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I want to know what were the steps by which men passed from barbarism to civilization.

—VOLTAIRE



Throughout the inhabited world, in all times, and under every circumstance, the myths of man have flourished; and they have been the living inspiration of whatever else may have appeared out of the activities of the human body and mind….

—JOSEPH CAMPBELL,
 The Hero with a Thousand Faces



We have not met our forgotten ancestors, but we begin to sense their presence in the dark. We recognize their shadows here and there. They were once as real as we are. We would not be here if not for them. Our natures and theirs are indissolubly linked despite the aeons that may separate us. The key to who we are is waiting in those shadows.

—CARL SAGAN and ANN DRUYAN,
 Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors
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INTRODUCTION



In the olden days”—that seems like a good opening for a book about myths—when I was about eleven years old, I could not sit still at my fifth-grade desk. I squirmed. I fidgeted. My mind wandered. Oh, I tried, but I didn’t remember much of anything I was supposed to learn. Except that at the end of each day, as the clock on the wall ticked slowly toward three o’clock and freedom, I would sit like a stone in anticipation of those few minutes before dismissal when our teacher set aside the math and science to read aloud from the Odyssey.

Magically connected over the vastness of centuries to the people who heard these tales once sung around campfires, I was captivated. Instead of fighting fractions and verbs, I was aboard a ship, sailing mythical oceans, battling witches, demons, and one-eyed monsters—trying to find my way home with brave Odysseus, the wily hero of Homer’s epic.

Those daily doses of this great Greek story made my day, gave me a taste for literature and poetry, and certainly whetted my appetite for more mythology. When I had a chance, I would spend hours in the school library, devouring books about the myths—and not just the classics of Greece and Rome. I read about Norse gods such as Thor and the trickster Loki, and the Egyptian gods who inspired the pyramids. There was Sigurd slaying the mighty dragon Fafnir, and the fearsome Celtic hero Cuchulainn single-handedly battling hundreds of enemies in showers of gore that might make Arnold Schwarzenegger wince. I had discovered a whole new world. It was a world of gods, heroes, monsters, and legends—and it was a lot more interesting to me than school!

A few years later, my first job was delivering the Daily Argus, the local newspaper in my hometown of Mount Vernon, New York. By all accounts, I was a curious boy, so I wanted to know what “argus” meant. I soon discovered that in Greek mythology, Argus was a monster whose body was covered with eyes—exactly how many eyes he had depends on the source; some say four, some say a hundred—but only two of his eyes ever closed at any one time.

Argus played a supporting role in a tale about Zeus, the randy lord of the gods, and Io, the daughter of a local river god. She was just one of the many women—mortal and divine—desired by the seemingly insatiable Zeus. To conceal his dalliance with Io from his jealous wife, Hera, Zeus transformed the young maiden into a snow-white heifer. But Hera was no dummy when it came to Zeus and his philandering ways with nubile young women. Like some Olympian Alice Kramden of The Honeymooners always foiling Ralph’s best-laid plans, Hera saw through Zeus’s attempted ruse. To get back at her seemingly sex-addicted, cheating husband, Hera claimed Zeus’s pet heifer for herself. Hera had Io placed in chains and then set the ever-watchful Argus to guard over her youthful rival.

Zeus didn’t give up so easily. He struck back by sending the god Hermes to lull Argus to sleep and free Io. In one version of the story (many Greek myths have variations), Hermes tried to put Argus to sleep by playing on his magical pipe, but that didn’t work. So he bored Argus to sleep with a long, tedious story—then cut off his head. To honor Argus, the grieving Hera placed his many eyes on the tail of her favorite bird, the peacock—and that’s why the peacock’s tail looks the way it does. Hera, however, wasn’t finished. Poor Io, still in the form of a heifer, was freed. But Hera just tormented Io with a gadfly that drove her, itching madly, on a wild gallop across Europe and Asia until she finally dove into the sea (the Ionian Sea, which is named for her). Io swam to Egypt, where Zeus returned her to human form and she bore what the tabloids call a “love child.” But that’s another story. With the Greeks, there’s almost always another story.

For me, the link between the monstrous Argus and the newspaper I carried every day was now clear—our local daily was supposed to be the ever-watchful eyes of the community. I’m not sure how accurate that was, but I did become a newspaper junkie from about that time—and this connection between a commonplace, everyday item like a newspaper and ancient myths just made me love the subject all the more.

Myths continue to fascinate me—and millions of others. Only most of us don’t call it “mythology.”* We like to call it “going to the movies.” For instance, on a cold Vermont night a few years ago, I went to see the second installment in The Lord of the Rings trilogy with my two teenagers and another friend. We were lucky to get tickets, as they sold out quickly. As we took our seats, people were scrambling futilely to find places, and I envisioned one of my worst personal fears: a raucous crowd of kids on Christmas break talking throughout the show.

But as soon as the lights went down, the extraordinary occurred. There was complete silence in this small Rutland theater. When the nearly-three-hour-long movie was over, the silence continued for a moment. And then the crowd exploded with loud and sustained applause.

There was some debate among the legions of Tolkien lovers about the faithfulness of these screen versions to their source. (Confession: I was one of those die-hard fans. When I was fourteen, I read all three books straight through while on a sick leave from school, which I extended a few days beyond the illness.) Merits of the film aside, I was struck at how reverent the audience was.

Chances are, a good many people in that audience were not churchgoers, and sitting in this darkened theater may have been as close to some form of collective spiritual encounter as any they might ever have experienced. And I thought further that this experience probably connected this twenty-first-century collection of strangers back to something much deeper, the act of sitting around a campfire three thousand years ago as someone recounted timeless exploits of heroes and monsters, Good versus Evil.

Looking at some of the box-office hits of the past few years merely confirms this idea. Recently, theaters have been filled with hits like The Matrix, Finding Nemo, X-Men, and the Terminator trilogy. To a large degree, all of these Hollywood blockbusters tap into ancient myths and tales of legendary heroes and epic quests. In the spring of 2004, the enduring appeal of myth got a fresh wind with Troy. Although moviegoers saw more of Brad Pitt’s butt than Achilles’ heel,* the success of the movie sparked lively new interest in a story that comes from the misty dawn of history. It is a story that still seems to speak volumes about men, women, and war. That said, the film Troy had about as much to do with Homer’s epic Iliad as Gone With the Wind had to do with the real Civil War. We might start with the presentation of Patroclus, who is identified as the “cousin” of Achilles in the film. Homer’s Achilles and Patroclus were “good friends,” very possibly in the way Greek comrades-in-arms often were. But Hollywood wasn’t having Brad Pitt do a gay Achilles.

Couple these recent Hollywood offerings with other successes, such as E.T., a Disney—animated and very sanitized—version of Hercules, the Civil War romance Cold Mountain, and the Coen Brothers’ O Brother, Where Art Thou (both works loosely based on the Odyssey), and, above all, the Star Wars saga, and you see even more evidence of the enduring appeal of ancient myths.

