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        To be ignorant of the past is to be forever a child. For what is the time of man, lest it be interwoven with that memory of ancient things of a superior age?

        CICERO

      

      

      

      The first three books in the Ancient Wisdom series survey a thousand years of Western intellectual history, from the rise of the Greek city states to the peak height of the Roman Empire. This uniquely fertile period, which encompasses the Golden Age of Athens, began in mystical, mythological thought, and culminated in the hyper-rational, hyper-practical philosophy of the Stoics.

      The incipient Christian religion absorbed and adapted, and for a long time occulted, many ancient doctrines, which is why, despite their remoteness, they can seem so strangely familiar. In the late Middle Ages, the rediscovery of Plato fuelled the humanistic Renaissance, which pushed back against the Church of Rome.

      The Renaissance was a time of great hope and optimism, which, in many ways, proved premature. Faith provides a compelling reason to live, and a compelling reason to be good, which, for better or worse, many people have lost. For all our progress in science, technology, and education, more than one in five adults are now suffering from some form of depression. It’s almost as if we’ve come full circle, minus the philosophy.

      Might it then be time to look afresh at these ancient ideas and find in them a happier way of living? Might it be time, in other words, for a new Renaissance?
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            THE MEANING OF MYTH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are princes and princesses who are only waiting to see us act, just once, with beauty and courage.

      
        Perhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest essence, something helpless that wants our love.

        RM RILKE
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            IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE WORD

          

        

      

    

    
      What is a myth? There are several ways to find out, most obviously, by looking up the meaning of the word ‘myth’, but more subtly, by contrasting myths with near forms such as legends, fables, and fairytales, by comparing mythological thought with other modes of understanding such as religion and science, by identifying and analysing themes and motifs that are common to many myths, and by examining how myths are used, the effects they produce, and the purposes they serve. In the first part of this book, I’ll be doing all this and more, mainly although not exclusively through the medium of Greek myth and mythology.

      So, back to the question, what is a myth? According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), a myth is ‘a traditional story, typically involving supernatural beings or forces, which embodies and provides an explanation, aetiology [cause], or justification for something such as the early history of society, a religious belief or ritual, or a natural phenomenon.’ In other words, a myth is a piece of lore, usually about something or someone greater than us, that accounts for the way things are.

      The Ancient Egyptian Book of the Heavenly Cow (c. 2000-1300 BCE) contains the Myth of the Destruction of Mankind.

      Displeased with the mounting rebelliousness of mankind, the Sun God Ra sends his daughter Hathor to wreak revenge.

      Hathor adopts the form of the bloodthirsty lioness Sekhmet and rampages up and down the Valley of the Nile, killing every man, woman, and child in sight.

      With humanity on the brink of extinction, Ra takes pity, and floods the fields with beer dyed red with ochre.

      Mistaking the beer for blood, Sekhmet drinks to intoxication and falls asleep—to arise in the benign form of Hathor, goddess of joy, love, and fertility.

      To commemorate this event, the Egyptians held communal Festivals of Drunkenness at the beginning of their calendar year in mid-August, when the Nile is swelling. Revellers drank to the point of passing out, only to be revived by the beating of drums—marking the transformation of Sekhmet into Hathor.

      The revels, which had an important religious dimension and took place in and around temples and shrines, also included dancing and public sex, in part to imitate and propitiate the flood and fertility to come. For the interested reader, I explore the history of the orgy in For Better For Worse, and the psychology of ecstasy in Heaven and Hell.

      Which came first, the myth or the ritual? To the drunken revellers, it would have seemed that the myth gave rise to the ritual, but it is possible that the myth arose later, to help justify and account for the ritual. I discuss the relationship between myth and ritual at greater length in Chapter 3.

      
        
          [image: A scene from the Book of the Heavenly Cow in the tomb of Seti I.]
        

        Figure 1. A scene from the Book of the Heavenly Cow in the tomb of Seti I (d. 1279 BCE). It depicts the sky goddess Nut in her bovine form, supported by her father Shu, god of the air, Seti, and the eight primordial Ogdoad gods.

