sky” isremote
c¢. aFreudian theory: a domestic psychodrama between father, son, and mother

The birth of Athene: Zeus marries hisfirst wife, Metis. Worried that he may have a child
strong enough to overthrow him, Zeus swallows the pregnant Metis; by assimilating her,
heis ableto give birth to Athene.

Athene combines in herself the wisdom of Metis and the power of Zeus. Lacking either
of those qualities, Zeus would have found himself vulnerable. Thus, Athene is always
depicted mythologically as the strongest support of Zeus's power.
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Hera, Zeus's sister and last wife, is a contentious partner who often challenges her
husband’'s decisions. Her emphatic assertiveness may reflect conditions before the
introduction of Zeus-worship to Greece, when Hera was a powerful independent deity.

Hera gives birth (without male assistance) to Hephaestus, who becomes his mother’s
political support.

The last threat to Zeus's power was from Typhoeus, monstrous offspring of Gaea, who
represents the feminine principle. The dragonlike Typhoeus may be a perversion,
reflecting patriarchal fear and disgust, of the Great Goddess' s wise serpent.

NOTE: The same theory of patriarchal perversion has been advanced in connection with the
model for the story of Zeus and the monster, the Babylonian story of Marduk defeating Tiamat.
The giant snake-monster Tiamat is herself female and a creator-goddess in the original story of
Enuma Elish, thus bringing the theme closer to its supposed origin of the snake-monster in an
ancient goddess religion. See Chapter 4.

28.

29.
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The battle between Zeus and Typhoeus may contain a faint memory of a geologica
catastrophe such as a volcanic eruption.

Support for the theory: one etiological tradition states that Zeus defeated Typhoeus by
burying him beneath Mount Etna, the largest and most active volcano in Europe.

Hesiod’' s worldview embraces paradox and apparent contradiction. Proliferation of lifeis
also marked by acts of violence. Results of one action are often mixed: Aphrodite and
the Furies are born as a consequence of Ouranos' s castration.

PRIMARY TEXT SELECTION: Hesiod, Theogony

KEY NAMES OF MYTHOLOGICAL CHARACTERS MENTIONED:

Gaea, the earth and the primordial mother

Eros, god of procreative love

Mnemasyne, a personification of memory

The Muses:[Calliope (epic poetry), Clio (history), Polyhymnia (mime), Melpomone (tragedy),
Thalia (comedy), Erato (lyric choral poetry), Euterpe (the flute), Terpsichore (light verse and
dance), Urania (astronomy)

Uranus, firstborn son of Gaea

Titans, arace of giants born to Uranus and Gaea

Cronus, the Titan leader, Zeus' s father

Rhea, Cronus's sister-wife, Zeus' s mother

Aphraodite, goddess of love, beauty, and sexual desire

Athene, goddess of wisdom

Metis, Zeus sfirst wife, swallowed by Zeus

Hera, Zeus s sister and last wife

Hephaestus, Hera' s son, disabled from birth or from an accident

Typhoeus, a reptilian monster, Gaea' s youngest son with Tartarus; a monster/an abyss; defeated
by Zeusin battle

Gilgamesh, hero of a Sumerian myth poem

Hades, brother of Zeus and ruler of the Underworld

Marduk, young god who achieves cosmic supremacy in the Babylonian creation account called
EnumaElish

Tiamat, personification of the salt sea, primordial dragon of chaosin Enuma Elish



KEY NAMES ASSOCIATED WITH THE TELLING/CRITICISM OF MYTHS:

Hesiod, Greek mythographer (eighth century B.C.)

Sumerians, a Semitic people who established an advanced civilization in Mesopotamia (ca. 3200
B.C.)

Babylonians, a Semitic people of Mesopotamia who have left an early creation account, Enuma
Elish (ca. 1300 B.C.)
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THE GREAT GODDESS AND THE GODDESSES: THE DIVINE WOMAN IN GREEK
MYTHOLOGY

MAIN POINTS
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Feminist scholars and archaeol ogists have demonstrated that from the Paleolithic through
the Bronze Age there is evidence of Goddess worship.

The fact that Goddess worship was widespread in early Mediterranean and European
societies does not indicate that the human societies were matriarchal.

The Great Goddess occurs in myth systems worldwide. Greek myths: Gaea and Demeter;
Roman myths: Ceres and Terra Mater; Egyptian myths: Isis; Sumerian myths: Inanng;
Babylonian myths: Ishtar; Norse myths: Nerthus.

