


 


 


 


 


 


 


GODS, HEROES AND MYTHS


The most beautiful stories of Greek Mythology


 


 


 


 









 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Anna Morena Mozzillo


 


 


 


Title: GODS, HEROES AND MYTHS


The most beautiful stories of Greek Mythology


 


 


 


 


Author: Anna Morena Mozzillo


 


 


 


 


Grafic Design: Pierluigi Pastore


 


 


 


 


 


No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, without the written permission of copyright holders and the publisher


 


© 2016 Anna Morena Mozzillo


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 









 


To the Eternal Children


And to Mark Gaydos, friend and engineer, who reviewed the English text.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 









 


…Then one of the priests, a very old man said: "Solon, Solon, you Greeks are always children, and there is not an old Greek"…


"There is in Egypt", he began, "in the Delta, at whose apex the Nile divides, a district called Saite, and Sais is the most important city of this district; the city came from the king Amasis.  For residents a goddess was the founder of the town, and her name in Egyptian is Neith; while in Greek, they say Athena; they are very good friends of the Athenians, and in a sense, they say they are still their relatives.
Solon said that, coming to that place, he was welcomed with great honor among them, and that having once asked about the ancient facts, the priests prepared more around these issues. He found that neither he nor any other Greek was, as it were, aware of these circumstances. 
And then wanting to push them to talk about ancient events he began to talk about those facts that he believed to be the oldest. He told of Phoroneus, said to be the first man, and Niobe, and after the flood, how Deucalion and Pyrrha spent their lives, and produced their descendants. Remembering the times he tried to calculate in which years the events he spoke of had occurred.  


Then one of the priests, a very old man said: "Solon, Solon, you Greeks are always children, and there is not an old Greek". And Solon, after listening, asked, "What? What is this thing you say?” “You are all young people," said the priest, "in spirit. In fact you have no ancient opinion that comes from a primitive tradition, nor any teaching that is gray with age. And this is the reason. There are many ways, and there have been many, and there shall be the loss of men; the greatest by fire and water and for many other lesser reasons.


That story is told that with you, that is to say that one day Phaethon, son of the Sun, having yoked his father's chariot, and since he was incapable of driving it along the path of his father, burned everything that was on the ground, and he himself was killed struck by lightning. It is told in the form of myth, but actually it is the deviation of the celestial bodies that revolve around the earth, and determines long destruction intervals by fire, all that is on earth.” 


 


Plato, TIMAEUS 
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Introduction 


 


Myth


The word "myth" in Greek originally meant "word" or "speech". Then, it meant "story"- primarily the story of facts determined by superior forces, deities and supernatural beings involved in the human sphere.
It is very difficult to determine how and why myths were born. We can only imagine the scenarios that were presented to men after upheavals, cataclysms, floods, sinking of the lands and the emergence of others, volcanic eruptions; a hostile and inhospitable world beaten by rain and wind, struck by lightning, storms, earthquakes, floods, etc.


In this world, man had to live with wild animals, often gigantic, from which he had to defend himself.  He had to learn to survive in adverse conditions; he learned to know the alternation of day and night. He learned to use fire for his needs, to build shelters and weapons.  In short, he began the process of civilization. But all that the man saw was not subjected to his rule; all that was not foreseeable, or that it wasn’t manageable with his abilities. He imagined it was the work of supernatural beings, the immense power that could be beneficial or destructive.
Stories were formed about hidden or unknown beings, who operated from the depths of the earth, from the heights of the sky, or from the depths of the sea. Stories and legends were told that little by little became more complex, that intertwined with each other, that were also changed over time or in different places.  


