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INTRODUCTION


What is a myth? Is it an entertaining story, a historical account, an origin story, a teaching aid, a foundation for a belief or a cultural unifier? Yes!


The word myth derives from the Ancient Greek word mythos, meaning “story” or “narrative”. But myths are more than fiction. They attempt to answer the big questions of life, death and the world around us, relating the exploits of gods and heroes to help us make sense of our own lives and relationships. These narratives can also provide a moral code, rich traditions and a sense of community and pride.


This book isn’t a comprehensive guide to world mythology, not least because sources are patchy at best.


 


The forces of time, war, colonialism and oppression have tried their hardest to eradicate many mythologies. Luckily, they haven’t been 100 per cent successful.


Instead, this book is an introduction to the mythologies of some of the world’s greatest cultures, a whistle-stop tour which begins in the Ancient Middle East and travels through Europe, Asia, America and Oceania. Along the way you’ll encounter warriors and tricksters, monsters and spirits, love, loss, war, sex and even a divine striptease. Enjoy the ride.
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MIDDLE EAST



The civilizations and mythologies of the Middle East are old. As in, 3100 BCE old.

Ancient Mesopotamia was a region of Asia situated on the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, where Iraq and parts of Turkey, Iran, Syria and Kuwait are located today. Indeed, the name itself means “between the rivers”, derived from the Greek words mesos (middle) and potamos (river – this also gives the hippopotamus its name). Mesopotamia was home to a number of civilizations, including Sumer and Akkad, which flourished from before the beginning of recorded history (around 3000 BCE) until the fall of Babylon in 539 BCE.

Mesopotamian civilizations are some of the oldest in the world, and are duly credited with some of humanity’s most significant developments, such as crop planting, advances in mathematics and astronomy and, oh, the invention of the wheel. Mesopotamia is also known for its literature, including the epic of Gilgamesh, considered the world’s oldest surviving story, which was only deciphered in the late nineteenth century.

Almost-neighbouring Egypt has achieved much greater fame in the modern world. Evoking images of mummies, sphinxes and terrific winged eyeliner, Egyptian civilization has found a loving home in the hearts of excited children and archaeologists alike. But condensing such a long-lasting (approximately 3100–30 BCE) and complex civilization down to a few scarab beetles and Eyes of Horus runs the risk of belittling and conflating Egypt’s achievements. After all, Cleopatra lived closer to you, now, reading this book, than to the building of the Great Pyramid of Giza.

Ancient Egyptian civilization flourished thanks to its location on the banks of the life-giving River Nile, whose yearly flooding allowed the Egyptians to develop a stable system of agriculture to support the population.

Ancient Egypt is, of course, famed for its architecture and construction techniques – the Great Pyramid of Giza being the oldest of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, and the only one still standing. The legacy of Ancient Egypt also includes its medicine, literature and striking art.
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The myths of Mesopotamian civilizations which have survived in the present day came to us on stone or clay tablets, written in cuneiform, one of the planet’s oldest writing systems. These tales, considered to be the earliest works of literature in the world, explore the creation of the world, the adventures of heroes, and humans’ dependence on the gods, themes held in common with countless other mythologies.

You might never have heard of Mesopotamia, the Sumerians or the Akkadians, but echoes of their myths have cascaded through the centuries and nestled in the myths and tales of subsequent civilizations. Many of the themes and elements explored in the following pages (immortality, destruction and rebirth, divine right to rule) can be found in other religious texts such as the Bible, and may well have served as inspiration for the myths of Egypt, Greece and plenty more.

So, the stories and themes presented here may be more familiar than you might have expected.

THE CIVILIZATIONS OF MESOPOTAMIA

Sumer was the earliest of the civilizations in Mesopotamia, and one of the oldest civilizations in the world. It emerged between the sixth and fifth millennium BCE. The Sumerians gave us the cuneiform writing script and also Gilgamesh, who you’ll meet shortly.

Akkad was the central city of the Akkadian Empire, which arose in the third millennium BCE after the dominance of Sumer. Speakers of Sumerian and Akkadian were united under one empire.

Assyria was a northern Mesopotamian kingdom that lasted from around 2500 BCE until its fall between 612 and 609 BCE. Part of the Akkadian Empire until its collapse, Assyria then became one of two major Akkadian-speaking nations that rose out of the Akkadian Empire.

Babylonia was the other major nation that grew out of the collapse of the Akkadian Empire. Its central city was Babylon, home of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

GODS OF MESOPOTAMIA

Let’s meet our first pantheon. A pantheon, put simply, is a set of gods – the word is Greek in origin and means “all gods”. Like many pantheons, the Mesopotamian gods’ names and relationships vary from source to source, making them tricky to untangle. But here goes.