Before the mal€e's role in procreation was understood, the creative powers of the female
were attributes of the Great Goddess, who is associated with three functions—as the
source of life, of death, and of rebirth.

The Great Goddess' s triple nature is repeated in the patterns of heaven-earth-Underworld
and maiden-mother-old woman.

When agriculture was developed, the Goddess was identified as a grain or earth goddess,
responsible for the annual agricultural cycle.

One of the Goddess's symbols is the serpent, associated with the Underworld and with
rebirth through the shedding of its skin. A related symbol is the World Tree, often
depicted with a serpent twined around the trunk.

The moon appears, swells from crescent-shaped to full, disappears for several nights, and
then reappears. In many myth systems, a moon goddess who mourns for a dead lover or
child descends to try to reclaim the lost (or for some other purpose) and then returns to
the upper world. The lunar symbol links life, death, and rebirth and associates the
physical and spiritual worlds over which the Goddess presides.

The vessd in its various forms (jar, vase, chalice, grail, even cave), containing the
secrets and waters of life, also often symbolizes the Goddess. The cow, sow, and birds
may also function as Goddess symbols.

The division of the three aspects of the Goddess into separate functions may in part
reflect the invasion of Europe by martial, patriarchal Indo-European cultures worshiping
sky gods. The Goddess is absorbed into forms not threatening to the sky gods, such as
virgin-wife-mistress.

Patriarchy creates a new archetype, the hero, focusing on individual achievements that
are linear and perpetuate the hero’ s reputation through time. Thus death becomes terrible
aswell asfinal, and the hero’s aim is now to achieve immortality and to resist accepting
the cycle of life, death, and rebirth.

To justify, confirm, and retain its own power, patriarchy often transforms the positive
attributes of the Great Goddess into negative attributes. Example: the snake (representing
renewal of life) becomes a dragon, with whom the hero must fight. Zeus's battle with the
dragon Typhoeus represents the young god’s battle with the World Serpent, who is the
archetype of female power, knowledge, and regeneration.

The most powerful manifestation of the Great Goddess in Greek myth is Gaea, the
parthenogenetic source of the universe. Hesiod's Theogony moves the cosmos toward
concentration of power in the male when, in the second generation, Gaea compromises
with (or yields to) the masculine principle by reproducing sexually.

The castration and overthrow of Uranus may represent the ritual motif of sparagmos—
dismemberment and eating of the sacrificial victim to ensure new life. Since the form of
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violence involved in Hesiod’s story is castration, the reference may be more ritually
specific: to rites in which the male deity or consort is dismembered and consumed.
Although the violence against Uranus may be interpreted as an instance of frightening
Oedipa envy, from a feminine viewpoint it effectively perpetuates the power of the
Goddess and of life.

NOTE: Battles between sky gods and world serpents are frequent mythic themes; in
addition to Zeus's battle with Typhoeus, Greek tradition contains the stories of
Apollo and the dragon Python (see Chapter 7) and Cadmus and the dragon (see
Chapter 13). A parallel in Sumerian tradition is the battle between Marduk and the
creator-goddess Tiamat; a Scandinavian parallel is the battle between Thor and the
Midgaard worm, the World Serpent of the Norse myths. (Thor does not succeed in
slaying the worm, however, until the final days of the world, the Ragnarok; seconds
after killing the worm, he perishes from his wounds.) Another famous battle between
hero and snake istold by the British tradition where Beowulf slays not only afemale
monster (Grendel’s mother) but also a treasure-guarding dragon and by the Norse
tradition where Sigurd slays the treasure-guarding, and virgin-guarding, serpent
Fafnir. The theme of the hero slaying the dragon remains strong in Western culture,
where it not only is familiar through the medieval image of St. George and the
dragon but also persistsin films and literature of today: from Moby Dick (updated in
the shape of the shark in J aws) to the alien mother-monster in Aliens 2 (dain by a
female hero for a change).

Greek myth transforms the Great Goddess in her death-wielding aspect into an old hag,
such as the Gorgon, or into awitch, such as Hecate. The maid and mother aspects of the
feminine triad are reinvoked in forms subordinate to Zeus: Athene, Hera, and Aphrodite.

