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PREFACE

What does our great historical hunger signify, our clutching about us of
countless cultures, our consuming desire for knowledge, if not the loss of
myth, of a mythic home, the mythic womb?

FrIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, The Birth of Tragedy, 1872

The category “classical myth” exists more in the minds of contemporary teachers
than it did in the ancient world itself, but it nonetheless serves a useful pedagogical
purpose. For some time now, courses bearing this or a similar title have been a
vehicle for introducing college students to the cultures of the ancient Greeks and
Romans, hence to the roots of Western civilization. By studying the myths of the
ancients primarily through the literary works in which they are preserved, students
are exposed to important classical authors, as well as to stories and figures that
have sustained interest and kindled imaginations throughout the history of Western
culture, and continue to do so today.

WHAT’S NEW IN THIS EDITION

In this Eighth Edition, I have made many improvements to the book—rearranged
some material, corrected expressions, streamlined it somewhat, and added maps
and illustrations—all changes based on suggestions from instructors who have used

17



18 PREFACE

the earlier editions in their classes. I have added the addresses of links to mod-
ern online translations of complete ancient texts, so that the interested reader can
easily expand knowledge of a given topic without having to purchase auxiliary texts.
I added new images throughout to give the book a different look, and also updated
the bibliography. But the central goals remain unchanged. The first seven editions
were unique among texts on classical myth in their contextual approach, which
emphasizes the context in which ancient stories were told. In the eighth edition
I have continued my efforts to place the myths in their anthropological, historical,
religious, sociological, and economic contexts.

The present text began as a modern introduction to classical myth at the
University of Wisconsin—-Madison, a comprehensive and flexible resource for
a college-level course that would reflect the best recent scholarship in the field. The
fact that the first seven editions have been used in many such courses throughout
the United States and in Canada, and in Australia, New Zealand, and even Taiwan,
by instructors with different academic backgrounds teaching in a wide variety of
educational settings, has deeply gratified my sense that a book of this type was
needed. In many ways I see it as a summary of my own intellectual career, because
I remember when and usually where I first brushed up against the many figures of
myth, when they first became important to me. In this respect this book is more
personal than it reflects any objective standard of “what is classical myth,” and
in many ways my purpose is to share with the reader my own excitement at the
discovery of our classical past.

The first seven editions emphasized the historical development of classical myth
and I have maintained that approach here. Only when we see how myth changes
over time, yet somehow remains the same, can we grasp its essence. It is important
to remember that the versions of myth I present in the text represent only one ver-
sion of the many disparate, often contradictory, stories that the Greeks told about
their gods and heroes. For this reason, at the end of each chapter I cite ancient
sources for the myths, which will lead the student to disparate accounts. A complete
inventory is, of course, far beyond the scope of this text, but these suggestions can
serve as a starting point for those wishing to explore the mythical background more
fully.

Many original Greek and Latin sources (which can be complex) are also listed
in Edward Tripp’s Meridian Handbook of Classical Mythology and in the Oxford Classical
Dictionary (3rd ed., Oxford, UK, 1996), or simply do a Google search on the
Internet, whose resources for learning are astounding. There are numerous sites
(Google “classical myth”) that give ancient sources for even minor figures in myth.
Most useful perhaps is the New Zealand website http://www.theoi.com that has
articles on most Greek myths and outstanding illustrations. You can always Google
aname or a place to receive an abundance of information and hundreds of images,
too. The computerization of knowledge and its dissemination on the Internet is a
profound advance in culture, and students of myth are as much the beneficiaries as
anyone. The entries in Wikipedia are also often excellent, containing illustrations,
bibliographies, and links to related material.
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Many of the passages from ancient literary works quoted here are from
well-known sources, but I have not hesitated to present lesser-known passages
when that seemed appropriate. Whenever possible I have used Greek sources
rather than Latin, but I have included numerous selections from Ovid’s highly
influential Latin retelling of the Greek myths (and other Latin writers) when the
myth is found in no other ancient literary source. The complete text of Ovid’s
Metamorphoses will form a natural, although not necessary, adjunct to this text, as
will complete translations of Greek tragedies (many of these texts can be found at
the links cited in the text). Pearson Education has made possible the purchase of
these and other auxiliary Penguin titles at a much-reduced cost, shrink-wrapped
with this text, if the instructor prefers hardcopy to online resources. (Instructors:
Please contact your local Pearson Education representative if you wish to order
such a packet.)

