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Mythology Notes
Lesson 1: Myth: The Museum of the Mind

In a museum, you may already have seen a statue of a Greek goddess or a Roman gladiator.  If so, you know how people looked long ago and how they imagined their gods looked.


By reading myths, you can also discover what people thought long ago, what they feared and what they hoped for—even which character traits they admired and which ones they disliked.


What kind of people created these myths?  First of all, they were imaginative and capable of telling stories that have lasted for thousands of years.


They were observers of the natural world around them, but they were also in awe of it.  They invented stories to account for thunderstorms, floods, eclipses, even the changing seasons, because such occurrences, once explained, seemed less frightening.


They were curious about how the world began and how the first human beings were created; they speculated about death and life after death.


They lived by a moral code, which required children to obey parents, parents and children to be reverent of the gods, and all people to be generous to one another.


They pictured their gods as looking and acting as they did themselves.  Thus gods quarreled and were jealous or fell in and out of love, but they were also wise and just.  Gods could change their outward forms at will, had superhuman strength, and were immortal.  In these last three characteristics, they differed from people.


Because ancient people revealed so much about themselves in their myths, reading those myths, like visiting a museum, makes the past come to life.

Lesson 1 Worksheet: Finding the Message in the Myths

Although some myths were probably told simply to entertain listeners, most had a more serious purpose.

A. Some were attempts to explain natural phenomena such as floods.

B. Some were religious speculation on human beings’ relationships to the gods or on such mysteries as creation, death, and the afterlife.

C. Some examined human behavior, both people’s failings and their virtues.

Read each of the following well-known myths and decide whether it belongs in Group A, B, or C above.  Then state what it explains or teaches.

1. Daedalus and Icarus:
To escape from a prison where he and his son were being held, Daedalus made wings of wax and feathers.  In flight, the son, Icarus, ignored his father’s warning about flying too close to the sun.  Its heat melted the wax, Icarus’ wings fell apart, and he plunged to his death.

This myth belongs to Group ______ or Group ______.  It teaches that _______________
________________________________________________________________________


2. Persephone and Pluto (Hades)
Persephone, the beautiful daughter of Demeter, goddess of agriculture, was kidnapped by Pluto (Hades) and taken to his kingdom, the Underworld.  Demeter, angered by Pluto’s boldness and grieving for her daughter, forbade the earth to give forth fruit until Zeus, the most powerful god, worked out a compromise.  For five months of the year, Persephone would be with her mother and all growing things would flourish, but during the other seven months, she would be with Pluto and the world would turn barren and cold.

This myth belongs in Group ______.  It explains ________________________________
________________________________________________________________________


3. Orpheus and Eurydice
Soon after the talented musician Orpheus married a beautiful nymph named Eurydice, she was bitten by a snake and died.  Orpheus, determined to bring his bride back from the Underworld, went there himself and so charmed Hades with his music that the god agreed to let Eurydice return to life, on one condition.  Orpheus must not look back on Eurydice as he was leading her out of Hades’ kingdom.  Unfortunately, Orpheus stole one glimpse of his bride and she was lost to him forever.

This myth belongs in Group ______ or Group ______.  It explains __________________
________________________________________________________________________

Vocabulary from the myths:

1. Demeter’s Roman name was Ceres.  What name for a popular breakfast food derived from it? ______________________________________________________________________________

2. Orpheum is often used as a name for a theater.  Can you explain why this is appropriate? ______________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 2: Myths in Our Modern World

Myths?  They are just fantastic stories about long ago; they don’t belong in the twenty-first century. 


Right?


Wrong!  Even though you may not be aware of them, myths still play a part in your daily life.


Perhaps you’d like proof?


Let’s imagine that when you got up this morning, you washed your face with Dove soap before going down to breakfast.


While you were eating your cereal, you happened to notice a picture of the Corn Goddess on the box.  Just then, your mother called to you to hurry.  You were already late for school, and she’d have to give you a ride in the Mercury.


In your first class, you took out your Venus pencil to do your algebra.  English came next: you were expected to write a paragraph, using chronological order.  In science, your teacher explained the characteristics of arachnids.  In social studies, your class, divided in hawks and doves, had a lively debate about the country’s military policies.


After school, you put on your Nike running shoes, hoping they’d “put wings on your feet.”  Later, your track coach told you that your time was off.  You thought that was probably because your Achilles tendon was still sore.


Back home, you checked the bulletin board and found that your household chore for the day was cleaning the bathroom with Ajax cleanser.


