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Meet the authors


Welcome to Understand Greek Mythology!


Our first introduction to Greek myths was in the context of their importance in the English literary heritage. Of course, we also realized that these were wonderful stories in their own right. Moreover, since they are so much a part of Western culture, to Westerners like ourselves they are both easy and satisfying to read.


However, we both became aware over the years that there was a hidden dimension to the Greek myths – and indeed all myths. This is partly thanks to our reading of authors such as Joseph Campbell, who did so much to explore the psychological depths of myths, and to point out the common threads to be found not just throughout Greek myths, but throughout myths worldwide. Carl Jung, too, has been a major influence on our thinking in his development of the concept of the collective unconscious and its archetypes. According to this thinking, the gods can be seen as elements of the psyche, while the stories told about them reflect the efforts of the collective unconscious to integrate otherwise irreconcilable drives and desires that are common to all humanity.


We have become fascinated by the recurring themes found in the Greek myths, such as the hero’s quest, or the descent into the Underworld, featured, for example, in ‘Orpheus and Eurydice’ and ‘Theseus and the Minotaur’ in this book. However, what is even more compelling is the way in which these themes, in different forms, run through so much modern narrative, both in literature and in cinema, showing that they really do spring from the collective psyche.


In this book we have endeavoured to retell the myths in a lively and accessible way, while remaining faithful to the original sources. For each myth, we then offer an interpretation which we hope will demonstrate the power and significance of the myth and stimulate you to further thought and discussion.




Steve Eddy and Claire Hamilton, 2012




[image: image]


In one minute


Ancient Greek civilization provided the foundations of Western culture. Philosophically, artistically, scientifically and politically, the Greeks reached an astonishing level of sophistication. The deepest and most pervading expression of Greek ideology, however, lay in its mythology, which was so rich and comprehensive that its legacy has endured to the present day.


Myths are symbolic stories. They have evolved through oral tradition, and they have guided and inspired humanity for thousands of years. Down the centuries, symbols have been used to represent ideas or urges that cannot easily be defined. A symbol can magically bring an idea to life by appealing to the creative power of the imagination. It can also offer several layers of meaning in a single image.


Jung recognized the importance of mythology in psychoanalysis. In particular, he saw myths as representing the individual’s journey towards psychic wholeness. Joseph Campbell, who developed this idea, wrote: ‘Here we can begin to see a way of working with myths on a personal level, for our own development.’ For example, when Theseus tracks down the Minotaur in the Cretan labyrinth, he lays down a thread to guide his return (see Chapter 6). Theseus’ journey is the typical hero’s journey – one of self-discovery. Many of the elements within it hold their own symbolic importance. This thread may symbolize divine inspiration, or the link between the conscious mind and the unconscious. The labyrinth itself can be seen as a symbol of the individual’s tortuous journey to self-knowledge, and of the mysteries of the feminine.


Campbell and other writers have also pointed out that myths are still emerging and developing in the present day. On the social level we see this in the recurrence of mythical archetypes in popular culture, for example in the hugely successful Star Wars films.


The aim of this book is not only to show the power of the Greek myths to entertain and enrich on a narrative level, but also to facilitate this journey to self-knowledge. It retells the myths and explores the interpretations – cultural, moral psychological and spiritual – to which they lend themselves. It also shows how the themes of Greek myths echo those of other cultures worldwide, in a way that argues for a fundamental psychic content common to all humanity.
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Introduction


Mythology has been used by poets, playwrights and artists for centuries. Down the ages these timeless wisdom tales have been regarded as important expressions of humanity. However, in the nineteenth century, with the rise of scientific rationalism and of social realism in the arts, myths were in danger of being demoted to the status of quaint old stories about non-existent gods. A ‘myth’ began to mean simply a widely held but mistaken belief.
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Myths interpreted




With the rise of psychology, however, myths found a new status – although there was controversy about their origins and functions. Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) saw them as expressing repressed impulses commonly found in the personal unconscious. For example the myth of Oedipus (see Chapter 4) expressed a boy’s socially unacceptable desire to kill his father and sleep with his mother.




Claude Lévi-Strauss (1906–2009) saw myths as stemming from a human need to make sense of the world. By this model, the myths worldwide in which human beings are fashioned from clay by a divine potter, such as the Egyptian Ptah, fulfil our need to know how and why we came to be here. Other widespread myths explain death and the seasons.


