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To the memory of my father, a real-life mythical hero, historian and scholar.
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INTRODUCTION




Gathered from around the world, the major myths of love, heroes, creation and adventure mirror our own heartfelt human stories. Offering a stunning insight into the best known gods and goddesses of each civilization, this book brings to life the magic of mythology. Not only are there familiar and beautifully retold tales from Greek, Norse and Roman myth, but also from Asia, the Americas, Oceania and Africa.





This book is a guide to the myths, gods and goddesses that are evocative of our greatest visions throughout time and across cultures and civilizations.


You can use this book to source individual deities or simply to read about one particular civilization’s pantheon of gods or mythological beliefs. Discover the wonders of the Dreamtime in Australia, read about the Egyptian belief in the afterlife, or get to know some Greek or Norse gods. Then in the second part of this book, you can see how many myths from diverse cultures have similar themes.


The Introduction explores mythology generally and comparatively. How did it all begin, and why? What does world mythology have in common, and what is the importance of myth in literature and art, as well as its relationship to psychology and modern interpretations? Part 1 then subdivides mythology by its geographical locations and/or civilizations.


DIVERSITY AND THEMES


The vast array of myths and deities from Greek, Norse, Egyptian or Indian mythology alone could each fill a separate book. In the mythology of each of these civilizations, there is an initial creator god or supreme being, who is then joined by higher gods and their consorts, and subsequently by the lesser gods. The most important roles from these ancient cultures, such as fertility or love gods, or deities of war or harvest, are included in this guide. There are also three ‘family trees’ which help to explain the relationship between the major gods of the Egyptian, Greek and Norse pantheons. These can be found at the beginning of the relevant chapters.


This book also looks at the most evocative or significant myths from the indigenous peoples of Africa, the Americas, Oceania and Asia. Again, the most important deities or characters from each culture’s mythology are outlined. The hunter-gatherer peoples of North America are mostly concerned with local conditions or how the first man and woman were made. Meanwhile, the Inca, Aztec and Maya civilizations of central and south America are more structured and provide the basis of their own religious and ritualistic beliefs.


Across the Atlantic, the mythology of Africa (apart from Egypt) is fragmented; there is little connection between the diverse deities. However, great distances in Oceania, with its vast expanses of ocean separating islands inhabited by tiny groups of people, have not prevented certain gods from appearing in many different islands’ belief systems.


Finally, we consider that the perennial interaction of experience, environment and aspiration of the human mind often produces similar themes, whatever the culture base or geography. This is covered in Part 2, Themes in Mythology.


WHAT IS MYTH?





Sacred stories of diverse cultures and civilizations make up the mythology of the world. Myth is the core element of many belief systems and religions – not only giving meaning and purpose to people’s lives, but enabling them to understand the world around them.


‘Myth’ comes from the ancient Greek word mythos, which means ‘word’, ‘narration’, ‘tale’ or ‘speech’. To the ancient Greeks it was the antithesis of logos, the word for an objective way of describing an event, following the specific rules of logic. Philosophers would, in general, try to arrive at the truth through logos, while poets, historians or artists of any kind would try to arrive at the truth via mythos.


Over several thousand years the word ‘myth’ has gone through an etymological metamorphosis and it is now often used to describe a lie or stupid belief. ‘It’s a myth’ is a way of saying something isn’t true, when in fact ‘myth’ is ‘truth’. People have been telling these sacred stories for thousands of years, not only to understand themselves, but to make better sense of the world and of the meaning behind existence.


MYTH AS REFLECTION


Myths are very different from fables or legends. The latter often deal with aspects of morality in a certain society or culture, and are more concerned with values intrinsic to a particular ethos, civilization, belief system or era. They are often connected to historical fact or arise out of a real-life person’s adventures, deeds or achievements.


Myths, on the other hand, are stories that concern our inner relationship with the divine or the ‘unknown’. They are reflections of our individual and collective desires, needs and fears. Like mirrors, they remind us of who we are, and also of how little we as humans have changed since ancient times. Myths were recounted long before the advent of writing and form the basis of most of the world’s religions, philosophies, literature and art. They reveal the powerful expression of the human imagination through a narrative form to create a universal language.


PUBLIC DREAMS


Myths are sacred stories that use symbols to tell their truth. They not only describe our perceptions of the world, but offer a key to questions such as ‘Who am I?’, ‘How do I fit into my culture/society?’ and ‘How should I live my life?’ In fact, myths are the timeless expression of both the collective and individual imagination and of our need to understand who we are in the universe. As the famous American mythology professor and writer Joseph Campbell wrote, ‘Myths are public dreams; a dream is a private myth.’


INTRODUCING MYTHOLOGY





Mythology is a vast subject. Rather like history, it is not easy to encapsulate or contain it. Sacred stories from around the world are numerous, and huge bodies of stories make up the complete works of a culture or civilization’s belief system.