      

      In the fourth century CE, the philosopher Sallustius wrote an outline of Hellenic paganism, On the Gods and the World, to defend the old religion against Christianity. In this treatise, he begins by asking why the ancients spoke in myths rather than more directly in philosophy, and divides myths into five classes:

      
        
          	
        Theological, concerning the gods.
      

      	
        Physical, concerning natural laws.
      

      	
        Psychic, concerning the soul.
      

      	
        Material, concerning earth, water, wine…
      

      	
        Mixed.
      

      

      

      The Myth of the Destruction of Mankind clearly fits into this last, mixed category.

      Sallustius is likely to have been on friendly terms with the Roman emperor and philosopher Julian, who sought, like him, to supplant Christianity with neoplatonic Hellenism—so that the Church came to remember that fine man, the last non-Christian ruler of the Roman Empire, and last defender of myth (or, at least, Greco-Roman myth), as ‘Julian the Apostate’.

      The word ‘myth’ came down from the Greek mythos [account, story, spoken word…] via the Latin mythus. It only appeared in English in the early nineteenth century, although the word ‘mythology’ (especially in the sense ‘the knowledge of myths’ as opposed to ‘a body of myths’) is somewhat older. Derivative meanings of ‘myth’ include a person or thing held in awe as a result of repeated hearsay, for example, ‘Romanée-Conti 1934 is a mythical wine,’ and, pejoratively, a fiction, exaggeration, or misconception, for example, ‘the myth of the American dream.’

      Compared to other forms of story, the myth tends to be more morally ambiguous: it is not a simple narrative of good versus evil, and fate, as we shall see, plays a more important part than fortune or fortitude. Monsters aside, few characters in Greek myth are entirely good or evil, least of all the gods.

      A myth also has older origins, so old as to have been lost in the mists of time: in Plato’s Timæus, the myth of Atlantis is related by Plato’s uncle Critias, who heard it from his grandfather, who heard it from his father, who heard it from Solon the Wise, who heard it from an Egyptian priest… Owing to its antiquity, a myth is less likely to emanate from a single source, and more likely to exist in multiple, equally authoritative versions. A myth is in some sense a story that has survived, and that has been polished over the generations, and it has survived precisely because it is perfect, that is, because it resonates on many levels, and because it fulfils an important psychological, political, or social need, at least in the society that raised it.

      Thus, compared to, say, a fable or a folktale, a myth has a certain sacred or existential quality, and tends to be retold with greater reverence and in a more elevated register.

      In the words of the Indian mythologist Devdutt Pattanaik: ‘Facts are everybody’s truth. Fiction is nobody’s truth. Myths are somebody’s truth.’
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            MYTH, LEGEND, FABLE, AND FAIRY TALE

          

        

      

    

    
      It is its sacred or existential dimension that most marks out the myth from other folklore genres such as the legend, the fable, and the fairy tale. Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh are arguably blends of myth and legend, myth up above and legend down below, although given enough time a legendary figure such as Theseus or Romulus might pass into a mythical one.

      There are no strict boundaries between myth and legend, but whereas myth tends to feature supernatural beings, legend [Latin, legere, ‘to read’] tends to feature heroic human beings, commonly kings, knights, and saints. And whereas myth tends to be situated at the beginning of time, or outside of time, legend is grounded in human history—even though it may significantly depart from the historical facts and even include supernatural elements such as magic and monsters. If myths serve to explain the world, legends serve rather to reaffirm certain commonly held values. Examples of legends from Britain include Beowulf, the Arthurian legends, Robin Hood, Hengist and Horsa, and Tristan and Iseult.

      In contrast to the myth, the fable [Latin, fabula, ‘story’] is a short tale that features animals or other non-human entities (the sun, the wind, trees…), and concludes with an explicit moral lesson, often expressed in the form of a pithy maxim. Animals that feature in fables are anthropomorphized, that is, attributed human qualities, especially speech and reason [Greek, logos]. But other than that, the fable is fairly realist or true to life, with much more humble characters and commonplace events than the legend and certainly the myth.

