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THE EVERYTHING® CLASSICAL MYTHOLOGY BOOK

Dear Reader,

Centuries have passed since the worship of the ancient gods and goddesses was part of daily life in Greece and Rome. Although no new temples have been built to honor them, no rituals and sacrifices performed to appease them, these deities live on through the stories told about them. Zeus with his roving eye, jealous Hera, war-loving Ares, wise Athena, passionate Aphrodite, Dionysus with his wild revels — all of these and more form the cast of characters of an exciting body of literature that continues to fascinate scholars and casual readers alike.

You may have picked up this book to supplement a history or literature course. Maybe you want to learn more about classical mythology on your own. Or maybe you're simply interested in reading stories that have been told and retold through the ages. Whatever your reasons, you've come to the right place. This book offers a wide-ranging introduction to the myths of ancient Greece and Rome. After you've gotten a taste of the adventures of the gods, goddesses, and heroes, be sure to read some myths in their original form. Classical mythology is so rich in action, adventure, romance, and magic that you'll be glad you did!
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials.

We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything
®!
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Answers to common questions
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Important snippets of information
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Urgent warnings
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The Top Ten Most Intriguing Myths


1. How clever Perseus slew the Gorgon Medusa to win the hand of Andromeda.


2. The madness of Heracles and the twelve feats he had to accomplish to make amends.


3. The abduction of Persephone by Hades, and her mother's quest to get her back.


4. How Theseus killed the murderous Minotaur and escaped the labyrinth.


5. Hephaestus's trap to catch his unfaithful wife.


6. Zeus's uprising against his own father and the ten-year war that followed.


7. How Medea helped Jason obtain the Golden Fleece, and the ghastly events that followed.


8. How the courage of the Sabine women helped populate Rome.


9. How a golden apple started the Trojan War.


10. Scylla, Charybdis, the Sirens, and other terrors Odysseus had to overcome to reach home.








Introduction

WHY LEARN ABOUT CLASSICAL mythology? You've picked up this book, so perhaps you have your own answer to that question. Or perhaps you're curious why anyone alive today would care about stories created 2,000 years ago.

Classical mythology comprises a group of stories circulated in Greek and Roman cultures in ancient times, starting somewhere around 900 to 800 B.C. and flourishing until Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century A.D. As you'll read in Chapter 1, the myths served several purposes: to reveal the origins and order of the universe, to explain natural phenomena, to explore human behavior, to praise the deeds of illustrious heroes, and to form the basis of ancient religion and ritual. Even after Christianity replaced Greek and Roman paganism as a religion, the myths themselves lived on, as Chapter 22 will show.

In many ways, classical mythology has shaped — and continues to shape — contemporary life. It's present in the language you speak. For example, the names of planets and constellations, the months of the year, and many plants and animals derive from classical mythology. If you call a conceited person a “narcissist,” a long journey an “odyssey,” or a weakness an “Achilles' heel,” you're referring to classical mythology. Psychologists such as Sigmund Freud have studied myths to gain insight into human behavior. Western literature, art, and music of all ages have been influenced by classical mythology. In fact, when you become familiar with the myths of the ancient Greeks and Romans, you start to see them all around you: from television shows to comic books, from novels to cartoons, from pop songs to video games.

Classical mythology also fascinates those who are interested in history, allowing a peek into the everyday lives of the people who lived in Greek and Roman societies thousands of years ago. By reading myths, you can learn about the cultures, beliefs, and religious rituals of the people who created, heard, and retold those myths. Woven into the stories are clues about how they lived and what was important to them.

This book begins with a look at what myths are and what purposes they serve within a culture. After an overview of the best-known poets, play-wrights, and authors of classical mythology, the discussion turns to the myths themselves. You'll read mythological accounts of how the universe was created and ordered, as well as struggles for control among the early gods. Next, several chapters introduce the twelve great Olympians who dwelled on Mount Olympus and had control over the universe's various domains. In these chapters, you'll read about Zeus, the king of the gods; his jealous wife, Hera; Hades, who ruled the Underworld, home of the dead; Poseidon, who ruled the oceans; Aphrodite, the goddess of love; Ares, the god of war; and many others. Aside from these powerful gods, the ancients saw gods and goddesses throughout the landscape — in woods, fountains, and rivers, for example. You'll get to know the most important of these lesser deities. You'll also meet the monsters that threatened the people's well-being and the heroes who challenged them, including those who fought in the Trojan War. Although the Romans borrowed much of their mythology from the Greeks (simply changing the names of the players), a chapter details specifically Roman myths about the founding of Rome. Finally, you'll see how classical mythology continued to influence Western culture after its own decline.