Finally, with chores and homework finished, you could turn on your Panasonic TV.


How alert were you to the part mythic characters played in your day?  Try the game on the next page to find out.

Lesson 2 Worksheet: Mythic References in Everyday Life


In the imaginary account of your day, try to find twelve references to myths and list them below.  Clue: Actually, there are fifteen references.   Many are proper nouns or adjectives, but some are indirect references to the characters in the myths.

Mythological Reference
Description

1. ____________________
________

2. ____________________
________

3. ____________________
________

4. ____________________
________

5. ____________________
________

6. ____________________
________

Mythological Reference 
Description

7. ____________________
_________

8. ____________________
_________

9. ____________________
_________

10. ____________________
_________

11. ___________________
_________

12. ___________________
_________


Now match the descriptions below with the words or phrases you have written above.  For example, “A” is matched with Dove soap because Dove is a beauty soap with a gentle cleansing action, and because the dove was Venus’ (Aphrodite’s) symbol.  CAUTION:  A description may be used more than once.

A. Aphrodite (Venus in Roman myths) was the goddess of love, beauty, unity, and peace.  The gentle dove was her symbol.

B. Ares (Mars in Roman) was the god of war.  Armor, the spear, the dog, and birds of prey were his symbols.

C. Demeter (Ceres in Roman) was the goddess of agriculture.  A popular type of breakfast food derives its name from her Roman name.

D. In American Indian belief, this beautiful goddess was sent by the Great Spirit to teach people how to grow the grain, which became an important part of their diet.

E. When this great Greek warrior was a boy, his mother, hoping to make him immortal, dipped him in the River Styx, but she held him by his heel, and it remained vulnerable to injury.

F. Like the warrior in Description E, this Greek was capable of destroying all who came in his way.  Today a powerful cleanser bears his name.

G. One of the old gods, Cronus, was the father of Zeus.  You probably know his as Father Time, the old man with the sickle.  In Greek, his name means “time.”

H. The goddess Athena taught the young woman Arachne to weave.  Arachne became so skillful that she challenged Athena to a weaving contest and so angered the goddess that Athena changed the girl into a spider.  Ever since, all spiders are name for Arachne.

I. Hermes (Mercury in Roman) moved swiftly because he had winged sandals and a winged cap. 

J. Nike, the goddess of victory, rewarded the winners of athletic contests.  A famous statue of Nike, found on the island of Samothrace, is called the Winged Victory of Samothrace.

K. The god of woods and fields, Pan’s name means all or every.   From reeds, he made himself a pipe on which he played sad songs in memory of the love he lost.

Lesson 3: Where Do All Our Heroes Come from?


Who is the hero of your school?  An outstanding athlete? The outspoken editor of your school newspaper?  Or an ordinary student, whose quick thinking saved someone in danger?


Who are our national heroes? Sports idols? Movie stars? Astronauts? Or scientists trying to conquer disease?


In other words, what qualities make a hero?  Physical strength is one, certainly, as is the will to win, and both are characteristic of great athletes.  If we add courage and intelligence, we can see why the crusading editor or the astronaut would also qualify.


But what about the person who risks his life to save another’s, or the scientist who devotes a lifetime to relieving pain and suffering?  We say such people are altruistic, that is, more interested in others’ welfare than in their own.  Perhaps that makes them the greatest heroes of all.


In mythology, we shall study ancient heroes such as Achilles, the great warrior, Hercules, the strong man; and Odysseus, the crafty man who was “never at a loss.”


From their deeds we can figure out what ancient people expected of their heroes.  They had to be brave as Achilles, have the superhuman strength of Hercules, and the cleverness and persistence of Odysseus.  A hero had to be a good leader, like a father to his followers, merciful to the weak, but merciless to his enemies.


The mercilessness and craftiness that Odysseus showed are not qualities that we admire today.  Yet in books, movies, or TV programs, we like to see the hero win out against the “bad guys” by whatever means.


Of course, the mythical heroes often received help from the gods.  The goddess Athena was at Odysseus’ side to help him defeat his enemies; with her assistance, he became a superman.


Mythical heroes are never real.  They simply represent what people at a given time in history saw as the ideal.  Of course, we have inherited those myths, handed down through the centuries.


Real-life heroes can never become myths, but they can become legends as more and more stories are told about their lives and deeds.  Thus, Babe Ruth has become legendary in baseball.  John Wayne, who always played the “good guy” in westerns, is a legendary movie star, and Davy Crockett, a legendary frontiersman.  No doubt, many other such heroes will appear in your lifetime.