Like the first seven editions, the eighth stresses the importance of interpreta-
tion in the study of myth, although without relying on a single perspective. No one
approach to interpretation can be adequate to the enormous range and complexity
of classical myth. I briefly introduce the subject of interpretation in Chapter 1, and
throughout the text I offer interpretive comments on individual myths—a basis,
I am sure, for objection as much as agreement! I postpone an in-depth examination
of myth interpretation to the last chapter, “Theories of Myth Interpretation,” when
the student will be familiar with various examples of myth. Many instructors may
prefer to introduce this topic earlier, of course, and the chapter can be read at any
time without loss of coherence.

The eighth edition remains committed to the principle that when we study
classical myth, we also study the roots of Western culture. Ancient works of art
play a valuable role in helping students visualize mythical figures and events as the
ancients themselves did, and therefore I have included many illustrations from
classical sources—more than two hundred reproductions of vase paintings, sculp-
tural works, architectural monuments, and other works of art from the ancient
and modern worlds, several new to this edition. In general the maps on the front
and back covers have all the important places mentioned in the myths, but for this
edition I have included new maps in the chapters that focus on places important in
that chapter. When a place is found on a map within a chapter, I put that name in
SMALL CAPS when it first appears.

As in the first seven editions, chapters also include “Perspective” boxes that
examine the uses of classical myth in the medieval, Renaissance, or modern periods.
Many of the Perspectives incorporate excerpts from or reproductions of literary
and artistic works. My intent is to help students see how stories and figures from
classical myth were appropriated and interpreted at later stages of history, includ-
ing the modern period, often for purposes very different from those found in the
ancient world itself.

The study of classical myth inevitably presents students with hundreds of new
and unfamiliar names. To assist students with pronunciation, I have provided an
English pronunciation guide the first time each difficult name appears in the text.
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The pronunciation guides are repeated in the Index. I have also used bold letters to
highlight names of greatest importance, those that one really ought to know to claim
competence in the topic. These names are repeated in a list of important terms at the
end of each chapter, with page numbers where the term first appears. I leave names
of lesser importance in ordinary type, although in many cases I give pronunciations
for these as well. In the Index I have included a capsule identification for important
names, so the Index also serves as a glossary.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book grew out of a course in classical myth offered for many decades without
interruption at the University of Wisconsin—-Madison. The course, one of the first
of its kind, began in the 1930s with the labors of Walter “Ray” Agard, whom the
famous educator Alexander Meiklejohn brought to Madison from Amherst in 1927
to teach in the Meiklejohn Experimental College. Ray passed it on to Herbert M.
Howe, who did most of the translations for the book, and Herb to me. Herb died
in 2010 at age 98, a superb, even magical, teacher and a world-class swimmer, and
I have dedicated this book to him. My long friendship with Herb was always a trea-
sure. The course continues to be taught today as one of the most popular in the
undergraduate curriculum.

I want to express my gratitude to my editor Joe Terry, who with great cheer and
energy has helped to craft this new edition. Many others have helped, and I am
grateful to them, especially William Aylward, whose advice has proved invaluable
and who has contributed important material to the chapters on Roman myth.
William teaches the course today. I also want to thank Dale Grote for his continued
superb labors on the Web site, which has so greatly enhanced the value of the
text. Other reviewers involved in the Eighth Edition are: Matthew Dillon, Loyola
Marymount University; Timothy McNiven, The Ohio State University; Martha
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University — Purdue University Indianapolis; Mel Storm, Emporia State University;
and Lisa Trentin, University of Toronto Mississauga.