All of these films draw on mythic themes and often include very specific mythical references. (In The Matrix trilogy, for instance, the names Morpheus, Niobe, and Oracle are all drawn directly from mythic Greek characters.) Perhaps it is no accident that some of them are among the highest-grossing films worldwide. Throw in the extraordinary Harry Potter phenomenon—another spin on the mythic quest of an ordinary boy who learns to fly and has miraculous powers, like Luke Skywalker of Star Wars and Neo of The Matrix—and you have yet another powerful piece of evidence that we still love myths.

And it’s not just the myths of Greece and Rome. Among the popular attractions at Disney World is a ride based on the 1946 film Song of the South. Perhaps best known for the famed Disney song “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah,” this cartoon was inspired by the “Br’er Rabbit” stories, popular among African-American slaves. These stories, in turn, came from ancient tales of a mythic African Hare, a trickster god who crossed the Atlantic in the terrible Middle Passage and found new life in the American South. Tricksters, one of the most popular types of gods found in many societies, were greedy, mischievous, evil—kind of like the Joker in Batman—and sexually aggressive. Often, they took animal form, like the African Hare or Native American Coyote.

Hmmm. A mischievous rabbit and a greedy coyote trying to outsmart other animals. Sounds a little like Bugs Bunny and the Roadrunner’s tireless nemesis Wile E. Coyote. And you thought myths were dead.

Just smartly packaged mass media, you say? I don’t think so. Many of these films, cartoons, or books are well made and highly entertaining. But their broad, international popularity crosses the boundaries of age and sex, tapping into our basic human need for myth. As Homer—the poet, not the father of Bart Simpson—put it, “All men have need of the gods.”

And it’s not just entertainment. Do you like Halloween and its Hispanic equivalent, Día de los Muertos (“the day of the dead”)? Both are modern vestiges of ancient mythical celebrations. Or perhaps you celebrate Christmas and Easter? With its candles and gift-giving, Christmas is based on old pagan Roman holidays, including the Saturnalia, a weeklong festival of the winter solstice dedicated to the god of agriculture. Many of the trappings of modern Christmas, including Christmas trees, wreaths, mistletoe, holly, and ivy, are borrowed from ancient druidic traditions from northern Europe in which the evergreen symbolized the hope for new life in the dead of winter. The Easter celebration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ is closely associated with pagan festivals celebrating the coming of spring. Early Christians appropriated this familiar mythic notion to celebrate the new life Christians gain through Jesus’s death and resurrection. The word “Easter” itself may have come from an early-English word Eastre, possibly the name of an Anglo-Saxon goddess of spring. (Other scholars believe the word “Easter” comes from the early German word eostarun, which means “dawn.”)* The blending of Christian teachings with local myths in such places as ancient Celtic Ireland, Mexico, and Central America, and in the Caribbean and American South, where Christianity and myth fused in voodoo and Santeria—so-called “primitive,” African-influenced religions still widely practiced today—is one of the most fascinating and ignored aspects of ancient mythology alive in our world today.

The intermingling of pagan myth and Christian rites and beliefs is one key element in the plot of the best-selling sensation The Da Vinci Code, a thriller which draws on the adaptation—or theft—of ancient pagan religions and rituals by Christians in ancient Rome and the first Church fathers. While many of its most controversial elements are historically questionable, the book’s runaway international success is another tip-off that lots of people think there are deeper connections to ancient myths and mysteries than we’ve ever been told by mainstream religion. The fascination with The Da Vinci Code, as with The Celestine Prophecy, another novel that posits an elaborate Church conspiracy to conceal ancient truths, plays to a deep-seated skepticism about organized religion, but also taps into a level of curiosity about ancient spiritual ideas and wisdom—in other words, myths.

To get another gauge of the impact of myths, you could simply check the calendar. Is today a Thursday in March? A Saturday in June? The names of these days and months all come from Greek, Roman, and Norse mythology. From the calendar to the planets in our solar system—all except Earth are named for Roman gods—our language is loaded with words from our mythic past. Do you buy your books from Amazon.com? Are you wearing a pair of Nikes? Do you worry about a Trojan horse virus infecting your computer? Does the idea of a panacea tantalize you? Or perhaps your arachnophobia puts you in a panic? “Hypnosis,” “morphine,” “Golden Fleece,” “Labor of Hercules,” “leprechaun,” “typhoon,” and “hurricane” are just a few of the words and phrases that come from the world of mythology and color our speech. Is there an American Express card in your wallet? Then you don’t leave home without Hermes (or Mercury), the Greco-Roman god of commerce whose image appears on that card.

Hell! Even hell comes from the name of the Norse goddess Hel, ruler of an icy underworld where oath-breakers, evildoers, and those unlucky enough not to have died in battle were sent. Unlike Christianity’s fiery place of eternal torment, the Norse hell, you might say, was “frozen over.”

 

In other words, myths have been, and remain, a powerful force in our lives, often without our even recognizing them. Myths surround us—in literature, in pop culture, in our language, and in the news. Rarely do you pick up a newspaper or magazine without finding words and phrases that contain references to ancient myths. And sometimes myths are part of the news. In Mexico, the planned construction of a Wal-Mart-owned supermarket was met with fierce resistance, because it was so close to the Pyramid of the Sun in the ancient ruins of Teotihuacán, the place where, the Aztecs believed, “men became gods.” (Despite the protests and the discovery of an altar during excavation the store opened in November 2004.)

In modern India, many Hindus still make offerings of their hair to a temple deity in thanks for help in medical crises or to ask for good grades on exams. What some of these devout Hindus didn’t know was that their hair was then used to manufacture high-priced wigs that accounted for a $62-million export business. But one set of beliefs ran head-on into another, because many of those wigs were purchased by Orthodox Jewish women who observe an ancient code of modesty that forbids the public display of their hair after marriage. When Orthodox Jewish rabbis in Israel declared that these wigs were made with hair offered for purposes of idolatry, their use was forbidden. Thousands of Orthodox women, according to the New York Times, publicly burned their human-hair wigs.

Another story from India is less benign. As recently as 2004, people have been charged with the very rare practice of ritual human sacrifice. The goddess Kali is an ancient Hindu goddess who slays evil but has always been known as a demandingly bloodthirsty deity. Millions of Hindus still travel to temples dedicated to Kali in eastern India. Most buy innocuous souvenirs of plastic swords and postcards featuring Kali’s fearsome images on which she is bedecked with skulls and belts of severed feet. But several disciples of Kali have been accused of ritual murder, a chilling vestige of an ancient past—not at all exclusive to India—when human sacrifice was viewed as a necessary means to please or propitiate the gods. Recent discoveries of Peruvian and Celtic mummies, Egyptian sacrifices, and Mesopotamian mass graves are grim evidence that some of these victims went as willing sacrifices to help their people in this world or their divine leader in the next.