Lesson 3 Worksheet: Tracing Our Beliefs and Ideals to Their Source 


In ancient Greece and Rome, warriors were the heroes because combat, whether to gain territory or take revenge, was a part of everyday life.


In the medieval period, heroes were still fighters, but ideas about the hero, or ideal man, were changing.  At King Arthur’s court, as you may have read, knights were pledged to use their strength only for good causes.  They fought only to help those who were too weak to defend themselves against evil forces.  The “perfect knight” of the Arthurian legends was more gentle, more polite, and more altruistic that the Greek ideal. 


Our country has produced its own ideal types.  For instance, we admire the “self-made man” or “self-made woman”—a person, sometimes from a family with very little money, who has achieved success through his or her own efforts.  WE admire persistence and the determination to win out over great odds.


Let’s take a look now at some American heroes and heroines, and see how they combine the ideal qualities of different periods of history.

1. Abe Lincoln, “the rail splitter,” rose to become president.  He is often referred to as the man who freed the slaves.  Lincoln is a hero in the minds of Americans because________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.


2. Clara Barton almost single-handedly organized the nursing of wounded northern soldiers during the Civil War.  She gave up her job, faced many physical hardships, and overcame much opposition to her work.  What heroic qualities does this information about Barton bring to mind? ___________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________.


3. John F. Kennedy’s administration as president is often described as “Camelot,” the name of King Arthur’s court.  What does “Camelot” say about Kennedy’s ideas?  How does that name help to make him seem more heroic? _________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.


4. Sojourner Truth, an escaped slave with no education, became an effective speaker and campaigner for the cause of abolition (freedom for the slaves).  What heroic qualities did Truth display? ___________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________.
How did she resemble Lincoln? _____________________________________________.


5. Many of our contemporary heroes are in the world of sports.  How are their accomplishments similar to those of ancient heroes? _____________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.


Lesson 4: Why Study Myths?


Perhaps you have seen the movie Excalibur or a rerun of Camelot.  Both are versions of the King Arthur legend, a story that has been told and retold throughout the centuries.  If you have watched My Fair Lady, that musical comedy was based on a play by the modern playwright George Bernard Shaw, who based his play on the ancient Greek myth of Pygmalion and Galatea.


Myths have always provided inspiration for writers, artists, and composers.  That’s why knowing the myths can help you to appreciate art and music and to understand literature.


You gain another advantage from knowing the myths—you are able to recognize and understand allusions (references) to them, which writers often use to make a point.  Of course, allusion is a general term; not all allusions writers make are to myths.  But we’ll get to that in a minute.  Allusions may be new to you, but you have already encountered metaphors and similes, probably, and know that both are comparisons.  The difference between them is that a simile states the comparison clearly, using like or as.


“I’m as restless as a willow in a windstorm.”


SIMILE


He pussyfooted up the stairs. 




METAPHOR


(Here it is not stated, but merely suggested that the person’s movements are as stealthy and quiet as a cat’s.)


Now for the allusion.  Suppose a friend tells you that he has nicknamed the new teacher Ichabod Crane.  He’s using an allusion, but you won’t know its significance unless you have read “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” by Washington Irving.  In that short story, the schoolmaster, Ichabod Crane, is tall, thin, and awkward-looking.


If, when you have slept late on Saturday morning, your father greets you with “Here comes Rip Van Winkle,” you won’t be sure what he means unless you understand his reference or allusion.  Rip Van Winkle, another Washington Irving character, slept for twenty years!


Do you see now that allusions can be a kind of comparison?  Now let’s find our what you can do with some mythological allusions.

Lesson 4 Worksheet: Learning to Read the Language of Allusion


Helen, thy beauty is to me



Like those Nicean barks of yore, 


That gently, o’er a perfumed sea,



Thy weary, way worn wanderer bore


To his own native shore.
Nicean = Greek

Bark = sailing ship

--From Edgar Allan Poe’s “To Helen”


Poe wrote this poem for a real woman; she was not named Helen.  He uses allusion to suggest that she is like Helen of Troy, the most beautiful woman in the ancient world.  When a Trojan prince stole Helen from her husband, the Greeks went to war against Troy.  Returning from the war, the Greeks made slow progress toward home, thus the reference to the “weary, way worn wanderer.”  Can you see how knowledge of myth is necessary to make the poem’s allusions understandable?


