
Introduction

"Man: a being in search of meaning."

-Plato; a philosopher c428-348BCE

If you look back on the events of your day today, I am prepared to guess that you referenced Greek mythology at least twice, if not three times. Perhaps you are laughing, but think back: did you look at your horoscope under your sign of the Zodiac? Did you work like a Spartan to catch up on some work? Was your PC at work attacked by a Trojan virus? Did you order something via Amazon.com? Did you buy some household shopping at lunch time and pick up a bottle of Ajax? Perhaps you found a second-hand copy of "The Tanglewood Tales" by Nigel Hawthorne for your niece's birthday while you were out booking tickets to go to "Orpheus in the Underworld" on Saturday. Afterwards you might have wondered what it would be like to be "as rich as Croesus"! Television news channels today are discussing whether China and the United States are going to fall into the Thucydides' Trap - Thucydides being a famous Greek military leader who wrote about "the likelihood of conflict between a rising power and a currently dominant one."


All the many ancient civilizations that have come before us have left traces of the mythologies that guided them - but none more so than the Greeks. In common with other mythologies, early Greek mythology was handed down through the oral tradition of travelling bards from Minoa, Mycenae and Mesopotamia, re-telling tales that go back as far as 2700 BCE, like the epic of Gilgamesh, the semi-mythic King of Uruk. The Greeks also have one of the most complicated mythological systems, rife with some anomalies as well. While it's not perhaps the oldest, running from approximately 2000 BCE till the end of the Hellenistic era around c146 BCE, it is well-documented nevertheless. We know a great deal about it mostly through ancient pottery of all things; the ancient Egyptians may have inscribed their beliefs on the interior walls of their incredible burial sites. But the customs of the Greeks survived best on bits of decorated pottery in the form of vases, urns and pots that have defied the ravages of eons. Pottery survived, sometimes even intact, better than built structures and paintings, and these objects were decorated with abstract designs as well as realistic depictions of everyday life. The best-known style was the silhouetted, black figures in action, for example a vase by the potter Exekias depicting Achilles killing the Amazon Penthesilia dated 540 BCE.


What was different about Greek mythology though was the emphasis on the written record. This was a result of an unusual leaning towards the dramatic arts of rhetoric, poetics and theatrical performances as well as gifted historians like Herodotus (484-425 BCE) and Thucydides (460-395 BCE). Our ancestors have always endeavoured to keep records of events, for example the so-called Doomsday Book, but the Greeks were the first important civilization to translate these lists of happenings into written history with a narrative attached - often dramatized - which allows us to witness our past today. The fact that so much Greek custom and culture was subsumed in the wave of Roman influence as the Roman Empire advanced across the ancient world has had the odd effect of highlighting many aspects of Grecian life instead of obliterating it. One just has to remember the Roman aristocrat Publius Ovidius Naso (43 BCE-17 CE) to appreciate this. He is better remembered as Ovid, the poet who based his work on Greek and Roman mythology. His Metamorphosis would become one of Shakespeare's most fruitful story sources. This brief guide will cover the rise of Greece and biographies of selected gods from its colourful pantheon. I will touch on the ways Greek mythology is different from other popular mythologies and recount some key aspects of their beliefs. The adventures, triumphs and sorrows of their heroes and heroines are told in dramatic plays that still grip modern audiences today. This is as a result of one of the most interesting gods of all times; Dionysus, twice-born son of the great Zeus.




Ulysses


Myth is the nothing that is all
The very sun that breaks through the skies
Is a bright and speechless myth-
God’s dead body,
Naked and alive.
This hero who cast anchor here,
Because he never was, slowly came to exist.
Without ever being, he sufficed us.
Having never come here,
He came to be our founder.
Thus the legend, little by little,
Seeps into reality
And constantly enriches it.
Life down below, half
Of nothing, perishes.


—Fernando Pessoa 1888-1935


Chapter One



What Is A Myth?



	And why do we have them anyway? There are many definitions according to
	scholars: "Myth is a traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to
	something of collective importance," according to Walter Burkert. "A myth
	is a socially traditional story," according to Stephen Kershaw. Notice that
	neither scholar mentions "truth." Even so, it is a mistake to equate a myth
	with a "lie" or an untruth. Remember that we look back on ancient times and
	think about myths as stories or beliefs, but in the time of our ancestors
	the "myth" was their reality. So why were they constructed? The general
	consensus is that we created myths to explain our environment to ourselves
	and to make sense of our experiences, to answer the question about where we
	came from, who we are and how we can be happy. One can think of mythology
	as the forerunner of what we came to call philosophy, which is why myths
	are so entangled with religion and existentialism - and why they are so
	important. Myths are also how we recall historical events. It is incredible
	to think of all the history of the ancient world held in so fragile a
	vessel as the human mind!



	Greece is located in southern Europe and is a peninsula and a surrounding
	archipelago enclosed on three sides by the Ionian, Aegean and Mediterranean
	Seas. Indo-European people, Minoan and Mycenaean, migrated into the area
	from c2000 BCE, settling successfully on the mainland and scattered
	islands. The legendary King Minos built a magnificent palace at Knossos on
	Crete, which grew to become the center of the Minoan Empire. The settlers
	were mainly pastoral farmers and crop growers who were organized into
	immensely independent and resourceful groups of families. The progress of
	these family groups was disrupted by a Dorian invasion, bringing a dark age
	to the region for nearly 500 years until the emergence of what would be a
	celebrated time of highly civilized city-states known as the Classical
	period, which ended in c336 BCE. The exploits of Alexander the Great as he
	set about conquering the world disrupted Greece and Thebes fell to him in
	c335 BCE, marking the start of the Hellenistic period lasting until c146
	BCE.