They envisioned creatures that were not very different from men, but with extraordinary powers who held the fate of the world and of human beings. By changing the circumstances and the events as they pleased, they had to be so benevolent through sacrifices and rituals, in which they had to bring offerings to ensure that they became propitious


It’s likely at the beginning, as still happens to primitive civilizations, each tribe has created its tutelary deity, i.e., a totem, which is an animal, a plant or an object worshiped for its supernatural virtues, that became the symbol of each tribe and its unifying element. Man then got in touch with the world of the divine and began building a dense network of stories and legends, myths, trying to explain the events of creation


With all ancient peoples there are collections of legends that attempt to create a certain vision of the world, that tell of the origins of the universe, of the appearance of the first gods, or of the many other deities that were gradually generated or created by an indistinct space. At first these stories were passed down orally, because writing was not yet known; among all peoples in fact initially we find the oral transmission of the heritage of fabulous stories, formed and expanded over the centuries. Only later, when the use of writing appeared, were these legends fixed in written texts and began to spread.


For a long time, for centuries, all these stories circulated only through oral transmission, that is, the story was transmitted by singers to listeners. In ancient Greece in particular, a large number of legends developed, that spoke of the beginning of a chaotic and messy world, that little by little, with the help of many deities, became civilized and tidy. These stories became part of the repertoire of many artists, poets, painters and sculptors, who took inspiration from the myths and reworked them, or they created others. Each singer (in Greece called "bard"), probably repeated what he had learned from others. He may have added something of his own, sometimes even changing some details of the story; it happened so often that the same myth exists in different versions, with different episodes or details that are partially or completely different. For example, in the Pelasgian myth the divine couple from which creation originates is composed of Eurinome and Ophion; however, as we shall see, the poet Homer has humanity descending from Oceanusus and Tethys.


The ancient Greeks had other versions of the origin of the world. As we will see later, we find in Hesiod the primordial couple Uranus and Gaea; in Ovid we will see that there is a lord god of all things, etc. In fact the narrator was often not particularly interested that what he told was based on documented facts. The important thing was to hand to hand down to posterity the legends formed over time. They were not only entertainment or poems, but expressed in the guise of fairy tales and moral teachings, the social and religious values of a given society.


 


Mythology



The term means "the study of myths." We have already said what myths are. These are stories, passed down orally from the beginning, from generation to generation, from father to son, telling of gods and heroes, fantastic creatures and monsters. The imagination of the ancient Greeks left us a rich heritage of legends that have fascinated people over the centuries, and still fascinate readers of all ages. Artists of all time drew on mythological stories to write, paint, sculpt their works. The fate that met and meets mythology should perhaps be explained by the need that man has to sometimes overcome reality in order to raise himself in the world of fantasy, of dreams. But we should not believe that everything we find in the legends is the work of imagination; very often the myths reflect a primitive’s attempt to explain to himself the universe in which he lives, one that seems mysterious and often threatening. The origin of myth must therefore be sought in man’s need to understand the elements of nature that surround him, giving an explanation, albeit fantastic, to what he sees happening around him.


Mythology is not then a dry series of events in a distant time, but a wealth of stories about man and his history, expressing ideas that are always valid and profoundly human. Through it people kept the memory of their origins, showed the memories and values of the community to which they belonged, and expressed their religious beliefs. Mythology collects narratives concerning fantastic events that took place in ancient times. Protagonist gods, heroes and demi-gods, strange and monstrous creatures, and even men, are used to explain the various natural phenomena which man attends, or origin of the universe, or the origin of man himself, or the birth of the major institutions of society.


Often mythology is "sacred narrative,". It has a religious meaning, and refers to the moral values of a community or of an entire people. These narratives are called "epics", a term derived from the word "epos", which means "word" or "verse". The epic songs, as we said, were mostly anonymous in ancient time, that is, not attributable to a specific person. Most often they were the work of different singers who had the task of passing on with their verses the values of their time and their society, the memory of the history of the people to which they belonged. For us modern readers myths have essentially narrative character. They are stories that belong to a literary genre, the epic. It is a kind of poetry that deals with a given topic; it has an evolution, sometimes cruel, sometimes auspicious or even funny. It presents characters who perform actions, according to a certain story.


Even today these myths capture our attention. We enjoy them; they form the basis of many works of art produced by contemporaries.


Science today has explained many things and always progresses to explain others; but questions and doubts still remain on many aspects of our lives. We can even say that the more one knows about the world around us, the more one realizes how much still remains to be discovered. It is important to continue to investigate nature and the world around us. Man probably will never cease to do so, but it is also important sometimes to indulge the imagination and go back to the origins of the world, to the stories of the ancient men, sometimes naive, sometimes fanciful or unreal, but which retain all their charm over time.