Most of these sacred stories were originally transmitted in narrative form, passed orally down the generations, evolving and developing through time until they became the foundation of many religions. Those myths that have been passed down in written form are usually found in highly organized civilizations. Examples of these records include the stone tablets and hieroglyphics of Egyptian and some Mesopotamian mythology, the Rig Veda of pre-Hindu mythology, as well as the vast literature of the ancient Greeks.


UNIVERSAL THEMES


The 20th-century Swiss psychologist Carl Jung, famous for his theory of the collective unconscious, believed mythology reflects the memories and images shared by all humankind. It reveals common themes, such as how the universe began, explanations of the forces of nature, the origins of people, personal quests and behaviour, social rules and beliefs, as well as personal and collective psychological growth. Mythology is diverse in its detail due to local geography or local needs of the people, but the parity of imagery and ideas spanning huge geographical scales is extraordinary, too.


For example, the universal or cosmic egg appears in many creation stories, as do agents of transformation, such as birds like the Bluejay, and horned gods such as Pan, the Minotaur and Pashupati were all associated with the wildness of nature. Mythology also suggests answers to questions such as ‘How did the world or universe begin?’ and ‘Why are we mortal?’ Many cultures believed mortality was a punishment from the gods for human transgressions or for our ability to be corrupt. Similar themes and ideas that appear in vastly different locations may have travelled across continents like trade goods, as did the Indo-European languages that lie at the root of most of ‘modern’ European tongues.


Many of the tales and deities, with their virtues and vices, touch us profoundly at a ‘mythic’ level. We still look to the ancient myths as parallels to our own life stories and can easily identify with the many different threads or concepts within the narratives, whoever the characters are and whatever the behaviour or outcome of the tale. These myths capture the heart of the human dilemma – whether it be the lonely heart or the quest to prove oneself.


THE PURPOSE OF MYTH





The personification of natural forces as gods and goddesses was a way of explaining everything from the Sun, Moon, stars and Earth, to thunder, rain, fire and wind. Essentially, gods and goddesses have ‘archetypal’ potential – in other words, they evoke feelings, images and experiences to which we can all relate. They are suggestive of various experiences in our own lives, such as power struggles, good versus evil, or the choices we have to make. The symbolic world of mythology can be viewed as a mirror of our own inner landscape.


Many cultures have lost their belief in such gods and goddesses. This, ironically, comes at a price. If we are wise and open enough to see that mythology is a wonderful mirror of human nature – a whole world into which we have projected our own fears, doubts, feelings, ideas and desires – then it can offer a potent container for individual self-awareness and collective inspiration.


SPIRITUAL DISCONNECTION


The loss of mythology, particularly in Western society, has created a sort of spiritual disconnection. We are separated from the part of ourselves that is connected to something other than the material world. As Jung pointed out: ‘Since the stars have fallen from Heaven and our highest symbols have paled…Heaven has become for us the cosmic space of the physicist’. However, decades after Jung wrote this, we are returning to this symbolic network as a source of both spiritual and psychological nourishment. What the scientist is now discovering is what the ancient story-teller always knew.


Many scholars have tried to find a rational purpose for myths. One theory is that myth-makers were primitive scientists who wanted to explain how the world came into being. Myths were also used to explain the rituals and ceremonies concerned with the cycles of nature among ancient peoples. Societies created law and order through the oral traditions of mythology, and one hypothesis is that myths were created so that humans could ascend, or try to ascend, to the level of the gods themselves.


But it was probably Jung’s breakthrough in thinking that explains our reawakened awareness of the purpose of myths. These sacred stories are simply the voices of our ancestors and, therefore, our own inner voice. Through myth we can reconnect to the universal nature of ourselves. No matter how separate we believe ourselves to be as individuals, it is mythology that reveals the underlying thread weaving us into a tapestry of wholeness that is the universe, which permeates all things.


SHARED THEMES





Throughout world mythology the most common themes involve the creation of the world and its first peoples. There is often a creator god or a cataclysmic event that destroys the first race of mortals and then the world is repopulated. For example, there are flood myths from Sumer and Babylon, the Maya of Central America and the Yoruba of Africa.


Death and rebirth were obviously important themes, as was the juxtaposition between the Underworld and upper world. Creation myths satisfied the need for a sense of where we come from, our roots and beginnings; fertility myths were generated by a need for economic stability and the ongoing assurance of life on Earth; and hero myths provided models for human behaviour. Some cultures were only interested in myths that explained their own people or culture. For example, the Yoruba had a structured explanation for their sacred city-state, as did the Navajo for their spiritual journey upwards through four worlds.


