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PRAISE FOR
Classic Myths to Read Aloud


“Every child deserves this book. Those who do the reading aloud will be enlightened and rewarded, too.”

Edwin Newman




“I attribute the success of our school to our classical program. If we could return American schools to the classic myths we would find that many of our moral problems would be solved. Classic Myths to Read Aloud is a fascinating book.”

Marva Collins, founder, Westside Preparatory School, Chicago




“William Russell has done it again—the classic myths in readable prose with a pronunciation guide to all those Greek names you could never pronounce. I loved it!”

Jim Trelease, author, The Read-Aloud Handbook




“Some stories, no matter how ancient, are forever relevant because they speak to the universal themes of all people of all ages and cultures. William Russell has therefore done us a great favor by providing these Greek and Roman myths in wonderful read-aloud form for us to share with our children, enriching their imagination and their lives.”

Albert Shanker, President, American Federation of Teachers
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Reading Myths and the Myths of Reading

The biggest mistake that parents and teachers make when helping children to read is that they stop reading aloud to them once the children have begun to read for themselves. In my previous collections of read-alouds for school-age children (Classics to Read Aloud to Your Children and More Classics to Read Aloud to Your Children), I discussed the findings from numerous research studies that show how and why continuing oral reading past the picture-book years improves both children’s reading ability and their interest in reading. I also pointed out that when parents and teachers read good literature aloud—time-honored masterpieces to which the label “classic” can be properly applied—they allow children to become accustomed to the sound of Standard English Usage, a form of English that is not usually modeled by the rock stars, athletes, and television characters children see as heroes. Hearing well-crafted stories told in an artful language also causes a child’s vocabulary and imagination to undergo an effortless enhancement.

Now I want to expand the argument in favor of reading classics aloud to include the likelihood that this practice may be our best hope for re-creating a “cultural literacy” among America’s schoolchildren.

In his recent best-seller Cultural Literacy, Professor E.D. Hirsch, Jr., laments the change in the public-school curriculum from being facts-centered to being skills-centered, and he confirms what many parents and teachers have suspected for some time: “More and more of our young people don’t know things we used to assume they knew.” Newspapers and magazines report almost daily, it seems, new studies that show how woefully inept American students are in geography, history, mathematics, and science compared with their counterparts in other industrialized countries and compared with American students of a generation ago.

This is a different crisis from the well-recognized loss of general literacy among our citizens. Yet our children’s failure to know the factual information about their history or their culture or their planet is related to the decline in their ability to read and write, and for one simple reason: It is precisely these facts—these common and shared pieces of background information—that enable children to find meaning in what they read. The notion of “progressive” educators—that reading is merely a decoding skill that can be learned from any material, whether meaningful or not—fails to recognize that facts and skills are inseparable. Children are constantly trying to make some sense of their world, and when they are allowed to acquire a store of traditional information, when they are given meaningful reading materials that draw upon that store of shared knowledge, children (and adults, too) are able to create mental “hooks” on which they gather and attach new pieces of information. Not only is their world made more sensible and understandable by this process, but their motivation and intellectual self-confidence get a big boost as well. As Hirsch points out: “Our children need traditional background information early to make sense of significant reading materials, and thus gain further information that enables them to make further progress in reading and learning.” In other words, the more you already know, the more you are able to learn.

Just as the great authors and their works have been gradually swept from the public-school curriculum during the last twenty years, so have the classic myths and legends. The ancient stories of gods and heroes that most of today’s adults learned—not at home, but in the classroom—are no longer considered “proper” subject matter for elementary reading texts and are no longer “relevant” enough for inclusion in literature classes later on. The loss here is not just that our children are not allowed to be fascinated by the stories that have fascinated children for thousands of years, but that as our children grow to depend upon newspapers and novels and commentators instead of basal readers for their links with the larger world, they will not be able to understand the many allusions and references that are made to mythical characters and stories by writers and speakers who just assumed that knowledge of these myths was shared by all. The following story will illustrate what I mean.

Not long ago, I was riding a student bus that was taking me across a university campus to the school’s Education Department. In front of me on that bus were two undergraduate women—sophomores or juniors, perhaps—who were having a most difficult time trying to figure out what a certain passage in their textbook meant by its reference to “the wooden horse of Troy.” I could barely believe what I was hearing, but an even greater jolt was in store. The last words I heard them say before they, too, got off at the Education Building were “And who in the world is this guy Troy, anyway?”

I see two tragedies in this story. The first is that these students—who may have been bright, competent, and diligent in their studies—had never heard the story of Helen of Troy in all their years of schooling. The Trojan War, the sulking of Achilles, “beware of Greeks bearing gifts”—none of these would have any meaning to them, and so they would be as bewildered by any reference to, let’s say, “the face that launched a thousand ships” as they were by their textbook’s reference to the most famous ruse in history. The second tragedy is that, inasmuch as their bus stop and textbook were both associated with the Education Department, I assume that these students were studying to be teachers and are, by now, guiding the learning of somebody’s children somewhere in the country.