Another view focuses on myth as magic. Stories of hero gods descending into the Underworld in the west, and emerging in the east, reflect the setting and rising of the sun. Myths in which an ageing goddess is reborn as a youthful virgin reflect the return of spring after winter. This kind of myth must have reassured early humanity. More important, it is likely that the repeated telling, and ritual enacting, of stories symbolizing the rising of the sun, the return of spring, or the ripening of crops was a magical way of making these things happen.


Many commentators have noted the similarities between myths in different cultures. One theory is that this can be explained by migration, trade contact, and the exchange of myths between conquerors and conquered. There is certainly some truth in this, as seen, for example, in the interweaving of Aztec and Mayan myths. However, this can hardly explain similarities such as the appearance of ‘Trickster’ gods in cultures across the globe: the infant Hermes stealing Apollo’s cattle, the Norse Loki cutting off the golden tresses of Thor’s wife, Sif, or a similarly mischievous deity of the North American Winnebago Indians.
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Jung and the theory of archetypes




The exploration of myths found a new dimension in the work of Carl Jung (1875–1961). Whereas Freud saw the unconscious as being entirely personal, the product of a lifetime’s repressed sexual urges, Jung identified a layer of consciousness below this – the collective unconscious. Jung regarded dreams as doorways between an individual and the collective unconscious. Many dreams, he said, expressed archetypes that might otherwise be projected onto the waking world as irrational fears, delusions or hatreds.


Jung’s collective unconscious is a vast psychic pool of energized symbols shared by humanity as a whole. It is filled with ‘archetypes’: symbolic figures, such as the Trickster mentioned above, the Mother and the Father. They also include the animus and anima, which are the undeveloped and largely unacknowledged opposite-sex parts of, respectively, the female and male psyche. Another important archetype is the Shadow, which embodies all that we deny in ourselves and ‘project’ onto people we dislike. These archetypes form the dramatis personae of myth. Thus myths offer a way for cultures to explore their collective impulses, and to express them creatively, rather than harmfully.


[image: image]


The earliest Greek myths




Some Greek myths date back to a pre-Greek civilization, that of the Minoans, whose bull cult flourished on the island of Crete before 1600 BCE. This society was matriarchal and worshipped above all the Great Goddess or Earth Mother, who represented the fertility of the earth, the cycle of the seasons and the mysteries of life and death. She had a god consort who was linked with the starry heavens. The cult featured an anthropomorphic god figure, half-man and half-bull, who became the Greek Minotaur. Other myths deriving from ancient Crete include the birth of Zeus and the story of Europa and the bull. The Great Goddess was Hellenized into the goddess Gaia and her daughter Rhea.
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Hesiod’s Theogony




Although there was a strong oral tradition in Greece, as in most other cultures, the particular richness and complexity of Greek mythology owes much to the fact that the stories were fashioned into literature from early times. One of the first authors was Hesiod, who wrote his Theogony in the eighth century BCE. This was a long poem in which he attempted to collect together all the myths that had been handed down orally and organize them into a comprehensive genealogy.


Hesiod systematized various accounts of the beginning of the world into three distinct generations of deities. Starting with Gaia, the Great Goddess of the earth who emanated from Chaos, he told how the world began. This myth of Creation is recounted in detail in the first story in this book, which also tells how Uranus devoured his and Gaia’s offspring, before being outwitted by his son, Cronus. After this, Cronus was outwitted, in turn, by his son Zeus, who divided the universe into three parts, giving Poseidon the sea and Hades the Underworld, while he himself took over the earth and became ruler of the 12 gods and goddesses who dwelt on Mount Olympus.
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Figure 0.1  Map of ancient Greece
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The five races




In another poem, Works and Days, Hesiod speaks of five races of man. The first was the Golden race, who lived at the time of Cronus. They were like gods, living free from misery, pain and strife. Ageless but not immortal, they died easily in their sleep, after which they became pure spirits, inhabiting the upper levels, and able to protect men. After them came a feebler Silver race who were childish and failed to honour the gods. These, too, passed away, but became the blessed spirits of the Underworld. Next came the Bronze race, made from ash trees. They were fearsome and strong, wearing bronze armour, living in bronze houses and using bronze implements. They were so bellicose, however, that they ended up killing each other, whereupon they descended wholesale into Hades. After this came the Hero race. These were demigods and included all the great Greek heroes. Some died normally, but others, like Heracles, were taken to the Islands of the Blessed, which were ruled by Cronus. The last race of men was the present ‘Iron’ one. This was the most piteous race, but at least it could call on the heroes and the beneficent spirits of the upper and lower regions.