 


 


THE ORIGINS


 


Cosmogony


One of the topics that have aroused most interest among ancient peoples and which still fascinates modern man, is related to the origin of the world. Mythology speaks about it, with a term derived from the greek, the "Cosmogonia", the "origin of the universe". Every ancient people tried to give its answers to the question of how the universe was formed. Egyptians, Babylonians, Indians, etc., have formulated their theories, their "creation myths".  


Also in Greece, they considered this aspect so important that many myths were developed. These were all very impressive and the most famous are the Pelasgian creation myth and the Olympic myth. Pelasgic is derived from the Pelasgians, who were the ancient inhabitants of Greece before the arrival of Indo-Europeans. These people colonized much of Central and Southern Asia and Europe in successive waves. The Indo-Europeans are so called because they gave rise to European and Indian civilization, and are the progenitors of many people, the most important of which are: Slavs, Germans, Celts, Italians (and Latins), Phrygians, Greeks, Illyrians, Anatolian, Iranians, Indians and Armenians. 


Studies to better understand the migration and the spread of these peoples have sprung from their languages, and we have seen that they have a common origin, found in Proto Indo-European, the ancient language of the Indo-European or Aryans, as they were also called. It’s interesting to note that similar myths and legends are found in places and peoples very distant from each other, most likely because they are derived from a common source. These myths of origins are characterized by strange and sometimes confused stories. We feel in them the echo of big changes on the earth's surface, when the mixture of primitive elements began to shape the look of the world as we see it today. So there are storms and blizzards, floods, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, creation and destruction of land, islands and mountains. The Latin poet Ovid says in his book "The Metamorphosis": "Before the sea, before the earth and the sky that covers everything, uniform was the look of nature; and they called it Chaos."


Chaos is a Greek word that means "disorder, confused state of the elements." From this chaotic universe, we proceed to an ordered universe: the Cosmos. Cosmos in the Greek language means "order." In archaic myths the birth of the universe is connected to the birth of the gods, which is called by the Greek word "Theogony".


The legends recall the events of three successive kingdoms. We always see always at the head a god leading a host of other lesser gods; so we remember the first reign of Uranus (Heaven), a second reign of Cronos (Time) and a third kingdom, one that was to remain permanently, that of Zeus (Jupiter in Latin). Each of these three kingdoms breaks down the previous through violence and deception. These legends seem to say that to achieve balance we too must face troubled times. It's very likely that in these myths there are also distant memories of the power struggles that really existed on Earth; do not forget that in ancient times war was unfortunately a widespread phenomenon.


 


 


Analysis and Understanding 


 


1)What does the term "cosmology" mean? From what language is it derived?


2)Which ancient peoples formulated theories on the origin of the universe, besides the Greeks? 


3)What is a "creation myth"?


4)What is the derivation of the term "Pelasgian"?


5)Why are Indo-European peoples so called? By what other name they are called?


6)Which are the most important Indo-European peoples?


7)There are studies on the common origin of these peoples and their migrations; what observations started research into this topic?


8)What is the name of the ancient language of the Indo-Europeans?


9)What does the term "Theogony" mean?


10)According to the legend which were the first three successive kingdoms?


 


Reworking and Writing


 


1)Do a quick search on the Indo-European peoples.


 


2) How does modern science explain the origin of the Universe? Have you ever heard of the Big Bang? Find news about it.