Myths also play a serious role in history. Perhaps the most deadly historical example of the impact of myth comes from World War II, when Adolf Hitler drew upon ancient Germanic myths to help enthrall an entire country. In the classic history of Hitler’s climb to power, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, William L. Shirer wrote, “Often a people’s myths are the highest and truest expressions of its spirit and culture, and nowhere is this more true than in Germany.” Shirer recalled Hitler saying, “Whoever wants to understand National Socialist Germany must know Wagner.” Hitler was deeply taken by Wagner’s operas, which drew vividly on the world of German heroic myths, pagan gods and heroes, demons and dragons. Hitler intrinsically understood the deep emotional power of the symbols of these myths. Massive statues of ancient Germanic gods played a prominent role in the Nazi mass rallies at Nuremberg in the 1930s. Hitler grasped the visceral power, as well as the propaganda value, of a shared Teutonic myth in uniting the German people with a “master race” ideology.

One need only watch Leni Riefenstahl’s famed—or notorious—documentary, The Triumph of the Will, to get a sense of the operatic mythology behind these mass pageants. Hitler deliberately mingled Christian and pagan elements, and when he solemnly marched up to stand before a wreath honoring Germans who had died in battle, he appeared to be playing the role of high priest in what one of his biographers has called a “pagan rite of communion.” There is a scholarly debate as to whether Hitler himself was a true believer in the occult, but Nazi officials certainly set out to find historic and religious symbols and artifacts—apparently, including the Holy Grail—to embellish the Nazi cult of power.


In wartime Japan during the same period, myths were the source of the national Shinto religion, as the Japanese emperor Hirohito was supposedly descended from the Shinto sun goddess, Amaterasu. In the waning days of the war, this devotion to the emperor-god led to the use of the notorious kamikaze* pilots. With the war going against Japan in 1945, young men were recruited and given enough training to fly their dynamite-laden planes in suicide crashes aimed at American warships. While it once might have seemed difficult for modern Westerners to imagine, an ancient myth-religion was used to drive these young fighters—and an entire nation—with fanatical devotion to its emperor. That was barely half a century ago, in a thoroughly modern, industrialized, and well-educated society.

And, of course, it doesn’t end there, as recent history has proved too well. In the past few years, the world has witnessed the combustible mixture of belief and fanatical devotion. “The virgins are calling you,” Mohamed Atta wrote to his fellow hijackers just before 9/11. The notion of dying a martyr’s death and gaining entrance to a paradise with the promise of virgins is clearly a powerful idea that continues to drive the terrorists who strap explosives to their bodies, or drive cars filled with explosives, or fly hijacked jets into buildings. They are motivated by beliefs whose roots stretch back to the most ancient of times. The idea of warriors gaining access to paradise through death is certainly not exclusive to any one mythology or faith.

When Afghanistan’s Taliban was still in power and banning music, television, and kite-flying, the harsh regime destroyed several massive Buddha statues chiseled into a cliff on the ancient Silk Road. Beyond eliminating what they viewed as idolatrous images, these Islamic fundamentalists were attempting to eradicate a vestige of a 2,500-year-old belief system derived from the complex myths of India. The destruction of these irreplaceable cultural artifacts shocked the world and raised a deeper question: Can you kill beliefs and ideas by killing an image? That is not a new idea. The Spanish conquistadors and priests who followed them into Mexico in the 1500s may have leveled the temples and buildings of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán, but did they completely eradicate the beliefs behind them? The Spanish in the Americas, the British in Ireland and Australia, and the United States government have all attempted to “control” defeated people by taking away their language and beliefs. It doesn’t always work.

So, myths can be a powerful business. And that is one reason they have been around for thousands of years. As old as humanity, the first myths belong to a time when the world was full of danger, mystery, and wonder. In the earliest of human times, every society developed its own myths, which eventually played an important part in the society’s daily life and religious rituals.

One of the chief reasons that myths came into being was because people couldn’t provide scientific explanations for the world around them. Natural events, as well as human behavior, all came to be understood through tales of gods, goddesses, and heroes. Thunder, earthquakes, eclipses, the seasons, rain, and the success of crops were all due to the intervention of powerful gods. Human behavior was also the work of the gods. For instance, the Greeks, like most early civilizations, had a story to explain the existence of all the bad things that happen in the world—from illness and pestilence to the idea of evil itself. The Greeks believed that, at one time, all of the world’s evils and problems were trapped inside a jar (not a box!). When this jar was opened by the first woman, all of the world’s misfortunes escaped before this woman—Pandora—was able to close the lid.

The Blackfoot Indians of the American Plains also blamed the woes of the human condition on a troublesome female. When Feather Woman dug up the Great Turnip after being told not to do so, she was cast out of Sky Country—or the heavenly paradise. Yet another woman is seen as the source of the world’s ills in a tale told by a nomadic group from the ancient Near East—the “cradle of civilization,” as they called it back in your school days. In one version, her name was Havva, and she disobeyed her god when she ate from a forbidden tree. Of course, most of us know her by the more familiar name—Eve.

Obviously, we now have many more scientific answers for most of our questions about the world and universe. We know why the sun rises and sets. Why the rain falls in some seasons and not in others. What makes crops grow. We have a much better understanding of where we came from. We understand illness and death—to a certain degree. And although the source of evil in the world—and why bad things happen to good people—is still a great mystery, we have even begun to unravel the beginnings of the universe.

But in earlier times, people invented stories to explain these beginnings. In the Creation story of the Krachi people of Togo in Africa, for instance, the creator god Wulbari and man lived close together, and Wulbari lay on top of Mother Earth. But there was so little space to move about that the smoke of the cooking fires got in Wulbari’s eyes and annoyed the god. In disgust, Wulbari went away and rose up to the present place where humans can admire him but not reach him.

In another African tale, of the Kassena people, the god We also moved out of the reach of man, because an old woman, anxious to make a good soup, used to cut off a bit of him at each mealtime. Annoyed at such treatment, We went higher to escape this daily eating of his flesh.

These may seem like amusing legends of “primitive” people. A god who goes to the heavens because smoke gets in his eyes and another god who is peeved at being cut up for the day’s soup. But consider these mythical stories: A god who is so angry when a woman eats a piece of fruit that he makes childbirth eternally painful for all women. In his anger, this ancient Hebrew god—who also liked to walk around the Garden of Eden in the cool of the evening—gradually removes himself, like Wulbari and We, from his creation. Or a god whose body and blood are consumed each week at a ritual of sacrifice called the Eucharist.

In other words, what we call one person’s “myth” is often another person’s religion. One of this book’s essential goals is to explore that transformation of myth into religion. And how that transformation has changed history.