Above all, the myths are stories, full of daring exploits and passion, danger and intrigue. Whatever kind of stories you like — romance, adventure, military, horror, fantasy — classical mythology is sure to have something that appeals to you. After all, the myths have thrilled, entertained, and inspired people for centuries.





CHAPTER 1


What Are Myths For?

Classical mythology is brimming over with stories of passion, tragedy, war, and heroism. To get the most out of these adventures, you need to start with an understanding of what myths are and why they exist. Even if you're reading the exploits of gods, heroes, and rulers for pure entertainment, at some point you're likely to wonder how and why these stories were created. This chapter answers those questions, giving you a greater understanding of what mythology is.


What Is a Myth?

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. No wonder scholars have trouble settling on a single definition.

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 — 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.

What Makes a Myth?

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.
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Like many modern religions, classical mythology explores the relationship between humanity and a higher power. Myths often tell stories about direct interaction between people and the gods and goddesses. In classical mythology, those gods and goddesses often act based on emotion, not reason, which makes for some highly dramatic situations.



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.

Legends and Folktales

You may hear the words myth, legend, and folktale used interchangeably. Although each of these words refers to a type of story and all three share similarities, each has its own purpose. As you've just read, a myth evolves in its telling; addresses questions of origins, natural phenomena, or values; has a religious element; and expresses a sense of purpose and identity for its culture. Legends also evolve in the telling, as they are handed down from one generation to the next. Although a legend is presented as true (relating to a specific person, place, or historical event), there is little or no hard evidence to back it up. Examples of legends include stories about historical figures such as King Arthur or George Washington, many ghost stories, and contemporary “urban legends” — widely circulated stories that are purportedly true and often contain an element of horror. A legend may not have all of the elements of a myth, however. For example, although the legends of Robin Hood are full of adventure, they have no religious significance and don't attempt to answer any “big picture” questions. A myth can be a legend, but a legend is not necessarily a myth.
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What is a fable?


Fables are short fictitious stories that often encompass a supernatural element. A fable is intended to teach a practical lesson — the so-called moral of the story. Fables often use animals to make their point, as in the fable of the tortoise and the hare or the three little pigs.



A folktale, as its name suggests, is a story circulated among the common folk. Folktales are simple timeless stories that convey the customs, traditions, and beliefs of ordinary people. Like myths and legends, folktales are told orally and may change in the telling. Folktales, however, usually do not attempt to explain natural phenomena, and they tend to be pure fiction; that is, they are not founded on a particular person, place, or event. In fact, folk-tales are often set in a distant time and place, beginning with a phrase such as “Once upon a time in a faraway land. …” The fairy tale, including stories such as “Cinderella” and “Hansel and Gretel,” is a kind of folktale. Like legends, folktales do not have all of the essential elements of myths, so a myth can be a folktale, but a folktale is not necessarily a myth.


The Sacred Myth

For the ancient Greeks and Romans, myths served several purposes, one of the foremost being religion. As you know, an essential element of myth is religious significance. In classical cultures, the myth explained religious beliefs and justified religious rituals. In fact, the sacred element of mythology heavily influenced the behavior of the ancient Greeks and Romans.

Protect Yourself — Pray!

The Greeks and Romans were religious people who believed that the gods and goddesses, and even the lesser deities, held vast powers over people and the world. The myths defined which god or goddess to turn to in times of need. For example, for a safe sea voyage, they would pray to the Greek god Poseidon or the Roman god Neptune; for a successful hunt, they would pray to the Greek goddess Artemis or the Roman goddess Diana; soldiers who wanted victory in battle would pray to the Greek god Ares or the Roman god Mars.

With so many deities, the ancients had to take care to keep them all straight. If a prayer intended for the god of justice went to the god of wine instead, for example, the outcome could be disastrous — or so people believed.