Now it’s your turn.  See if you can recognize the mythical source of the allusions that follow.

A. .bid the soul of Orpheus sing
Such notes as warbled to the string
Drew iron tears from Pluto’s cheek
And made Hell grant what love did seek.
--From John Milton’s “Il Penseroso”

a. Thy myth referred to is the love story of _______________ and ________________.

b. Pluto is another name for ____________; Hell is another name for ___________.

c. What did Hell grant, and what did love seek? _____________________________
__________________________________________________________________

B.     He who died
For soaring too audacious near the sun


(audacious = daring)
Where that same treacherous wax began to run
--From John Keats’s “Endymion”
a. This poem refers or alludes to the myth of ________________ and _____________.
b. Who was “too audacious” and what happened to him? ______________________
_________________________________________________________________.
C. A little Cyclops with one eye
Staring to threaten and defy.
--From William Wordsworth’s “The Daisy”
a. Why is the comparison of the daisy to the Cyclops appropriate? _______________
_________________________________________________________________.
b. What figure of speech is being used here? _______________________________

Allusions occur not only in poetry, but also in everyday speech.  Both of the following refer to the Trojan War …remember the story of the Trojan horse?  Both are in current use.


Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.


He fought like a Trojan.

Lesson 5: Why Study Myths?

When you were in elementary school, your teacher may have pasted gold stars on your best papers.  For a special February holiday, he or she probably decorated the windows and bulletin boards with red cardboard cupids and hearts.  Of course, in every classroom, an American flag hung.


The gold stars, the cardboard cupids, even our flag—all are symbols.  That is, they represent something beyond themselves: the stars represent achievement; the cupids, Valentine’s Day; and the flag, our country.


By now you are becoming aware of the part myths play in our daily lives and will not be surprised that many familiar symbols have their origin in mythology.  Take that Valentine’s Day cupid for example.  In roman mythology, Cupid (Eros, as the Greeks called him) was the son of Venus, goddess of love.  Any victim of Cupid’s arrows was supposed to fall in love immediately.  Appropriately, Cupid is the symbol of our most romantic holiday.


Do you know why the owl symbolizes wisdom and the peacock, pride?  The owl was associated with Athena, goddess of wisdom, while Hera, wife of Zeus, a proud and vain goddess, favored the peacock.


Zeus, the most powerful of the gods, had a favorite bird, too, the eagle, king of the birds.  Thus, our American eagle, which appears on the Great Seal of the United States, can be said to represent freedom and power.


Other mythological symbols are all around you.  AS you grow more familiar with the stories of the Greek gods and heroes, you will find yourself becoming aware of the role myth plays in advertisements.

Lesson 5 Worksheet: Recognizing Symbols from the Myths

Ten familiar advertising symbols are listed below in Column A; try matching them with the appropriate mythological figures in Column B.  One figure in Column B is used twice.

Column A

A. The Florists’ Transworld Delivery (FTD symbol of a male figure with wings on his cap and sandals

B. The medical profession's symbol of a winged sword or wand with two snakes twined around it

C. Mobil Oil Corporation’s symbol of a flying red horse

D. Midas Muffler Shops’ gold-painted mufflers

E. The owl, emblem of the publishers Holt, Rinehart & Winston

F. Goodyear Tire’s symbol of a winged sandal

G. Figure of a man playing pipes, emblem of Pan Books Limited

H. Mentor Books as the name of a series of reference books published by New American Library

I. Atlas Van Lines as the name of a moving company

J. Trident Packing Company, the name of a fish-canning company

Column B


_____ Mentor was a wise Greek, friend and adviser to the hero Odysseus.


_____ A god punished King Midas for his greed by causing everything he touched to turn to gold.


_____ Poseidon, god of the sea, carried a trident, or three-pronged spear.


_____ Hermes, swift messenger of the gods, wore a winged cap and winged sandals.


_____ Pegasus, the flying horse of the myths, actually flew up into the heavens.


_____ The owl, bird of Athena, goddess of wisdom, represented silence, meditation, and wisdom.


_____ Hermes tested the power of his wand by placing it between two fighting serpents.  They immediately stopped fighting.  The wand came to represent peace and healing.


_____ Pan, the woodland god, is often pictured playing his pipes.


_____ Atlas, a strong giant, supported the heavens on his shoulders.

Matching the symbols with the descriptions was probably easy for you.  In a class discussion, could you explain why each symbol is appropriate for the company that uses it?