SEASONALITY AND CREATION


Most cultures had myths concerning the cyclical nature of the seasons, the development of agriculture or a move from a more savage to a more civilized way of living. The children of the Sun were led to Cuzco by the Inca gods Mama and Manco; the story of Demeter and Persephone in Greek myth is both a powerful explanation of the seasons and forces of nature and a highly complex cyclical myth.


It seems that the ancient mind and the modern one have been working towards the same conclusions about how it all began. Whether it is the world egg that hatched, the cosmic man who split into many parts or the Big Bang theory of the scientists, the cosmos was set in motion somehow. Creation myths offer basic answers to fundamental, yet profound questions. Creator gods create other gods, conflicts arise and these give rise to heroes and their adventures. Dramatic love stories and heroic quests define the nature of humanity both for the collective and for the individual.


The gods and divinities, whether in human or animal form, throughout the world are ‘anthropomorphic’ – in other words, they act, think and speak as human beings. Some gods are sympathetic or concerned with the progress of mortals, as in Greece, India, Egypt and North America. However, others are indifferent to human fate, as in the mythologies of Babylonia and Sumeria.


THE HERO


Heroes and their missions are hugely important and become sacred icons for every culture, providing a useful basis or formula for the perpetuation of customs and beliefs. Heroes often teach humanity how to fish, heal or hunt, or how to destroy the demons or monsters that threaten their communities. Heroes lead their people to a wonderful new world or give them fire and demonstrate new rituals.


It seems that the hero became a separate individual in his or her own right after the dissolution of the Great Mother or Great Goddess worship. This probably occurred near the end of the Bronze Age around 2500 BCE and near the beginning of the Iron Age around 1250 BCE. These hero myths came during a time of patriarchal emphasis in civilizations, during the development of agriculture as well as the establishment of empires and citadels.


FLAWS AND TESTS


Hero myths have much in common. The hero is usually the offspring of a divine being and a mortal. If not of divine parentage, then the hero is usually fostered by someone divine, as in the case of Odysseus by Athene, or he acquires divine status as a result of his achievements and success.


The hero is rarely perfect, but he must always have a mission. In fact, because he has human weaknesses, it is easier for us to identify with him. His imperfections are often as enlightening as his heroic qualities. As he is subjected to trials and tests, the process of the hero’s journey symbolizes the gradual awareness of unused psychological potential in oneself. It also represents the development of consciousness and inner growth, and the very journey of one’s life.


MISSION IMPOSSIBLE


As the hero faces the monster, saves the tragic heroine or descends to the Underworld, he eventually wins over evil and either ascends to Heaven or is deified by the gods. Herakles is a fine example of a hero who faces a whole array of monsters during the course of his labours. The oracle at Delphi foretells his immortality as part of the Olympian pantheon, but only if he can complete all the labours successfully. Herakles manages to accomplish his tests, ascends to Heaven and is married off to Hebe. Ironically, Hebe is the daughter of Hera, who hates Herakles because he is the product of her husband Zeus’s affair with a mortal woman, Alcmene; it is actually Hera who is responsible for his nearly impossible mission.


THE GREAT FLOOD


Another common theme in world mythology is the Great Flood, which generally destroys the human race so that a god or creator can cleanse the world of its corruption and start afresh. There are also flood stories based on geographical necessity and the yearly inundations near rivers such as the Nile and Euphrates. Flood myths are found right around the world from continental Europe to Peru, where the Inca creator god Viracocha destroyed his first race of giant-like humans with a flood and turned them all to stone.


In Greek myth, Deucalion was told by his father Prometheus, who was chained to Mount Caucasus, that Zeus was about to destroy all of life by sending a great flood. Prometheus told him to build a boat, fill it with food and live in the boat until the waters had subsided. Afterwards, Deucalion and his wife Pyrrha stepped out onto Mount Parnassus into a totally deserted and barren landscape. They begged Gaia to replenish the Earth and suddenly trees sprung up and birds began to sing. To create humans they tossed stones and pebbles on the Earth, which turned to men and women.


BOAT-BUILDERS


Utnapishtim was an ancestor of the hero Gilgamesh and the only human to survive the Great Flood sent by the angry gods to destroy humanity. Forewarned by the god Enki, he filled a cube-shaped boat with plants and creatures of every kind, then set sail with his family as the waters rose. After a week he sent out a dove to look for dry land, on the eighth day he sent a swallow and then on the ninth a raven. When the raven didn’t come back, he set off in the same direction, found dry land, freed all the animals and planted the plants. The gods rewarded him for his kindness by giving him and his wife immortality and they became the ancestors of the new human race. Needless to say, this myth bears more than a striking resemblance to Noah’s Ark from Genesis in the Bible, and later in the Koran.