[image: illustration]



Appeasing the gods and goddesses wasn't always as easy as a simple prayer. Greek and Roman deities often expected more than mere words from mankind. In ancient times, people who wanted results would often make a sacrifice or perform a specific religious rite along with their prayers.



The majority of today's religions usually understand God as steadfast and just. Greek and Roman deities weren't like that. They could be down-right moody, and they didn't always have the best interests of humankind in mind. The ancients accepted the gods' inconsistent behavior and temperament and altered their own behavior to try to please the gods. After all, the deities wielded the powers of creation and destruction; it was best to be on their good side as much as possible.

Read Your Rites

The ancients developed religious rituals that went beyond prayer. The myths gave these rites meaning; sometimes, they even spawned new practices. One important ritual explored in several myths is sacrifice.

Prometheus, a Titan who was friendly to humans, devised the ritual of sacrifice. He was asked to settle a dispute between the gods and humanity concerning which portion of the sacrifice should be given to the gods and which kept for the people. Prometheus divided a sacrificial bull into two packets. The first packet contained the animal's flesh, wrapped in its skin and stomach lining; the second had the animal's bones, wrapped in its fat. Prometheus then offered the packets to Zeus (ruler of the gods) and told him to choose which portion he wanted. Zeus chose the fat-wrapped packet because it looked richer and more appetizing. Of course, upon discovering the packet contained inedible bones, Zeus grew furious, but his decision had been made. Thanks to Prometheus's cleverness, the ritual of sacrifice would require people to burn the bones of an animal, letting them keep the flesh for themselves.
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The Olympic Games were founded in ancient Greece. Unlike today, however, the original games were part of a huge religious festival held in honor of Zeus. Athletes offered prayer and sacrifices to the gods and goddesses. An important part of the ritual was a special sacrifice to Zeus of 100 oxen.



Of course, myths describe other rituals besides sacrifice. Some of these rituals were even created because of myths. Furthermore, certain rituals honored only one deity. For example, rites associated with the worship of Dionysus, the Greek god of wine, were unlike those of any other god. These Dionysian rituals were kept secret, so not much is recorded about them. However, allusions suggest that they involved much drinking, dancing, and wild behavior. (Chapter 16 tells you more.)

Religious rituals were also important to social order. Because myths explained and justified these rituals and actions, the ancients relied heavily on myths to guide them along the correct path; they needed myths to tell them how to appease the gods and to maintain an orderly society.


Answering the Unknown

An important function of the myth is to explain the unknown. It is human nature to pose questions rather than to accept things blindly. People always want to know “why.” Today, many mysteries of the universe have been explained through science. The ancients, however, did not have today's scientific knowledge or sophisticated technology. Instead, they relied on myths to give them the answers they sought.

The Questions

The ancients hungered for knowledge. They wanted explanations for the phenomena they encountered in their daily lives, such as where thunder and lightning came from or why the sun appears to cross the sky. They also wondered about the structure of the universe. Curiosity drove people to ask questions, and myths evolved to explain these otherwise unanswerable questions. For example, the creation myth (discussed in Chapter 3) answers huge questions such as “How were the universe and Earth created?” and “Where did people come from?” Another explanatory myth deals with the Underworld, answering the question, “What happens after we die?”
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In ancient times, if you were a mighty hero or favored by the gods, you might end up in the Elysian Fields after death. This forever-happy land was certainly a good place to spend eternity.



Myths also answered smaller everyday questions. For example, where does the hyacinth come from? According to a Greek myth, Apollo, god of archery, fell in love with a youth named Hyacinthus, who was accidentally killed when he and Apollo were throwing a discus. Apollo was so heart-broken that he transformed the youth's blood, as it fell to the ground, into a new flower. That flower, the hyacinth, returns every spring to honor his memory.

Here are some other subjects explored in ancient myths:


	
Where certain constellations come from



	
Why the sun disappears at night



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



	
How bad things such as sickness, death, and grief came into the world



	
How fire came to humanity



	
Why the seasons change





The Answers

A myth's explanatory element is important to its structure. Like any other religion, classical mythology sought to provide definitive answers to seemingly unanswerable questions. Because the ancients were not constrained by scientific and technical knowledge, they were free to develop stirring, sometimes outrageous tales to explain these phenomena. If you think about it, this freedom was beneficial in many ways. Myths were entertaining, so people wanted to hear them and remembered them after they'd been told. The oral tradition of the ancients thrived in part because of the people's interest in these stories. People listened to myths, retold them, and eventually wrote them down — and that's why they are still in existence today.


