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​Author's Note 
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Sometimes those of us who spend our lives searching for some bit of knowledge that will help make sense of life here on planet Earth come to the end of the road. We then have a choice: to turn back and end our intellectual journey or proceed, to wade a ways out into the weeds and scrub brush. We stand a chance of becoming lost in a chaotic philosophical wilderness and even risk losing, if not our minds, at least our sense of purpose, which can result in sickness of the soul. But it's worth the chance because, if our intuition has served us well, we will stumble out of the bushes to find ourselves at an intellectual height where we can overlook the vase reaches of the human endeavor and gain a fresh perspective. This present work, whereupon you are about to embark, is the result of such a journey. It's not an imaginative work, nor is it even one of great creativity, but is only a portion of an observation of where mankind has come so far.

The idea for this work originated in a science fiction film series, which I hosted at New Mexico State University – Carlsbad in 1998. One of the films was the 1931 version of Frankenstein, which was loosely based on the Mary Shelly novel. While researching the origins of Mary's story, I became interested, not only in her life, but also the message apparent in the subtitle, Or, The Modern Prometheus. Then in the fall of 2001, the American Library Association advertised a traveling exhibit titled, Frankenstein: Penetrating the Secrets of Nature. The stated objective of the display was to encourage "audiences to examine the intent of Mary Shelley's novel, Frankenstein, and to discuss Shelley's and their own views about personal and societal responsibility as it relates to science and other areas of life." Since I am an author/engineer/scientist, I am interested in the social implications of all technological and scientific discoveries, particularly when they concern what might be considered "forbidden knowledge." We were unable to get the exhibit for our university branch, but it started me thinking about writing an essay on the subject. Gradually, the concept evolved into the current work, of which the first volume, Introduction to Frankenstein: Origins and Aftermath, has been previously published. In that first volume, I started with Genesis and established the nature and origin of forbidden knowledge, which is at the heart of the continuing narrative. Although not absolutely necessary, a reading of that volume will be of benefit in understanding the material in this.

I've provided an overarching title for the series, Tales of the Mythic World. All of these essays do have forbidden knowledge as a unifying theme. I am currently working on a third volume that will take a mythological look at scientific milestones such as Sir Isaac Newton's Laws of Motion and Einstein's Theory of Relativity that eventually led to the creation of the atomic bomb. That volume will end with an essay on J. R. R. Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, which I believe is one of the few serious fictional works to explore the question of how to put the genie back in the bottle.

A ways into the writing of these essays, I had a dream. I stood on a dark mountain at night overlooking a brilliant sea of city lights, a magnificent future world. A man in a gray cloak stood in front of me, a little to the right. He turned and looked back at me, as if to say, "See? All this is possible." Then the scene was interrupted by a line of mushroom clouds, similar to the line of bombs dropped on Baghdad during "Shock and Awe" at the start of the war with Saddam Hussein, but these were atomic bombs and not those of conventional warfare. I realized that my dream was directed, not at me, but at our times.

I woke, slowly, and as the mists of sleep faded, the name of one man came to mind, Teiresias. Teiresias was a seer in ancient Greece, a priest of Apollo, and though blind, could see the future and knew the will of the gods. He'd advised the kings of Thebes: Kadmos, Oedipus, Creon and many others. Years after he died, famous Odysseus came to see him in the Underworld to learn his way home from Troy. Teiresias was the only man to retain an unclouded mind in the Afterlife. 

Some years ago, I traveled Greece for ten weeks, a pilgrimage of sorts, visiting many archeological and religious sites: Delphi, Ithaca, Troy. I also visited Thebes, and while there had some unsettling experiences, epiphanies really, concerning my own life. (See Oedipus on a Pale Horse.) Upon my return home, when analyzing my voyage and writing about it, I realized that, while traveling that ancient land, I had been in the hands of the gods in the literal sense.  (See Encountering Hermes.) Because of this and other strange occurrences, I've learned to take heed of dreams and experiences that seem meaningful, even though to do so I might appear to be chasing specters. This dream I'd just had concerning Teiresias seemed to cast a new light on the writing of this book.