Lesson 6: Why Study Myths?

If someone told you there was a fast way to increase your vocabulary without having to memorize word lists, wouldn’t you be eager to know the details?


It’s no secret!  Studying mythology gives you a key that unlocks the meanings of many words.  You won’t find those meanings hard to remember if you associate them with the myths from which they are derived.


Very often, adjectives are form a mythological character’s name.



Example: halcyon from Halcyone.




Halcyon means “calm, peaceful, tranquil.”


In the myth, the goddess Thetis turned Halcyone into a kingfisher.  The Greeks believed that this bird’s nesting period was at the winter solstice and that the kingfisher raised its young in nests floating on the sea.  Observing that a period of calm weather usually occurred at this time, they believed that Thetis calmed the sea for the birds’ benefit.  Thus, today we say that halcyon days are calm and peaceful days.


Sometimes a mythological name is retained as a common noun.



Example: mentor from Mentor.




Mentor means “a wise and loyal adviser.”


In the Greek poet Homer’s epic poems, The Iliad and The Odyssey, Mentor is a wise old man who gives advice to other Greeks.


Occasionally, verbs come from the myths.



Example: atrophy from Atropos.




Atrophy means “to waste or wither away.”


Atropos was the name of one of the three Fates.  It was her job to cut the thread of life, thus ending a human existence.


Names with mythological derivations appear in geography (Europe from Europa); the calendar (Wednesday or Woden’s Day); astronomy (Uranus, Pluto); botany (narcissus); zoology (arachnids); and anatomy (the Achilles tendon).


Certain phrases we use have also been borrowed from the myths.  Thus, “to have the Midas touch” is to have the knack of making money.  “To open a Pandora’s box” is to bring troubles upon oneself, and “to sow dragon’s teeth” is to behave in such a way as to stir up argument or war.  Even weapons like the Nike and Titan missiles take their names from mythological characters.


Do you see that those phrases, which have become synonyms for certain types of behavior, are also allusions?  You’ll learn more about the stories they come from later.


Now let’s find out how many words from the myths you have already acquired.

Lesson 6 Worksheet: Words from the Gods
panic

plutonium

martial

chronological

Jovian

pandemonium

atlas

Herculean

phobia

Junoesque

mercurial

cereal

cloth

geography

odyssey

erotic

pantheist

arachnids

atrophy

syringe

Orpheum

lethal

Match each definition below with a word from the list above.  Maybe you will need the dictionary.

1.  ______________ A book of maps, named for the mythical character who help up the heavens

2.  ______________ Arranged in order of occurrence, from the name of the father of Zeus (His name meant time.)

3.  ______________ The study of the continents, climates, plants, animals, etc. named for Gaea, or Earth (Her name is pronounced “Jee ah.”)

4.  ______________ Warlike, derived from the name of the Roman god of war

5.  ______________ A wasting away or failure to grow, from Atropos, the Fate who decided how long each person’s life should be

6.  ______________ A kind of breakfast food, from the name of the Roman goddess of the harvest; also any kind of grain, such as wheat or rye

7.  ______________ Spiders, named for the maiden who challenged Athena to a weaving contest

8.  ______________ An irrational and persistent fear, named for the god of fear

9.  ______________ A sudden fear, named for the god of fields and woods (He sometimes caused groundless fear among mortals.)

10. ______________ Named for the god in 9, a scene of wild disorder, noise, and confusion

11. ______________ Another word derived from the name of the god in 9, a believer that god is everywhere, in everything, and that everything is good

12. ______________ A narrow type fitted at one end with a rubber bulb or piston so that liquid can be drawn in and then ejected in a stream; named for the beloved of Pan, who was turned into a hollow reed.

13. ______________ A radioactive chemical element named for the god of the Underworld

14. ______________ Fatal, deadly, suggestive of death, from the name of the river of forgetfulness in Hades

15. ______________ a general term for fabrics, from the name of another Fate (This one was the spinner of life’s thread.)

16. ______________ Having to do with sexual love, taken from the Greek name of Cupid.

