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INTRODUCTION

Many years have passed since the Greeks and Romans worshiped the gods and goddesses of Mount Olympus—centuries, in fact. The ancient characters you may have heard of before, like mighty Zeus, monstrous Medusa, and seductive Aphrodite, originate from myths dating back to 900 B.C. So why study mythology today? In short, classical mythology has impacted history, literature, culture, and life across the Western world and beyond; truly, it has shaped the ancient world and the modern world, and continues to impact contemporary life today. For example, the language you speak has been impacted by classical mythology: Conceited people are narcissists; your enemy’s weakness is his Achilles heel; you may have experienced a dreamlike state of hypnosis; and you’ve used an atlas to gaze at the world. The months of the year trace their names to Roman mythology; the constellations have their origins in myth, too. Some of the world’s most famous writers and philosophers detailed the quarrels of the gods and the lives of men, including Homer, Sophocles, Virgil, and Ovid. This list may be impressive, but it merely scratches the surface of what classical mythology has to offer.

The ancient Greeks and Romans used myths to explain the wonders of the world, including the rise of humanity, the causes of natural phenomena, and the origin of the Earth and the universe. Myths not only shared stories of creation—they wove narratives of love, betrayal, war, lust, jealousy, loyalty, and tragedy across many centuries, told through tales of mighty gods, noble heroes, and terrifying monsters. And the myths aren’t limited to the tales of gods of men alone. You’ll discover some of the most creative beings ever recorded in history, including the aggressive Centaurs, half man and half horse; the irresistible Sirens, luring wayward sailors to their deaths; and the original monsters, like the Minotaur, the Sphinx, the Chimera, and the Cyclopes. You will also find the stories behind some of history’s most famous adventures and battles, including the Trojan War, Odysseus’s epic journey, and Oedipus’s tragic life story. Plus, you’ll meet the most popular gods and goddesses in Greek mythology (and their Roman counterparts), including war-loving Ares, wise Athena, jealous Hera, elusive Hades, furious Poseidon, and their heroic mortal counterparts, like Jason, Perseus, Heracles, and Theseus.

Mythology 101 will guide you through the most glorious (and completely terrifying) tales the ancient world had to offer. And don’t worry; we’ve highlighted the Greek and Roman myths with their own icons, [image: ] and [image: ], so you’ll know the exact origins of every account. In addition, you’ll find family trees for the Greek and Roman gods, so you can easily remember the “who’s who” of the ancient world. No matter what type of story you enjoy most—romance, adventure, mystery, horror—these ancient legends will have something for all your interests. Whether you’re new to the gods and want to learn more about their stories, supplementing a literature or history course, or brushing up on what you learned in high school, this fun and comprehensive guide to gods is the perfect introduction to Greek and Roman mythology.






DEFINING A MYTH

Adventures of Passion, Tragedy, War, and Heroism
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A myth, defined simply, is a fictitious story or half-truth, but it goes much deeper than that. Scholars of mythology have struggled to pinpoint an exact definition that encompasses all of the attributes contained within a myth. It’s funny how such a small word both defines and gives purpose to lofty ideas, such as the meaning of life. It’s no wonder an accurate definition has not been settled on!

In popular usage, the word myth usually refers to a fictitious story or a half-truth. For example, you might see a report in the media that uses myth for some commonly held belief that the reporter wants to prove is untrue. But myths go much deeper than false beliefs or made-up stories. Scholars of mythology have struggled to agree on an exact definition, one that encompasses everything myth can mean. Myths may deal with questions of origins—who you are and where you came from. They may teach values or attempt to explain natural phenomena. Myths are often intertwined with religion, and some look ahead to the end of time.

This book focuses on Greek and Roman mythology, but these are not the only myths. Other cultures—such as Japanese, Native American, Indian, Chinese, Norse, African, Celtic, Aboriginal, and Egyptian peoples—have their own myths. Although the stories may be wildly different, all myths share certain characteristics. Looking at these similarities offers a starting point for developing a working definition of myth.