I write in voices. I can exhaustively research, but I can't really start writing a book until I find the right voice to tell the story. Some call it channeling, but I'm a little suspicious of that. I will say this: Teiresias, with his unclouded mind and residence in the world of the divine, could possibly have visibility of all things past and future. This book could be a warning from Teiresias, and these tales I've written here could all be, not only mine, but also his tales of the mythic world.
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​CHAPTER 1: Oedipus at Colonus 
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...the primitive foundations of the human soul are ... profound time-sources where the myth has its home and shapes the primeval norms and forms of life. For the myth is the foundation of life; it is the timeless schema, the pious formula to which life flows when it reproduces its traits out of the unconscious. ―Thomas Mann, "Freud and the Future." 

And I gave my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly: I perceived that this also is vexation of spirit. For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow. ―Ecclesiastes 1:17-18

In 406 BC, four years before the final defeat of Athens in the Peloponnesian War, a funeral procession slowly negotiated the foothills along the slope of Mt. Parnassus northeast of Athens into enemy territory to the burial grounds at Decelea. Sparta, who'd laid siege to Athens, allowed the passage out of respect for the holy corpse. None other than Dionysus himself, patron god of theatre, guarded the funeral train. So the story goes. [1]

The man who'd died had been seven when the Athenians defeated the Persians in the land battle at Marathon and seventeen when he danced naked at the Isthmus of Corinth during the celebration following the victory over the Persians in the sea battle at Salamis. At the tender age of twenty-seven, on his initial attempt as a dramatic poet, he'd won his first victory in the City Dionysia over the seasoned Aeschylus. He was a close friend of Pericles, Athens' first citizen, but also friends with Pericles' political enemy Cimon. He'd housed the healing god Asclepius, in serpent form, in his own home until a temple for the god could be built and had been elected to the Board of Generals during the war with Samos. He'd served as treasurer of the Delian League.

The acclaimed corpse was that of ninety-year-old Sophocles. Sophocles was the quintessential Athenian, intelligent, good looking and mild mannered, and in the years following his death, he would be worshiped as Dexion, the "Receiver." [2] Burial rites of the time [3] included the washing of the deceased with seawater by women, and dressing the corpse in an ankle-length robe. An obol coin was inserted between the lips as payment to the mythical ferryman Charon for passage across the Styx to the Underworld. They closed the eyes and kept the lips shut with a chinstrap. The body was generally cremated on a pyre, as Trelawny would Shelley's body millennia later. [See Introduction to Frankenstein: Origins and Aftermath.] The remaining bones were then put in a vase and buried in the family plot.

The death of Sophocles signaled the end of an era. Not only was it the end of the greatest creative period for ancient Greece, but it also signaled the coming end of democracy in Athens. Sparta had already won the war and all that was left was for the final battles to play out. 

The much-loved tragic poet had just finished his final play, Oedipus at Colonus, which described the death of the mythic king, and is set in the Athenian suburb where Sophocles himself had been born and raised. This was Sophocles' farewell to theatre and also a farewell to his hometown. He lived only a short time after completing it, and it was left to his grandson to produce five years later.

Oedipus was a mythic character whose story had been passed down through generations of ancient rhapsodes. Though myth, the stories concerning the ancient man-of-grief may have some basis in fact. Oedipus died at Colonus, so the story went, but he had ruled as king in Thebes, some sixty miles north of Athens. Archeologists have uncovered the ruins of ancient Thebes, and their scientific findings seemingly verify some elements of the story. Once Oedipus was exiled, his sons had at first agreed to share the throne, but then fought over it, Eteocles, the younger son, gaining the upper hand. The older son, Polyneices, went to Argos, assembled his own army and formed alliances with six generals from other townships, and returned to retake the throne. The attack was repulsed, but a generation later, the sons of the defeated generals returned and burned Thebes to the ground. The archaeological excavation reveals a layer of ash and rubble that corresponds to the time period, 1225 BC, during which, according to myth, the burning of Thebes had occurred. Archaeologists uncovered an ivory leg to what is called the "Throne of Oedipus," which now resides in the Thebes museum.

As for the myth of Oedipus himself, actually the backstory to Oedipus at Colonus, the story goes that a child was born to the king and queen of Thebes, one forbidden by the gods. To escape divine wrath, they drove a spike through the ankles of the child, so he couldn't walk even in the Afterlife, and gave him to a goatherd to be exposed in the wilds of Mt. Kithaeron. However, the goatherd took pity on the child and gave him to another goatherd who took the child back to Corinth with him. There he gave the child to the king and queen of Corinth who raised him as their own son and named him Oedipus, "swell-foot."