I am responsible for the translations from Akkadian, Egyptian, and modern
Greek. In our translations we have sought a modern idiom, unrhymed, with a reg-
ular beat in the poetic lines. The translator can only try to re-create in modern
language thoughts and manners distant from our own. In the preparation of my
own English versions of Mesopotamian and Egyptian literary texts, I owe a gen-
eral indebtedness to the following translations: James B. Pritchard, editor, Ancient
Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament (Princeton, NJ, 1969); A. Heidel, The
Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels (Chicago, 1949); Thorkild Jacobsen, The
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I also thank Random House for permission to quote “Musée des Beaux Arts” from



PREFACE 21

The Collected Poems of W. H. Auden (2007); Simon & Schuster to quote “Leda and
the Swan” from W. B. Yeats’s Collected Poems (1996); and New Directions Publishing
Corporation to quote “Adonis” from Collected Poems 1912—1944 by H. D. (1986). We
also wish to thank the museums, libraries, galleries, and other collections that have
kindly allowed reproduction of items in their collections and have provided the
necessary photographs. Photographs from these and other sources are gratefully
acknowledged in the text.

I welcome comments on this edition from instructors and students who have
used it, as these will help plan improvements for future editions. I can be contacted
at the e-mail address below.

—B. B. P,

Barry B. Powell

Halls-Bascom Professor of Classics Emeritus
University of Wisconsin—-Madison

e-mail: bbpowell@wisc.edu

Pearson wishes to thank the following people for their work on the content of the
Global Edition:

Contributors:
Sudipto Sanyal
Sema Taskin, Bilkent University

Reviewers:
Marek Czachorowski, Katolicki Uniwersytet Lubelski Jana Pawta II
Shweta Sachdevjha, Delhi University






CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS MYTH?

The longer I occupy myself with questions of ancient mythology, the more
diffident I become of success in dealing with them, and I am apt to think
that we who spend our years in searching for solutions to these insoluble
problems are like Sisyphus perpetually rolling his stone uphill only to see
it revolve again into the valley.
SIR JAMES G. FRAZER (1854-1941),
author of The Golden Bough

HE WESTERN ROMAN EmPIRE ended more than fifteen hundred years ago,

but the stories of classical gods and goddesses, of Greek and Roman warriors
and leaders, live on in their ancient vigor. Zeus, Venus, Helen, Odysseus, Achilles,
Aeneas—these familiar names stood in the background as later Western art and
literature advanced, and they stand there still today. They were bequeathed to us in
the writings of the Greeks and Romans, but their names and stories are much older
than the written word. They go back before the introduction of writing, an era when
classical myth first took shape.

Later chapters examine specific myths that have come down to us from the
Greeks and Romans, but in this chapter we limit ourselves to examine some prelimi-
nary questions essential to a clear understanding of classical myth. We discuss the
definition of myth and the three main types of myth: divine myth, legend, and folktale.
We also look briefly at some aspects of the study of myth.
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24 PARTI DEFINITIONS AND BACKGROUND
WHAT IS A MYTH?

Human beings have told stories from time immemorial, for stories are a natural
product of spoken language, an outgrowth of the imaginative power that clearly
separates us from our animal cousins. The story is a universal ingredient of human
culture, bringing relief from the tedium of everyday labor and reminding listeners
of their own values, beliefs, and origins.

This book is concerned with a certain type of story known as myth. The term myth
is hard to define, in part because of the enormous variety of stories gathered from
many cultures by ethnographers, anthropologists, and literary historians. Originally,
the Greek word mythos simply meant “authoritative speech,” “story,” or “plot,” but
later writers used the term myth in more restricted ways. Some recent authorities,
exasperated by the complexity of the phenomena, deny that the term myth expresses
a coherent concept at all. A definition widely agreed on is that myth is a traditional
story with collective importance. We can accept this definition, but we must consider
carefully what it means.

To say that a myth is a story is to say, first, that it has a plot, a narrative structure
consisting of a beginning, middle, and end. In the beginning of a typical story, we
are introduced to characters in a certain situation, usually one involving conflict
with other characters, with misfortune, or with themselves. The word character comes
from a Greek word meaning “a certain mental imprint”: Hamlet cannot make up
his mind, Macbeth is ambitious, King Lear is blind to the character of others. Char-
acter is the sum of the choices one makes. In myths, the characters may be gods,
goddesses, or other supernatural beings, but they may also be human beings or even
animals that speak and act in the manner of human beings.