Establishing Order

Another important function of myths is to maintain natural and social order. Although the creation myth begins with Chaos, the story works to provide a specific order to the universe. After order is created within the cosmos, order is then brought to the lesser beings — people and their societies. Establishing order is an orderly process in itself.

Natural Order

Most myths affirm that Zeus, ruler of the gods, was responsible for creating order in the natural world. By the time he came to power, however, some sense of order already existed. Earth, heaven, seas, sky, and space were already set in their respective places. So Zeus shouldn't get all the credit.
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You will often see the ruler of the gods and men referred to as Zeus, the name used by the ancient Greeks. However, the Romans called the same god Jupiter. For a comparison of Greek and Roman names for the gods, read Chapter 21.



The affairs of the universe were within the domain of Zeus, who presided over the natural world. The ancients believed that Zeus placed the stars and planets in their individual places, but he didn't stop there. Also referred to as the weather god, Zeus gave rain, snow, thunder, and lightning to Earth.

Although Zeus held highest command, other gods also maintained order in the natural world. The universe was divided among the gods (the goddesses were left out of this part), each having jurisdiction over a particular domain. Zeus ruled the heavens, Poseidon the seas, and Hades the Underworld.

Other deities helped ensure the ultimate order of things. For example, Zeus had children who helped to establish the natural order. The three Horae were the goddesses of nature: Eunomia (Discipline), Dike (Justice), and Eirene (Peace). Zeus also fathered the three Moirai — Atropos, Clotho, and Lachesis — who represented destiny. These three sisters, sometimes called the Fates, determined the length of an individual's life by spinning a thread, then measuring it, and then finally cutting it.

These deities were aided by various lesser deities. River gods, nymphs, satyrs, sirens, and the various gods and goddesses of light, darkness, and dawn — whom you'll read about in Chapter 17 — all played a role in maintaining the natural world.

Social Order

After bringing order to the universe and organizing the natural world, the gods had to make sure that lesser beings, such as humans, understood and kept their place. Myths worked to maintain order in society by showing what behavior was acceptable — and what was not.

Again, the burden of creating order fell upon Zeus. To reign over immortals and mortals was a huge responsibility, and Zeus took this responsibility seriously. He came to be known as a god of justice, creating laws that were fair and sensible and maintained order. Zeus often used diplomacy to settle disputes through compromise, and he watched closely to ensure that his laws were not broken, especially those governing oaths and hospitality. Because Zeus never really warmed to humankind, however, it was easy to lose his favor. Therefore, it was best to abide by his laws; no one wanted to experience the wrath of Zeus.

Zeus set the laws and often meted out harsh punishments against those who broke them, but he wasn't the only deity concerned with maintaining order. All of the gods and goddesses placed demands upon humankind, most of which concerned sacrificial rites and due respect. Crimes never went unpunished. The thought of escaping a deity's anger was almost laughable. The ancients had many rules to follow, but they did so willingly because they wanted to avoid the wrath of the gods.
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In the ancient world, if you were going to swear by the gods, it was best to know what you were doing. Oaths were often sworn to Helios, the sun god, because he could see everything that happened on Earth. Very serious oaths were sworn to Styx. Breaking an oath to this river goddess carried dire consequences, even for the gods themselves. A god who broke an oath sworn to Styx would endure a death-like state for a year, followed by nine years of isolation from the gods' councils and feasts.




Emotion Overload

Everyone, even the most stoic person, feels emotion; it's an important part of what makes a human human. So it's not surprising that the myths, which evolved to help the ancients understand themselves and their place in the world, covered the wide range of human emotions.

In the ancient world, the gods and goddesses were superior beings who wielded powers beyond human ability (and sometimes comprehension). But even the gods, in all their glory, could not escape emotion. Classical deities reached extreme levels of emotion far beyond the range of ordinary human feelings. If you've ever been in the grip of overwhelming feelings, you'll relate to myths in which mortals and immortals alike allow an emotion to take control. As in real life, this situation sometimes ends in disaster; at other times, it works out for the best.