The great myths, though, are valuable in their own right, not just because they provide the mental “hooks,” or schemata, that enable us to gather and understand new material. These myths have survived through the centuries because they have had something important to say, and because people of widely disparate ages and cultures have found in these tales lessons and inspiration for their own lives. Your children will find that these stories require a more active use of their imagination than they are accustomed to providing, but although their creative powers may have been dulled by monster cartoons and by basal readers that feature such exciting tales as “Dick and Jane Go Shopping,” these powers can be resuscitated by having to form a mental picture of someone extracting the teeth from a dragon, for example, or of the way the world would look to someone riding on the back of a flying horse.

Children will find their feelings stirred as well as their imaginations. Indeed, there is an abundance of sorrow and tragedy in these ancient stories, and you as the reader must take care that the selection you choose is appropriate for the current mood of your youthful listener. But just because a story is sad or includes a tragic scene does not mean that it is, therefore, inappropriate for all children at all times. Sad moments are part of a child’s life, just as they are part of an adult’s. Our children need to see and understand that they are not the only ones who feel the sting of sorrow or who suffer misfortunes. Indeed, there are countless tragedies and difficulties in a young life that can be soothed and understood better when they are shown to be similar to the hardships or the dilemmas that faced a mythical character whom the child has come to know and, perhaps, admire.

The names of these mythical characters will seem strange at first, for, with the exception of bold Jason and fair Helen, they are quite unlike the names of any boys or girls a child is likely to know. But, as you will discover in the sections titled “A Few Words More,” some of these strange names lie at the very heart of many not-so-strange English words that are common to adults and children alike. You will also find that some gods and goddesses are called by two different names, this owing to their having been called one name by the early Greek myth-makers and, much later, another name by the Romans. The strangeness of the names and the dual identities of the gods tend to be more of a hindrance to adults than to children, so I suggest that you not belabor the problem or make it a repeated subject in your discussions. Just concentrate on making the pronunciations seem as comfortable and commonplace as possible, and rest assured that any identity crises will work themselves out in time.

The language I have used in telling these tales may seem somewhat old-fashioned, though I hope not archaic. For the most part, it is the language of the myths as I heard and read them when I was young, because I have based this collection on the venerable retellings found in Thomas Bulfinch’s The Age of Fable, Hamilton Wright Mabie’s Myths That Every Child Should Know, Gladys Davidson’s Wonder Tales from the Greek and Roman Myths, and Alfred J. Church’s classic versions of the Iliad, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid. I heartily recommend these sources to any parents or teachers who are looking for additional classic myths to use as read-alouds. The language and style of these early collections are much to be preferred, I think, to the modern and “up-to-date” retellings that have deities speaking in “hip” lingo, as though that were the only way to maintain a child’s interest. (The corruption of these classic myths has, as we would expect, been aided by television, too. A mother wrote to me to say how appalled she was to find that her sons had watched an animated version of Ulysses’ encounter with the Cyclops in which the Cyclops was not “a hideous giant with but one eye and that in the middle of his forehead, with the eyebrow below it,” as Homer described the monster and as the story is told in Classics to Read Aloud to Your Children. No, in this supposedly “children’s” version, the Cyclops is just a run-of-the-mill giant, but with a patch over one eye!)

The great myths can teach us many things, for in them we find history and geography and astronomy and word origins. But most of all we find the struggles of human beings, including all the passions and frailties that are to be found in humans today. We are connected to these ancient civilizations in Greece and Rome by some words in our language, to be sure, but we are even more directly connected to them by these myths, for it is in these tales that we see ourselves. Oh, we understand now why the seasons change and we know that lightning bolts aren’t thrown by Zeus, but we still use ideas like “luck” and “UFOs” to help us explain what we can’t otherwise understand. We struggle, just as the ancients did, to know where we fit on this planet and how we should conduct our lives, and we wonder on occasion, just as they did, whether our lives and actions are all part of some grand plan.

When earlier civilizations struggled with these problems, they wrote stories to help them see their world and their place in that world more clearly. The Greeks had a word for it, all right; to them, the word for “story” was mythos.


Using “A Few Words More”

At the end of each tale in the book, I have written a paragraph or two dealing with the origins of some of the words that appear in that tale. These paragraphs are not meant to be part of the read-aloud session itself.

I designed “A Few Words More” with you—the reader—in mind: I wanted these sections to be interesting, informative, illuminating, and occasionally fascinating—even startling. Startled: That’s just how I feel when I learn something about a word that I’ve been using all my life, but hadn’t known why or hadn’t seen how it related to dozens of other words and ideas. All of a sudden, the clouds begin to part, a light bulb glows inside my brain, and I wonder how I could possibly have failed to see what was right in front of me all these years.