 


 


Eurynome and Ophion



In the Pelasgic myth of the origins of the world it is said that Eurinome (which means "one who wanders, or controls, in ample space") was born from Chaos (not Disorder, as we will later understand the term, but "empty space"). She began to dance in this immense space, and dancing faster and faster with her movements, gave birth to the wind Boreas. 
This became the snake Ophion; transformations, or metamorphosies, as they are also called, appear frequently in the Greek myths. Afterwards Eurynome, transformed into a dove, deposited the cosmic egg; around this egg Ophion, by order of the goddess, coiled itself seven times to protect it. From the cosmic egg were born all things: the sun, the moon, the stars, the planets, the earth, the mountains, the rivers, the trees and living creatures. Eurinome and Ophion then settled on Mount Olympus, but at some point they began to quarrel, because Ophion began to boast of having created all things. So Eurynome, angry, kicked him and knocked out all of his teeth (from these were born the first men) and forced him into underground caverns. We should not be surprised by this violence; it will be a common feature in several mythological stories. Do not forget that these stories were created in a primitive time, not yet fully civilized, when violence was unfortunately widespread. But back to Eurynome, the goddess thus remained the only sovereign of creation; she created the seven planetary powers (Sun, Moon, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, Saturn), and at the head of each of them she put a Titan and a Titaness, gigantic and powerful creatures.


 


Legend says that the first men were born from the teeth of Ophion. The first of them would be called Pelasgus, and would be born from the land of Arcadia. Later the other men would be born, and Pelasgus would teach them to build shelters, to dress with animal skins, to get food, etc. In other words, he would give them the first signs of civilization. Legend has it that Eurynome and Ophion then rushed into the waters of Oceanusus, and their power passed to Cronos and Rhea. 


The myths don't always explain why the events happen. In this case we think that through the succession of different deities in power, they wanted to symbolize the difficult path of man towards a peaceful and civil order. In several of these creation myths the element water has great importance, and this is understandable when you consider how important is water for human life on planet Earth, even today. Indeed, it is not only important, but essential to life; we could not live without water. Therefore it’s normal that our ancestors gave water a predominant role in the creation of the world. At that time science had not advanced as far as it has today, so they did not even know that the Earth was spherical. We must look to the Pythagoreans philosophers, Pythagoras and his followers (sixth century B. C. until the third century) to find the first theory of the sphericity of the Earth. So in the ancient accounts of creation it is easy to find the vision of a flat world, where there is "above" and "below", a division between Heaven and Earth, that originates from a division of the elements first mixed in the original Chaos.


 


Analysis and Understanding


1)What does the name "Eurynome" mean?


2)Where she was born?


3)What is meant by Chaos in this myth?


4)What was Ophion called before his transformation into a snake?


5) Why did Eurinome and Ophion quarrel?


6) What did Ophion do?


7) What was born from the teeth of Ophion?


8) According to this legend, what was the name of the first man?


9) What did Pelasgus teach the first humans?


10)Who came to power after the fall of Eurynome and Ophion into the Oceanusus?


 


Reworking and Writing


 


1)Put into the text a dialogue describing the quarrel between Eurinome and Ophion.


 


2) The study of prehistory, the first period of history when there are no written records, teaches us the different names by which the first men in the long path of evolution are known. Do a little research on the subject.


 


 


The Creation Myth in Homer - The Great Mother


 


The Pelasgian myth we have just read is similar to the myth of the birth of the world that we find in Homer. He tells of creation taking place by the merging of Oceanusus, the river that flowed around the whole world, and Thetis, the mother of all things. Indeed Eurinome is another aspect of the myth of the Great Mother, the great Goddess Earth, creator of all things, that is present in many ancient mythologies. It could also be the deity of matriarchal societies, i. e., societies in which women have greater powers; most likely this kind of society existed at the beginning, before it was supplanted by patriarchal society, in which the oldest male of the family group is in charge.


In many mythologies, in fact, among the various ancient peoples, there is an ancient female deity, the Great Mother, symbol of earth, fertility, who is a mediator between the human and the divine world. Some think that her cult is connected to a phase of human history in which matriarchal societies prevailed, one during which there were hunter-gatherers.


It’s certain that the worship of female deities was present during the Neolithic period, and probably also in the Paleolithic, because all over Europe figurines depicting female figures, the so-called "Venus", have been found. With the passage of time the diverse cultures became increasingly complex. The cult of the Great Mother is divided into many minor aspects with many attributions to particular deities; thus the goddesses who oversaw love developed: Ishtar in Mesopotamia, Astarte in Phoenician-Palestine, Cybele in Anatolian, Aphrodite in Greece and Venus in Romae. There were also those who were the guardians of fertility of women, Hecate; those that protected the fertility of the fields, Demeter, Persephone or Proserpina and those who presided over the hunt, Artemis, and Diana.