      According to his student Plato, Socrates spent the days leading up to his execution putting Æsop’s Fables (or the fables attributed to Æsop) into verse—which is all the more surprising when one considers that Socrates never wrote anything down. Other famous collections of fables include the Buddhist Jataka Tales and the Hindu Panchatantra, and there is likely to have been some crossover between the fabulary of Greece and that of India. For instance, there are both Greek and Indian declensions of The Tortoise and the Birds, not to mention a number of African variants. Fables are found among Aborigines and Eskimos and in many other cultures. George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) might be considered a modern and extended adaptation of the fable form.

      Here is Æsop’s version of The Tortoise and the Birds, entitled The Tortoise and the Eagle:

      
        
        A tortoise, dissatisfied with his lowly station, begged an eagle to teach him to fly. At last, the eagle put his reservations aside and consented. In his talons, he carried the tortoise up to a great height, before releasing his grip. But instead of flying or gliding, the tortoise fell headlong to the ground, and was dashed to pieces on a rock.

        After vanity comes a downfall.

      

      

      Sometimes a fable can be more like a short myth than a fable proper. Here is Æsop’s Zeus, the Animals, and Men:

      
        
        They say that the animals were created first, and that Zeus equipped each one with its proper qualities: strength to some, quickness to others, and wings, fangs, claws, pelts, and hooves. But man stood there naked and unarmed, and lamented, “I am the only one to have received nothing.” Zeus replied, “On the contrary, I have given you the greatest gift of all, for you have received the word, which, like immortality, is an attribute of the gods. It is mightier than the lion’s roar, swifter than the horse’s hooves, and can carry you, and your children, higher than the eagle’s wings. And if you wield it well, it will far outlive your gravestone.” Recognizing his remarkable gift, man went away with his head bowed down. That although all men have been favoured by the gods, some would rather envy the dumb beasts.

      

      

      Similar to the fable in extrapolating from the particular to the general to extract a moral lesson is the parable, the difference between the two forms being that the parable relies on human rather than animal actors—although many fables, particularly in India, also feature humans: a brahmin, a prince, a storyteller, a merchant, an unfaithful or ungrateful wife…

      The parable is especially associated with the 37 or so related by Jesus in the Gospels of Luke, Matthew, and Mark. Curiously, the Gospel of John, although it includes allegories, is not held to contain any parables. In Matthew 13, the disciples ask Jesus why he speaks in parables to the multitudes. Jesus replies, “Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given.” Some parables, such as the Sower, the Bad Tenants, and the Faithful Servant, are repeated in all three of Luke, Matthew, and Mark.

      This is the Parable of the Sower from Mark 4:

      
        
        
        Hearken; Behold, there went out a sower to sow:

        And it came to pass, as he sowed, some fell by the way side, and the fowls of the air came and devoured it up.

        And some fell on stony ground, where it had not much earth; and immediately it sprang up, because it had no depth of earth:

        But when the sun was up, it was scorched; and because it had no root, it withered away.

        And some fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up, and choked it, and it yielded no fruit.

        And other fell on good ground, and did yield fruit that sprang up and increased; and brought forth, some thirty, and some sixty, and some an hundred.

        And he said unto them, He that hath ears to hear, let him hear.

      

      

      

      Jesus later explains that the seed represents the Gospel, the sower represents anyone who proclaims it, and the types of ground represent how people may respond to it.

      Here’s a question: why does the fable favour animal over human protagonists?

      Consider this short fable by Æsop, The Fox and the Mask:

      
        
        A fox broke into the house of an actor and noticed a mask in the midst of a pile of stage accessories. The fox dragged out the mask and nuzzled and swatted it for some moments, before saying, “What a handsome face, pity he has no brains.”

      

      

      What are the advantages here and elsewhere of preferring animal over man? The use of animals creates new and striking dramatic possibilities. This stokes the imagination, making the tale seem more original and entertaining, even charming, without which it may fall flat as moralizing or patronizing. The use of animals also enables the fabulist to isolate the vice and to caricature it, while at the same time providing a fresh perspective on it. On a deeper level, it creates a continuum between human and animal, revealing us as a part of nature and at one with it, while also highlighting that which sets us apart from the rest of creation, namely, speech and reason [logos] and the ethical faculty [sophrosyne]. Talking animals appeal most to children, possibly because blurring the lines between human and animal is a form of pre-logical, magical thinking (Chapter 8). Finally, the use of animals can serve as a cover, a means of escaping censorship, or of generalizing or universalizing. For instance, Jean de la Fontaine (d. 1695) used the fable form to satirize French society, and Orwell to satirize communism and other forms of totalitarianism. Animals delight us still today, every day, if only in viral videos, because, as the fabulist might say, ‘So it is with men, too.’