Hesiod, however, was not a creative artist like Homer, but an organizer. His work in collecting and systematizing the myths is invaluable, but some of the accounts contradict each other and in some places, too, he indulges in some personal-sounding homilies.
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The genius of Homer




In Hesiod’s fourth race of men are found the incomparable heroes of Greek tradition, whose attributes of prowess, fearlessness and honour were a dominant theme in the myths and inspired the literature of Homer. His two great epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey, are thought to have been composed towards the end of the eighth century BCE. The Iliad chiefly recounts events that took place during the Trojan War, concentrating on key heroic figures such as Achilles, Agamemnon and Hector, while the Odyssey relates the adventures of Odysseus on his return journey from Troy.


Although he used historical material, Homer’s purpose was not so much to record past events as to give an exciting account of heroic action. In this respect, Homer has been called the father of the modern novel. In its blend of history and mythology, the Odyssey, in particular, shows his genius as a storyteller. Its purpose was clearly not so much to instruct mankind as to capture the imagination and glorify Odysseus. The gods have an ambiguous role in it, being seen as capricious and inconstant, both in their dealings with each other and with mortals. Indeed, part of Odysseus’ prowess involves his attempts at outwitting them. The complex relationship between the gods and heroes was a feature of Homer’s epics and has continued to be a source of fascination in subsequent retellings of the myths.
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The role of the hero




More often than not, the subject of Greek myths is heroic. The role of the hero is mapped out in such recurring themes as the separation from the mother, the overcoming of obstacles, and the finding and supplanting of the father. The great heroes whose lives conform to this pattern include Perseus, Theseus, Jason and Oedipus.


Of these, Perseus (see Chapter 5) can be seen as the most faultless of the Greek heroes. He achieves his quest early on in his career through a combination of the aid of the gods and his own prowess. Then, after winning his bride Andromeda, he nobly gives away his kingdom and rules elsewhere. After this he kills his grandfather by accident and through a trial of skill. In this he fulfils a prophecy revealed by an oracle, but incurs no penalty.


In the degree to which the other heroes depart from this ideal, their lives suffer. For example, after Theseus abandons Ariadne he becomes embroiled in a string of bad relationships, including a disastrous attempt to abduct Persephone. Jason, too, suffers in his relationships with women because of a failure of discrimination, while Oedipus is flawed by his temper and his attempts to escape his fate. The story of Oedipus, however, is a telling example of the way in which the Greeks believed character and fate were inextricably linked. All Oedipus’ efforts to avoid his fate serve only to bind him deeper within it.


Interestingly, Odysseus, who is perhaps the most famous Greek hero of all, does not conform in any way to the heroic pattern. His fame rests as much on his cunning as on his strength. Although Homer portrayed Odysseus as heroic and honourable, later writers, such as Euripides and Virgil, chose to emphasize his wiliness. Like Jason, however, Odysseus finds that his voyages are protracted through the hindrance of a god whom he has angered – in his case Poseidon.
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Destiny




In Greek myths, human beings are subject to the gods, and to fate, which is why it was thought to be possible to discover one’s destiny from oracles like the one at Delphi. Hence, some characters in the myths try to avoid their fate but fail to do so. Oedipus, for example, tries to avoid killing his father and sleeping with his mother, but still does so because he is unaware that he was adopted. Perseus’ grandfather Acrisius tries to outwit the prediction that he will be killed by his own grandson, but in the end fate proves to be inescapable. Despite their great powers, all the gods, even Zeus, were subject to a higher authority, that of Moros, or Destiny, which had been created by Night. In their seemingly capricious acts of helping or hindering a hero, the gods often found themselves unwittingly conforming to his fate.