I hope that “A Few Words More” will help you experience this excitement on occasion—this wonderful feeling that somehow the world makes a little more sense than it did before—because if you do, then it is sure that you will want your listeners to feel it too. It will not happen for them, however, if you merely read my explanations aloud. Instead, you should read them to yourself when you are preparing and practicing the story. Then, after you have read the story aloud, try to weave the words and their histories into the discussion of the tale, or weave them into a later chat if the situation permits. Just remember two things: What is an absolutely stupefying piece of learning to you may not put so much as a glimmer in someone else’s bulb, and this above all—timing is everything.


GREEK AND ROMAN GODS



	Greek Name
	Powers and Responsibilities
	Roman Name



	ZEUS
	King of the gods; god of thunder and lightning
	JUPITER OR JOVE



	HERA
	queen of the gods; goddess of marriage
	JUNO



	HADES OR PLUTO
	king of the Underworld; ruler of the dead
	PLUTO



	POSEIDON
	god of the sea
	NEPTUNE



	DEMETER
	goddess of agriculture; goddess of fertility
	CERES



	ATHENA
	goddess of wisdom; goddess of domestic arts
	MINERVA



	ARES
	god of war and violence
	MARS



	HEPHAESTUS
	god of fire and metalworking; blacksmith for the gods
	VULCAN



	PERSEPHONE
	goddess of young grain; queen of the Underworld
	PROSERPINA



	APHRODITE
	goddess of love and beauty
	VENUS



	EROS
	god of love
	CUPID



	HERMES
	messenger of the gods; god of herds, cunning, and travel
	MERCURY



	APOLLO
	god of poetry, healing, prophecy; associated with the sun
	APOLLO



	HYPNOS
	god of sleep
	SOMNUS



	ARTEMIS
	goddess of the hunt and the moon
	DIANA





Listening Level I

(Ages 5 and up)

The stories that I have included in this first section are not “childish” in any way, and so these myths are quite suitable for reading to children of any age. They provide an introduction into the ways that the Greeks and Romans perceived their gods, and they will allow your children to create these gods anew by picturing them in their own way, just as storytellers and listeners have done for thousands of years.

Yet there is much in these tales that remains unchanged, as it has through the centuries, and so these myths provide us with some of the makings of our common culture. Here are stories about humans who aspire to rise too high, or who are harmed by their own suspicions, or who seek such perfection that the real world can never satisfy them—all stories that are known throughout many lands and are called to mind by the mention of a mere word or phrase.

While the purpose of reading these myths aloud is to entertain and to enrich, far more than to educate, there are some quite natural learnings that will result from them just the same. The fact that there was a Greek civilization that flourished many centuries before there was a city called Rome is a lesson that can come as a natural part of explaining why the same gods are known by two different names in different myths.

The tales are arranged in a very general order, from the more simple to the more demanding. But even the very early stories should be read and practiced alone BEFORE reading them aloud to a child, not only because some of the pronunciations are challenging, but because so many ancient myths have tragic or unhappy endings. Such tales, therefore, do not make good bedtime stories, nor are they suitable for those times when a read-aloud can provide a much-needed cheering up. There are a few happy endings here, but pain and misfortune were a common lot for the ancients and required a supernatural explanation.


The Gift of Athena

About the story:


In Greek mythology, Zeus and his two brothers, Poseidon and Hades, divided up the universe among themselves by casting lots. Poseidon became ruler of the oceans and the seas, Hades became ruler of the kingdom of the dead known as the Underworld, and Zeus became supreme god of all heaven and earth. Among Zeus’s many children was gray-eyed Athena, who, it was said, was born in a very strange way: She leaped full-grown and in full battle dress out of Zeus’s head! Athena was her father’s favorite child, and she was possessed not only of great skill in warfare, but, as the following tale shows, of great wisdom as well.



Approximate reading time: 6 minutes

Vocabulary and pronunciation guide:


Athena [uth-EE-nuh]: the goddess of wisdom in Greek mythology; she is known as Minerva [mih-NERVE-uh] in Roman myths

Hades [HAY-deez]

Zeus [ZOOSE]: king of the gods in Greek mythology; he is called Jupiter or Jove in Roman myths

Poseidon [po-SYE-dun]: god of the seas and rivers in Greek mythology; he is known as Neptune in Roman myths

Olympus [oh-LIMM-pus]: the mountain on which the gods lived

deities [DEE-it-eez]: gods; immortals

trident [TRY-dent]: a three-pronged spear

chasm [KAZ-um]: a deep opening in the earth’s surface; a gorge



Long, long ago, when this old world was a very young place, and when the few people there were had just begun to live together in groups for their own protection, the great gods selected the places for humans to build their cities. They looked down upon the earth, through the clouds that shrouded their home on the very peak of the high mountain called Olympus [oh-LIMM-pus], and they chose the sites they thought would provide everything mortals needed to live and to prosper.

Now, each god and goddess was eager to have a great city built in his or her honor, and so the prime locations—the very best places for the great cities to be built—came to cause much bickering and jealousy among the many deities [DEE-it-eez], for all wanted a great city built in their honor, a city whose people would worship that particular god or goddess above all others.