Often the cult of the Great Goddess was linked to the cycle of death and rebirth, as well as to nature that seems to fall asleep or be reborn with the seasons, or the seed that seems to die to produce new life. A close relationship existed between the cycle of life and the cycle of the moon. Repetitions are even found in the symbols used to depict these goddesses and show the common origin of such veneration. Often these goddesses have dominion over animals, for example the snake, which is a chthonic symbol, i.e., of the earth. Very often their domains are forests, caves and springs; thus the nocturnal nature of cults is very strong.


Analysis and Understanding


1) According to Homer, how did creation take place?
2) Eurynome is an aspect of which other god? 
3) What is a patriarchal society? And a matriarchal society? 
4) What is the symbol of the Great Mother? 
5) What are the so-called “Venuses”? 
6) Who are the goddesses who oversaw love among the various ancient peoples? 
7) Who are the goddesses who protected the fertility of the fields?
8) Why is the cult of the Great Mother linked to the cycle of death and rebirth?
9) Why do we find the repetition of symbols representing these different female deities?  
10) What does "chthonic" mean?


 


Reworking and Writing


1) Do a search on matriarchal societies. 


2) In the mythical tales about creation, are space and time well defined? Reply explaining why. 


 


The Olympian Creation Myth


 


The myths that tell of the origin of the world are quite confused and vague. They are populated by a number of more or less important gods, each with its own characteristics. The Olympian creation myth tells that from Chaos, the indistinct void, Mother Earth, Gaea, emerged and gave birth to Uranus (Heaven). He sent rain upon the earth, so that grass, trees, flowers, wild animals and birds arose. From the rains, the rivers were also generated, and the lakes and seas formed.


Gaea then bore three children with an almost human aspect, the giants with a hundred arms called Centimani or, using a term derived from the Greek, Hecatonchires. These were Briareus (strong), Gyges (born from the earth) and Cotto (progenitor of the Cotti, the people of Thrace, a region of Greece).


Then Gaea begot three Cyclopes, giants with only one eye, builders of walls and expert blacksmiths: Bronte (Thunder), Sterope (Lightning) and Arge (bright).


The Odyssey, Homer's famous poem, tells that Ulysses encountered their descendants in Sicily, during his wanderings on the return to his homeland, the island of Ithaca. In the famous episode Homer tells how Ulysses, after getting the Cyclops Polyphemus drunk, blinded him with a sharpened stake and then fled with his companions, hidden under the sheep that Polyphemus brought out from the cave the next morning. 
But back to the creation of the world as the "Olympic" myth tells us.   According to legend, the mother Earth then generates these strange, gigantic beings.   Perhaps they represent the unpredictable and uncontrollable forces of nature.


It’s likely, as some say, that the Cyclopes, a term that means "round eyes", are nothing but volcanic craters, throwing stones and burning embers just as those monsters in the mythical representations do, as Polyphemus does in vain against Ulysses, while he moves away on his ship, by now rescued.


Regarding the term Uranus, it took the meaning of "Heaven", but for some students it would be the masculine form of Urana, that is, the queen of the mountains, of the summer, of the winds, a goddess of the peak of summer.   


It is also likely, according to other historians of antiquity, that the marriage of Uranus with mother Earth, recalls the invasion of the Hellenes (Greeks) in the Greek peninsula, where they worshiped the Mother Goddess.


Some ancient authors spoke of terrible clashes between Heaven and Earth, which were then reunited by love.


Someone wanted to see in this, a fight and then a reunion between different peoples.


They believed that there was a merger, after the first shock, between the two different social groups, and between the two different societies, the patriarchal one of the Hellenes and the matriarchal one of the indigenous people.