A hero’s destiny was commonly revealed by oracles, prophecies or dreams, but was often so obscure that it could be only partly understood. Any attempts he made to outwit it were doomed to failure and might even serve to hasten the dreaded event. Tragedy often arose from a misunderstanding or failure to bow to fate.
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Greek tragedy




The myths were also the subjects of the famous Greek dramas that were performed at the great festival held annually at Athens during the fifth century BCE. The three great tragedians – Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides –wrote hundreds of plays between them, of which only a fraction survive. Their dramas show the hero trapped between the conflicting powers of fate and the gods, and also subject to his own strengths and weaknesses. A favourite tragic theme is the fall of the great man. The main characters in the plays are seen as symbolic of mankind rather than as individuals. To this end, masks were used and the great poetic utterances of the characters were challenged or reflected by the Greek chorus. The themes were weighty and the plays were long. In fact, very often a theme, such as that of revenge, would be carried through a trilogy of plays as, for example, in Aeschylus’ The Oresteia. Sophocles’ great surviving trilogy concerns the fate of Oedipus, while Euripides took a more psychological approach, examining the agonies and passions of such tormented women as Electra and Medea.
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The afterlife




The ancient Greeks seem to have held several conflicting beliefs concerning the afterlife. Although there is no disputing the continued existence of souls, there are a variety of destinations given for them, Hades being the most usual. This was a gloomy place where the souls of the dead appeared only as shades. It was ruled by the god Hades with his wife, Persephone. But Hades was not a devil and there was no sense of evil attached to his realm. It was bounded by the river Styx, and all dead souls who had received proper burial were carried across it by Charon, the ferryman, on payment of the appropriate fee. At the gates lay Cerberus, a hound who devoured anyone trying to escape. Although the Underworld was not generally given over to torments and punishments, it was nevertheless shadowy and depressing. A few brave heroes dared to go down to Hades while living and returned again. The most famous included Orpheus, Heracles, Odysseus and Theseus. When Odysseus visited Hades, he met Achilles, who told him he would rather be living, in however humble a capacity, than remain there.


In Hades there was also a place for offenders called Tartarus. Here, famously were found Sisyphus, Ixion and Tantalus undergoing different forms of punishment. Later writers also located Elysium in Hades. This was a blessed place where a few favoured mortals were sent. It compares with the Isles of the Blessed, where Heracles is supposed to have gone and seems to have much in common with the Celtic Otherworld.


The Greeks also believed in a form of reincarnation. For example, the fifth-century-BCE poet Pindar, writing of the Isles of the Blessed, says that as well as heroes residing there, it was also the abode of those who had lived justly for three incarnations. The Eleusinian and other Mystery religions (see below) offered followers the hope of ending up in a better place than Hades and perhaps of attaining Elysium.
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The myth of Er




There is also a more elaborate concept of the afterlife, reported by the philosopher Plato (424/423 – 348/347 BCE) in his Republic. This is the myth of Er, a complex story that may have come from the Orphic Mysteries. In it a Pamphylian soldier, named Er, dies in battle but is later revived and tells how his psyche or soul journeyed in company with others, and came to a place of four chasms, two in the sky and two in the earth. After judgement, some ascended to the heavens and were later brought back cleansed, others descended into the Underworld and were punished tenfold for their evils, while those who could not be redeemed were flung into the deepest depths of Tartarus. Er then described a tall rainbow-coloured column connecting earth and heaven, which was attached to a spindle resting in the lap of Necessity. Eight ascending spheres revolved around the column and on each was a Siren who sang a continuous note, all eight forming a musical scale. Around the pillar sat the three Fates, daughters of Necessity: Lachesis, Clotho and Atropos representing respectively past, present and future.


The souls had to go before Lachesis, who, as the Disposer of Lots, made them each choose their next life, which could be human or animal. Among the souls who had to choose were the heroes: Ajax, who chose to be a lion; Orpheus, who chose a swan; Agamemnon, who chose an eagle, and Odysseus, who chose the quiet life of a common man. After this the souls were allotted Guardian Angels who led them to Clotho with her whirling spindle, who ratified each lot, and then to Atropos, who spun the threads of destiny, and made each choice irreversible. After this the souls passed to the plain of Lethe where they were made to drink from the Waters of Forgetfulness. All this was shown to Er and explained by an Interpreter. He was then despatched back into his body and found himself on his funeral pyre.
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The Mystery religions




Plato, in relating the story of Er, commented that, if a man lived wisely, he could hope that his journey after death would not take him over ‘the stony ground of the Underworld but along the smooth road of heaven’. How to attain this was the subject of the Mysteries. The Mysteries were intimately bound up with the myths because they were enacted in their rituals. In fact, it is not known whether the myths came from the rituals or the rituals from the myths. However, as the partakers of the Mysteries were forbidden to speak of their experiences on pain of death, very little is known of them. Nevertheless, some information has been gleaned from Christian writers and there are also well-preserved paintings on the wall of the House of the Mysteries in Pompeii (see Chapter 1). Although the Mystery religions became increasingly popular after 300 BCE when belief in the old gods was beginning to wane, some, like those at Eleusis (modern Eleusina), were very ancient, probably dating back to before 1000 BCE.