It happened that great Zeus [ZOOSE], the king and ruler of all the gods, had found a spot on earth that appeared to be absolutely ideal for the building of a noble city; indeed, he foresaw that the city that would be built there would someday become the noblest city on earth. Well, you can imagine that all the gods and goddesses wanted this city for their own, and you would be right. But the two who wanted it most of all were Athena [uth-EE-nuh], the goddess of wisdom, and Poseidon [po-SYE-dun], the god of the seas and rivers. Now, Athena was one of Zeus’s daughters, and so you might expect that her father would honor her request, but Poseidon was great Zeus’s brother, and Zeus did not want to disappoint him, either. Poseidon appealed to Zeus, saying that this location would provide the city with the greatest natural harbor in all the world and destine it to be a great seaport. Therefore, as god of the sea, it was only right that he, Poseidon, should be its chief god. But Athena argued just as earnestly that the greatness of this city would not lie in its commerce, but rather in the respect its people would someday have for art and learning. As goddess of wisdom, therefore, she should be its guardian.

Zeus, at last, decided upon a way to end this quarrel and to choose, fairly, between the two. He called for a great council to be held at the very site of the new city, and there, with all the gods and goddesses arrayed before him, Zeus spoke from his golden throne in a clear, commanding voice. “Listen,” he said, “to the will of Zeus, who judges now between Poseidon and Athena. The city that is desired by each shall bear the name of that god who shall bring forth from the earth the better gift for the mortals who will dwell here. If Poseidon’s gift be judged more useful, this city shall be called Poseidonia [po-sye-DOE-nee-uh], but if Athena’s gift be deemed the better, the city shall forever after be known as Athens.”

Upon hearing this, Poseidon arose in all his majesty, and he stuck his trident [TRY-dent] (that is, the long, three-pronged spear that he always carried)—he stuck this trident hard into the ground right where he stood. The earth shook violently all around until, at last, a great crack opened up in the surface. Out of this steaming chasm [KAZ-um] leaped a magnificent horse, his powerful white body fully arrayed in battle gear, a warhorse like none had ever seen before. “Behold my gift,” said Poseidon, “and call the city after my name, for who can give these mortals a better present than the horse, which will ensure their protection from all their enemies.”

But Athena looked steadfastly with her keen gray eyes at the assembled gods, and she stooped slowly down to touch the earth where she stood. She said nothing but continued to gaze calmly on that great council. Presently they all witnessed a small shoot growing from the ground where Athena had touched her hand. It grew swiftly and in minutes had sprouted thick and luscious boughs and leaves; higher and higher it rose until green fruit appeared on its clustering branches. “My gift is better, O Zeus, than that of Poseidon,” she said. “The horse he has given shall bring war and strife and anguish to these mortals and their children, but my gift—the olive tree—is the sign of peace and plenty, of health and strength, and the pledge of happiness and freedom. Is it not more fitting, then, that the city to be founded here should be called after my name?”

Then the voices of the gods rose in the air as one: “The gift of Athena is better by far, for it is the token that this city shall be greater in peace than in war, and nobler in its freedom than in its power. Let the city be called Athens forevermore.”

Hearing their appeal, Zeus then bowed his head as a sign of his judgment that the city should be named for Athena. The earth trembled as he rose from his golden throne to return to the halls of Olympus. Athena stood gazing over the land that her victory had given her, and she decided that it was here that she would make her home. “Here,” she said, “my children will grow up in happiness, and they will come to understand that freedom is the greatest gift a people can receive. And when the torch of freedom has gone out in Athens, it will be passed on to other peoples in other lands throughout the world.”

A Few Words More


For younger children, this myth can be a valuable introduction to the city of Athens and the country of Greece. On a map of the world (or, much better, on a globe), point out where Athens is in relation to your present location. Is your town, like Athens, named for a famous person?

For older children, this myth can be used to help them see that many of the words in our language are actually made up of words from other, far older languages. Here, for example, we see Poseidon (or Neptune) pictured as he always is, holding his three-pronged spear called a trident. Trident is actually a combination of a Latin prefix (used by the Romans) tri-, meaning “three,” and the Latin root or stem dent-, meaning “tooth.” The trident, then, is not just a spear, but one with “three teeth.” What other words can you think of that begin with tri- and have “three” of something? (For example, tricycle means “three circles” or “three wheels” and triangle, “three angles.”) What words do you know that are formed from dent- and have something to do with “teeth”? (How about dentist and denture?)




Icarus and Daedalus

About the story:


Daedalus was considered by the Greeks the most talented of all their artists, craftsmen, architects, and inventors. It was said that he had been taught by the goddess Athena, but however he came by his skill, it was certain that no other artisan could surpass his workmanship. It was Daedalus who was called upon to build the great labyrinth in Crete (see this page-this page), but today he is known primarily as the man who discovered the secrets of flight. His name lives on in the Greek adjective daidalos, which means “cunningly made” or “skillfully worked.”