In the middle of a typical story, the situation grows more complex, and tension
and conflict develop. In the end, the tension is somehow resolved. Today we might
find an example of this basic structure in the plot common to ten thousand nov-
els and feature films: Girl meets boy (the beginning), girl loses boy (the middle),
girl finds boy (the end). Plot is an essential feature of myth. Without a beginning,
middle, and end, there can be no story and hence no myth. In casual speech we
sometimes say that the Greek god Zeus, for example, is a myth. However, strictly
speaking, Zeus is not a myth, but a character in myth, in the plotted stories that tell
of his exploits. Belief in the existence of a particular god, the observance of a ritual
in a god’s honor, and religious symbols are not myths.

Another element of myth is setting. The setting is the time and place in which
the action of the story unfolds. Myths are never set in the present or the recent past;
the action always takes place in the distant past or in a shadowy time altogether
outside human chronology. The setting of myths may be in an actual city, such as
Athens or Thebes, or some other location familiar to the audience. In other myths,
the setting is an obscure place: the underworld, which no one in the real world ever
visited; Mount Olympus, which really exists but in myth is the home of the gods; or
Crete of a very long time ago.

Thus, like all other stories, myths have plot, characters, and setting. However, a
myth is not just any story, but a certain kind of story that we describe as traditional.
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Our word traditional comes from the Latin trado, “hand over,” and a traditional
story is one that has been “handed over” orally from one storyteller to another with-
out the intervention of writing. In societies that do not use writing, stories must be
handed over verbally, so traditional tales are the vehicle for transmitting one gen-
eration’s thought to another. In this way traditional tales maintain contact with the
past (about which little really is known) and pass inherited wisdom on to the future.
They explain a society to itself, promulgating its concerns and values.

From this function derives myth’s “collective importance”—myths hold mean-
ing for the group, not just the individual. They describe patterns of behavior that
serve as models for members of a society, especially in times of crisis. For example,
in Homer’s /liad (written down in the eighth century Bc), Achilles tries to persuade
King Priam of Troy to eat at a time when Priam is heartbroken for his dead son
Hector, killed by Achilles. Achilles tells the story of Niobé, a Theban princess:
Although Artemis and Apollo had killed her seven sons and seven daughters, still
she ate, and so should Priam. Four hundred years later, when the philosopher
Socrates was on trial for his life, he defended his insistence on telling the truth in
spite of threats against him by recalling the example of Achilles, who was ashamed
to live as a coward and chose to die bravely before the walls of Troy.

Because they are traditional, myths are also anonymous. In contrast to such
modern forms of storytelling as Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord
of the Rings, J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, or George Lucas’s film series Star
Wars, myths never have identifiable authors. Literary works based on myth may have
authors, but not the myths themselves. The Greek dramatist Sophocles wrote a play
about Oedipus the king, but the myth of Oedipus existed long before, and no one
can say who created it.

This anonymity helps us to understand why the Greeks, following the lead of the
philosopher Plato, eventually came to contrast mythos, “story” or “myth,” with logos,
“account.” The teller of a logos takes responsibility for the truth of what is said. A logos s
a reasoned explanation of something that emphasizes a continuing causal sequence,
as in the proofs of plane geometry. We still use the suffix -logy to indicate a reasoned
inquiry into a topic, as in anthropology, “study of human beings”; biology, “study of
life forms”; or even mythology, “study of myth” (although mythology often is used as a
synonym for myth). By contrast, the teller of a mythos does not claim personal responsi-
bility for what is said. After all, the teller did not invent the story, but only passed it on.