CREATING MYTHS, EXPLAINING PHENOMENA

The myth has several characteristics that set it apart from other kinds of stories. One characteristic is how a myth is created. Unlike most works of fiction, myths are not the creation of a single author. A myth evolves as it’s told, over and over again. Scholars explain that the mythology of a culture is created through the oral renderings of its people. Someone tells a story, and then the audience tells it again, and their listeners tell it again—and on it goes. Because myths are told and retold, passed from one person to the next, there is often more than one version of the same story.

A myth is a religious story that involves a higher power or entity. The gods, goddesses, and other supernatural beings who appear in myths are worshiped or revered. Within the culture that created it, the myth is considered sacred and believed to be true.

A myth may attempt to explain the unknown, such as how the universe or Earth was created. It also attempts to answer the broad, fundamental questions all people ask themselves about the meaning and purpose of human existence.

Any individual myth is part of a larger mythology, a group of stories that belong to one culture. The myths that make up a mythology may be tied together by shared characters (such as the gods and goddesses involved), historical events (such as the Trojan War), or common themes (such as love and sex). A culture’s mythology contains socially accepted truths that provide a sense of identity, shared values, and purpose.

These characteristics comprise the essential elements of a myth. In addition, a few other elements—not necessarily essential to all myths—may appear. For example, many myths highlight activities that break the laws of nature: People change into inanimate objects, the dead rise and live again, and so forth. Also, myths often convey different planes of existence and the interaction between them—heaven and hell, for example, or the future and the past.

ANCIENT QUESTIONS

The ancients, just like us, hungered for knowledge. Most wanted explanations for what they considered to be phenomena they encountered in their daily lives. Others went beyond that and wanted reasons for the structure of the universe. Regardless of the importance or size of the question, a curiosity drove them to begin asking questions. And myths were formed to provide explanation for these otherwise unanswerable questions.

Myths not only take on the challenge of tackling these colossal questions, but also venture to answer the more everyday wonderings, including:


	The origin of certain constellations

	Why the sun disappears at night

	Why certain creatures behave the way they do (for instance, why the spider weaves a web)

	How the evils—sickness, death, grief—were released upon the world

	How fire came to man

	The changing of the seasons



The Greeks and Romans answered these questions through myths. This explanatory element of the myth is quite important to its structure. Just like any other religion, classical mythology sought to provide definitive answers to these ever-looming questions.

A STORY FOR EVERY READER

If you enjoy stories of war and bravery in battle, you’ll be glad to know that classical mythology is full of exciting battle scenes. The ancients were fierce warriors, and the myths describe their fights in great detail. The story of the Trojan War, for example, contains many graphic descriptions of fighting.

Horror fans will find a fascinating variety of monsters in classical mythology—including some you never dreamed might be lurking under your bed. From Typhon, who had a hundred serpentine heads, to the Minotaur, who ate children, the monsters of classical mythology will give you chills and might even keep you up at night.

Adventure, tragedy, battles, and monsters are just the beginning. You’ll also encounter tales of witchcraft and revenge, murder and mystery, crime and punishment, and passionate love and seduction. Love and sex play a major role in mythology, including stories of scandalous affairs—such as the one between Aphrodite and Ares—and stories of true love—such as the myth of Perseus and Andromeda.

With such a wide variety of tales to choose from, classical mythology is guaranteed to have something for everyone!


THE GREEK STORYTELLERS

A Blind Bard, an Epic Performer, and Other Ancient Authors
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Mythology doesn’t come from a single source. Myths develop as they’re told and retold, passed from one storyteller to another, from one generation to the next. This section surveys some of the most important mythmakers of ancient Greece. These poets, dramatists, and other storytellers were the best-selling authors of their time. Because their works were popular and valued, they were recorded and preserved.

HOMER: THE GREATEST POET OF THE ANCIENT WORLD

You will never study classical mythology without hearing the name of Homer. Homer is regarded as not only the greatest poet of the ancient world, but also one of the greatest—and certainly one of the most influential—artists of the literary world. But did Homer truly exist? This question has been debated among scholars, historians, and the common man alike for centuries. What is not argued, though, is the prominence of the Iliad and the Odyssey, literary tomes attributed to Homer.