Fear of the paralyzing or castrating goddess is reflected in the myths, as Ares is trapped
and sexually humiliated by Aphrodite’s jealous husband, and as heroes such as Heracles
and J ason continue to feel trapped whenever they enter into relationships with women.

NOTE: Under the auspices of the patriarchy, powerful goddesses were often
reinterpreted through the myth of the castrating goddess. The image of the spider-
woman who traps her prey in her web persists in our own time in myriad
incarnations of beautiful-but-dangerous temptresses. In the film Fatal Attraction
(1987), for example, a happily married man has a fling with Alex, a sexually
obsessed woman who will not accept her lover’s rejection and resolves to destroy his
life.

Although in Greek myth Hera is always aware of Zeus's superior power, she never
submits comfortably to his direction. She is contentious and often opposes him, perhaps
reflecting her own origin as a powerful, pre-Olympian deity—a representative of the
Great Goddess.

Hera's position mythologically is complex and paradoxical: as goddess of lawful
marriage and legitimate childbirth, she charters her own subordination.

The paradox of the Great Goddess' s importation into the patriarchy and subordination to
her “husband” Zeus is revealed in the persecution of lo—priestess of Hera whom Zeus
has hidden in cow form—by Hera, herself called * ox-eyed.”

Athene represents the wisdom aspect of the Great Goddess; because of her birth from the
head of Zeus, she combines the male archetype with the domestic bonds of the female.

Athene's female aspect is represented by her association with childbirth and her role as
goddess of weaving, as well as by the serpent coiled behind the shield of Zeus she bears.

NOTE: The ambivalence of the Greeks toward such a powerful femaleisrevealed in
one story that associates Athene with the spider-woman. Challenged by Arachne to a
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weaving contest, which Athene loses, she turns her human rival into a spider,
thenceforth called arachnids.

Aphrodite, as an embodiment of sexua attraction and love, was initialy a powerful
creative force, but under the patriarchy of the Greek myth she is transformed to a lesser
figure of aflirt or amistress.

Despite her youthful appearance, Aphrodite is a very ancient deity who participates in
various archetypes: rising out of the sea, she is associated with the waters of life; her
relationship with Ares signifies her dual role as goddess of love and war. Similar to other
goddess-consort relationships (Isis and Osiris, Ishtar and Tammuz), Aphrodite’s love for
Adonisinvolves resurrection through love.

NOTE: The theme of the Goddess going al the way to the Underworld to search for
her dead lover in order to bring him back is widespread in the ancient world.
Although she does not go to the Underworld, Isis searches al over Egypt to find her
dead husband, Osiris. Ishtar, powerful as sheis, isonly partially successful in buying
her dead young lover, Tammuz, back from the land of the dead. Inanna goes to
rescue her lover, Dumuzi. Demeter’s search for Persephone is of course a related
theme, although there is an important difference: Demeter is looking for her
daughter, in effect her alter ego, not her lover. A Greek variation of the theme places
the male in the role of the searcher going to the Underworld: Orpheus searches for
his dead wife, Eurydice, in the land of the dead and almost manages to bring her
back (see Chapters 8 and 9). The mythic theme is known in other cultures as well:
among the Native American Modocs of the Pacific Coast, the culture hero Kumokum
travels to the land of the dead to fetch back his beloved daughter but fails like
Orpheus, and in an African myth, a young hero goes to the Underworld to free the
young girl Wanjiru, who was sacrificed by her family. Of all these stories, only the
story of Wanjiru has a completely successful ending: Wanjiru is saved, she and the
warrior get married, and her family is ashamed for having sacrificed her.

Interactions of the beautiful Aphrodite with humans and divinities sometimes have tragic
results. Example: She bribes Paris to choose her as “the fairest” of the goddesses and
pays him with Helen, another man’s wife. The result is the Trojan War. The paradox of
beauty and danger in combination in one character may represent the Great Goddess's
functions as bringer of life and dealer of death. It may also reflect feelings about the
complexity of the human female.

Aphrodite’ s affairs sometimes cause grief to herself as well. Example: she loves Adonis,
who is kept by Persephone in the Underworld and released annually to spend time with
Aphrodite, much like Persephone herself. But Adonis is killed while hunting by
Aphrodite’s jealous lover, Ares, disguised as a boar. Adonis is transformed into the
anemone, a flower that reemerges each spring. Like his Near Eastern counterparts
Tammuz and Osiris, Adonis was the subject of a popular cult.