Years later, Oedipus was living a life of luxury as the prince of Corinth when one evening a wine-drunk belligerent at a festival told him he wasn't his father's son. Young Oedipus tried to put aside the accusation but rumors continued to circulate. He went to his father, the king, who assured Oedipus that he was his son. The accusation kept gnawing at Oedipus, so he went to the Oracle at Delphi to put the question to Apollo and settle the issue once and for all.

Delphi is an actual place and the home of the temple of Apollo, the god of prophecy and enlightenment. The temple stood on the side of Mt. Parnassus, up the slope from the deep-blue waters of the Gulf of Corinth. In antiquity, dignitaries from all over the known world came to Delphi seeking enlightenment, including Alexander the Great. Even today the ruins of the temple are visited by tens of thousands every year. 

Consider again, Oedipus before the Pythia at the Delphic oracle putting his question of parentage to Apollo, but this time let's stop the action of Oedipus' life right there, as if we have a magical remote and can pause it real time so that we might examine the situation. 

We can well imagine Oedipus having his future all planned out before him: ascending the throne of Corinth once his father died, marriage to a woman who would thus be queen, kids who would be princes and princesses. He would have command of all his realm. This was as certain a future as anyone could have imagined, and let's even assume that it was one written by the Fates into the Book of Life. We'd like for him, before he received his answer from the Pythia, to say, "Never mind," turn around and walk back to Corinth, put up with the accusation, and live a relatively untroubled life. But in that instant, that pause in time between Oedipus asking the question to uncover the truth of his life and receiving his answer from the Pythia, Oedipus' life reordered itself. The Fates rewrote his life in the Book of Life, so that instantly he had a new fate, a second fate filled with woe. 

Oedipus before the Pythia waiting for his answer is like Eve, having picked the apple, brought it to her mouth, and then pauses to contemplate the act, the transgression she is about to commit. Here at the beginning of mankind, we can see most clearly the two paths before her. What would have happened if she'd dropped the apple to the ground untasted? Would she and Adam have stayed in the Garden? Would we really have stayed ignorant and been content? If Eve hadn't done it first, would no one have ever done it? Somehow this seems like a setup that would be instructive throughout mankind's existence. The temptation was just too great for mankind's nature.

Now we can press the remote again and see Oedipus' new life unfold in all its terrible glory. The Pythia gives Oedipus his answer: "You will kill your father and defile your mother's bed." It isn't the answer to the question he'd asked, for his life has been rewritten in that split second between the asking and the answering, and he is no longer the man he had been. He is no longer the son of the king of Corinth. His life is now unalterably changed back into that before he'd been exposed on Kithaeron. So he leaves Delphi and, fearing the oracle, instead of returning to Corinth proceeds through the farm fields of Focis Nome to a crossroads, a place where three roads come together. And here we can hit the remote button one more time, stop the flow of events in Oedipus' life and examine the next turn it will take. For here he'll have a dispute with a man in a carriage. 

The great social anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss once said, "Each of us is a kind of crossroads where things happen. The crossroads is purely passive; something happens there." [77] It's as if lives are lived through us, perhaps even that our lives do not belong to us. Oedipus certainly must have felt that way. This concept is very much in tune with Jung's contention that at times our lives parallel a myth, and that at such times, the myth actually lives us. It seems that we get no warning when it's about to happen. 

The crossroads was called the Cleft Way, [78] a sort of external manifestation of Levi-Strauss' crossroads within. Even today, it's a rather dramatic setting with grass-covered rolling hills and Mt. Parnassus looming to the northwest. You can hear the dull clank of goat bells in the distance, the whistle of a goatherd and the yap, yap, yap of a dog. [79] Coming from Delphi, the right branch of the path leads to Thebes and for Oedipus would mean glory and tragedy. The left path leads to the small town of Daulia, a nondescript little place that even today attracts little attention. If Oedipus chooses the path to Daulia, we can well imagine him having a wife and kids, a few goats and pigs, a sheep or two, and living an obscure country life, but a good life and one
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