Analysis and Understanding


1) Who were the Centimani and what were their names?
2) How were the Cyclopes generated by Gaea and what were their names?
3) Which famous Homeric hero had to do with the Cyclops Polyphemus?
4) What would the strange and monstrous beings generated from the Earth mean to some?  
5) What does "Cyclops" mean?
6) What does “indigenous” people mean?
7) What people invaded the Greek peninsula?
8) What do historians of antiquity think of this marriage between Heaven and Earth?
9) What does the name "Uranus" mean?
10) Who were the Greeks?


 


Reworking and Writing


1)Research and briefly describe the episode of Odysseus and the Cyclops Polyphemus, as we read in Homer's Odyssey.


 


2)Do a search on the so-called "Dorian invasion" in the Greek peninsula.


 


 


The Titanomachia


This strange word, like many others we have already found, comes from the Greek and means "the struggle of the Titans."   The Titans were strong mythological beings, six sons and six daughters of Uranus and Gaea, Heaven and Earth, the overlords of the universe, for long ages.


Uranus, the sky, had expelled his children, the Cyclopes, to Tartarus, because they had dared to rebel. Tartarus was the dark underground world, as far from the earth as the earth was far from heaven.


Then Gaea, Mother Earth, convinced other children, the Titans, to move against their father; the bravest was Cronos, the youngest. He wounded Uranus, so that he fled and retreated from the Earth, never to return.
Then the Titans freed the Cyclopes from Tartarus and entrusted command to Cronos. However, once Cronos had the power, doubting their loyalty, he imprisoned his brother Titans, as well as the Cyclopes and the Centimani, in Tartarus. He had them guarded by Campe, who was a female monster.


Then Cronos married Rhea and began to rule, but there was a prophecy, according to which, one of the sons of Cronos, when he grew up, would take power from his father. So every year Cronos devoured his children by Rhea: first Hestia, then Demeter and Hera, Hades and finally, Poseidon.


Their mother Rhea, angry, when she had the last-born, Zeus, in order to save him, turned him over to Cronos’s mother, Gaea, the Earth. She took him to the island of Crete and hid him in a cave, guarded by the Nymphs and nurtured by the goat Amalthea.


The cradle of Zeus was hung from the branches of a tree, so that it could not be found in heaven, on earth nor in the sea. Thus Cronos could not find him. In front of the cave two soldiers, the Curetes, stood guard. They muffled the cries of the baby Zeus by forcefully beating their swords on their shields and shouting war hymns, so the cries of the child could not be heard.


Meanwhile Rhea had swaddled a rock and brought it to Cronos, making him believe that it was the baby. He swallowed it, thinking that he had also eliminated his youngest son. Instead, Zeus grew up among the shepherds of Mount Ida. He became great and managed, with the help of his mother Rhea, to have the post of cupbearer of Cronos, to be able to carry out a plan. His mother gave him an emetic potion, which he had his father drink. So Cronos vomited the stone, and both the brothers and the sisters of Zeus, whom he had eaten earlier. The stone was taken instead by Zeus to Delphi, Greece, and became the center of the world, "the navel of the world", as it was called.


Grateful to Zeus, his brother and sister gods decided to help him battle the Titans who had been freed from Cronos and who had not accepted the new dominion of Zeus; they chose the giant Atlas as their leader.


The war between the gods and the Titans lasted ten years. A prophecy had foretold that the gods would win if they allied with those whom Cronos had exiled to Tartarus.


Zeus then freed the Cyclopes and the Centimani, reanimating them with the divine nectar. The Cyclopes gave to Zeus the thunderbolt, to Hades a helmet of invisibility and to Poseidon a trident, so the three prevailed over Cronos and the Titans. In fact, they were driven off by a hail of stones hurled by the Centimani and were terrified by a scream of the god Pan, who scared away them.


The losers ended up exiled in the far west, under the guard of the Giants with one hundred arms. Their leader Atlas was punished even more harshly; exiled to the end of the world, he was sentenced to carry forever the weight of the heavens on his shoulders. Some say, however, that the old Cronos was given special treatment: he was exiled to the Elysian Fields, the kingdom of the Underworld, and became its king. The female Titans were spared because they had not taken part in the struggle.  Also Oceanusus was kept in the background, along with his wife Tethys, remaining in his watery world.