Artemis, one of the virgin goddesses, is aso a deity of paradox. She is beautiful, but she
also has afrightening power that springs from her independence. Perceiving any threat to
her virginity, she defends her personal boundaries ferociously. Example: When Actaeon
spies on her, she turns him into a stag to be devoured by his own hunting hounds—
another example of the sparagmos motif.

Artemis inherits the chthonic (earth-related) aspect of the Goddess, being associated with
the moon and Hecate. She is the guardian of women’s mysteries and as guardian of wild
animals, represents the power of instinct.

Hesiod attributes many varied powers to Hecate—in fact, the powers of all the gods—
and he calls her the deity most honored by Zeus. For some reason, though, over time her
connections to the Underworld have associated her with the dark, danger, and fear. The
Homeric Hymn to Demeter announces that due to her active support of the two
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goddesses in their sorrow, she would thereafter always be the companion of Persephone,
Queen of the Underworld.

Hecate is connected to the Underworld and has powers of earth and sea. She has come to
represent the death-giving aspect of the Goddess and has become associated with fear.
Sheisidentified as awitch or an older woman.

The triad of Persephone, Demeter, and Hecate represents the three phases of a woman’'s
life—maiden, matron, and crone. The phases of the moon—waxing, full, waning—are
also associated with women'’ s life phases and menstrual cycles.

Demeter has al the functions of the Great Goddess except the capacity for par-
thenogenesis: Zeus is Persephone’ s father.

As a nature myth, the story of Persephone represents the seed, planted underground and
sprouting in the spring.

As an etiological myth, the story explains why there are seasons.

As a charter myth, the story sets up social practices, from the Eleusinian Mys-[Jteries
and male-initiated marriage to the setting of a place at the table in honor of Demeter.

The Eleusinian Mysteries were a nine-day event celebrated each September and October
in Eleusis outside of Athens. Not much information is available about them because of
their nature as a mystery religion for initiates. Rituals may have included a hieros gamos
(sacred marriage) and an epiphany of the Goddess showing a seed of grain symbolizing
rebirth. Participants in the mysteries were promised joy in the afterlife.

The ritual may have incorporated elements from the worship of Dionysus during his
festival, since he and Demeter/Persephone share some attributes.

The Thesmophoria was a sowing ritual, practiced by women only, that involved placing
sacrificed pigsin agully with snakes, pine cones, and cakes in phallic shapes. After three
days, women would descend into the pit and retrieve the material, which would then be
mixed with seeds for next year’'s crop.

The myth reconciles the Goddess with the patriarchy through the mediation of Zeus, who
arranges the compromise between Hades and Demeter for sharing Persephone.

The Persephone myth also reconciles the Great Goddess with patriarchy through the
institution of marriage. Persephone’ s marriage is presented as legal rape and brings about
her symbolic death and descent to the Underworld.

Demeter embodies the triple aspect of the Goddess as mother, grain goddess, and
goddess of the mysteries, as well as mother (Demeter), the maiden (Persephone), and the
older woman (Hecate). Persephone has a triple aspect symbolized by Athene, Artemis
(both of whom are with her in the fields prior to her kidnapping), and Persephone
herself.

The Persephone myth upholds female values: self-fulfillment in terms of continuity of
the generations and the bond between mother and daughter, as opposed to the masculine
archetypal experience of individuality and hostility between father and son.

The Persephone myth presents the female principle as a source of agriculture through
Demeter’ s teaching the secrets of life to Triptolemus.

According to one myth, civilization owed its start to Demeter rather than to Prometheus;
Prometheus's gift of fire (and thus civilization, including weapons) makes humans more
independent of the gods but also creates antagonism between the two realms; Demeter’s
gift emphasizes bonding, reconciliation, and continuance.

The Persephone myth explores the psychology of the individual woman’'s life cycles,
both as mother and as daughter.



45. Persephone matures sexually and marries; the pomegranate symbolizes sexual experience
but may also be an emblem of menstruation. Persephone eating the pomegranate may be
compared to Eve eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge.

46. The Homeric Hymn to Demeter, probably dating from the seventh century B.cC., tells
about the abduction of Persephone; it also tells the story of Demeter’s caring for the
child Demophon and her attempt to make him immortal.

47. The story of Demophon serves as a charter myth for the mystery and models a way of
achieving immortality through communion with Demeter.