      Talking animals also feature in fairy tales—just think of Puss in Boots, or the wolf in Little Red Riding Hood. The first fairy tales were collected from oral lore and owe much to the fable.

      Charles Perrault (d. 1703) is often credited as the founder of the modern fairy tale genre, although the term ‘fairy tale’ [French, conte de fées] was actually coined by the Baroness d’Aulnoy (d. 1705), who published two collections of such tales.

      In Paris, Perrault rubbed shoulders with the fabulist Jean de la Fontaine (d. 1695), and some of his fairy tales conclude like fables on an explicit moral lesson.

      Here, for example, is the moral lesson of Perrault’s Little Red Riding Hood [Le petit chaperon rouge], which, unlike later recountings, ends unhappily with the wolf gobbling up the girl:

      
        
        From this story we learn that children, especially attractive and well-bred girls, who engage with strangers may well end up as a wolf’s dinner. I say a wolf, but not all wolves are the same: some seem gentle and affable, and may even be coming in and out of your home. These are the most dangerous wolves of all.

      

      

      In 1669, Perrault persuaded the Sun King Louis XIV to build 39 fountains in the labyrinth at Versailles. Each fountain stood for one of Æsop’s fables, with the moral of the fable engraved on a plate beneath the fountain. Water spurted out of the mouths of the animals, creating the impression of conversation between them. Perrault even produced a guidebook to the labyrinth (Figure 2), in which he wrote, ‘For you know that I myself am a labyrinth, in which one can easily get lost’ [Car vous savez que je suis moi-même un labyrinthe, où l'on s'égare facilement]. I discuss the psychology and philosophy of the labyrinth in Chapter 22, on Theseus and the Minotaur.

      
        
          [image: Plan of the labyrinth at Versailles from Perrault’s guidebook.]
        

        Figure 2. Plan of the labyrinth at Versailles from Perrault’s guidebook. Two statues stood at the entrance of the labyrinth, one of Æsop and the other of Cupid (rather than Ariadne) holding a ball of thread.

      

      Well then, how does fairy tale differ from fable, and, of course, from myth?

      First, a fairy tale often begins with the formula, ‘Once upon a time’. This is an example of a ‘story-starting phrase’ such as are found across cultures and languages. In Czech, for example, a story-starting phrase might run, ‘Beyond seven mountain ranges, beyond seven rivers…’ In Arabic, it might run, ‘There was, oh what there was, or there wasn’t, in the oldest of days and ages and times...’

      Like myth, fairy tale is anonymous and undated. But unlike myth, it rises up among the people, rather than an elite of princes and priests.

      Like fable, it is, at least traditionally or superficially, aimed at a younger audience. Indeed, the main protagonist is normally young, ordinary, and naive, and also anonymous, enabling the child to identify with him or her. It is not a matter of Zeus, son of Cronus and Rhea, or Perseus, son of Zeus and Danaë, but of Cinderella, Jack, and Rapunzel.

      The setting too is fairly generic, usually a wood that seems to exist outside of place and time. This could be Berkshire or the Basque Country, Bavaria or Belarus.

      The problems that bedevil the protagonist, such as starvation, a wicked mother or stepmother, or an abusive stranger, are (or were) commonplace problems, and nothing like the grand narratives of myth.

      For all these reasons, fairy tale is a much more humble medium than myth, that does not command anything like the same prestige and authority—although this can be experienced as liberating by the reader or listener.

      In fairy tale, the protagonist is confronted with a source of gratuitous evil, or what Coleridge called ‘motiveless malignity’, and there is bound to be some magical or supernatural element—whence the name ‘fairy tale’.