The struggle between the Titans and the gods symbolizes the struggle between the dark forces of Chaos, disorder primordial, and the divine order, the law that needed to be imposed on the universe, the cosmos. After the war and their subsequent victory, three gods divided power in a draw. It established that Hades was given the underground kingdom, which was also called Hades, of course; Poseidon received the marine realm and Zeus would rule the universe.



Analysis and Understanding


1)What was Tartarus, and whom did Uranus imprison there?


2)Who Cronos was, and what did he do?


3) Who married Cronos?


4)Why did Cronos devour his children when he came to power?


5)How did Rhea managed to save Zeus from his father?


6)Who fed the baby Zeus?


7)Who was the leader of the Titans?


8)How was he punished after he was defeated?


9) What did the Cyclopes presented to the three gods Zeus, Poseidon and Hades?


10)Where Cronos was exiled?


 


Reworking and Writing


1)Cronos in Greek means "time". In your opinion, what is the significance of the fact that he devoured his own children?


2)Explain how this myth tries to express the importance of the transition from an initial chaotic state to the birth of civilization.


 


 


The Gigantomachia


 


Gaea, Mother Earth, wife of Uranus, was unforgiving to Zeus because of his victory over the Titans, her children, and their imprisonment in Tartarus, so she instigated her other children, the Giants, to move against the Olympians. They were huge, powerful creatures, with shaggy hair and bristly beards. Their names were Typhon, Enceladus, Agrio, Thoas, Ephialtes, Eurytus, Pallas, and others. Their leaders were Alcyoneus and Porphyry. Alcyoneus, in particular, was outstanding among all others in stature and strength.


The fight was long and hard and took place in several regions, from Sicily to the Campi Flegrei in Campania, from Arcadia to Thessaly, from Macedonia to Thrace. To reach the summit of Mount Olympus, the home of the gods, it is said that the Giants even placed one mountain on top of another. A prophecy foretold, however, that no immortal god could overcome the Giants, if at least one mortal man did not intervene as an ally of the gods. Zeus, knowing this, had his son Heracles partecipate in the struggle, since he was mortal, having been born of a mortal, Alcmene.


A furious battle began: Alcyoneus, the leader of the Giants, was struck by a dart from Heracles, but could not die in the land of his birth, for he was protected from this. So Athena took him away, since only in this way could he be defeated. Zeus struck Porphyry with lightning. He was then killed with an arrow of Hercules; Apollo struck Ephialtes; Dionysus killed Eurytus; Athena threw the entire island of Sicily onto Enceladus, imprisoning him under it. Poseidon struck Polybotes with a piece of the island of Kos, which he broke with his trident, and that became the rock of Nisiro. Hermes killed Ippolito; Artemis pierced Gratione; while Zeus stunned all the Giants with lightning, and Heracles struck them with his arrows. So finally this fight also ended, and Zeus was able to reign undisturbed over the entire universe with the other Olympic gods.


It should be noted that all the areas designated as the scenes of the struggle are volcanic zones. The ancients imagined that earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and seaquakes were due to the Giants, whose movements or breathing were attempts to break free from the mountains or islands that oppressed them and caused these upheavals.


 


Analysis and Understanding


1)Who were the leaders of the Giants?


2)What were the names of the other Giants?


3)Where did the battle of the Giants against the gods take place?


4)Why did Zeus call his son Heracles to the fight? 


5)How was Alcyoneus defeated?


6)What did the giant Enceladus do?


7)Who emerged victorious at the end of this fight?


8)What does "Campi Flegrei" mean?


9) What is bradyseism?


10)What did the ancient Greeks believed produced the thermal phenomena?



Reworking and Production


1)Explain in your (own) words why the ancients imagined that most of the natural phenomenawas were due to the movements of the Giants.


2) Write a short dialogue imagining how Zeus convinces Hercules to fight by his side.


3)Build a table with the names of the Giants on the left and the deities who defeated them on the right.



Theogony of Hesiod 


Teogonia means "the origin of the gods." It is said that from Chaos (the Void) arose Gaea, the Earth, from which Tartarus (Hell or the underworld) immediately broke away. Then Eros, Love, appeared, the force which tends to ensure that the elements are joined together.