PRIMARY TEXT SELECTION: Homeric Hymn to Demeter

key names of mythological characters mentioned:

(Reflecting the theme of this chapter, the male gods are identified below in terms of their relation
to the goddesses, to break the patriarchal pattern of identifying the goddesses in relation to the
male gods.)

Gaea, the parthenogenic earth goddess

Uranus, her son and spouse

Zeus, Hera' s husband and Demeter’ s brother

Typhoeus, Gaea' s offspring, amonster slain by Zeus

The Gorgons, three sister witches; best known is Medusa

Hecate, the death-giving aspect of the Goddess

Athene

Hera

Aphrodite

Demeter

Persephone (K ore)

Dionysus, the son of Semele

Hades, Persephone’ s husband

Artemis

Triptolemus, the holy child and first farmer of the Eleusinian myth
Prometheus, the Titan who stole fire from the gods and gave it to humans
Adonis, Aphrodite' slover

Demophon, the child in Demeter’s care

Actaeon, who is turned into a stag by Artemis and mutilated by his own hounds



CHAPTER 5
THE OLYMPIAN FAMILY OF ZEUS

MAIN POINTS

1. Homer and Hesiod established for the Greeks the character and functions of the gods.
We learn about the deities’ physical attributes from Archaic and Classical visual art.

2. Some of the deities (Aphrodite, Artemis, Poseidon, and Hermes), who had been
independently powerful even into Mycenaean times, were transformed, with the passage
of time, into the siblings or children of Zeus and thus subordinated to him.

3. According to Homer, Zeus and his two brothers divided the world by casting lots. Zeus
received the sky, Poseidon the sea, and Hades the Underworld. As Hesiod's firm focus,
however, is on Zeus's progress to lordship, so in his poem the division of the universe
among the three brothers belongs to Zeus alone.

4. Greek gods could have been organized in any number of ways. That the Greeks
conceived of them as being members of afamily is significant, as Zeus's power over the
family unit was extensive but neither unlimited nor unchallenged.

5. The children of Cronus and Rhea (Zeus, Poseidon, Hades, Hera, Demeter, and Hestia)
are depicted as having physically mature, perfect human forms.

6. Zeusis King of Heaven, the champion of justice, sworn oaths, and lawful order. He is
also a sky god, the god who gathers clouds and creates storms.

NOTE: There is linguistic evidence that many of the European, Middle Eastern, and Indian
cultures share a common ancestral culture. The ancient, Proto-Indo-European people whose
territories have not been established firmly because of conflicting archaeological and linguistic
evidence, but who may have occupied areas between the Danube and the Volga Rivers, north of
the Caucasus mountain range, have supplied common words to Indo-European languages all the
way from Ireland to Chinese Turkestan. The Proto-Indo-European words for “ one-two-three” are
“oinos-duwo-treyes’; “brother” is “bhrater,” “sky” is“dyeus,” and “father” is “pater.” From this
last constellation of words (sky-father) come the names of Zeus and J upiter. However, linguists
warn that we can’'t assume that gods have had the same roles in the ancient Indo-European
culture as they had later in the Mediterranean area. Today, English and Spanish are the most
common Indo-European languages in the world; the most ancient Indo-European language till

spoken is thought to be Romany, the language of the Gypsies.

7. Zeus scharacter is paradoxical: the dignified King of the gods also has an uncontrollable
sexual appetite, suggesting that the power of Aphrodite overwhelms that of the King of
Heaven. Zeus's lust is both his “shadow” and his will to dominate. His desire is often
treated humorously; he frequently assumes the form of an animal when pursuing a new
lover.

8. Zeus's offspring include gods such as Apollo and Artemis, heroes such as Perseus and
Heracles, and divine abstractions such as the Muses and the Graces, personifications of
the highest values of civilization.

9. Poseidon’s symbol is the trident, with which he generates huge waves. Poseidon
represents the brutal power of nature: the restless sea, the shaking earth, and the virility
of horse or bull.

10. Hades rules the Underworld with his wife, Persephone, and wears a cap of invisibility.
He is also associated with the gems and minerals of the earth. His epithet “many-
receiving” indicates that all human beings will one day be Hades's guests.
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Hera, Zeus's wife and elder sister, is the patron of married life; her offspring are
Hephaestus, Ares, Eileithyia, and Hebe. The Queen of Heaven, Hera alone among the
Olympians retains the Great Goddess' s parthenogenetic ability; she produces Hephaestus
without sex. That he is physically impaired suggests that her power is somewhat
diminished. She is often portrayed as ajealous, nagging wife, angry at Zeus's infidelities
and resentful of his powers.