Other flood myths include the stories of the Chinese god Yu, the Egyptian Hapi and Nu’u in Polynesian myth, who on hearing that the god Tane was going to swamp the world in a tidal wave, built a hut on a ship and stocked it with pigs and coconuts. He was eventually beached on the top of a mountain.


INDO-EUROPEAN CULTURE AND INFLUENCE





Linguists, ethnologists and mythologists have argued for many years about the origins of Indo-European languages and the subsequent effect on the mythologies of Europe and parts of Asia.


Some scholars believe that Indo-European culture descended from an ancient people once referred to as the primitive Aryans, now more commonly known as Proto-Indo-Europeans. These peoples lived around 4000 BCE.


But it was the Lithuanian-American archaeologist Marĳa Gimbutas (1921–1994) who studied the cultures of the Neolithic and Bronze Age peoples, combining linguistics with mythology to show how similar ideas, words, beliefs and symbols could have been common motifs due to the widespread expansion of Indo-European cultures throughout Europe and Asia.


KURGAN MODEL


The Pontic-Caspian Steppe is a vast area of treeless plains which lies between the Caspian Sea and the borders of Kazakhstan to the west. Once known as Scythia in Greek and Roman times, this steppe region was considered by Gimbutas to be the homeland of the Kurgan culture, the earliest Proto-Indo-Europeans. Gimbutas traced the migration of these peoples between 4000 and 1000 BCE and created what she called the ‘Kurgan model’. This is a map of huge linguistic and mythological importance, which attempts to prove that these early people from the heart of the steppe lands spoke a language that is the etymological root of many Indo-European languages.


According to Gimbutas, Kurgan culture gradually expanded until it encompassed the entire Pontic-Caspian Steppe, and the expansion beyond the steppes led to hybrid cultures such as the proto-Greeks, the warring Indo-Aryans and the nomadic Indo-Iranians around 2500 BCE. These earlier Proto-Indo-European cultures assimilated into their own religions other sacred stories, or fused with other cultures and their myths and religions as they spread. The Indo-Aryan mythology and language later developed into the Vedic religion, Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism, while Indo-Iranian culture developed into Zoroastrianism, Persian, Greek, Roman, Baltic, Slavic, Celtic, Norse, Latvian and Armenian languages and mythologies. The term Aryan comes from a Sanskrit word meaning ‘noble’ or ‘honourable’. The Aryans brought their own belief system and mythology to the Indian subcontinent around 2000 BCE.


DATE DISCREPANCY


However, English archaeologist Colin Renfrew (1937–) hypothesized that Indo-European culture spread peacefully into Europe from Asia Minor at a much earlier date, around 7000 BCE with the development of farming and animal husbandry, pre-dating the Kurgans by thousands of years.


CIVILIZATIONS AND SOURCES





The retelling of myths provides the basis of a traditional belief system for each culture or civilization. This reflects not only its social and economic needs, but also its spiritual and religious ones. There are two different ways of sourcing the myths that have been retold in this book.


In some cultures, ancient writings have been found that provide excellent sources, for example in the myths of India, ancient Greece and Egypt. Where there are no recorded texts in tablet, hieroglyphic or written word form, then the sources are usually the historical records of folklorists and anthropologists who have visited, listened and later written down stories from the oral traditions of other societies. Most Oceanic and African myths have appeared in this way. However, when settlers, missionaries or invaders infiltrated a culture or society, the stories may have been distorted, developed or embellished to suit their own ends. Inevitably, some of the original meanings, ideas or tales may have been lost along the way.


TIME GAPS


Civilizations are separated not just by continents or culture, but by huge timescales as well. Obviously, with over 4,000 years of history, the times and dates when myths first emerged are often loose and ambiguous. Feeling our way back in the dark and discovering that time is merely an invention of humankind actually provides us with our own connection to the power of these myths, and as you will see certain themes predominate irrelevant of time or place. In fact, many of the concepts, gods and goddesses discussed in this book are as much a part of life today as they were four or five millennia ago.


Obviously, with thousands of years of history, dates can be quite vague, and often the sacred stories actually date back to even earlier times, before they were recorded. This vagueness is also because cultures and beliefs are intertwined throughout world history. For example, the Aryan Vedic gods were assimilated into India’s Hindu belief system some time between 1000 and 550 BCE. Though this causes dating issues, it is fascinating to be able to see both the similarities and the contrasts between the mythologies across the ages in different civilizations.


MYTHOLOGY AND PSYCHOLOGY





Archetypal figures such as the hero, mother or father display profound psychological truths. Both depth psychology, such as psychoanalysis, and Jungian analytical psychology have drawn extensively on mythological themes in their work.