The pantheon begins with Ki, the earth goddess, and An, the sky god (earth-mother and sky-father pairings are really common in mythology). Ki and An have various children, depending on who you ask, but these include Enlil, the air god, and Ninlil, the air goddess. Enki, the god of water and mischief, is said to be the son of An and his mistress Nammu. Ninlil and Enlil get together and produce the moon god Nanna, while Enki pairs with his sister Ningikuga to beget Ningal the moon goddess. Nanna and Ningal in turn are the parents of the sun god Utu and the love goddess Inanna.

Together, An, Enlil, Enki, Nanna, Utu, Inanna and another goddess called Ninhursag are known as the seven great gods. Phew.
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ENUMA ELISH

The Enuma Elish is the name given to the creation myth of the Babylonians. The story starts with the creation of the universe from the primordial beings Apsu and Tiamat (some describe Tiamat as the embodiment of chaos, or a chaos dragon, which is just so metal). Next, all the gods were created, but Tiamat loathed the noise and commotion they produced (honestly, same), so Apsu decided to destroy them all.

Ea (another name for Enki – the god of water and mischief) heard about this plan and was not a fan. So he killed Apsu and created a son called Marduk from Apsu’s heart. In retaliation, everyone’s favourite chaos dragon Tiamat vowed to fight Marduk and avenge Apsu.

The fight was vicious, but eventually Marduk pierced Tiamat’s heart with an arrow, and she was defeated. He split her body in two to create the sky and the earth. In rapid succession, Marduk created the constellations, the calendar, night, day, the moon, the clouds, rain and, finally, humans. The city of Babylon was constructed in his honour.

THE GREAT FLOOD

A recurring narrative in Mesopotamian mythology is the humankind-destroying flood. For those who know the biblical story of Noah, these will sound familiar.

Atra-Hasis is the Akkadian version. Enki had the bright idea to create humans to do all the gods’ hard labour for them. But the humans got busy and overpopulation quickly became a problem, so Enlil decided to send a great flood. Wanting to save his beloved humans, Enki instructed our hero Atra-Hasis to build a boat to escape the waters. Enlil was livid at Enki for ruining his fun, but they eventually put their differences aside and devised some other methods for population control: death, stillbirth and celibacy.

Eridu Genesis is the Sumerian version. The story is similar to Atra-Hasis (as far as anyone can tell – the tablet it survives on is in pieces). Again the gods created humans and again they pulled a sharp U-turn and sent a destructive flood. The hero, Ziusudra, built a boat at Enki’s behest and survived the flood to preserve humankind.

THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH

The epic of Gilgamesh is considered the world’s oldest known story. Its eponymous hero Gilgamesh was the (probably real-life) king of the Sumerian city Uruk. But he was arrogant, greedy and cruel, so the gods sent an adversary, Enkidu, to rein him in. However, Gilgamesh and Enkidu hit it off, embarking on some jolly monster hunting together. The bromance abruptly ended when Enkidu was killed by the gods, forcing Gilgamesh to confront his own mortality. He set out to discover the secret of eternal life.

On his journey Gilgamesh met the immortal man Utnapishtim and asked him how he escaped death. Utnapishtim explained that Enki had warned him about a coming flood (sound familiar?), so he’d built a boat to house his family, animals and plants. After a week of violent rain, Utnapishtim released three birds, the last of which failed to return, signalling that dry land was finally nearby.

After hearing this, Gilgamesh returned to Uruk wiser and happier, at last accepting his own mortality because humankind as a whole would always survive.

ADAPA AND THE SOUTH WIND

Mortality is a recurrent theme in Mesopotamian myth, as we have seen with Gilgamesh. But where did mortality come from and why is it that all humans must die? One mythological explanation is the story of Adapa.

Adapa had been gifted with immeasurable intelligence by Enki (sometimes thought to be his father). One day when Adapa was out fishing, the South Wind – a winged figure – flew down and caused Adapa’s boat to capsize. Adapa lashed out in anger and snapped the South Wind’s wings right off.

The supreme god An summoned Adapa to heaven to face what he had done. Before Adapa left, Enki warned him not to eat any food or drink that the gods offered him. However, impressed by Adapa’s intelligence, An had a change of heart and offered Adapa food that would grant him immortality. But obedient daddy’s boy Adapa refused the offering, unwittingly condemning himself and the rest of humankind to mortal lives.

And so we now suffer disease and death. Thanks very much, Adapa.

WORSHIP AND PRACTICE

The myths of Mesopotamia asserted that humans were created by the gods to serve the gods, so proper worship and reverence should be shown to them. Prayer and omen interpretation seem to have been common practices, if the surviving texts are anything to go by. The Mesopotamians also carried out rituals: for example, at each new year the Babylonians held a ritualistic reading of the Enuma Elish.

These myths weren’t just the foundation for Mesopotamian religion and customs, but also their politics. Cities would have patron deities, such as Marduk for Babylon. The earliest kings in these myths were directly descended from the gods – for example, Gilgamesh is described as being semi-divine – and later Mesopotamian rulers would have used this ancestry to justify their kingship and place themselves on a higher plane than their “ordinary” subjects. We’ll see something similar again shortly with the Egyptians.
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