Several theories assert that Homer wasn’t the single author of all the works attributed to him. Some scholars even doubt that he existed at all. One theory posits that several different people composed these poems, and the result was later attributed to Homer. Other theories suggest that Homer composed the first part of the Odyssey and that one or more other bards concluded the poem.

Ancient Entertainment



Homer’s epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey, each run approximately 12,000 lines. To perform either poem in its entirety would take several evenings. To the ancients, listening to an epic poem was an exciting way to spend an evening. These two poems tell of the Trojan War and its aftermath. The Greek victory over Troy was a defining moment for the Greeks and the catalyst for the foundation of Rome. These epics became an integral part of Greek culture. In fact, the Greeks were said to have introduced the study of these works into their schools around 400 B.C.



Why is there this skepticism? The works of Homer have been studied for centuries. Scholars who have compared the Iliad, the Odyssey, and other poems attributed to Homer have found significant differences. Others note that Homeric works blend different dialects, even though people typically speak only one dialect. Although the differences among Homeric works raise questions about who composed them, “Homer” still created the foundation for classical mythology—whether he was a single man or several different authors.

HESIOD: SHROUDED IN MYSTERY

Hesiod is another important Greek poet. Often called the father of Greek didactic poetry, Hesiod probably lived some time after Homer. Unlike Homer’s epic poetry, which typically narrates heroic deeds and important events, didactic poetry tells a story to teach a moral lesson.

Like Homer, Hesiod is mysterious, but scholars do know a bit more about his life. The best guess is that he lived sometime around 700 B.C. in the village of Ascra in central Greece. According to his poems, he tended sheep in his youth, becoming a farmer after his father died. Although he was poor, Hesiod wasn’t a typical peasant. Yet his works clearly show the perspective of a farmer who lived a difficult life.

While tending his flock one day, the young Hesiod was visited by the Muses, goddesses of literature and the arts. They appeared to him in a mist and gave him a poet’s staff and a poet’s voice. Then they told him to use these gifts to spread the word about the gods. Hesiod did as he was told, even competing in poetry contests. The results of this mystical visitation were the famous works Theogony and Works and Days, as well as several lesser-known poems.

As with Homer, scholars debate whether Hesiod was the sole author of his works. But there is general agreement that Hesiod was an actual person and that he authored most of Theogony and Works and Days. Only parts of these works are suspected of having been added later by other poets.

Theogony fulfilled the Muses’ command by telling the history of the gods. Beginning with creation, this poem provides a foundation on which to build the stories of the gods and goddesses. Theogony explains the origin of the universe, the gods, and the world. Works and Days, a poem of about 800 lines, is framed as a disagreement between Hesiod and his brother, Perses, over their late father’s estate. Works and Days is filled with fables and myths as the two brothers debate the issue.

AESCHYLUS: SOLDIER, PERFORMER, PLAYWRIGHT

The next important period for mythology was the fifth century B.C., when Greece experienced a flowering of the theater. During this period, three Greek playwrights rose to fame for their tragic plays. The first of these tragedians was Aeschylus, who wrote more than ninety plays and is sometimes called the father of tragedy.

Historians know several facts about Aeschylus. He was born into an aristocratic family near Athens around 525 B.C., served as a soldier in the Persian Wars, and became a celebrated tragedian. He participated numerous times in the Great Dionysia, part of a festival honoring Dionysus, the Greek god of wine.

Competition at the Great Dionysia



For this festival, three dramatists each created three tragedies and a satyr play (a short play featuring drunkenness, sexuality, and practical jokes), which were performed and judged at the celebration. His first competition is thought to have taken place around 499 B.C., with his first victory in 484B.C. From then on, Aeschylus won first prize in nearly every competition (although he was bested once by his protégé Sophocles).