However, it was Sigmund Freud at the beginning of the 20th century who was one of the first to latch on to the symbolic use of myth when he introduced his well-known ‘Oedipus’ complex; Jung later tagged the female version of the Oedipus complex with the name Electra. Freud’s controversial theory suggests that a girl, like a boy, is originally attached to the mother, but then at the phallic stage of development she discovers she lacks a penis, resents and blames her mother (unconsciously) for castrating her, and turns to her father for love.


Carl Jung took a greater interest than Freud in mythology for its own sake, believing that the function of myth was to reveal the workings of the unconscious. Jung worked with dreams and, with knowledge of people’s lives, symbols, mythology and religion, he concluded that a diversity of energies or archetypes (defined as ‘original patterns or models’) inhabited the unconscious. He described these mythical archetypes as the ‘great dreams of humanity’. Jung also believed that ‘we have recollected ourselves from the universe’ and that our projections happen to us, rather than us making them happen. In a sense it is the myth dreaming us, rather than us dreaming the myth. Jung called the collective unconscious ‘a reservoir of the experiences of our species’. Joseph Campbell and many others agreed with Jung that myth represented the human search for meaning or what gives significance to our lives. These psychological archetypes are an innate universal blueprint available to us all.


MYTH AS PSYCHOLOGY


The term ‘narcissism’ was derived (originally by Freud) from the well-known myth of Echo and Narcissus. Narcissism is defined as an overemphasis of self-love, delusions of grandeur and pathological envy. It is now recognized as a psychological clinical condition known as NPD, Narcissistic Personality Disorder.


The Swiss Jungian psychologist Marie-Louise von Franz wrote many notable books based on mythical archetypes in fairy tales. Her book on the liberation of the feminine principle in men is centred around the Roman tale of The Golden Ass, which includes the first version of the myth of Psyche and Eros. Later, Jungian analyst Dr Siegmund Hurwitz was influenced by von Franz’s work to write a book on Lilith and aspects of the dark feminine.


MYTHOLOGY AND THE ARTS





Mythology is a creative expression of the human imagination, and for thousands of years it has not only been written down or told orally, but its imagery has flourished through each culture’s art, whether to serve a decorative function or for ritualistic and religious purposes. Great myths have also inspired artists, writers and musicians through the ages.


In Western Europe, Greek mythology has had a powerful influence on the art world. The ancient Greeks depicted their gods and heroes everywhere, whether in sacred temples or in day-to-day ornaments, such as jars and vases. The battle between the Centaurs and the Lapiths is depicted on the Parthenon frieze, which, according to some sources, later inspired Picasso’s frenzied horses in his painting Guernica.


Apollo was one of the most popular gods represented in Greek sculpture, while Oceanus, who ruled the great river that encircled the Earth, was a favourite on Roman bronze ornaments.


ENDURING IMAGES


Images of Medusa were originally used to ward off evil, and during the early 20th century in France, door knockers were forged in the shape of Medusa’s head of coiling snakes and Art Nouveau-style elongated features. Tragic tales such as that of Orpheus and Eurydice appealed to late 19th-century Symbolist painters such as Maurice Denis and inspired Stravinsky, Henry Miller and Jean Cocteau. The story of Narcissus influenced the painters Caravaggio, Poussin, Raphael and Gustave Moreau. Shakespeare’s Ophelia and the mad but moody heroine in Les Troyens by Berlioz are based on the tragic figure Cassandra, whose accurate prophecies were not believed. Leda’s seduction by Zeus in his guise as a swan inspired poets such as Goethe, Yeats and Gide.


CROSSING CONTINENTS


Chinese and Indian deities were depicted in lavish paintings, temples and statues, but were also extensively popularized. The Chinese god Kui Xing is the god of success in examinations, and good wishes are still exchanged in the form of Kui Xing cards or pendants, and his name is an icon on brushes and ink stones. The Incas and Aztecs carved sculptures, created gold masks and golden temples, while Native North American peoples produced carvings and totems of animal ancestors. In Aboriginal art, imagery of the snake was sacred and is still favoured by modern-day Australian artists. It had as many images as it had myths, but was always a vast multi-coloured band representing life. The snake either surrounded the inner design of the painting or wove its way through the labyrinth of patterns, coils and swirls. Aboriginal rock art found in the landscape usually has a hidden message, its intricate patterns depicting the local myth associated with a Dreaming – a totemist artwork created either by individuals or a group – sacred sites and invisible pathways.


In the West, Arthurian and Celtic tales inspired writers such as Sir Thomas Malory in Le Morte d’Arthur (1485), and artists such as the 19th-century Pre-Raphaelite painters who created a whole new medieval world of elegance out of the darkest of tales. These paintings inspired later film-makers and playwrights – Robert Bresson’s broody film Lancelot du Lac and the stage musical Camelot are two such examples.


MYTHS, SYMBOLS AND YOU





What is a symbol? The word comes from an ancient Greek word meaning ‘to throw together’. We use this word to denote any thing, idea or action that is an outward sign or indication of something else by indirect suggestion.