Many books about myths approach the subject from one of two perspectives: geographically—that is, simply grouping myths together by a region or particular civilization; or thematically—the broad range of typical myths, such as Creation stories or other explanatory myths. Creation myths set out to explain the origin of the world, the birth of gods and goddesses, and eventually the creation of human beings. Explanatory, or causal, myths try to give a mythic reason for natural events, such as the Norse belief that Thor made thunder and lightning by throwing his hammer.

Don’t Know Much About Mythology takes a slightly different tack. It sets out to examine all the fascinating myths created by these ancient cultures and relate them to their histories and achievements. Besides Creation and explanatory myths, another fundamental type of myth is the “foundation” story, which explains the beginnings of a society—often with the distinct sense of superiority that direct descent from the gods clearly implies. For instance, it is impossible to understand Egyptian history and culture without understanding Egyptian mythology. For the Egyptians, their elaborate system of myths and beliefs was life itself—it was the critical underpinning of this amazing empire that lasted three thousand years.

Part of that mix of myth and history is the way in which myths became the means to rule and domination. Once local rulers understood that connecting themselves to the gods would cement their hold over people, myth was elevated to an institution that could prove more powerful than an army. Most of the great ancient civilizations—whether in Egypt, China, or Mesoamerica—were theocracies, in which there was no difference between religion and state. With connections to the gods and usually the cooperation of a potent priesthood, divinely anointed rulers held the power of life and death over their subjects. Even in societies that did not produce a godly king and a central government tied to the beliefs, the most respected and feared person in the society was the shaman, sometimes known as the “witch doctor”—a man whose deep connection to the gods enabled him to heal or kill. In his groundbreaking book Guns, Germs and Steel, Jared Diamond singled out the power of belief as one of the key means for the wealthy and powerful—what he calls the “kleptocracy”—to maintain their hold over the poor and powerless.

The history of myth, in other words, goes hand in hand with the history of civilization. Stop and think about “ancient civilization.” What does it mean? The wheel. Zero. Writing. Bronze. Glass. Fireworks. Paper. Noodles. Indoor plumbing. Beer. These are only a few of the pleasant and delightful creations devised by the ancient civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, China, Greece, India, Rome, Africa, Central America, and Japan. They also gave us astronomy, democracy, the calendar, God, philosophy, and a whole set of complex ideas that have driven students crazy for centuries. The scientific discoveries, practical inventions, laws, religions, art, poetry, and drama of these ancient people have driven human life and culture—civilization as we know it.

These same ancients “invented” the myths that grew hand in hand with their civilizations, making it impossible to separate one from the other. While the impact of myths may seem less obvious than that of the wheel, writing, or a mug of beer, these ancient legends are still a powerful force in our lives today. They remain alive in our art, literature, language, theater, dreams, psychology, religions, and history.

With that in the background, Don’t Know Much About Mythology traces the story of myths through the ages and shows how myths helped make civilization. It also looks at the way myths moved from one group to another in the exchange of civilizations. The familiar mythology of the Greeks did not emerge full-blown from the sea—the way Aphrodite supposedly did. It drew upon ideas from Mesopotamia, Egypt, Crete, and other ancient neighbors. While many of us may be somewhat familiar with the stories of Adam, Eve, Noah, and the later tales of the Hebrew patriarchs which were set down in the Book of Genesis, we may not know about their connection to much older Mesopotamian stories, such as the epic poem Gilgamesh, a tale of a very flawed hero from the same part of the world. Myths don’t just spring up from virgin ground—they are often borrowed from older sources and then molded and remade into new myths.

In telling the story of the connections between these age-old traditions and civilizations, this book is an outgrowth of Don’t Know Much About the Bible. In writing that book, I learned about the deep, primordial connections between the civilizations of the ancient Near East and the people who emerged as the Jews of the Old Testament. Some scholars and historians believe that the idea of the one God of the Hebrews might have been inspired by an Egyptian pharaoh named Akhenaten who unsuccessfully tried to replace the vast pantheon of Egyptian deities with a single sun god. Some historians believe this concept may have been adopted by the ancient Hebrews while they were in Egypt. It is a controversial and unproved idea, but there is no question that comprehending the myths and civilizations of Egypt and ancient Mesopotamia adds to an understanding of the Judeo-Christian world, which was later, similarly, influenced by the Greek and Roman worlds, in which Christianity was born, and by the world of the “pagan” people to whom the early Christian missionaries began to preach the gospel of Jesus—all of these worlds alive with myth and ancient religions.

To accomplish this, I use the techniques I have employed in all the books of the Don’t Know Much About series: questions and answers, timelines that show historical connections, “voices” of both real people and mythic sources, and stories about the “household names” of ancient myths—including Hercules, Jason, Ulysses, Romulus and Remus, as well as many more unfamiliar names from other cultures. This book also draws on a vast array of recent archaeological and scientific discoveries that have shed new light on the ancient societies that created these myths.

The chapters are organized by the various civilizations, starting with the two with the earliest known mythologies and worship systems—Egypt and Mesopotamia. The book then moves through the other major Western mythologies in rough chronological order—Greece, Rome, and Northern Europe. The major Eastern myth systems of India, China, and Japan come next, followed by chapters on the remaining areas of the world as they were opened up to Europeans: sub-Saharan Africa; the Americas; and the Pacific island areas—the last places “discovered” in the world.* That raises two important points. First, while this guided world-tour is an overview of the world’s principal civilizations and their myths, it is obviously not an “encyclopedic” treatment. It would be impossible to cover every myth and every god from each civilization—large and small—in a single volume such as this. Instead, this book focuses on the “need to know” approach, as do all of the other Don’t Know Much About books. This book aims to highlight, in an accessible and entertaining manner, the most significant aspects of these myths and cultures and present the “first word” on this subject, not the “last word.” An extensive bibliography lists the many resources and wide range of literature available to further explore the world of myth.


And second. This is, admittedly, a rather “Eurocentric” organization that looks at history as it progressed from a Western perspective. The chapters proceed in a rough chronology from the dawn of Western history through its gradual contacts with the rest of the world and through the impact on the West of that growing contact with these “new worlds.” Frankly, the myths of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Greece have a lot more to do with Western history than the myths of early China or the San people of the Kalahari Desert. That does not imply that one set of myths is superior, or that one is more “right” or “wrong”—just that I have tried to organize the book to reflect the role myth has played in our history. It is also worth noting that so many of these myths—regardless of their geographic origin—are often more alike than different, a point that will be underscored many times in this book.

In this way, I hope to provide an accessible portal into the myths and the civilizations that created them. Typically, our schools may teach a little bit about one or two of these groups, but rarely discuss them in connection with each other. What did the Greeks learn from the Egyptians? How were they different? Were the Egyptians really Africans? Did the Chinese influence the Hindus or vice versa? How did a handful of Spaniards overthrow mighty empires and convert thousands of Aztecs and Incas from their old beliefs to Catholicism? These are the sort of questions that make this book a somewhat unique addition to the vast literature of mythology.