Aeschylus is thought to have written ninety plays during his lifetime, approximately eighty of which are known from the bits and pieces that have survived. However, only seven of his plays, all tragedies, remain intact today: The Persians, Seven Against Thebes, The Suppliants, Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, The Eumenides (the latter three make up the famous trilogy the Oresteia), and Prometheus Bound.

A major theme of these tragedies is justice. Aeschylus believed that the gods and goddesses sometimes resented mortals’ attempts to attain greatness, which they saw as hubris (excessive pride). The deities often pursued justice by tricking a person into causing his own downfall through pride. The unjust were not always punished directly; sometimes, punishment fell upon a culprit’s descendants.

Aeschylus died around 455 B.C. in Gela, Sicily, at the age of sixty-nine. The cause of his death is unknown, although a rumor (thought to have been started by a comic writer) claimed that Aeschylus was killed when an eagle dropped a tortoise on his bald head. Regardless of how he died, Aeschylus was honored with a public funeral at which sacrifices and performances were carried out.

SOPHOCLES: THE MOST SUCCESSFUL TRAGEDIAN

Sophocles, a student of Aeschylus, is considered by many to be the most successful of the Greek tragedians. Like Aeschylus, Sophocles lived during a time of many wars, including the Persian Wars (546–479 B.C..) and the Peloponnesian War (431–404 B.C.). Sophocles’s work was influenced by this strife.

Born into a wealthy family in 496 B.C., Sophocles was sent to Athens to receive a good education. He studied military technique, science, mathematics, philosophy, government, law, astronomy, and the arts. It is widely believed that Sophocles studied under Aeschylus.

Sophocles was a talented and popular man who excelled in nearly everything he did. He was handsome and widely respected. He held many public offices and was a patron of the arts. Sophocles also took part in the Great Dionysia, winning his first victory in 468 B.C. at the age of twenty-nine. He went on to win this competition eighteen times (some sources say twenty-four times).

Oedipus



Thanks to Sophocles, the character of Oedipus is widely known. Sophocles began with the basic myth of Oedipus and expanded on it, creating three of his most famous tragedies: Oedipus the King, Oedipus at Colonus, and Antigone. The gods also appear throughout his works. Sophocles saw the gods as higher beings, and humans as subject to their decisions. If the gods felt a man should be punished, for example, he was indeed brought to justice.



During his long life, Sophocles wrote an estimated 123 plays. Today, only seven have survived intact: Oedipus the King, Oedipus at Colonus, Antigone, Ajax, The Trachiniae, Philoctetes, and Electra. Each of these plays is built on a foundation of mythology. War and conflict are frequent themes in his plays, and this conflict causes his characters much pain and suffering. The plays suggest that it is through this pain and suffering that people become more human.

Sophocles died around 409 B.C. at the age of ninety. As with Aeschylus, unlikely rumors circulated about the cause of his death. One rumor humorously claimed he died during an attempt to recite a long sentence from one of his plays without stopping to take a breath; another said he choked on some grapes. However he died, it is certain that Sophocles lived a long, full life and made a significant contribution to Greek literature and our understanding of mythology.

EURIPIDES: A CONTROVERSIAL PHILOSOPHER

The last of the great Greek tragedians was Euripides, known today for his philosophical plays and strong female characters. Euripides constantly questioned all that the Greeks held sacred. For this reason, he was controversial in his day; in fact, he was openly disliked and criticized during his lifetime.

Euripides was born around 480 B.C. on the island of Salamis. Little is known about his background, although he was obviously well educated, which suggests that his family was wealthy. It is likely that he studied the same broad range of subjects as Sophocles, but Euripides developed a strong passion for philosophy; he questioned cherished assumptions and was openly skeptical of the gods and goddesses.

Euripides started writing plays around the age of eighteen. He, too, competed in the Great Dionysia, beginning in 455 B.C. but he didn’t win until he was about forty years old. Euripides is thought to have written ninety-two plays, although only seventeen tragedies have survived. (Notice, however, that this is more than the surviving plays of Aeschylus and Sophocles combined.)