Approximate reading time: 7 minutes

Vocabulary and pronunciation guide:


Icarus [ICK-are-us]

Daedalus [DEAD-uh-luss]

Crete [KREET]: the largest of the Greek islands

King Minos [MY-nos]

Minotaur [MY-nuh-tore]: a monster with the body of a man and the head of a bull

Labyrinth [LAB-uh-rinth]: an intricate maze

Cupid [CUE-pid]



Throughout all of Greece, Daedalus [DEAD-uh-lus] was known as the most skillful of men—a master craftsman, artist, architect, and inventor. Indeed, his fame had spread to the island of Crete [KREET], where King Minos [MY-nos] had pleaded for Daedalus to build him a cage or prison that could hold the terrible monster called the Minotaur [MY-nuh-tore]. This hideous beast devoured men, women, and children at his pleasure, and none in all the land could destroy or even control him.

Daedalus accepted this challenge and built for the king a large and fantastic maze he called the Labyrinth [LAB-uh-rinth], whose winding passageways were so cunningly tangled up and twisted around that, once inside, you could never find your way out again. And so the Minotaur was trapped within this ingenious device, and Daedalus was praised as a genius and given great honors by the king.

But King Minos was, after all, a tyrant—quick to anger at the slightest offense and cruel in his punishment of anyone who opposed him. And, before long, Daedalus fell out of the king’s favor to such extent that Daedalus was imprisoned with his young son, Icarus [ICK-are-us], in a high tower. Although the two managed to escape from their cells, they could find no way to leave the island because King Minos had his guards keep strict watch all along the shore, permitting no ship to sail without the most careful search.

Daedalus, however, was determined to use his skill and cunning to find some way to make his escape. At last, after watching the sea gulls who soared far out of reach of Minos and his guards, Daedalus thought of a plan by which he could win freedom for Icarus and himself. “Though King Minos may block me off by land and sea,” he said, “at least the sky still lies open. And that is the way we shall go.”

Both father and son then set about gathering as many feathers as they could find, feathers that had been dropped by the gulls along the shore. Daedalus then placed these feathers in a row, beginning with the smallest, with a shorter one just below each longer one, and with such care and precision that you could almost believe that the feathers had once come from just such a row. Each succeeding row was fashioned in the same delicate way, the feathers secured into a framework with thread and wax. Each framework was then given a gentle curvature, and soon it was apparent that Daedalus, the master builder, had created a pair of wings, perfectly tailored to his own dimensions. When at last the work was done, Daedalus fastened the wings to his own shoulders, and after a few trial efforts, found that by waving his arms in a birdlike motion he could actually climb through the air! He held himself aloft, wavering this way and that, with the wind, against the wind, until at last, like a giant fledgling, he had taught himself to fly!

Settling to the ground once again, he immediately began to fashion another, smaller pair of wings for Icarus, and when the task was done, he taught his son what he had learned about their use.

The morning brought with it a perfect wind by which to make their escape. Daedalus called to his son and, as he fitted the wings to the boy’s shoulders, he gave him his final instructions: “Icarus, remember always to maintain a moderate height, for if you fly too low, the fogs and vapors will weight down your feathers, and if you fly too high, the heat of the sun will surely melt them apart.” The father’s voice trembled and tears glistened in his eyes as he repeated his warning and then lifted himself aloft and flew ahead.

But for Icarus, his father’s warnings simply went in one ear and out the other. Who could remember to be careful when he was about to fly for the first time? All that remained in his mind was the joy of escape and the thrill of performing what all children had dreamed about but none had ever before accomplished.

A few sweeps of his arms and Icarus felt his feet leave the earth; a few more and he was soaring behind his father, looking down on the shore and the ships and the astonished guards of King Minos. The shepherds and farmers who glimpsed them high above the treetops stopped their work and gazed in awe at what they thought must surely be gods—Apollo, perhaps, with Cupid [CUE-pid] following close behind.

At first there was terror mixed with the joy of Icarus and Daedalus, for the wide vacancy of the air dazed them, and every glance downward set their senses reeling. But gradually they began to master this power, and they became overjoyed with the ease and freedom of flight.

Icarus, though, grew more than just comfortable in the air—he grew bold. He stopped following his father and began to soar higher and higher toward the sky. He forgot everything that Daedalus had told him about staying on a middle course and not flying too close to the sun. He thought only about wanting to see what it was like to touch the sky and to play among the stars.

Poor Icarus! The nearer he flew to the blazing sun, the more its rays warmed the wax that held his feathers together. One by one they loosened and dropped away like so many snowflakes. Now, terrified, he fluttered his arms wildly, but there were not enough feathers left to hold him in the air. He cried out, “Father! Oh, Father! Save me or I shall surely die!” But Daedalus was by now too far away to hear these plaintive cries. And so Icarus fell like a leaf tossed down the wind, down and down, calling his father’s name all the while, but there would be no help, and the boy drowned in the sea below.