During oral transmission, a traditional tale is subject to constant change.
Different narrators of a story have different motives and emphasize or embroider
on different aspects. The story of Niobé could easily illustrate the dangers of self-
assertion (Niobé bragged that she had more children than the mother of Apollo
and Artemis), but Achilles uses the story to prove that eating food can lessen grief.
Homer describes Achilles’ anguished choice between a short, glorious life and a
long, inglorious one, but never presents the choice as between courage and coward-
ice. In the written works in which Greek myths have been preserved, we often find
strikingly different versions of the same myth. The poets Homer and Sophocles both
report that Oedipus, king of Thebes, killed his father and married his mother, but
in Homer’s account Oedipus continues to rule after the truth comes out, whereas in
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Sophocles’ play he pokes pins in his eyes and leaves the city, a wretched wanderer.
Neither is the “true” version of the myth, of which the other is a variant. The myth
of Oedipus contains «/l the variants.

A retelling of every variant of every Greek myth would require a book of enor-
mous length, or a very ambitious Web site, and would present its own false picture of
the tradition. After all, it is not the multiplicity of versions that attracts our attention,
but the best-known variants, often those of some great literary work. For example,
Sophocles’ version of the myth of Oedipus is far better known than is Homer’s
passing reference. Virtually every group of humankind has its store of traditional
narrative, but in this book we limit ourselves to the myths of Greece and Rome, only
occasionally referring to earlier and parallel traditions.

TYPES OF MYTH

Modern scholars like to distinguish between several types of myth based on the
nature of the principal characters and the function that the story fulfilled for the
listener and the teller. Divine myths (sometimes called “true myths” or “myths
proper”) are stories in which supernatural beings are the main actors. Such stories
generally explain why the world, or some aspect of it, is the way it is. Legends (or
sagas) are stories of the great deeds of human heroes or heroines. Legends narrate
the events of the human past. The word comes from the Latin legenda, “things that
should be read,” that is, originally, morally uplifting stories about Christian saints.
Folktales are stories whose actors are ordinary people or animals. Folktales enter-
tain the audience and teach or justify customary patterns of behavior.

The more we learn about myth, the more we discover how difficult it can be
to separate one type from another. For example, stories that appear to be legends
often incorporate elements of folktales or explain the nature of things, as do divine
myths. Such distinctions are nonetheless valuable because they allow us to isolate
and study various aspects of myth. Let us look more closely at each type.

Divine Myth

The supernatural beings who are the principal characters in divine myth are
depicted as superior to humans in power and splendor. Sometimes they take on
human or animal shapes at will. They control awesome forces of nature: thunder,
storm, rain, fire, earthquake, or fecundity. When these beings appear in their own
form, they can be enormous and of stunning beauty or ugliness. Conflicts among
them can take place on an immense scale and involve whole continents, high moun-
tains, and vast seas.

Sometimes the supernatural characters in divine myth are little more than per-
sonified abstractions without clearly defined personalities. In Greek myth, for exam-
ple, Niké (ni-ké) “victory” is just the abstract concept (Figure 1.1).

In other cases, the supernatural beings are gods, goddesses, or demons with well-
developed and distinctive personalities of their own. Zeus, the sky-god in Greek myth,



CHAPTER 1 WHAT IS MyTH? 27

FIGURE 1.1 Stars descend before Sun.
The stars, represented as boys, leap into
the sea before the approach of Helius
in his horse-drawn chariot (the nimbus
around his head is one origin of the me-
dieval halo around the heads of saints),
on an Attic wine bowl, c. 435 Bc. As
the goddess Niké personifies an event,
the stars and Helius personify natural
forces. (© Trustees of the British Museum /

Art Resource, New York)