Myths' endings are often unpredictable, so if you are expecting to learn a lesson about the destructive power of jealousy or the brighter side of sadness, think again. Although myths involve emotion as part of human (and divine) nature, rarely do they offer lessons or teach morals. Lessons aren't spelled out as they are in fables. Instead, myths provide insights into human nature and human experience.
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To understand the gods and goddesses, pay attention to their moods. When emotional instability combines with the power of the heavens, the outcome can be catastrophic. You will see how emotions affect the deities as you read further into the ancient myths.




The Ideal

Because myths are created collectively, as they are told and retold by countless people, they evolve and change, depending on who's telling the tale and who's listening to it. Therefore, a myth reflects not only the views and ideas of a culture, but also of individuals.

Myths paint a portrait of ideal human behavior, illustrating what the people of a particular culture valued in action, thought, and deed. Myths may also explain social hierarchy, why some people have higher status than others.

Man's Shining Moment

In myths, ideal human attributes shine most brightly through the character of a hero. The hero plays an important role in classical mythology. Among all the grandiose stories of gods, goddesses, and other deities, a few humans earn praise and admiration for their feats. These human heroes became models for good and admirable behavior. (Chapter 19 presents some of the heroes of classical mythology.)

How did these men emerge from the shadows of the gods to become heroes? Why were they singled out as exemplary? What actions did their peers admire?

Good Behavior Rewarded

The ancients admired many characteristics that people today also find admirable. For example, when you think of a hero, you probably imagine adventure. In ancient times, adventure stories were highly popular. A classical hero, however, had to display certain traits to be considered heroic. A hero had to be not just brave but fearless. A hero had to be supremely confident and full of ambition that drove him to meet all challenges. Classical heroes were so confident that they might seem like egomaniacs to modern readers.
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Modern readers enjoy rags-to-riches stories, in which a character triumphs over class-related or economic adversity. Classical heroes, however, were usually of high birth. They had royal or even divine blood.



Beyond confidence, the hero must show loyalty to something that keeps him grounded, such as a deity or a friend. Even when faced with the most tempting of treacheries, the hero must remain loyal to his allies or his creed. This loyalty might be to the hero's family. Classical mythology is full of adultery, and cheating on one's spouse was often seen as something beyond the hero's control. However, those few heroes who remained faithful were greatly admired.

Heroes also show mastery of a particular skill, sometimes several. It doesn't matter whether that skill was in archery, war strategy, or the art of seduction. What's important is that the hero exhibits unusual skill in some endeavor.

Classical myths also highlighted admirable qualities in women; however, women were less celebrated than their male counterparts. The most important virtue for a woman was loyalty to her family. For example, Penelope remained faithful to her husband, Odysseus, throughout his long absence, tricking the suitors who tried to convince her he was dead. Other common characteristics of a good woman were cleverness, wisdom, and hospitality.

For men and women both, these traits were held in the highest esteem. Understanding what's heroic about a hero's behavior offers insight into the cultural and social values of ancient times.

The Right to Rule

Because heroes were of royal or divine blood, myths also justified rulers' claims to power. Roman mythology, in particular, traces the succession of several kings and emperors back to the gods. This divine lineage validated the rulers' claims to power. What people wouldn't want a ruler with divine blood running through his veins? And who would dare to challenge a ruler who had family ties to a deity?


Storytelling

Everyone loves a good story, and the ancients were no different. Today, people find stories in books, television, and movies. In antiquity, people listened to the adventures of gods and heroes, told by professional storytellers, or they attended plays. Any discussion of the functions of a myth must include a look at its entertainment value. After all, if myths hadn't been entertaining, they might never have been recorded for you to enjoy today.
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The ancient myths were often related to an audience by bards; that is, storytellers who were well versed in heroic tales. Bards told their stories through song and poetry. Because the bards were under pressure to please the audience, they sometimes altered their stories to highlight their own skills or to provide whatever the audience wanted to hear. This is another reason the same story may vary from one version to another.



Then and Now

In the time they were created, myths offered guidance to living a good life, answers to important questions, and religious information. They also provided entertainment. If the myths hadn't been lively and exciting, they probably wouldn't have been recorded and passed down through the centuries.

Today, mythology is a source of both entertainment and academic study. Modern people do not accept the myths as literal truth or use them for religious purposes. Instead, scholars and others read myths to learn about ancient cultures and human nature — and to enjoy a good story.