When Daedalus saw that his son was no longer following him, he called out the boy’s name in fear, but there was no reply. He sought high and low for the boy but found only some feathers afloat on the water, and he knew that Icarus lay in a watery grave. He flew on alone, bitterly cursing the skill that had allowed him to create this tragic invention, and when, at last, he arrived safely on land, he built a temple to Apollo and there hung up his wings as an offering to the god. And never again did he attempt to fly.

A Few Words More


Although Apollo was frequently called the “sun god” in Greek mythology, it was actually the god Helios [HEE-lee-ose] who had originally been given the power to direct the sun along its course. Helios was, after all, the Greek word that meant “sun,” and so Helios became the “god of the sun.” Today, the most widely known trace of this god’s name in our language appears to have little connection with the sun at all.

Back in 1868, scientists analyzed the light from a solar eclipse and discovered a previously unknown element in the spectrum of this light. Because they believed that this unknown element existed only on the sun, they created a name for it out of the Greek word for “sun”: helium. Almost thirty years later, helium was found to exist on earth, too, but its name will always remind us of its earliest discovery.




The Origin of the Seasons

About the story:


When Zeus overthrew his father, Cronus, and began to rule the universe, he and his two brothers cast lots in order to divide the vast territory among them. Hades became lord of the Underworld, where the souls of the dead reside; Poseidon took dominion over all the oceans and the seas; while Zeus himself became sovereign over heaven and earth. Among Zeus’s three sisters was the noble-browed, broad-shouldered Demeter, who was given the considerable responsibility of being goddess of agriculture, fertility, and marriage. (The Romans called this goddess Ceres [pronounced SERIES], and it is from her name that we derive our word cereal.)



Approximate reading time: 12 minutes

Vocabulary and pronunciation guide:


Zeus [ZOOSE]

Cronus [CROW-nus]: father of Zeus; one of the early gods known as Titans; called Saturn by the Romans

Hades [HAY-deez]

Poseidon [po-SYE-dun]

Demeter [deh-ME-tur] Persephone [purr-SEFF-uh-nee] demeanor [dih-ME-nur]: a person’s behavior or conduct; deportment

nymphs [NIMMFS]: beautiful female nature spirits; lesser divinities who inhabited the mountains, forests, meadows, and streams

reveled [REV-uld]: engaged in boisterous and festive merrymaking

chasm [KAZ-um]: a narrow gorge or deep crack in the earth’s surface

Phoebus [FEE-bus] Apollo: god of the sun; Phoebus means “bright, golden like the sun” and characterizes everything about Apollo

Olympus [oh-LIMM-pus]: the mountain on which the gods made their home

Iris [EYE-riss]: the goddess of the rainbow

Hermes [HER-meez]: the messenger of the gods; called Mercury by the Romans

pomegranate [POMM-uh-gran-et]: a semitropical fruit similar in size to an orange but having a reddish, flavorful pulp and containing many small seeds

bade [BAD]: past tense of bid



Demeter [deh-ME-tur], the great earth mother, was goddess of the harvest and of all growing things. Tall and majestic was her appearance, and her hair was the color of ripe wheat. It was she who filled the earth with grain, for it was she who ripened the fruit and who saw to it that the grain grew tall and that the pastures were sweet and bountiful. In her honor white-robed women brought golden garlands of wheat as first fruits to the altar. Planting, reaping, threshing, winnowing—these she watched over and cared for, and hard-working farmers honored her with songs and feasts. All the laws that the farmer knew came from her: the time for plowing, what land would best bear crops, which was fit for grapes, and which was to be left for pasture. She was a goddess whom all called “the great mother” because of her generosity in giving to humankind the necessities of life.

Although Demeter found joy in her duties and in being served and honored by all the mortals on earth, still more did she love and cherish her only daughter, the beautiful Persephone [purr-SEFF-uh-nee]. Persephone was as young and fresh as the spring itself; her demeanor [dih-ME-nur] was always cheery, and when she was not helping her mother oversee the planting or the harvest, she frolicked about the countryside with her friends the nymphs [NIMMFS], dancing and singing and weaving garlands of wildflowers, while the valleys rang with their laughter and mirth.

Now it happened that these joyous sounds seeped down and down to the darkest regions of all—the gloomy and foreboding Underworld, the land of the dead, which was presided over by Hades [HAY-deez], who was a brother of the great Zeus [ZOOSE]. Hades had long sought a mate who would live with him in his gloomy kingdom, but every maiden he asked had refused, and so he remained alone—bereft of all companionship save that of the dead souls who inhabited his dreary domain. But the sounds of joy and gaiety that issued now from the beautiful Persephone caused Hades to want her for his mate beyond all others. Indeed, so strong was his desire that he beseeched the mighty Zeus to grant him this favor and allow him to spirit the maiden away to live with him in his kingdom below. And Zeus, out of brotherly affection, and with no word of any kind to Demeter, did grant Hades’ request and allowed a mother’s greatest joy to be stolen from her, never to return.