For instance, we use the colour red to denote or represent anger, while green is used to suggest jealousy, and so on. Symbols are also ‘correspondences’. So, for example, red can be linked symbolically to the element of fire, the sun, dynamic action, the heroic quest. The late 19th-century French Symbolist movement rejected realism in literature and art and expressed its ideas through a symbolic world of subtle suggestions, signs and images. Mythology is a symbolic language too, because it ‘throws together’ ideas that are an outward representation or projection of our inner world. We can use mythology symbolically to learn more about ourselves and our life journey.


There is not enough space in this book to reveal what every myth means on an individual level, but here are some examples of how a specific myth symbolizes a psychological process or experience in life. At some times we identify very strongly with the myth, while at others it may be more relevant to someone else.


MAKING MYTH A REALITY


From the Mythical Lovers section, the story of Pomona and Vertumnus symbolizes the good that can come from embracing change, and the power of persistence in achieving your goals. On another level, the tale within a tale reveals how fear of our feelings means that we often lose out on love too.


Gilgamesh is a fine example of a ‘bad’ hero with a rather selfish quest to become immortal. His mission is never fulfilled and he learns that he is only human. Similarly we, too, must learn to accept our mortality and our flaws, but that doesn’t stop us having goals and dreams in life.


Orpheus foolishly went against Hades’ command and looked back in the Underworld to make sure Eurydice was behind him, and so he lost her. This echoes our lack of trust in others and in ourselves. It also suggests that if we continue to yearn for what once was, we will never be able to move on and start again.


In the myths of Sun, Moon and Sky, the simple tale of Thunder and the Elephant can be used to explain how man is more powerful than either animals or nature. On a psychological level, this myth symbolizes how we must strive never to underestimate anyone, as this usually proves to be the most dangerous arrogance of all.


Vengeance is also a common theme, such as the story of loss and revenge in the Alaskan Inuit myth of the trickster god Qayaq (see page). After avenging the death of his brothers and after years of adventures, he returns home to find his father and wife long dead. In his grief, he transforms himself into a wander-hawk.


DEITIES AS ARCHETYPES





The archetypal nature of the gods speaks for itself. There are archetypal fathers and mothers, archetypal lovers, villains and heroes – in fact every sort of human condition and experience is reflected in the range of deities from around the world.


There are father-figure archetypes who can be both nurturing and destructive, such as the Hindu god Shiva or the ruthless Greek god Kronos, who prevents his children from overthrowing him by eating them alive. The mother, too, is a dynamic archetype. Earth Mother, the Great Goddess or the Mother Goddess was widely worshipped in pre-Hellenic Greece by the most ancient matriarchal cultures, such as the Minoans. She was both fertility goddess and dispenser of nourishment, often associated with the water, sea and Moon. However, with the change to patriarchal civilizations, the mother archetype was assimilated into the new mythologies.


EARTH


We still find the real jewels of the Great Goddess heritage studded in the fabric of male-dominated myths. In an early pre-Hellenic version of the tale of Orpheus, Eurydice was actually the mother of fate, and the snake her companion in the Underworld who merely welcomed Orpheus rather than killing Eurydice. As a source of life, the Great Goddess was also the ever-fruitful womb, and whether she manifested later as Hathor, Cybele, Ishtar, Gaia, Parvati, Tara, Kwan-yin, Sophia or Mary, she is beneficial, nurturing and creative. She is everything to do with Earth, as the male or father archetype is all things to do with sky. However, the Great Mother has another darker, more terrifying aspect. She is both sorceress and death-dealer, as when she appears as Astarte, Kali or Durga, or in the worship of Artemis, Hecate and even Diana. Female goddesses evolved out of each other much as male gods did, and nowhere is this more apparent than in the many goddesses of Hindu mythology, whose primary source was Devi. Similarly, the frightening mother appears in Aztec mythology as the terrifying Earth goddess Coatlicue, the Mayan goddess Ixchel, the Greek Medusa and later projections of ‘evil’ onto mythical ‘femmes fatales’ such as Lilith.


SKY


Sky gods and creators eventually became storm or fertility gods and are ubiquitous deities throughout world mythology. With historical changes over many thousands of years, these early sky gods were eventually assimilated into a male/female union to create divine pairs, like Freyr and his sister Freyja in Norse myth, and Osiris and his sister Isis in Egyptian myth. As sky gods became less favoured, they were transformed into Sun gods in Persia, Peru, Mexico and Egypt. Mithras, for example, began life as a sky god, was transformed into a Sun god and later became a hero. Thus the Sun-god-turned-hero fulfils our unconscious longings to escape the cruelty of nature and conquer the ‘Great Mother’.