Gaea bore Uranus (the mountains and the clear sky) and Pontus (the sea); from Chaos Erebus (darkness, the first darkness) and the Night were born. From Notte (Night) Destiny, Death, Discord, Old Age and the terrible Moire, or Fates, arbiters of life and death, were born.


There were twelve Titans, six males and six females. The most famous of them are Oceanusus (the river that surrounds the globe and is the father of all the rivers), Tethys (moisture), Ceo (the sky), Cronos (time), Rea (movement and duration), Iapetus (the father of Prometheus, who will be discussed below) and Mnemosyne (memory).


There were three Cyclopes (the term means "round eyes"): Bronte, Sterope and Arge (Thunder, Lightning and Flash). Each had a single eye on his forehead.


Cotto (progenitor of the Cotti, the Thracian people), Briareus (Strong) and Gyges (born from the Earth) were the Centimani. They represented the overwhelming forces of nature, such as earthquakes and seaquakes.


Oceanusus and Tethys fathered the nymphs Oceanusine, Hyperion (the god of light) and Tea (the radiant), who in turn fathered Helios (the sun), Selene (the moon) and Eos (the dawn).


From Gaea and Ponto the sea gods were born: Nereus (calm sea), father of the Nereids (sea nymphs) and Thaumas (the majestic sea), father of Iris (the rainbow) and the Harpies (the storm winds), plus other minor deities.


 


Analysis and Understanding


1)Which god was born first from Chaos? What does his name mean?


2)What separated from Gaea?


3)Which deity, that is the force that joins the elements, appeared then?


4)Which gods were born from the Night?


5)Who were the Fates, and what were their names?


6)How many Titans were there? Write at least five of the most famous names.


7)What did the Centimani represent?


8) Who was Hyperion?


9)What is the name of the deity of the Moon?


10)And that of the rainbow?


 


 Reworking and writing


1)The myths about the genesis, that is, the birth of the world, are extremely confusing and vague. A number of beings, sometimes monstrous or immortal, crowd around the main deities, participating in this world still being formed. Can you tell if the scenarios in which these events take place are well defined or, on the contrary, undefined?


And if the time in which they take place is a delimited time or, on the contrary, broad and not well delimited?


 


2)Often, creation myths, as we have said, give great importance to "water". Why do you think this happens? Do a search on the "primordial soup".


 


Theogony in Ovid


 


Then there is a myth about the origin of the gods told by Ovid in his work "The Metamorphosis". It is called this because it talks about the changes in plants, animals or constellations endured by humans.


These occur for various reasons: either because men and women are saved by a god or goddess who take them away from danger, or as punishment from the gods for having behaved badly or too proudly against the gods themselves, or to make them immortal, as in the case of the constellations, and visible for eternity to everyone in heaven.


In this work, therefore, it is said that the god of all things (Ovid says that whoever it may be, some call him Nature), appeared in Chaos and separated the earth from the sky, the water from the land and the air of the area above from the lower zone.


He continued this process, separating the hot lands from the cold and temperate, forming plains and mountains, raising plants.


He created the stars and assigned to the four winds the directions in which they were to blow, then made the animals of the sea and of land, then the sun, the moon and the planets.


Finally he created man.


But Ovid also says that there is another myth about the creation of man, namely that of Prometheus, son of the Titan Iapetus, who modeled water and clay into human form.


This was then animated by divine elements wandering in space.


It’s interesting to note that the creation myth by means of clay and water recalls the Babylonian poem Enuma Elish, where it is said that the god Marduk created the human race by mixing the earth with the blood of Kingu, a defeated enemy. In some ancient texts it is the Archangel Michael who carries the earth and water required to create Adam, the first man, to Jehovah, the God of the Jewish people.


Even in Genesis (origin), the first book of the Bible, there is the description of the creation of man by God from the dust of the earth.


In the Bible there is a further act of God: blowing into the nostrils of the newly created man to instill the breath of life in him.


These references to similar situations help us understand how relationships between ancient peoples must have been rather close, and provoked mutual influences even in religious matters.