That very day, while Persephone and her playmates danced and reveled [REV-uld] in a particularly bountiful meadow, a black cloud swept down upon them from the east, and so swiftly did it advance that no one could tell its cause or content. Only when it was too late did they see the hideous and terrifying figure of Hades and his ghostly chariot that was pulled by four coal-black and menacing steeds. In an instant the lord of the Underworld had grabbed the unsuspecting maiden, and clutching her tightly, he drove the horses to breakneck speed, for he feared that Demeter could pursue him while he remained on the surface of the earth. Soon the chariot came to a narrow fault in the land where, at Hades’ command, a chasm [KAZ-um] opened before them, and they plunged headlong through the earth’s crust and down and down as the opening closed behind them, sealing off the light of the sun and sealing Persephone’s hopes of ever rejoicing with her friends or feeling the loving touch of her mother again.

Bitter was the grief of Demeter when she heard the news that her daughter had been mysteriously swept away, though no one could tell her where the maiden had been taken. Veiling herself with a dark cloud, she sped, swift as a wild bird, over land and ocean for nine days, searching everywhere and asking all she met if they had seen her daughter. She inquired of gods and mortals alike, but none could offer her any news or hope. Even the birds, who know what happens in the hills and the fields, knew only of Persephone’s disappearance and nothing of her whereabouts. In abject despair, Demeter turned to Phoebus [FEE-bus] Apollo, who sees all things on earth as he pulls the sun across the sky behind his golden chariot.

“Yes, I have seen your daughter,” said the god at last. “Hades, with the consent of Zeus, has taken her as his queen, to dwell with him in the land of mist and gloom. She struggled, but her strength was no match for his, and at his command they were swallowed up by the earth to reside forever in the dark below.”

When Demeter heard this, she fell into deep despair, for she knew that she could never rescue Persephone if Zeus himself had ordained that Hades should have his wish. She did not care anymore to plead her case in the palace on Olympus, nor did she care for anything but to spend her days alone, grieving over the loss of her only child. She took on the form of an old woman and wandered about the earth, seeing only its sorrows, finding no joy in anyone or in anyplace. To her, all was misery; all hope was lost.

Now it happened that during the months of her wandering, Demeter did not, indeed could not, attend to her duties as goddess of all growing things. And, without divine aid and blessing, the grasslands and pastures withered, the cattle died, the earth turned dry, and the birds feasted off the seed corn that would not sprout in the arid soil. The gods looked down and saw that a great famine had descended upon the land and that mortals had even begun to neglect their offerings and sacrifices, for they could no longer spare the gods what little they had for themselves.

Zeus heard the cries and lamentations rising from those who suffered on earth, and he heard the persistent entreaties from the gods asking that he end the famine and allow the mortals to resume their sacred offerings. And so he appointed the goddess Iris [EYE-riss] to descend to earth on a rainbow and tell Demeter to return to her duties and restore the crops and pastures to the earth. Dazzling Iris swept down from Olympus and found Demeter still in mourning, still in the garb of an old woman, still without care for her duties or for humankind. Iris offered her beautiful gifts and whatever powers among the gods she chose, but Demeter would not lift her head to listen. Still, Demeter was not blind to the strength of her position, for she realized that Zeus needed her powers, and that only through the powers of Zeus could she ever hope to see her daughter again. Her reply to Iris was both a threat and a bargain: She would neither set foot on Olympus nor let anything grow on earth unless and until Persephone was restored to her from the kingdom of the dead.

When Iris reported this proposition to Zeus, he knew what he must do, and so he sent Hermes [HER-meez] of the golden sandals to the dark reaches of the Underworld, there to tell Hades that Persephone must be set free to return to the light and to her mother on earth. The messenger found her, pale and sad, sitting beside Hades upon his throne. She had neither eaten nor drunk since she came to the land of the dead. But upon hearing the edict of almighty Zeus, she sprang up with joy, while the dark king became darker and gloomier than ever. Though he could not disobey the command of Zeus, Hades was crafty to the last, and he implored Persephone to eat and drink with him before they parted. Joyous as she was, she could not refuse his request, and although she was eager to begin her ascent, she took a pomegranate [POMM-uh-gran-et] from him to avoid further argument and delay. She did not eat the whole pomegranate; indeed, she ate only seven of its tiny seeds. But for some strange reason, even this satisfied Hades, and he bade [BAD] her farewell as Hermes took her with him up and up and finally into the light and the warm air.

When Demeter saw Hermes and her daughter, she gushed with a joy unknown, and Persephone embraced her mother with a passion unable to be put into words, and so the two caressed each other and sobbed their mutual love in complete happiness and understanding. Demeter was first to speak, saying, “Did you, my darling daughter, eat or drink anything at all during your stay in the Underworld?” And Persephone replied, “Nothing, Mother, until Hermes came for me, and then only seven seeds of a pomegranate.”