The Eleusinian Mysteries were the most famous of all the Mysteries and were attended by thousands of initiates and would-be initiates who travelled from the whole of Greece and beyond to take part in them. In fact, a truce was regularly called for 55 days to allow safe travel to and from them. Unusually, initiation was open to all: men and women, Athenians and foreigners, slaves and freemen alike. The Mysteries were connected to Demeter and were concerned with the death and regeneration of the crops and, on a symbolic level, with all of humanity. (For a fuller description of the Eleusinian Mysteries, see Chapter 8.)
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Literary sources




As we have seen, from early times the Greeks gave their myths literary form. They then evolved artistically for a thousand years or so and in the process were refined and elaborated more than has been the case with other cultures. In consequence, early literary works concerning them are numerous and provide a rich mine of story and information. A chronological list of some of the ancient authors is given below:






	Key ancient sources for the Greek myths








Homer    Epic poet, c.750–700 BCE


Works: Iliad, Odyssey




Hesiod    Poet, c.700 BCE


Works include: Theogony, Works and Days




Aeschylus    Tragic playwright c.525–456 BCE


Works include: Seven against Thebes, Oresteia, Prometheus Bound




Pindar    Lyric poet c.518–438 BCE


Works include: Choral odes sung at the Olympian, Pythian, Nemean and Isthmian games



Sophocles    Tragic playwright c.496–406 BCE


Works include: Oedipus Rex, Oedipus at Colonus, Antigone




Euripides    Tragic playwright c.480–406 BCE


Works include: Medea, Electra, The Trojan Women, The Bacchae




Plato    Philosopher c.427–347 BCE


Works include: The Republic, The Symposium



Apollonius of Rhodes    Epic poet, third century BCE


Works: Argonautica




Apollodorus    Scholar c.180–120 BCE


Works: Library – erroneously attributed to him, being written first or second century CE



Virgil    Roman poet 70–19 BCE


Works include: The Aeneid, Georgics




Plutarch    Philosopher, biographer c.50 BCE – 120 CE


Works: Moralia, Parallel Lives




Ovid    Roman poet 43 BCE–17 CE


Works include: Metamorphoses, Art of Love




Pausanias    Writer of second century CE


Works: Description of Greece



Many of these texts can be found on the Perseus Project website (see Select Bibliography).
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The gods and goddesses


Greek mythology, like the mythology of some other cultures, features both an older pantheon of gods and a newer one which supplanted it, possibly reflecting a shift from an earth-based matriarchal religion to a sky-based patriarchal one. The original pantheon includes the earth goddess Gaia (whose name has been adopted by the modern ecology movement) and her child and consort, Uranus, and their children. Two of these children, Cronus and Rhea, became the parents of a new generation of gods. The foremost of these, Zeus, led the new generation of gods in battle against the old, rather as the Babylonian sky god Marduk led one set of gods against another to establish his ascendancy. Zeus and most of the gods of his generation were said to reside on Mount Olympus, which is the highest mountain in Greece. It is these Olympian gods who feature most strongly in surviving Greek myths.
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Insight


The gods were differentiated from the heroes not so much by their strength as by their supernatural power. They demanded worship from heroes and men alike and, in return, were able to perform miracles, offer supernatural protection, or give magical gifts – as in the story of Perseus (see Chapter 5).


[image: image]


Each of the 12 Olympians possesses a distinctive character:


 






	Zeus

	God of thunder and ruler of the gods






	Poseidon

	God of the sea






	
Hephaestus  

	Smith god






	Hermes

	Messenger of the gods






	Ares

	God of war






	Apollo

	God of light, sometimes connected with Helios, the sun.






	Dionysus

	God of wine and fertility






	Hera

	Wife of Zeus and queen of the gods






	Athene

	Goddess of wisdom and war






	Artemis

	The virgin huntress






	Demeter

	Earth Mother and goddess of grain






	Aphrodite

	Goddess of love







In addition to these Olympian deities were Hades, who ruled the Underworld with his queen, Persephone, and also the dark goddess Hecate, who lived with them. Hestia, goddess of the hearth, originally one of the Olympians, was replaced by Dionysus in the fifth century BCE.