      The sharp divide, or ‘splitting’, between good and evil, between, for instance, the idealized natural mother and the evil stepmother, not only ups the stakes, but also makes it easier for a young child to grapple with real life threats, while forcing him or her firmly onto the side of the good.

      Whereas fable tends to end unhappily, and myth tragically, fairy tale, being, in the words of Italo Calvino, a ‘consolatory fable’, tends to have a happy ending and to leave the child with a sense of enchantment, and more than that, of empowerment.

      In the words of GK Chesterton:

      
        
        Fairy tales do not give the child his first idea of bogey. What fairy tales give the child is his first clear idea of the possible defeat of bogey. The baby has known the dragon intimately ever since he had an imagination. What the fairy tale provides for him is a St George to kill the dragon.

      

      

      Like myth, fairy tale contains glimmers of truth, but is not as explicit or, to use Michel Tournier’s term, translucent, as fable. Perrault’s Little Red Riding Hood, with its chilling lesson, is an exception that proves the rule, although some may consider it a mixed form or a fable in the guise of a fairy tale. Originally, fables were more artistic and less didactic and did not include an explicit moral lesson. But if a story is to carry a coda, as fables now do, it helps to have an unhappy ending. As for myth, which is the most philosophical form, a tragic ending is almost certainly more true to life. In myth, even the greatest heroes must meet their tragic end—although, unlike the rest of us, they have at least lived.

      Like the fable, the fairy tale has evolved over the centuries. The Brothers Grimm, born in the Landgraviate of Hesse-Cassel, in present-day Germany, almost a century after Perrault died, thought of themselves above all as patriotic folklorists rather than simple entertainers of children. Despite this, they often sanitized the fairy tales that they collected, purging them over the years of sex and taboo. For instance, in the first, 1812 edition of Grimms’ Fairy Tales, Rapunzel inadvertently betrays the prince by asking, to the witch, why her dress is getting tighter around her belly—a detail that did not make it into subsequent editions. They also altered the tales in more idiosyncratic ways, notably (often) by replacing natural mothers with stepmothers and undermining female protagonists. On the other hand, they had no qualms with sadistic brutality, and, in fact, seemed to relish it. When the witch tells the prince that he will never see Rapunzel again, the prince leaps out of the tower and is blinded by the thorns below. In one tale, The Juniper Tree, a boy is decapitated by his stepmother. The stepmother chops him up and feeds him to his father, who rubs his belly and asks for seconds—although in the end, of course, the stepmother dies and the boy comes back to life.

      Here is the end of Snow White in the final 1857 edition of Grimms’ Fairy Tales:

      
        
        At first the evil queen did not want to go to the wedding, but then her curiosity got the better of her. She had to go and see the young queen. When she arrived, she recognized Snow White and froze in terror. Then they put a pair of iron shoes into burning coals. With a pair of tongs, they placed the shoes before her. They forced her to step into the red-hot shoes and dance until she fell down dead.

      

      

      The Brothers Grimm lived through the French occupation of the German states and were swept up by a current of romantic nationalism. In one of his last essays, Jakob Grimm wrote, ‘All my works relate to the Fatherland, from whose soil they derive their strength.’ During the Third Reich, the Nazis exploited this sentiment and required every German household to own a copy of Grimms’ Fairy Tales. They also twisted the stories for propaganda, arguing, for example, that Little Red Riding Hood represented the German Volk in the clutch of the ‘Jewish’ wolf, and that Cinderella’s Aryan purity, prized and recognized by the prince, marked her out from her mongrel stepsisters. After the Nazi defeat, occupying forces felt the need to ban Grimms Märchen from German schools and libraries.

      Although naturally a conservative form, the fairy tale has in recent decades been hijacked by progressives such as Italo Calvino (d. 1985) and Angela Carter (d. 1992) to provoke and subvert. More and more, fairy tales are attracting a mature audience and taking on layers of nuance and complexity, that is, turning into literature. Today, Grimms’ Bad Girls and Bold Boys (to borrow the title of Ruth Bottingheimer’s sociohistorical analysis of the Grimm corpus) are being cast in new forms and a new light.
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DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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