No small task! The scope of this book is much wider than simply retelling old stories from a modern—and perhaps skeptical—perspective. Unfortunately, for most of us, learning about ancient civilizations—if we learned anything at all—wasn’t very interesting. One of the key objectives of the Don’t Know Much About series is to revisit all those subjects we should have learned about back in school but never did, because they were dull, dreary, and boring, as well as badly taught and riddled with misinformation.

But beyond that, Don’t Know Much About Mythology also tries to spin a thread that winds through all of my Don’t Know Much About books. The history of world myths is deeply connected to such subjects as geography, biblical history, and astronomy. And one of my goals in this series has always been to show how seeing those connections makes learning about these subjects become far more compelling.


Finally, this book and the subject of mythology touch on something deeper still. In the late nineteenth century, a generation of scholars began to view myth as part of the primal human need for a spiritual life. In a classic study of myths, called The Golden Bough, Sir James Frazer tried to demonstrate that every ancient society was deeply invested in a ritual of sacrifice that involved a dying and reborn god whose rebirth was essential to the society’s continuing existence.

A little later, Sigmund Freud argued that myths were part of the human subconscious, universally shared stories that reflected deeply rooted psychological conflicts—most of them sexual, in Freud’s view. Then Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung, Freud’s disciple who eventually split with Freud, suggested that myths were rooted in what he called the “collective unconscious,” a shared common human experience as old as mankind itself. Jung believed that this collective unconscious was organized into basic patterns and symbols—which he called archetypes. Our dreams, art, religion, and, perhaps most important, our myths are all among the ways that man has expressed those archetypes. Jung also believed that all myths have certain common features—characters such as gods and heroes; themes such as love and revenge; and plots such as a battle between generations for control of a throne, or a hero’s quest—which are fundamental to our humanity.

For more than a hundred years, scholars have debated different views of the role that myths have played in the human experience. Religion, psychology, anthropology—all of these are lenses through which we can view that role. This book takes into account such approaches to mythology and raises another set of questions: Are these timeless stories simply collections of amusing tall tales from long, long ago? Did myths begin as the ancient world’s version of The Sopranos? Are they simply old versions of entertaining stories about sex and violence—or were they created to cement the social order with divine kings lording over the common person? Do myths reach some deeper level of human thought and experience, as many anthropologists and psychologists suggest? And finally, how do the ancient ideas found in myths speak to us today?

In his 1949 classic, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell wrote: “Religions, philosophies, arts, the social forms of primitive and historic man, prime discoveries in science and technology, the very dreams that blister sleep, boil up from the basic magic ring of myth.”


Throughout human history, myths have provided what T. S. Eliot, a poet deeply interested in myth, called “the roots that clutch.” Exploring Campbell’s “magic ring of myth” takes Don’t Know Much About Mythology into territory that has been touched upon in my previous books, especially those about the Bible and the universe—the powerful connections between belief and science, the conflicts between faith and the rational world, and a deeper sense of the mysterious in human life, which are all part of man’s search for meaning.

Underpinning these books, I hope, is an idea expressed by the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, who said, “Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.” How Promethean! (See? I told you myths live in our language.)

Over the course of the more than fifteen years that I have been writing the Don’t Know Much About series, I have discovered that people are not ignorant about subjects like history and religion by choice. On the contrary, I’ve discovered that people of all ages are eager to learn and have endless curiosity. One of the saddest things I have witnessed in these years—especially when I visit schools—is how the innate and insatiable curiosity young children have about the world gets absolutely killed by the tedium of school.

I remember so well how myths saved one little boy from that tedium. And I also believe that the story of myth is ultimately about our innate human curiosity. Like that curious newspaper boy who wanted to know what “argus” meant. Or that curious woman who wanted to know what was in the jar given to her by the gods. Or that curious pair in Eden who wanted to gain knowledge. This is what got us where we are today. The human experience is about a boy asking questions and pushing the envelope of curiosity. Across centuries of time and great distances of culture, mythology is about that common human experience and that driving curiosity about other people, the world, the heavens. Deeper than intellect alone, it’s a piece of what makes us what we are—call it soul, collective unconscious, or even superstition. I hope, if nothing else, this book will help you discover that childlike curiosity that has driven us from dark caves to the outermost edges of the universe.









CHAPTER ONE

ALL MEN HAVE NEED OF THE GODS


Badness you can get easily, in quantity: the road is smooth, and it lies close by. But in front of excellence the immortal gods have put sweat, and long and steep is the way to it, and rough at first. But when you come to the top, then it is easy, even though it is hard.

—HESIOD (c. 700 BCE), The Theogony



Know thyself.

—Inscription at the Delphic Oracle, attributed to the Seven Sages (c. 650 BCE–550 BCE)



No science will ever replace myth, and a myth cannot be made out of any science. For it is not that “God” is a myth, but that myth is the revelation of a divine life in man. It is not we who invent myth, rather it speaks to us as a word of God.

—CARL GUSTAV JUNG




The awe and dread with which the untutored savage contemplates his mother-in-law are amongst the most familiar facts of anthropology.

—SIR JAMES FRAZER, The Golden Bough



The highest point a man can attain is not Knowledge, or Virtue, or Goodness, or Victory, but something even greater, more heroic and more despairing: Sacred Awe!

—NIKOS KAZANTZAKIS, Zorba the Greek




 




What are myths?
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You’re driving down the highway and you pass an accident along the road. Admit it. Without even thinking, you slow down and rubber-neck, just like everybody else. Instantly, your mind seeks an explanation for what you see.

You may have had only a fleeting glimpse of the accident scene—maybe you saw sets of skid marks, a car upended, dazed people talking to the police. You hear an ambulance wail in the distance as a trooper or firefighter waves you past. You don’t know what happened. But you see the effects and want to explain the cause. If you are like most people, you begin to stitch together a theory of what went wrong. Almost without consciously thinking about it, you begin to manufacture a narrative of what happened.

“That driver was probably drinking.” “He had to be going too fast.” “The driver must have fallen asleep and swerved across the road.” “One car probably cut off the other.”

In other words, without any facts or much evidence, you try to create a coherent story to explain what you have seen. Maybe it is that simple: this is what makes us truly human. The innate need to explain and understand is what has gotten us to where we are today, in the early days of the twenty-first century.

Myths may have begun, in the oldest sense, as a way for humans to explain the “car wrecks” of their world—the world they could see as well as the world they could not see. Long before science envisioned a Big Bang. Long before Greek philosophers reasoned, Siddhartha Gautama sought enlightenment, or Jesus walked the shores of the Sea of Galilee. Long before there was a Bible or a Koran. Long before Darwin proposed natural selection. Long before we could know the age of a rock and before men walked on the moon, there were myths.

Myths explained how Earth was created, where life came from, why the stars shine at night and the seasons change. Why there was sex. Why there was evil. Why people died and where they went when they did.

In short, myths were a very human way to explain everything.