Many Mythological Plays



The plays of Euripides that you can read today are Andromache, Hecuba, Iphigenia at Aulis, Bacchae, Alcestis, Medea, The Children of Heracles, Hippolytus, The Suppliants, Electra, The Madness of Heracles, Ion, The Trojan Women, Iphigenia among the Taurians, The Phoenician Women, Helen, and Orestes. Like the other Greek tragedians, Euripides uses mythology as a foundation for his plays.



As a philosopher, Euripides appreciated realism, and his plays reflect this. His works introduce protagonists—main characters—who are common everyday people. Even the deities function on a common level; people often equal them in importance. Euripides also emphasized strong female characters, making them protagonists who received as much recognition as the traditional war hero. Euripides saw humans as complex, multifaceted beings. He thought it was essential that people recognized both sides of themselves—body and mind—instead of pretending that people are primarily rational or godlike.

One of the things that gained Euripides renown was his library, believed to be one of the first ever put together by a private individual. Although he lived in Athens for most of his life, he retired to Macedonia, where he died around 406 B.C. at the age of seventy-seven.


ROMAN MYTHMAKERS

Virgil and Ovid: Epic Poets of the Augustan Age

[image: ]

The Greeks weren’t the only ones to have great poets of mythology within their culture. During the Augustan Age of Rome, two poets stood out amongst the mythmakers, poets who are often compared to Homer and Hesiod—Virgil and Ovid. These two Roman poets are held in the highest esteem for bringing immortality to Roman mythology.

VIRGIL

Virgil, whose full name was Publius Vergilius Maro, was born on October 15, 70 B.C. in the village of Andes. His father, a wealthy farmer, sent his son to Cremona, Milan, and Rome for his education. Virgil studied both Greek and Roman literature, as well as law, rhetoric, and philosophy. Legend has it that Virgil’s father wanted him to become a lawyer. After arguing his first case, however, Virgil decided that the law wasn’t for him and turned his attention to philosophy and poetry.

Virgil was a popular poet who had influential friends, including his patron, the Roman emperor Augustus, and various important political and literary figures. Although Virgil lived for many years in Rome, he never abandoned his love of the countryside, a love that is evident in his poetry.

Virgil is best known for the Aeneid. This epic poem, which tells the story of the origins of Rome, follows the Trojan hero Aeneas after the fall of Troy, as he travels and then settles in a new land, where he founds a new race: the Romans. The poem introduces all of the great characters of ancient Roman mythology, mortal and immortal alike, including Dido, Romulus, Jupiter, and Venus, to name just a few. This timeless classic has inspired many authors over the centuries.

Virgil’s Other Essential Works



Although the Aeneid is Virgil’s most famous work, he also wrote other important poems. His earliest work is a collection of ten short pastoral poems entitled Eclogues, which show the lives and loves of shepherds in idealized rural settings. Another major work, Georgics, reflects Virgil’s love of the Italian countryside (and may have served as political propaganda). In this work, Virgil exhorts farmers to go back to the land and preserve the agricultural lifestyle.



Virgil was essentially Rome’s national poet. His works are central to the study of Roman history and culture. Thanks to the enduring popularity of Virgil’s poems, today’s scholars know a great deal about Roman mythology.

In 19 B.C., Virgil was traveling to Greece to visit some of the sites described in the Aeneid as he revised that poem. En route, he contracted a fever and died on September 21. The dying Virgil asked that his remains be taken to Naples and buried near his villa there. His bones were believed to offer protection to the city of Naples.

OVID

Rome’s other great poet, Ovid, is renowned for his fantastic storytelling abilities. Ovid was a hit with not only the ancients, but also with readers of today. It is said that Ovid is read more than any other ancient poet, even his predecessor Virgil. His works have influenced and inspired famous writers of both Roman and English literature. And most importantly, he provided us with several of the very best sources of classical mythology.

Ovid was born on March 20, 43 B.C.., as Publius Ovidius Naso. He was born in the small country town of Sulmona, which is about 90 miles east of Rome. He came from a fairly affluent and respectable family, and his father sent him and his older brother to Rome for their education.