is much more than a personification of the sky; he is depicted as a powerful father,
an often unfaithful husband, and the upholder of justice in human communities.
The events of divine myth usually take place in a world before or outside the
present order where time and space often have different meanings from those
familiar to human beings. For example, one Greek myth explained how Zeus came
to rule the world: He fought against the Titans, an earlier race of gods,” defeated
them in a terrible battle, and established his empire on the ruin of theirs. It would
be pointless to ask when these events occurred, even within the context of the story,
because they are set in a time before human chronology has meaning. Moreover,
many divine myths of the Greeks are set in a place far removed from the familiar
world of human beings—on Mount Olympus, far away and unapproachable.
Understandably, many of the gods about whom traditional tales were told were
both actors in the stories and objects of veneration in religious cult. Zeus is a char-
acter in Greek myth, but he was also a god for whom the Greeks built temples,
carried out sacrifices, and celebrated festivals. Because of this double function of
the gods, divine myth is easily confused with religion, but the two must be clearly
distinguished. Myths are (raditional stories; religion is belief and the course of action
that follows from belief. Belief is best defined as “what you accept (with or without
proof) as a basis for action.” For example, the Greeks believed that Zeus caused the
rain to fall. Therefore, they sacrificed animals in times of drought to persuade him
to bring rain. Myths often justify a religious practice or a form of religious behavior,

“The word God (capital G) should be limited to a single all-powerful being in any religion—Jewish,
Christian, Muslim, or other. A small gshows that you are talking about one of many divine powers.
A demigod is the offspring of a god and a human; sometimes a demigod becomes a god at death.
The word deity is a general term that can refer to God or gods.



28 PARTI DEFINITIONS AND BACKGROUND

but we can retell a myth, even a myth about divine beings, without engaging in reli-
gious behavior. The relationship between myth and religion is complicated, and we
will have more to say about it later, but we must remember that myth is a traditional
story with collective importance, whereas religion is a set of beliefs that motivates a
course of action.

Divine myths served a function in ancient cultures analogous to that of theoreti-
cal science in our own: They explained why the world is the way it is. Many of these
myths tell of the origin and destruction of grand things: the universe, the gods,
and ourselves; the relations of gods with one another and with human beings; and
the divine origin of such human economic and social institutions as the growing
of crops, the cycle of the seasons, the making of wine, and prophecy and oracles.
Many divine myths deal with limited matters, such as the origin of local customs and
practices.

In more technical language, we can describe such explanatory myths as etio-
logical, from the Greek word aition, “cause.” A creation myth is an example of an
etiological tale because it explains the causes that brought the world into existence.
An etiological myth explained the origin of Mount Etna, a dangerous volcano in
Sicily: Beneath it Zeus imprisoned the fire-breathing monster Typhoeus, who con-
tinued to spew forth smoke and lava. Another example is the myth of Persephoné,
daughter of the wheat-goddess Demeter. Persephoné must spend four months of
the year in the underworld, and Demeter refuses to let anything grow during those
months—the hot, barren summer. The change of seasons is “explained,” according
to many, by the myth. The etiological tale expresses a conjecture about the cause of
something that existed long before the explanation.

Both divine myth and modern science offer explanations of why the world is the
way it is, but they do so in very different ways. Scientific explanations are based on
impersonal general laws and statistical probabilities discovered, or at least verified,
by repeatable quantitative experiments, whereas mythic explanations, expressed in
traditional tales, assume that supernatural beings control the world through the
exercise of personal will. Assigning human qualities, especially unpredictability, to
the forces that stand behind the world is characteristic of the worldview we find in
myth. Thunder is an expression of Zeus’s anger, not the necessary result of imper-
sonal physical forces. Greek myth could thus blame sudden and puzzling deaths on
the will of the gods, as in the story of how, out of spite, the gods Artemis and Apollo
struck down the fourteen children of Niobé. Modern scientists may be puzzled by
death from cancer, but they do not blame such death on a divine and irrational
agent. The modern world was born from the struggle of scientific thought against
traditional explanations for why and how things happen in the world, a struggle by
no means concluded today.

In Part II of this text we examine more closely the divine myths of the ancient
Greeks.

Legend

If divine myth in oral cultures is analogous to science in modern, literate Western
society, legend is analogous to history. Both legend and modern historical writing
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attempt to answer the question, “What happened in the human past?” Because the
past explains and justifies the present, the telling of legends was an important activ-
ity in the cultural life of many ancient peoples, and never more so than among the
ancient Greeks. In legends, the central characters are human beings, not gods and
goddesses. Although supernatural beings often play a part, their roles are subor-
dinate to those of the human characters. In the legend of Orestes, the god Apollo
orders Orestes to kill his mother, but the emphasis of the story is on Orestes’ carry-
ing out the order and facing its terrible consequences.