MYTHIC VOICES

Look now how mortals are blaming the gods, for they say that evils come from us, but in fact they themselves have woes beyond their share because of their own follies.

—HOMER, The Odyssey (c. 750 BCE)


What are myths?

When people use the word “myth” today, they often have in mind something that is widely believed but untrue. Like alligators in the sewers of New York City—which is really not a myth at all but an “urban legend.” In another sense, it is now common to talk about the “myth” of the cowboys of the Old American West, and there are plenty of other so-called myths in American history—old ones that die hard and new ones being created all the time. Myths about the Founding Fathers, the Civil War, slavery, the Sixties—just about any period or movement in America’s past has been “mythologized” and layered with legend to some degree.

In bookstores today, you’ll also find a profusion of books with titles and subtitles that underscore this notion of a myth as something that is commonly believed but is not true: The Beauty Myth, The Mommy Myth, The Myth of Excellence. Most of these recent books with “myth” in the title tend to treat a “myth” as an old and possibly dangerous idea that needs to be debunked.

Like most words, “myth” means different things to different people, but in its most basic sense, a myth is defined as “A traditional, typically ancient story dealing with supernatural beings, ancestors, or heroes that serves as a fundamental type in the world view of a people, as by explaining aspects of the natural world or delineating the psychology, customs, or ideals of society.” (American Heritage, emphasis added.)

“Explaining aspects of the world”—that’s another way to say “science” or “religion,” the two principal ways people have used to explain the world.

“The psychology, customs, or ideals of a society.” That’s a large mouthful that covers just about everything else not covered by science and religion—but gets to the heart of what we think and believe, even if we can’t “know” it.

In the ancient world, myth had a meaning that is almost completely opposite to our modern concept of myth as an “untruth.” In the earliest days of humanity, myths existed to convey essential truths. They were, in a very real sense, what many people today might call gospel. Or as David Leeming put it in A Dictionary of Creation Myths, “A myth is a…projection of a…group’s sense of its sacred past and its significant relationship with the deeper powers of the surrounding world and universe. A myth is a projection of…a culture’s soul.” Ananda Coomaraswamy, a twentieth-century Indian philosopher, put it this way: “Myth embodies the nearest approach to absolute truth that can be expressed in words.”

Viewed in this very ancient and much broader sense, myths are about what makes us tick. They are as old as humanity and as current as the news.

The word myth is derived from the Greek word mythos, for “story,” and when the Greek philosopher Plato coined the word “mythology” more than two thousand years ago, he was referring to stories that contained invented figures. In other words, the great Greek thinker conceived of myths as elaborate fiction, even if they expressed some larger “Truth.” Plato—using the voice of Socrates as his Narrator—criticized the myths as a corrupting influence, and in his ideal state, set out in The Republic, banned poets and their tales.

“The first thing will be to establish a censorship of writers of fiction, and let the censors receive any tale of fiction which is good, and reject the bad; and we will desire mothers and nurses to tell their children the authorized ones only.” He goes on to say about the stories of the gods: “These tales must not be admitted into our State, whether they are supposed to have an allegorical meaning or not. For a young person cannot judge what is allegorical and what is literal;…and therefore it is most important that the tales which the young first hear should be models of virtuous thoughts.”

On the other hand, Plato himself was not above using allegories (a Greek word that essentially means “saying something in a different way”) as a teaching device; Plato’s own tale of Atlantis, a mythical idealized world, and his famed allegory of the Cave, in which most men are trapped in a world of illusion and ignorance, seeing only flickering shadows of reality, are inventions—stories that are meant to convey a greater eternal and universal Truth.

For thousands of years we have invented stories to tell one another and our children. But why? Myths clearly fulfill some basic function in human life. But what is that function? And was the philosopher Plato mistaken? Is mythology more than a set of elaborate fictions?

There is no question or doubt that the creation of myths and their role in everyday life is one of the most common of all human endeavors. As Homer said, “All men have need of the gods.” So, we need myths. It is clear that myths developed in the dawn of human consciousness, from the very first evidence of human culture—cave paintings, carved pieces of bone, fertility figurines, household idols, and ancient burial practices. Even the famed Neanderthal, an early species of human that was eventually overtaken and supplanted by the Cro-Magnon more than fifty thousand years ago, had burial practices that show an interest in what comes after death.

Even if myths only started out as a way to pass the time on long nights sitting around the campfire, they clearly became far more than elaborate entertainment. The people who formed the first civilizations developed myths. Over time, as their villages became cities and cities became states, the myths grew into complex, interconnected tales that formed the basis of intricate belief systems. These stories of gods and ancestors became one of the central organizing principles in these cultures, and they dictated religious rituals, the social order and customs, everyday behavior, and even the organization of entire civilizations.

It is the essential sacred, spiritual—or religious—significance in myths that fundamentally separates them from other types of very old stories, such as legends and folktales. While the mythologies of many cultures grew to include related legends and folktales, myths were usually considered sacred and absolutely true—a notion that is completely at odds with the modern concept of myth as fallacy.

Of course, the ancient myths usually were about gods or other divine beings who possessed supernatural powers. That simply makes it all the more interesting to see that many of the gods, goddesses, and heroes of myth exhibited very recognizable human characteristics in spite of these powers. The gods of every civilization seemed to be wholly subject to the same sorts of whims and emotions—love and jealousy, anger and envy—experienced by the people who worshipped them. Zeus, the greatest of the Greek gods, had what in modern terms is called “a zipper problem.” He couldn’t avoid temptation in any form—goddess, mortal, or even young boy. His divine wife, Hera, was most irritated by his behavior but put up with it, a model of sort of the long-suffering, wronged but devoted wife.

Myths are also filled with sibling rivalries, one of the most basic of human emotions. In ancient Egypt, Seth kills his brother Osiris out of envy, jealousy, and a desire for power. Then Osiris’ son Horus continues the fight against his uncle Seth—a cosmic family feud that was the rivalry around which their national religion was focused. Other mythologies feature “trickster” tales filled with stories of unscrupulous characters, like the Native American Coyote finding endless ways to deflower maidens. The vanity of three goddesses of Mount Olympus, each wanting to be called the most beautiful, is the force that powers the chain of events which leads to the affair between Paris, the prince of Troy, and the beautiful mortal Helen—the daughter of Leda, seduced by Zeus in the form of a swan. Those events bring the Greeks and Trojans to ten years of the Trojan War.

All of which leads to another question still—one that people have been asking for thousands of years:

Are the gods created in man’s image or is it the other way around?


MYTHIC VOICES

In my opinion mortals have created their gods with the dress and voice and appearance of mortals. If cattle and horses, or lions, had hands, or were able to draw with their feet and produce the works which men do, horses would draw the forms of gods like horses, and cattle like cattle, and they would make the gods’ bodies the same shape as their own. The Ethiopians say that their gods have snub noses and black skins, while the Thracians say that theirs have blue eyes and red hair.