From Knighthood to a Poet’s Society



Ovid became a member of the Roman knightly class and used this position to travel around before officially taking on any duties. However, once he did settle down and take up some of the duties necessary for his career in public life, he found he didn’t have the stomach for it. Instead he abandoned his post, settled in Rome, and took up with a society of poets. Obviously, he made the right decision, for once he began producing, he immediately became a great success.



Ovid wrote several works, though by far the most popular is the narrative poem Metamorphoses, which is often called “the major treasury of classical mythology.” Consisting of approximately 12,000 lines, this poem is a collection of Roman mythological stories. It covers everything from the creation theory to the death of Julius Caesar. Needless to say, this work is an amazing masterpiece, full of impressive Roman mythology.

Now, you’d think that a project that size would take one an entire lifetime to complete, but Ovid had time for several other compositions as well. The Amores, a series of poems describing a love affair, were his first published poems. Keeping with these passionate lines is Heroides, which is a series of imaginary love letters written by mythological characters to their lovers. And of course we can’t forget Fasti, which describes the various religious festivals upheld by the Romans on a month-to-month basis. Unfortunately, only the first six books—the first six months—have survived.

Ovid enjoyed immense popularity during his lifetime and his popularity is still going strong today. However, his life wasn’t entirely full of glory. In A.D. 8 he was exiled to Tomis on the Black Sea. The reasons behind his banishment are still a mystery, but rumor states that it involved an adulterous affair with the emperor’s granddaughter. He died in A.D. 17, still begging to be allowed to return to Rome.


CHAOS, PROMETHEUS, AND THE BIRTH OF MAN

Or, the Ancients’ Version of the Big Bang Theory
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Today, numerous theories exist about how the universe was created. The ancients also wondered how the universe was created, and their attempts at explaining this creation formed the basis of various myths. One idea was constant, however: The universe emerged from chaos.

IMPOSING ORDER UPON DISORDER

Before there was Earth or sky or seas, all of the elements of the universe were one, and this oneness was called Chaos. Chaos was a shapeless void of confusion, but it held the seeds of an organized universe. Contained within Chaos the elements—earth, sky, sea—were jumbled together; no one element had an identity. Earth didn’t have its shape, the sky didn’t have air, and the sea was not watery.

The elements fought constantly until an unknown force put an end to the disorder. This force is not explicitly identified in the myths. Regardless, the elements were separated—heaven from earth, sea from sky, heat from cold, and so on—and this separation imposed the order needed to create the universe.

Once separated, the elements still needed shape and definition. According to one popular myth, an unnamed force (some call it the Creator) first gave shape to Earth. The Creator designated water to its appropriate places; he then raised the mountains, smoothed out the plains, and shoveled out the valleys, distributing forests, rocky terrain, and fertile fields. Next came the sky: The Creator spread out the air like a blank canvas. He added clouds, thunder, lightning, and winds. The stars, however, he drew from the confines of darkness.

After setting up the sky and Earth, the Creator added the fish to the seas, the birds to the air, and beasts to land. Not all of the beasts were created at this time—humanity still did not exist.

THE UNIONS

Uranus, said to have been born to Gaia in her sleep, mates with his mother (yes, incest permeates classical mythology) to create the rest of Earth’s elements, such as the waters, forestry, and the beasts. Uranus and Gaia also produced other children, including the Titans and Titanesses, the Cyclopes, and the Hundred-Handed Ones.

Nyx mated with Erebus to produce Hemera (Day) and Aether (Air). Nyx also bore several other children. These are Thanatos (Death), Hypnos (Sleep), Moros (Doom), Nemesis (Retribution), Oizys (Pain), Momus (Sarcasm), Eris (Strife), the Keres (the female spirits of death), Geras (Old Age), Oneiroi (Dreams), and the Moirai (Fates). Obviously, she was quite busy. The unions did not end there, but this explanation helps to define the elements of the universe a little bit further.