SUN


On the east coast of India there is a temple at Konark (Place of the Sun) dedicated to the Vedic Sun god, Surya. The temple is designed in the shape of a huge chariot; like Helios and many other Sun gods, Surya needed a chariot to carry him across the sky on his daily travels. The walls of the temples are decorated with 12 stone wheels, each about 3 metres (10 ft) high and bearing eight spokes. Like the zodiac wheel, originally called the House of the Moon by the Babylonians, the wheel eventually became associated with solar worship. To both the Hindus and the Celts, the wheel was more than just a solar symbol – it was the cosmic centre of their world.


Some Sun gods are depicted with rays radiating from their heads, or surrounded by halos. Shiva has a halo of flames, while Apollo and Mithras are often depicted with mystic halos. Gold, the colour of the Sun, symbolized eternity and incorruptibility. To the Aztecs gold was the light of their god, and to the Egyptians the flesh of the gods.


MOON


The Moon had profound implications on the cycles of birth, life and death, affecting the tides of the sea, associated with women’s menstrual cycles, the fertility of the land and the timing for crop-gathering and initiation ceremonies. In fact, the ancients believed that the Moon controlled these events, and it became associated with goddesses such as Artemis and Hecate in Ancient Greece, the Roman Diana, Nantu – the beautiful Moon goddess of the Jivaros of Ecuador – and Heng-O in Chinese myth, who went to live a lonely existence on the Moon.


Other archetypal deities are the lover/harlot goddesses such as Aphrodite, Ishtar and Inanna. The eternal youth appears as Narcissus, Hyacinth and Eros, and the trickster appears globally as Enki, Coniraya, Bluejay and Tjinimin.


INTERPRETATIONS





As myths are symbols of human experience, they have been analysed in different ways, depending on the perspectives of the culture, era or individual. Over 100 years ago, myths were thought to have been created as a way to observe and give reason to the forces of nature. Heroes were considered literal symbols of the Sun, monsters represented clouds, storms or night, and were the enemies of the Sun. So hero stories became associated with good and evil, night and day, and so on.


However, in the early 20th century, with the development of psychology and the profound interest in the unconscious, which was expressed and examined by two of its most radical theorists at the time, Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, all this changed.


FREUD


The father of modern psychoanalysis, Austrian Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) and his followers viewed myth as the expression of an individual’s unconscious wishes, desires, drives and fears. Freud’s disciple Otto Rank, for example, suggested that the myth of the traditional hero was likened to infantile hostility and rebellion against one’s father. Freud, of course, created whole complexes out of the Greek myths of Oedipus and Electra; both complexes describe the rivalry between child and either father or mother, due to our innate sexual and instinctive drives.


JUNG


However, it was the Swiss psychologist Carl Jung (1875–1961) who made the biggest breakthrough, with regard to mythology. Jung viewed myth as an expression of a universal, collective unconscious. He believed that innate psychological qualities were common to all human beings and these determined how people experienced their lives. This collective pool of unconsciousness was made up of archetypes, such as the hero, the trickster, the fool and the wise woman. These were images embedded in the unconscious, but depending on the individual’s personal life journey, the shape and form of these archetypal images would be expressed differently. Sometimes only one archetype would dominate, then another at different periods of one’s life. At other times they would be acted out simultaneously.


The fact that myths throughout the world contain many similar themes and archetypes reflects the existence of a collective or universal unconscious.


ELIADE


A Romanian historian of religion, Mircea Eliade (1907–1986) interpreted myths in a different way. He saw myth as the essence of religion, and believed that it was the sacredness of myth that gave religion structure and usefulness. We can experience the religious moment – a reconnection to the ‘source’ or the place from which we have come – through mythic images and stories. The ancient world contained many different religious ideas and structures, both polytheistic and monotheistic, as well as the worship of nature or of ancestral spirits. Eliade believed that mythology connects all these very different types of religion through similar myths found across the globe.


LÉVI-STRAUSS


The eminent French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908–2009) sees myths as abstract constructions rather than symbolic of experience. The structure of the human mind is the same, whatever place, timescale or culture you were or are in. So the mind solves problems and explains things the same way. Similarly, myths are identical creations from identical minds the world over, and their purpose is to reveal the conflicts between opposing forces in human nature. It is the underlying structure of the myth, not the symbolism or narration, that provides the answer. Myths prove that the earliest primitive peoples had the intellectual capacity to understand or make sense of the world.


RADIN


American anthropologist Paul Radin (1883–1959) saw myth as arising out of economic problems and political and religious manipulation of people. Faced with the struggle for survival, and the uncertainty or climate of a particular culture, people became fearful. Thus mythological systems gave them something to believe in and live by; similarly a mythological belief system gave both political and religious leaders power over the community.