Better Than Any Soap Opera

Remember that these myths are, above all else, stories — and what stories they are! Much like Shakespearean plays, mythology presents all the facets of human experience: love, war, passion, jealousy, fear, betrayal, and so much more. There are several types of classical myths.

Adventure stories told of heroic deeds, mortals clashing with gods, rescues, and long journeys and quests. Examples of adventure stories include myths about Heracles (the Greek version of Hercules), Odysseus, and Perseus.

A tragedy is an important type of myth, in which the main character encounters some catastrophe, usually brought about because of an internal flaw such as stubbornness or excessive pride. Even though this kind of story is sad, its audience still received pleasure from it. The Greek philosopher Aristotle believed that audiences enjoy tragedy because it causes them to feel pity and fear for the characters; by feeling these emotions through a story, they experience catharsis, a release of emotional tension. Examples of tragedy include the stories of Oedipus, Antigone, and Niobe, all discussed later in this book.




[image: illustration]



The word tragedy derives from tragoidia (meaning “goat song”) a contraction of two Greek words tragos “goat” and aeidein “to sing.” One explanation for the origin of this word is that tragic plays were performed in competitions, and the winner received a goat as a prize.



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!





CHAPTER 2


Classical Myth-Makers

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 chapter surveys some of the most important myth-makers of the ancient world. These poets, dramatists, and other storytellers were the bestselling authors of their time. Because their works were popular and valued, they were recorded and preserved — and you can read them today.


Homer: The Blind Bard

The name Homer looms large in classical mythology. Homer is regarded as the greatest poet of the ancient world. More than that, he's considered one of the greatest and most influential artists in the history of Western literature. But did Homer actually exist? In other words, was he a living, breathing person, or was he a character created by other poets? Scholars and historians have debated this question for centuries. Everyone agrees, however, that the Iliad and the Odyssey, epic poems attributed to Homer, are important and fascinating literary works.

Homer the Man

For the moment, assume that Homer did exist and that he was the author of these two great epic poems. Many people, including the ancient Greeks and Romans, believed in his existence. Although no one knows for sure where or when he was born, some historians believe he may have been born around 750 B.C. Homer was a bard, a professional storyteller. The Greeks believed that he was blind, presumably because one of his poems mentions a blind bard.
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Seven cities claim to be the birthplace of Homer: Argos, Athens, Chios, Colophon, Rhodes, Salamis, and Smyrna. Historians, however, have not settled on his birthplace.



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 and entertaining way to spend an evening. These two poems tell of the Trojan War (discussed in Chapter 20) and its aftermath. The Greek victory over Troy was a defining moment for the Greeks and the catalyst for the foundation of Rome. Because the poems center on this pivotal historic event, and because Homer was such a gifted storyteller, 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.


Homer the Myth

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. Others hold that the man known as Homer never existed and that his name referred to poets in general, a catch-all term for all authors who composed heroic verse. Another theory is that Homer was the name of the scribe who first wrote down these works. By signing his name to the written texts, he got credit for creating them. In the early twentieth century, one scholar shocked his contemporaries by theorizing that the Odyssey had been written by a woman.

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. For example, some scholars believe that the subjects and themes of Homer's works are too broad to be the products of a single mind. Others note that Homeric works blend different dialects, even though people typically speak only one dialect. There are strong stylistic similarities between the poems, which may be due to the oral tradition from which they arose.

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: Morals Can Be Fun

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.

Hesiod's Life

Like Homer, Hesiod is shrouded in mystery, but scholars do know a bit more about his life. Most of this information comes directly from his works. 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.
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Who were the Muses?


The Muses were the nine daughters of Zeus (ruler of the gods) and Mnemosyne (Memory). As the goddesses of the arts, the Muses provide inspiration and enlightenment to artists. Here are their names and the endeavors over which each presides: Calliope (epic poetry), Clio (history), Erato (lyric poetry), Euterpe (music), Melpomene (tragedy), Polyhymnia (choral poetry), Terpsichore (dance), Thalia (comedy), and Urania (astronomy).



Details of Hesiod's death are sketchy. According to legend, Hesiod was murdered by the sons of a family he stayed with during his travels and was buried at Locris. Another legend says that his bones were taken to Orchomenus, where a statue in his honor was built in the marketplace.