Hera's frequent appearance in myth as a jealous wife who resents Zeus's power may
reflect her resentment at his usurpation of powers formerly her own.

On occasion, Hera joined other Olympians in open revolt against Zeus. Once, though,
when she wanted to distract him from the Trojan war, she sought help from Aphrodite
and seduced him.

Demeter represents the life-giving power of earth’s soil. A manifestation of the Great
Goddess, she is the giver of grain. By siring Persephone, Zeus effectively subordinates
Demeter to patriarchal rule.

Demeter’'s function as the Great Goddess is clear when she has sex with lasion in a
fertile field. Their union represents the hieros gamos motif.

Although Athene is a virgin and also the goddess of victory in war, she is closely
involved in women'’s lives: the snake, which hides behind her shield, associates her with
the Great Goddess, and she is the patroness of weaving—the quintessential task of
human women.

Athene, the patron of wisdom and military victory, also supervises women's crafts.
Otherwise self-disciplined, one myth shows her engaging in a beauty competition with
Hera and Aphrodite, which resultsin the Trojan War.

Atheneisloyal to the heroes of intelligence and resourcefulness but cruel to humans who
offend her.

Under terms of an agreement she made with Zeus, Hestia guards the Olympian hearth,
never leaving her chosen place. As the principle of the unmoved center, sheis crucia to
any household, but she has no stories of her own. She becomes much more important in
Roman mythology, where she is known as Vesta and guards the sacred flame of Rome
itself.

Apollo, son of Zeus and Leto, is the giver of both mental and physical harmony. Heis a
prophetic god, whose Oracle at Delphi was widely consulted throughout the Greek
world. He is the god of music and archery and is an embodiment of intellectual and
spiritual enlightenment.

In late myths, Apollo takes over the function of sun god; in addition he is the protector of
the muses. Paradoxically, he is associated with both health and disease. His invisible
arrows bring sickness; his son Asclepius, the first physician, represents his healing
aspect.

Artemis, Apollo’'s twin sister, is the patron of midwifery and childbirth but is also a
virgin who guards her privacy.

Artemis is, paradoxically, both patron of the hunt and protector of wild animals. She is
often identified with the moon. In Asia Minor, the Greeks associated Artemis with
fertility.

Hermes, son of Zeus, is Zeus's personal messenger, depicted with winged sandals.
Hermes invents the lyre and the panpipes, which Apollo takes over in exchange for cattle
and the caduceus, arod entwined by two serpents and topped by wings, the symbol of the
physician’'s art.

A traveler who crosses all boundaries, Hermes was represented throughout Greece by
Hermae, ithyphallic figures guarding the gates and doorways from which journeys start.



Hermes also led the souls of the dead on their last journey to the Underworld. The patron
of travelers, traders, merchants, highwaymen, thieves, and gamblers, he is also associated
with dreams and magic.

26. Hephaestus, Hera s son, is a gifted craftsman married to Aphrodite, who is unfaithful to
him.

27. Aphroditeis apersonification of human sexuality.
28. FErosisthe masculine aspect of Aphrodite and, according to Homer, her son by Ares.

29. Aresisthe god of war in its aspect of cruelty and violence. The Greeks worshiped but
did not entirely respect Ares; the Romans, in contrast, saw Ares, whom they called Mars,
asthe patron of their expanding empire.

30. Dionysus, god of wine, intoxication, and ecstasy, is the only major god who is born
human. He is the patron of the tragic drama.

31. Pan, who has the shape of a satyr, is a personification of wild nature; he produces
enchanting music but also can strike the human heart with fear (panic).

NOTE: The god Pan is, in late Greek tradition, a minor deity, but the worship of Pan-type deities
such as the Fauns seems to have been widespread; the mythologist Sir J ames Frazer mentions
that Pan was known in Arcadia as the Lord of the Woods and was considered a woodland deity.
According to Frazer, other goat-formed spirits of the woods can be found in Russian folklore,
where the Ljeschie are believed to appear partly in human shape, but with the horns, ears, and
legs of a goat. The theme of the Pan-type spirit of the woods may have continued with c