“Alas, my daughter! Woe has befallen both of us again!” wailed Demeter, her grief now as intense as her joy had been just moments ago. For now the extent of Hades’ deceit became clear as Demeter revealed the irreversible decree of the Fates: Whoever tastes of food in the kingdom of the dead shall be lost forever to the world above. Thus the Fates had decreed, and even Zeus was powerless to alter their law. Yet Persephone had not eaten the pomegranate, only seven small seeds thereof, and surely she could not be condemned for eternity by seven small seeds. This was the nature of Demeter’s appeal to almighty Zeus, and its reason and fairness moved Zeus to compromise: Although he was powerless to change what the Fates had determined must be, he was able to interpret their decree. And so he ruled that because Persephone had eaten only the seeds of the pomegranate, she must only spend a month each year in the land of the dead for each of the forbidden seeds she had eaten. For seven months each year, therefore, she must dwell in the Underworld with Hades, as his queen, and the remaining five months she may spend with her mother on earth.

And so it is each year that for seven months Persephone is lost to Demeter, and for this time Demeter mourns, and trees shed their leaves, and cold comes over the earth, and the land lies still and dead. Persephone herself is pale and cold and sad, and she rules with Hades over the icy souls that inhabit the lifeless and bleak environs that know not laughter nor warmth nor hope. But after those seven months Persephone returns to the upper air, her mother is glad, and the earth rejoices. The crops spring up, bright, fresh, and green in the plowed land. Flowers unfold, birds sing, and young animals are born. Everywhere the heavens smile for joy or weep sudden showers of gladness upon the earth, and life abounds, bursting from every corner, renewing the world and all its people.

A Few Words More


Hermes, whom you saw in this myth as a messenger of the gods, was also the patron god of magic. The medieval practice of alchemy (which was the predecessor of chemistry and, in many ways, the predecessor of the science of medicine, too) was known as a hermetic art, for there appeared to be magic in what these alchemists could perform. The sealing of air into a bottle by heating and twisting the neck became known as putting a hermetic seal, or the seal of Hermes, on the bottle. Today, the words hermetic and hermetical are used to describe not only an airtight seal, but also the cloistering of someone or something away from outside influence.

An even more remarkable connection between everyday vocabulary and the mythical characters in this story stems from Iris, the goddess of the rainbow. One can easily see why the pigmented membrane of the eye would be called the iris, and how the brightly colored flower became known as an iris, too. But it is also worthwhile to realize that Iris is the root of the word iridescent, which means “producing a rainbowlike display of colors.” Knowing the origin of iridescent helps you to overcome the two most frequent problems in spelling this word: Just like Iris, iridescent is spelled with only one r, and its third letter is an i.




Echo and Narcissus

About the story:


This is one of the many tales in which we see Jupiter’s desire to stray occasionally away from his own home, and to consort both with mortals and nymphs on earth. His wife, Juno, is suspicious of this philandering, and she punishes those who encourage Jupiter in his wandering ways. Your children may think that the punishment in this story is misplaced or overly severe, but harsh and seemingly unjust punishments occur quite commonly in the ancient myths, as we shall see in other stories throughout this book.



Approximate reading time: 11 minutes

Vocabulary and pronunciation guide:


Narcissus [nar-SIS-us]

Jupiter: king of the gods; the Roman name for the god that the Greeks called Zeus

nymphs [NIMMFS]: spirits who looked like beautiful maidens but who were, in part, divine

Juno [JEW-no]: queen of the gods and wife of Jupiter; the Roman name for the goddess that the Greeks called Hera

Olympus [oh-LIMM-pus]: the mountain home of the gods

Nemesis [NEMM-uh-sis]: the goddess of retribution and revenge



In the days when the great gods and goddesses watched over the earth and cared for its people, there lived some lesser gods, too—more than mere mortals but without the magic powers of gods. Such were the nymphs [NIMMFS], those pretty young maidens who lived on earth—in the mountains or forests or rivers—but who were attendants to various gods and goddesses.

There was one dainty nymph named Echo, who was such a great chatterbox that she was seldom silent, and her love of talking was the cause of the sad misfortune that befell her.

Echo was one of the nymphs who served and attended to the needs of mighty Jupiter—king of all the gods on Olympus [oh-LIMM-pus]. When Jupiter came down to earth, as he did from time to time, the nymphs who served him would keep him company. Because they were partly divine themselves, they understood him and could entertain him in ways that mortals simply never could.

Now Jupiter was a great lover of beauty, and it was one of his favorite pleasures to talk with and be with these lovely nymphs whenever he could. But Jupiter’s wife, Juno [JEW-no]—queen of Olympus—had a very jealous nature, and it made her exceedingly angry when her husband’s roving fancy caused him to wander off to seek the entertainment of the dainty nymphs and the company of certain mortal maidens.

One day Jupiter set off for the valleys below Olympus to talk to his nymphs and to join in the merry games they loved to play, and as soon as Juno heard of this, she determined to go down into the valley herself, and to scold her truant husband if she found him enjoying the company of the nymphs, for she was very jealous of their youth and beauty. When she reached the entrance to the valley, however, she was met by Echo, who, guessing what the angry goddess had come for, and eager
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