Zeus was god of the sky, thunder and lightning. He reigned supreme and had the power to punish the other gods if they displeased him. He had a famous sanctuary at Dodona, in Epirus, where a sacred oak gave out oracles and was attended by a priesthood. He also had a great temple on Olympus (a town in the Peloponnese) which contained a seated statue of him, nearly 40 forty feet high, carved by the sculptor Phidias. Although married to Hera, the goddess of marriage and childbirth, Zeus had numerous affairs with nymphs and mortal women, sometimes taking the guise of animals such as a bull, or even a shower of gold, in order to get his way. Hera was extremely jealous and spent much of her time punishing the unfortunate recipients of his love. Many of them, however, gave birth to demigods or heroes.


Both Poseidon and Hermes are thought to be very ancient gods, probably older than Zeus. Poseidon was extremely powerful, being able to cause storms and even earthquakes. Besides being the sea god, he was also connected with horses. Among his numerous offspring was the hero Theseus, and Polyphemus the Cyclops. Hermes was equally powerful but more subtly so. He was the messenger of Zeus, being a master of travel and communication. He was also able to transcend the boundaries of the upper and lower worlds, for he was a ‘psychopomp’ – a conveyer of souls to the realm of Hades. He had something of the Trickster figure about him, too, being mischievous and cunning. Although he never took a wife, he had numerous affairs and fathered many children, including the pastoral god Pan. Statues of Hermes with an erect phallus, and known as ‘herms’, were often set up at crossroads as they were believed to bring good fortune.


Although Ares and Athene both represented war, they differed from each other. Ares was hot-blooded and violent, and Zeus liked him least of all. But he was handsome enough to attract Aphrodite, with whom he had an affair and who afterwards gave birth to Eros. Ares was associated with the Golden Fleece, which was hung in a grove sacred to him. By contrast, Athene was cool-headed and wise, using war mostly as a means of defence. She was the daughter of Zeus, having been born, fully armed, from his head. Her mother was Metis, ‘thought’, and this is where her wisdom came from. She was a virgin goddess and also a goddess of the arts and even of peacemaking. Being wise, she was associated with the owl. The Parthenon in Athens was her temple.



Apollo was at first the god of light, later becoming merged with Helios, the sun god. He was also god of inspiration, music, healing and prophecy. He was adept at playing the lyre. He had a shrine at Delphi which he set up after killing the Python, a fearsome serpent or dragon which had formerly inhabited the shrine. This action was interpreted as the victory of light over the Underworld force of darkness, for which he was afterwards called Pythian Apollo. From his shrine came many famous oracles, including the well-known prophecy about Oedipus and also the instruction to Orestes to kill his mother, Clytemnestra. Apollo shared his shrine with Dionysus, who lived there in the winter while Apollo was away in the far north. Depicted as eternally beautiful and youthful, Apollo had many loves, especially among the nymphs. Nevertheless, some resisted him, the most famous being Daphne, who turned into a laurel tree. Apollo was also accompanied by the nine Muses of poetic inspiration.
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Insight


Thirty-three Hymns to the gods survive which were erroneously attributed to Homer (and hence are often known as the ‘Homeric Hymns’). These were sung at festivals in praise of their deeds, their beauty and their power.
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Demeter and her daughter Persephone, were ancient matriarchal deities, connected with the land and the turning seasons. The main story concerning them is the abduction of Persephone by Hades. Demeter also set up the famous Eleusinian Mysteries (see below). Artemis, the virgin huntress, was connected with Demeter, being, paradoxically, patron of childbirth. She could be harsh and vengeful, quick to punish those who failed to honour her. She was also connected with Hecate, both being associated with the moon. Her great temple at Ephesus was one of the seven wonders of the world.



Aphrodite, the goddess of love, was the most provocative of the gods. From the beginning she was accompanied by Eros, the abstract force of desire, who later became personified as her son. She was married to Hephaestus, the lame smith god who was also the god of fire, but she preferred the well-formed Ares, with whom she had an affair. She also slept with Hermes but her great love was the beautiful boy, Adonis. She famously won the prize for beauty when Paris was made to judge between her, Hera and Athene. But the ensuing jealousy of the other two goddesses led to the Trojan War. Aphrodite herself frequently and capriciously used the power of love to stir up strife, for instance, when she made Hades fall in love with Persephone. Her powers were therefore seen as ultimately disruptive and often leading to war. In this respect, it is interesting to note that Ares was the father of Eros. Aphrodite was connected with Cyprus, having been born off the coast near Paphos.
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