	It is virtually impossible to estimate the Greek population during this
	historic period. The best guess for the 5th century BCE is anywhere between
	800,000 to 3 million people. What is certain though is that ancient Greece
	is regarded as the cradle of mankind in terms of art, culture and democracy
	- and that is why there is still an intense interest in the mythology of
	these times.







"Bury my body and don't build any monument.


Keep my hands out so the people know the one who won the world


had nothing in hand when he died."




	—Alexander the Great 356-323BCE


Chapter Two

The Sources Of Greek Mythology


	The Greeks were polytheistic and as a result of the extensive and varied
	geographical nature of the burgeoning civilization, the myths that evolved
	included many variations-even more than usually expected in an oral
	tradition. There was no one sacred text to follow and no formal religious
	or social structure - each little settlement or village had their own
	favorite gods, and sometimes there were conflicting interpretations of
	popular myths. Mythography was certainly taught at schools, and by 500 BCE
	there were "handbooks" of myths collected by various people. There are
	several ancient texts which are pivotal to our understanding of this time.
	One of the most important, "The Iliad," is an epic poem written in 750 BCE
	by Homer. It recounts the story of the end of the Trojan War and is one of
	the major sources for our understanding of the times. Homer's other great
	work, "The Odyssey," takes place after the fall of Troy and tells the story
	of Odysseus' fantastic voyage home to his wife Penelope. Incredibly these
	magnificent sources have come down to us in their entirety. Hesiod, a
	contemporary of Homer and a fellow poet, he presents an incredibly detailed
	genealogy of the gods from Khaos to Polydoros in "Theogony," which features
	a vivid description of the creation of the universe as well as the events
	of the war with the Titans. A second work by Hesiod, "Works and Days,"
	covers human life and moral values through stories of well-known mythical
	figures like Prometheus and Pandora, offers advice on farming, and explains
	lucky days and unlucky days.



	Lyric poetry was also abundant during this time. A poem like "He is more
	than a hero" by Sappho (c610-c570 BCE) captures the personal nature of the
	"myths" and the ambivalent sexuality that formed part of Grecian life.





	He is more than a hero



	he is a god in my eyes-



	the man who is allowed



	to sit beside you -



	he who listens intimately



	to the sweet murmur of



	your voice, the enticing



	laughter that makes my own



	heart beat fast. If I meet



	you suddenly, I can't



	speak - my tongue is broken;



	a thin flame runs under



	my skin; seeing nothing,



	hearing only my own ears



	drumming, I drip with sweat;



	trembling shakes my body



	and I turn paler than



	dry grass. At such times



	death isn't far from me.







	Pindar (c522-c438 BCE) was probably the greatest lyrical poet and
	specialized in large-scale choral odes often celebrating Olympian athletic
	victories. He was also known to have "corrected" written copies of
	traditional mythology.



	Apollonius of Rhodes was probably born somewhere in the first half of the
	third century BCE and supplies an excellent source on the myth of Jason and
	the Golden Fleece in his work Argonautica. He is sometimes mistaken for the
	erudite Grecian scholar, Apollodorus, who was born in c130 BCE and is best
	known for his "Chronicle of Greek History."



	The philosophers of the Classical Period also supply some information on
	the mythography of Greece albeit, more negative information than positive.
	Socrates (c469-399 BCE) is said to be the father of philosophy, a
	controversial figure in Greek history, he was a gifted teacher. His
	pedagogical style was to ask questions of his pupils and use their answers
	to improve their way of reasoning - a style still used today that bears his
	name, as it's commonly referred to as the Socratic Method. He was critical
	of the gods and went as far as to suggest that there might actually only be
	one god. When he heard that the Oracle at Delphi had apparently said he was
	the wisest man alive, Socrates was quite upset. One of the quotes
	attributed to him was: "I can't teach anybody anything; I can only make
	them think." Socrates' greatest pupil, Plato (429-347 BCE) was openly
	scathing of Homer and Hesiod: "These, methinks, composed false stories
	which they told and still tell to mankind." Aristotle (384-322 BCE) too was
	fairly dismissive of the school of Hesiod, saying "about those who have
	invented clever mythologies it is not worthwhile to take a serious book."
	It is therefore somewhat confusing to find that he wrote an entire book on
	the subject called "Metaphysics," in which he expressed appreciation for
	the fact that great myths would often form the basis of philosophical
	formulations about the nature of being. "It is the mark of an educated mind
	to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it," said Aristotle.



	However, the most important source of information about the nature and
	place of Greek myths is the work of the great dramatists of the
	Classical Age: Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes. They
	deserve a much more in-depth look - more on them later.



	"It lies in the lap of the gods."


—Homer



Conclusion

Greek mythology is complex, and although the creation of mortals seems to have been an afterthought and embarked upon mainly for the vast entertainment of the Olympians, as these myths developed, an intense interaction between gods, demi-gods and heroic and no- so heroic mortals manifests. The heritage of the great Classical Period from c480 to 323 BCE, which includes the famous philosophers and the great dramatic playwrights, is certainly germane to us all to this very day. By 336 BCE Greek language, literature, culture and religious beliefs were appreciated throughout the civilized world and certainly anywhere touched by Alexander the Great. In 192 BCE the Spartan monarchy collapsed and Sparta came under Roman rule; by 168 BCE, Perseus, the last king of Macedonia, also fell under the Roman yoke.

It is a mistake to think that the Romans simply took over Greek mythology, though most of the Greek gods do have a Roman counterpart. The Roman gods had a very different kind of persona and the syncretization of the two beliefs involved a complex and sometimes conflicted process. Still, in 145 BCE Greece became part of the Roman Empire. I wonder what Zeus had to say about that?





“Myths are public dreams, dreams are private myths.”


—Joseph Campbell; American mythologist 1904-1987