The principal actors of legend are heroes and heroines. Drawn from the ranks
of the nobility, they are kings and queens, princes and princesses, and other mem-
bers of an aristocratic elite. They have extraordinary physical and personal qualities
and are stronger, more beautiful, or more courageous than ordinary people. Most
Greeks had no doubt that such legendary figures really lived, and members of impor-
tant families regarded themselves as descended from them. Whereas divine myth is
set in a different or previous world-order, legendary events belong to our own order,
although they took place in the distant past, at the very beginning of human time
when mighty heroes and heroines lived on earth, great cities were founded, difficult
quests undertaken, fearful monsters slain, and momentous wars waged.

Most ancient Greeks, then, did not doubt that such events as the Trojan War
really did occur, and they pointed out the tombs of legendary figures and the actual
sites of their exploits. But the Greeks had no way to compare their traditions with
historical reality. Today, armed with the insights of archaeology and techniques of
historical investigation, modern scholars recognize that the oral transmitters of tra-
ditional tales had little respect for historical truth, or even any concept of it. Greek
myth tells us more about the circumstances and concerns of its transmitters than it
does about life in the distant past.

Still, legends can contain an element of historical truth. Modern scholars have
long thought that Greek legend does reflect, however dimly, major events and power
relations of a historical period now known to us through archaeological remains.
Many or most of the figures in Greek legend probably did live at some time, most
likely in the Mycenaean civilization of the Late Bronze Age (c. 1600-1150 Bc). Their
very names provide one bit of evidence. For example, the name of Menelaiis, the
legendary husband of Helen of Troy, means something like “upholder of the peo-
ple.” This distinctive name is appropriate to the aristocracy that certainly existed
during this period, and similar names appear in written documents of the time (the
Linear B tablets, the writings of the Mycenaeans, discussed in Chapter 2).

Archaeology provides further evidence. Excavation has shown that many of the
places associated with important legendary events were great centers of civilization
during the Late Bronze Age. Troy, for example, was a settlement of considerable
importance until it was destroyed about 1230 Bc. Although we have no proof that it
was destroyed by Greek warriors, as Greek legends assert, there remains a tantalizing
correspondence between the legend and the archaeological evidence (Figure 1.2).

Like divine myths, some legends also served a specific etiological function.
Thus, one Greek story explained why, at the spring wine festival, Athenians brought
their own wine jugs, although at other festivals they drank from a communal bowl.
According to the legend, the Mycenaean prince Orestes, who had killed his own
mother to avenge her murder of his father, came to Athens at the time of the festival.
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FIGURE 1.2 The author at the walls of Troy. The earliest settlement at Troy can be
dated to about 3000 Bc, but the citadel walls shown here belong to the sixth level
of occupation (Troy VI), built around 1400 sc and destroyed around 1230 Bc. Con-
structed of neatly cut blocks of limestone that slope inward, the citadel wall had
at least four gateways, two of them protected by towers. Either Troy VI or its much
poorer successor Troy VIla, destroyed about 1180 Bc, could have inspired Greek
legends of the Trojan War. (Author’s photo)

The king of Athens did not want to send Orestes away impolitely, but neither did he
want the Athenian people to be polluted by sharing a bowl with a man who had mur-
dered his mother, so the king had every man fill his cup from his own jug. In reality
the use of separate jugs seems to have arisen from a fear of contagion from ghosts,
thought to be abroad at this season. The practice had nothing at all to do with a visit
from Orestes, and the story was invented well after the custom was established. Such
is often true of etiologies in myth.

We examine the legends of the ancient Greeks and Romans in detail in Part III
of this text, with further remarks on general patterns in heroic myth (Chapter 12).

Folktale

Folktale is more difficult to define than is divine myth or legend because of the
variety of traditional stories grouped together under this heading. Some schol-
ars describe folktales as any traditional story that is not a divine myth or leg-
end. This category would encompass such familiar fairytales as “Cinderella” and