—XENOPHANES (c. 570–475 BCE)




Myths, legends, fables, folktales: What are the differences?

A famous old ad campaign for luxurious fur coats illustrated with photographs of usually over-the-hill celebrities used to ask the question, “What Becomes a Legend Most?” What do the so-called legends of Hollywood have to do with stories of ancient gods and heroes? Not much.

Although the words “myth” and “legend” are often used interchangeably, there are some notable distinctions. When most people think of myths, they have in mind some pantheon (another Greek word, it is formed from pan for “all” and theos for “gods”) of Greek and Roman gods. According to the myths, these divinities were believed to be supernatural beings who actually controlled events in the natural world.

Legends are really an early form of history—stories about historical figures, usually humans, not gods, that are handed down from earlier times. Most Americans, for instance, are familiar with the legend of young George Washington and the cherry tree. This story of Washington as a young boy chopping down his father’s cherry tree and being incapable of lying about it was the purely fictional creation of a “biographer” named Parson Weems, who passed himself off as the rector of the parish at Mount Vernon. His stories of young Washington were tailored to fit into a neat collection of morality tales for children, well after Washington was dead. Nonetheless, stories such as the tale of the cherry tree became part of the national American legend of George Washington and his unquestioned honesty. But while Washington was certainly celebrated as a legend, both in his times and for centuries afterwards, nobody actually ever thought of him as a god.

Another familiar example of the distinction between myth and legend comes from ancient Great Britain. King Arthur is a historical figure about whom legendary stories have been created and retold for more than a thousand years, including, in recent times, in T. H. White’s popular The Once and Future King and the musical Camelot, which provide most of our images of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table. A figure in British prehistory, Arthur was most likely based upon an actual person, possibly a tribal chieftain in Wales, around whom an elaborate cycle of heroic tales was collected. George Washington’s biography and times were reasonably well documented, but the life of Arthur is more difficult to pin down with hard facts. Many of the stories about a king called Arthur first began to be collected in History of the Kings of Britain, written by Geoffrey of Monmouth between 1136 and 1138, anywhere from five hundred to a thousand years after the real-life model for King Arthur might have lived.

But older legends about Arthur go back even further, to an ancient Welsh collection of tales called the Mabinogion. These stories—which may have had their origins even earlier in Celtic Ireland, and then migrated to Wales—contain some of the earliest-known references to a character named Arthur. He is also mentioned as a military chieftain in post-Roman Britain, fighting against the Saxon and Norse invaders, and his name is derived from Artorius, a Latin name recorded in Britain in the second century. Spinning off from these ancient Celtic and Welsh myths came elaborate, Christian-influenced tales of Arthur and his wife Guinivere, as well as the collection of noble knights in their quest for the Holy Grail—the cup from which Jesus drank at the Last Supper. These tales were recycled and rewritten by many writers, working over the next several centuries, gradually transforming the legendary king and his court into the more-familiar image we hold of Arthur today—chivalrous knight in medieval armor. These medieval romances were complex fictions created by later generations looking to turn this Dark Age Welsh warlord into a Christian king of England. By the Middle Ages, when the concept of the knightly order and the ideas of chivalry developed, the legends of Arthur were draped in these medieval fashions, removed by centuries from Arthur’s far more primitive historical beginnings.

Another intriguing example of a legendary figure is Christianity’s St. George, famed as the slayer of dragons and best known as the patron saint of Britain (and Portugal). Like Arthur’s, George’s origins pose a tricky question and show how myths and legends sometimes merge. Based upon an ancient story from the Near East, the legend of George was transformed into a Christian allegory, and he was later sainted by the Roman Catholic Church. The source of the St. George story has been traced to Palestine, where European Crusaders probably first learned of it during the period of the Crusades in the eleventh through thirteenth centuries. During the First Crusade, a vision of St. George supposedly led the Christians into battle at Antioch, against the Saracens. During the Third Crusade, King Richard I placed himself and his army under the protection of George, who came to be seen as the patron of soldiers.


Little is known about the Christian St. George’s actual life. He probably came from Lydda, in what is now Israel. According to religious tradition, George became a soldier in the Roman army and rose to high rank. But after he converted to Christianity, he was arrested and executed, possibly during the persecution of the Christians by the Roman emperor Diocletian around 303 CE. Before his martyrdom, George supposedly helped convert thousands of new Christians after slaying a dragon that had terrorized the countryside. This dragon had been appeased with the regular sacrifice of two sheep, but when sheep grew scarce, the dragon demanded a human victim, chosen by lot. When the king’s daughter was selected as the victim, George promised to kill the dragon if the people agreed to be baptized.

But the stories of George slaying the dragon are much older than the Christian era. In one earlier version, set in Libya, in North Africa, George came to the aid of a group of local people who were obliged to sacrifice a virgin each day by feeding her to a dragon. George slew the dragon and rescued the maiden, who was chained to a rock. According to this local legend, George also had the power to fertilize barren women, who, by visiting one of his shrines in northern Syria, were said to be magically impregnated by him. While it is possible that someone resembling St. George might have once lived, he belongs to the misty era of early Christianity and even earlier pagan eras, unlike Arthur, whose living, breathing inspiration probably existed in Roman Britain. Shrouded in stories that mixed magic and Christianity, dragons and Roman persecution, George was adopted as patron of the Order of the Garter by King Edward III (1327–1377) and he was invoked as England’s patron by Henry V at the famous Battle of Agincourt in 1415. (St. George is not the only Christian saint drawn from older “pagan” sources. Another example is St. Brigid, one of Ireland’s patron saints, who is very much like an older Celtic goddess also named Brigid. See chapter 5.)

George’s evolving story is a perfect example of how myths are sometimes shared and become layered with meaning as they are adopted and adapted over the course of time. The story of a dragon slayer is one of the most common themes in ancient myths, and there are connections between the stories of St. George and of the Greek hero Perseus, and of even older dragon slayers in both Egyptian and Mesopotamian myths. The dragon, in fact, is one of the most universal archetypes, often related to evil and chaos, and images of these creatures have been found in Egyptian tombs, on the Ishtar gate in Babylon, on Chinese scrolls, on Aztec temples, and even in Inuit bone carvings.

Another mythical dragon slayer was the Canaanite god Baal. In one myth, Baal slays the dragon Lotan (whose named was changed to Leviathan in the Hebrew Bible), the symbol of chaos. For this act, Baal was rewarded with a beautiful palace built by the gods in his honor. Readers of the Bible are familiar with Baal in another context. He was seen as one of the chief “false gods” whom the Hebrew people of the Old Testament had to overcome in establishing the Promised Land of Israel.

Fables are simple, usually brief, fictitious stories, typically teaching a moral, or making a cautionary point, or, in some cases, satirizing human behavior. In many fables, the moral is usually told at the end, in the form of a proverb. Often, they feature animals that speak and act like human beings, as in the most famous examples—those attributed to Aesop, a Greek slave who supposedly lived about 600 BCE, but about whom little else is known. Stories like “The Tortoise and the Hare,” in which slow and steady wins the race, or “The Grasshopper and the Ant,” in which a fun-loving but lazy grasshopper plays while the ant dutifully stores away food for the winter, were simple morality tales.