The Works

Like Homer, Hesiod was the author of two famous poems that are still studied and enjoyed today. 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




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 universe, the gods, and the world.



Works and Days




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.

The poem posits that it's the destiny of all men to work, but those who accept their lot and work hard will succeed. Through its stories, the poem prizes honest labor over laziness, injustice, dishonesty, and usury. In fact, Hesiod states that labor is the source of all good things, and that gods and people alike hate idleness.


Works and Days gives Hesiod's version of human history in its Five Ages of Man. The Golden Age, most distant in time, was when people lived among the gods. During the Silver Age, childhood lasted for 100 years, but adulthood was short and full of conflict. The Bronze Age was a difficult era of war. Life got better in the Heroic Age, when heroes walked the earth, but this time passed away and the heroes departed for the Elysian Fields. Hesiod called his own era the Iron Age and saw it as a time of misery and hard work.
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Over the next few hundred years, a number of other poets continued to work with mythological subjects. (The last section of this chapter lists several of them.) These poets, however, did not have the major impact of Hesiod or Homer.




Aeschylus: Tragic Justice

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.

Life

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. 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 484 B.C. From then on, Aeschylus won first prize in nearly every competition (although he was bested once by his protégé Sophocles).

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.

Works

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. Zeus, the god of justice, is a central figure in Aeschylus's work.

As was common in his culture, Aeschylus saw revenge as a legitimate form of justice. For example, the three plays of the Oresteia show a cause-and-effect chain of violence and revenge, broken only when the goddess Athena intervenes and replaces the old-fashioned blood feud with a new system of trial by jury.

Throughout these plays, gods and goddesses intervene in human affairs. The works of Aeschylus are one of the richest sources of classical mythology that has survived.


Sophocles: The Greatest 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' work was influenced by this strife.

Life

Sophocles came into the world in 496 B.C., in a village outside of Athens. Born into a wealthy family (his father manufactured armor), 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).

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 died of happiness after winning the Athens Dionysia competition one last time. A third rumor had him choking 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.
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Seven plays by Sophocles survive. They exist today because someone had the foresight to group these plays together and publish them as a set, along with seven plays by Aeschylus and ten by Euripides. Sophocles' other plays weren't published in this way and were eventually lost.



Works

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.

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. If the gods felt a man should be rewarded for his pain and suffering, he was aptly rewarded. The gods also took sides in human conflicts.


Euripides: The Dramatist as 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.

Life

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. As a philosopher, Euripides 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. He is said to have competed twenty-two times, winning only five competitions (one of those after his death). He attributed his losses to the judges' bias against him.

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.

Works

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.) 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 explored his characters' inner lives and motives in a way no other dramatist had done before.

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. For example, in Bacchae, the character Pentheus, king of Thebes, suppresses the wild rites of the god Dionysus in the name of law and order. In retaliation, Dionysus punishes Pentheus, and his worshipers tear the king to pieces. Pentheus tries to support rationalism and order; as a result, he is torn apart.
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Even though the main characters in Euripides' plays are common people, his view of these people in general was rather pessimistic. He felt that people blindly accepted the answers religion offered without seeking answers for themselves through philosophy and science.




Virgil: Rome's National Poet

The Greeks weren't the only ones whose culture produced great poets inspired by mythology. During Rome's Augustan Age, two poets, Virgil and Ovid, emerged who are often compared to Homer and Hesiod. Virgil is best known for his epic poem the Aeneid, which tells of how the hero Aeneas left Troy to found Rome.

Life

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.

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.

Works

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.
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The Aeneid is a must-read for anyone even remotely interested in classical mythology. It's a good story, too. In one version or another, the Aeneid has remained in print for the past 500 years.



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.



OEBPS/images/alter.jpg





OEBPS/images/essential.jpg
&

ESSENTIAL





OEBPS/images/question.jpg
k2

QUESTION





OEBPS/images/fact.jpg
FACT





OEBPS/images/sign.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
CLASSICAL
MYTHOLQGY

" BOOKR §

2ND EDITION

From the heights of
Mount Olympus to the
depths of the Underworld—
all you need to know about

the classical myths

Nancy Conner, PhD





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Aadamsr edie

Avon, Massachusetts