FINALLY … THE CREATION OF MAN

So far, both myths discussed have set the stage for the creation of humanity. The ancient myths vary on exactly how people were created. One myth, popular with Greeks and Romans alike, states that man simply sprang up from the earth. Remember the seeds of the universe buried in Chaos? This myth contains a similar idea about humanity: The seeds of man were buried in the earth. These seeds produced men, who were considered the children of Gaia.

PROMETHEUS: SCULPTOR OF CLAY, CREATOR OF MAN?

When considering the ancient myths surrounding mankind’s creation, Prometheus is often given credit for this monumental task. Another theory is that Prometheus was the creator of man. Prometheus was a Titan and one of Gaia’s many grandchildren. Prometheus and his brother Epimetheus were given the task of not only creating man, but also of giving the other beasts of Earth protection. Epimetheus took it upon himself to present the beasts with gifts of preservation and Prometheus was to supervise his work. Therefore, Epimetheus is credited with giving the turtles their shells, the leopards their spots, and the bears their claws.

When it came time to create man, Prometheus performed this task himself, using earth and clay as his materials. He kneaded this with water and fashioned the form of man, which was molded in the likeness of the gods. But the first man was not what we know as the man of today. The mortal man went through several stages before reaching the final desired effect.

FIRE: A GIFT OF STRENGTH AND PROTECTION

Epimetheus did such a good job of distributing gifts that by the time he was finished with his task, all the gifts of protection were accounted for—except for man’s gift.

Prometheus decided that man also needed a gift of protection, one that went beyond all the others—and that gift was fire. But Zeus, ruler of the gods, was quite angry with mankind and refused to give them this fire. Prometheus was adamant though and resolved to steal fire from the heavens. Prometheus bestowed the gift of fire unto mankind.

A Risky Quest for Mankind



According to one account, Prometheus stole fire from the forge of Hephaestus, the smith of the gods. Another account states that he stole the fire from the wheels of Helios’s (the sun’s) chariot and concealed it in the stalk of a fennel plant. Regardless of how it happened, the quest was successful.



When Zeus looked down upon the Earth at night and saw it shining with firelight, his anger shook the heavens. He sent for his servants and ordered them to arrest Prometheus. The punishment of Prometheus was rather severe. Zeus ordered that Prometheus be bound by steel chains to a rock far from mankind. Zeus then sent an eagle to feed on his liver every day. The liver would regenerate every night. Vowing to never release Prometheus, Zeus left him to endure this torturous punishment.


THE ORDERED UNIVERSE: SUN, MOON, AND DAWN

A Handsome God, a Mysterious Goddess, and Their Tart of a Sister
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If you read about the creation of the universe, you may have noticed quite a few elements missing. For example, there is day, but no sun; there is night, but no moon. Dawn is the natural transition from night to day, but the ancient Greeks believed these deities appeared after the world’s original offspring. The sun, moon, and dawn came later, born of the Titans.

THE SUN

Helios, god of the sun, was considered a lesser god. Even so, the other deities held him in great esteem. Helios was a handsome god who was responsible for giving daylight to Earth by driving his chariot of fire, pulled by four flaming steeds, across the sky from east to west. Night would fall as Helios crossed the western horizon, and it lasted as long as it took him to return to the East. Later myths claim that Helios made his way back to the East in a huge golden cup that floated along the river Oceanus, which encircled the world.

THE MOON

Selene, the moon, was Helios’s sister. She also drove a chariot across the sky, though hers was made of silver and pulled by two horses. Selene was responsible for moonlight that shone through the night.

Not much else is known about Selene. The myths state that she was beautiful and famous for her love affairs. It was said that Pan, god of shepherds and flocks, tried to seduce her with either a beautiful fleece or a herd of white oxen—the myths vary. Selene also had an affair with Zeus, bearing him a daughter named Pandia.

Selene’s most famous love affair was with Endymion, who may have been a shepherd, a hunter, or even a king. All versions of this myth agree, however, that Endymion was extremely handsome. Selene looked down upon him as he slept and fell instantly in love.
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