CAMPBELL


American professor of mythology Joseph Campbell (1904–1987) is highly regarded for his work as a writer and student of mythology. Although he drew on Jung’s interpretative techniques, he followed Heinrich Zimmer’s theory that mythology in itself was a roadmap to self-discovery. Campbell relied more on the symbolism, meaning and imagery of myth. He saw religious symbols as metaphors for bigger philosophical ideas. He agreed with Jung on the impact of mythic archetypes, but believed that spirituality was a search for the source from which everything has come, is part of and will return to. It is ‘unknowable’ because it existed before words. Spirituality’s universal force is expressed through metaphors – in other words, through the myths, stories, art and imagery that we create in the world.


Campbell was particularly concerned with the hero and devised the word ‘monomyth’ after being influenced by the work of James Joyce. Heroes were important because they conveyed universal truths about oneself or one’s role in society. A line translated from the Rig Veda sums up his belief system: ‘Truth is one, the sages speak of it by many names.’


HILLMAN


In the late 20th century, American psychologist James Hillman (1926–2011) made a radical break from Jungian thought with his advocacy of the belief that mythology was psychology, and vice versa. His ‘archetypal’ psychology focuses on the soul rather than the ego and on the deepest patterns of psychic functioning. This ‘soul’ attempts to recognize the myths that shape our individual psychology, and the ego is just another fantasy among a myriad of fantasies or myths. Hillman has attempted to restore the ‘soul’ or ‘psyche’ to its proper place in psychology and to value our dreams not just for evaluating the state of an individual and its underlying symbolism, but as a pure experience of that archetype.


Hillman noted that the Greeks had no depth psychology, but they had myths; his theory is that polytheistic mythology (mythology with many gods and goddesses) is the same as psychology. He also believes that we should get to know these sacred forces and energies as represented by the gods. The power of myth is that it asks us to know ourselves better.
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ASIA




Asian mythology, with its huge range of gods and goddesses, is as vast as the continent itself. This section covers the main countries of India, China and Japan and includes deities such as the Chinese Jade Emperor, the Japanese Seven Gods of Luck and the major, multi-tasking Indian deities such as Ganesha, Agni and Tara.





HISTORY AND BACKGROUND





A vast continent with diverse cultures, the one common denominator in Asian mythology is the infinite number of gods and goddesses, spirits and divine essences that seem to permeate each different culture and civilization.


The myths of India, China and Japan stand out from all the others in that they have ancient roots and writing traditions spanning many centuries, which provide valuable evidence of the earliest myths. However, their cultural mythology is highly complex, and similar deities with multi-tasking roles and many aliases mean that there is a lack of structure and consistency.


From the Himalayas to Tokyo, the geography of Asia is not only vast, but encompasses extremes of temperature, climate and landscape. With the snow-capped peaks of the Himalayas, heavy monsoons in India, extreme drought in some of the wastelands of China and tropical conditions in Indonesia, the mythology of the continent was originally formulated from belief systems that centred around the landscape as well as how the universe began and how it might end.


INDIAN MYTHOLOGY


Perhaps the Hindu belief system is so distinct from all other belief systems simply because, according to its beliefs, ‘anything or anyone goes’. Hindu myth developed from the earlier Vedic beliefs of the invading Aryans, a warrior people who spread from the west into the steppes of central Asia and easily conquered the agricultural and peace-loving pastoral Dravidians. The Aryans brought with them their own mythology and beliefs that merged with the earliest surviving myths of around 4000 BCE. But the Aryans had never been settlers and their gods were connected not with the Earth, but with the abstract forces of the universe itself. The Rig Veda were a collection of hymns or poems that were completed around 1000 BCE, and are the main source for most of the Vedic mythology that was prominent until the emergence of Hinduism.


By the end of the Vedic period – around 900–550 BCE – early Hinduism was evolving and the search for a supreme deity began. This Brahmanic age evolved out of the confusing hierarchy of the Vedic gods and reflected the desire for a simpler, more structured pantheon – there was a feeling that the new deity Brahma would be a suitable candidate. When he was joined by Vishnu and Shiva (creative energy and destructive energy respectively), a more structured doctrine evolved as a never-ending cycle of creation and destruction. Later sacred texts such as the Puranas, the Mahābhārata and the Ramayana are often different versions to replace the preceding ones.


CHINESE MYTHOLOGY


Chinese mythology is as diverse and colourful as that of India, and is composed of tales and concepts from three very different belief systems. Its vast collection of deities is derived from Taoism, Confucianism and the introduction of Buddhism from India, where elements from all these teachings were incorporated into Chinese myth, and vice versa. Confucianism absorbed the rulers of ancient mythology and also embraced the Taoist belief of a spiritual paradise. Chinese myth was originally passed down orally and was later written down in texts and often appeared in the form of theatre, dance and song.
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