For generations, “Aesop’s Fables,” which may have come from more ancient sources, were handed down orally, until around 300 BCE, when they were gathered into a collection, Assemblies of Aesopic Tales. Compiled by an Athenian politician named Demetrius of Phaleron, this collection was later translated into Latin by Phaedrus, a freed Greek slave. About five hundred years later, in 230 CE, another Greek writer combined Aesop’s fables with similar tales from India and translated all of them into Greek verse. Among the world’s oldest known fables are those from India, called the Panchatantra, an anonymous collection written in Sanskrit (and translated as “five treasures”). Derived from Buddhist sources, they were probably written as instructions for the children of royalty.

The fables of Aesop, which are sometimes intermingled with Greek myths, have remained an essential part of Western culture and are as familiar to children today as they may have been to Athenian children two thousand years ago. Such stories as “Androcles and the Lion,” in which a slave saves his own life by removing a thorn from the paw of a lion, or “The Crow and the Pitcher,” in which a thirsty crow fills a pitcher with stones to raise the water level so he can drink (moral: necessity is the mother of invention), are still widely told. And they permeate our language and literature. In “The Fox and the Grapes,” for example, a fox decides that some grapes growing too high for him to reach are probably sour anyway. The moral of the fable—that people often express a dislike for what they cannot have—is the source of the common expression “sour grapes.”

Related to fables are folktales, another type of story usually handed down orally, which often deals with common people and is primarily meant to entertain rather than instruct. Unlike legends, folktales are not supposed to have actually happened and don’t usually involve national heroes. Although the term “folktale” is often used interchangeably with “fairy tale,” they are two different forms. Folktales generally tell of the customs, superstitions, and beliefs of ordinary people; fairy tales are usually filled with elves, pixies, fairies, and other supernatural creatures with magical powers. In both of these, the central character tends to be a person of low status, frequently trapped in a case of mistaken identity, who has been victimized or persecuted, like Cinderella by her wicked step-sisters. Over time, and often with magical help, they overcome adversity and their goodness is rewarded as they are restored to their proper place in society. In other words, for average people, folk-and fairy tales are the equivalent of stories of people winning the lottery, always holding out hope that some stroke of luck or miraculous intervention will change their luck and fortune forever.

The tales of Arabian Nights, including “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves,” “Aladdin’s Lamp,” and “Sinbad the Sailor,” are examples of the best-known folk-and fairy tales. Another collection of the most familiar folk-and fairy tales are Grimm’s Fairy Tales, the famous German stories collected by the brothers Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm between 1807 and 1814. These include “Hansel and Gretel,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” “Snow-White,” “Rumpelstiltskin,” “Sleeping Beauty,” “Cinderella,” and “Rapunzel,” many of which were drawn from much older, mythic sources.


Where does the urge to make myths come from?

Like the witness to the car accident at the beginning of this chapter, people everywhere love—or perhaps need—to create a good story. And if the details change a bit in the retelling, what’s the difference? Who hasn’t slightly embellished their biography or stretched the truth with a touch of dramatic flair to add some color and spice to an encounter at the supermarket or an argument with the boss? Often, these stories—just like everyday rumors and tabloid-newspaper reports—change with each retelling. It has always been that way, and in the broadest sense, the myths of every culture include all of these types of “stories”—legends, fables, folktales, and fairy tales—to form a broad worldview.

But the larger question remains: where do these stories come from? Are they all inspired—as is most likely the case of King Arthur and possibly St. George—by some actual person or events? Or are all of these mythical stories simply the work of human imagination? People have been arguing about that for more than 2,500 years.

As early as 525 BCE, a Greek named Theagenes, who lived in southern Italy, identified myths as scientific analogies or allegories—an attempt to explain natural occurrences that people could not understand. To him, for instance, the mythical stories of gods fighting among themselves were allegories representing the forces of nature that oppose each other, such as fire and water. This is clearly the source of a great many explanatory or “causal” myths, beginning with the accounts found in every society or civilization that explain the creation of the universe, the world, and humanity. These “scientific” myths attempted to explain the seasons, the rising and setting of the sun, the course of the stars. Myths like these were, in some ways, the forerunners of science. Old mythical explanations for the workings of nature began to be replaced









































































	Religious rituals are central to both mythic belief systems and religion. Every tradition has some basic practices that include acts and ceremonies by which believers appeal to and serve God or other sacred powers. The Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament, is filled with elaborate instructions for the ritual sacrifice of animals, practices not very different from the animal sacrifices that were common in ancient Mesopotamia or Greece. Christians around the world participate in a ritual in which bread and wine are believed to be transformed into the body and blood of Jesus, which was shed in a rite of sacrifice, an act that also has very ancient roots.
 Prayer is probably the most common ritual. When praying, a believer or someone on behalf of believers addresses words and thoughts to an object of worship. Most major religions have a daily schedule of prayer.
 Many religions also have rituals intended to purify the body. For example, Hindus consider the waters of the Ganges River in India to be sacred, and every year, millions of Hindus purify their bodies by bathing in the river, especially at the holy city of Varanasi. The common practice of Christian baptism—either infant or adult—is another widely practiced ritual with deep roots in mythical practices. The mother of Achilles dipping her infant son into sacred waters is not so different from the Christian priest anointing an infant’s head with holy water to consecrate and protect the newborn, or the Hindu pilgrims who travel to the Ganges River for a dip.

	Belief in a deity. “Who knows this truly, and who will now declare it, what paths lead together to the gods?” the ancient Rig-Veda of Hinduism asks. “Only their lowest aspects of existence are seen, who exist on supreme mystical planes.”
 Like ancient myths, most religions believe in one or more deities who govern or greatly influence the actions of human beings as well as events in nature. While Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are monotheistic—believe in one god—Hinduism teaches that a world spirit called Brahman is the supreme power but that there are numerous other gods and goddesses. (Confucianism is one of the few significant atheistic religions.)


	Sacred stories. The Bible, Koran, Bhagavad-Gita, Popol Vuh. Every religion has its collection of sacred or divine stories, which, in essence, are myths. After all, myths were first told to describe how the sacred powers directly influenced the world.
 As Ninian Smart writes in The World’s Religions, “Experience is channeled and expressed not only by ritual but also by sacred narrative or myth…. It is the story side of religion. It is typical of all faiths to hand down vital stories: some historical; some about that mysterious primordial time when the world was in its timeless dawn; some about great founders, such as Moses, the Buddha, Jesus and Muhammad; some about assaults by the Evil One…. These stories are called myths. The term may be a bit misleading, for in the modern study of religion, there is no implication that a myth is false.”
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