17. ______________ An extended journey, taken from the name of a hero who wandered for many years

18. ______________ Adjective meaning “stately and queen-like,” from the name of the queen of the Roman gods

19. ______________ Difficult to do, calling for great strength or courage, from the name of a mythical Greek strongman

20. ______________ Quick-witted, changeable, fickle, as was the messenger of the gods

21. ______________ Majestic, from the name of the Roman king of the gods

22. ______________ A name often given to a music hall or theater, from the musician whose playing charmed Hades

Lesson 7: Let’s Take a Look at How it All Began

You may remember from Lesson 1 that many myths were created because of people’s need to explain such natural phenomena as thunderstorms, the changing seasons, even night and day.  We could say that people needed to be reassured that those events followed some pattern.


Of even greater importance was the need for some explanation of how the world began and how its people came to exist.  Therefore, all ancient societies developed a creation myth.  For example, the American Indians imagined that an animal had created their world.  This was a natural assumption since they lived closely with the animals and depended on them for their very existence.


The Greeks had a different explanation.  They believed that Chaos was the first state of the universe.  As you might guess from the word chaos, no order existed, and there was no light.


From this nothingness arose Nix (night) and Erebus (the personification of darkness).  Next came Eros, which represented both love and the principle of order.  (In later myths, Eros became the god of love.)


Finally, Eros achieved harmony (order) by bringing together Gaea, or Earth (the female force), and Uranus, or Sky (the male force).  From their union came three hundred-handed monsters, three one-eyed giants, and the Titans.


Gaea is also credited with producing the mountains and seas, but it is her Titan children who are of special interest to us because although they were giants, they were human in form.  Thus, the Greeks had begun to imagine their gods to be like themselves in appearance!


Cronus was the youngest of these Titans.  He was destined to cause his father’s fall from power.


Uranus, Cronus’s father, was terrified of his giant children and fearful that they would overthrow him.  To prevent that, he had been burying them alive.  Gaea, their mother, was powerless to stop them.  Finally, she persuaded Cronus to take revenge for his brothers and sisters.  In anger, Cronus took a sickle, mutilated his father, and then seized the position of supreme ruler.


Certainly, Uranus seems to have been an unnatural father and Cronus and unnatural son, but actually their behavior is symbolic, not only of the Greek way of life, but also perhaps of our own.  Eventually, don’t the children (the new generation) replace the parents?  Haven’t we seen old governments overthrown or replaced by a new one?  Even in business, aren’t the older executives or leaders forced to move out to make way for “young blood?”


Perhaps the Greek account isn’t as fanciful as it appears at first.

Lesson 7 Worksheet: Words and Meanings from the Creation Myth

First, let’s try a vocabulary review.  List at least eight nouns and/or adjectives derived from the names in today’s lesson.

NAMES

1. Cronus

2. Gaea

3. Eros

4. Chaos

WORDS DERIVED FROM THEM

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

____________________

5. People who achieve great success in business or industry are sometimes described as titans. The most modern ship of its time and one of the largest was the Titanic. We have produced the Titan missile.  In each of these examples, why is the use of titan or titanic appropriate?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


6. Even today, we use such expressions as Mother Earth or Mother Nature.  Explain briefly where these names probably came from.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


7. In today’s myth, Uranus feared his children and saw them as a threat to his power.  Is the mythmaker suggesting anything about the ancient Greeks’ government?  For example, do you think it was stable?  Explain.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 8: The Old Gods Give Way to the New


In Lesson 7, you learned the Greek version of the creation of the world.  Now you may be wondering when human beings came into the picture.  Actually, that did not take place until after another power struggle among the gods.


It happened like this.  Cronus was now in power, but just like his father before him, he saw everyone else as a threat to his throne.  As a result, he decided to leave the three hundred-handed monsters and the one-eyed giants buried.  He released only his fellow Titans.


He was suspicious of his own children too, but instead of burying them alive as Uranus had done, he ate them! Cronus’ wife, Rhea, tolerated his behavior for a while.  Then, like Gaea, she plotted against her husband.  Just after Rhea had given birth to a son, Zeus, she arranged for him to be taken to a distant place where he would be safe from his father.  Then she wrapped a large stone in a cloth, and the unsuspecting Cronus ate it, thinking that he was destroying his latest son.


When Zeus had grown to manhood, he returned home unrecognized.  Then he found a way to feed Cronus an herb, which caused him to vomit violently, thus releasing the eleven children he had swallowed long before.


Zeus now had eleven allies, and he also enlisted the help of two sympathetic Titans, Prometheus and Epimetheus.  Next, he released the one-eyed giants, or Cyclopes, who had been buried all this time, knowing that they too would have a grudge against Cronus.  Even with all those allies, Zeus found his father a formidable opponent.  Their power struggle lasted ten long years, but finally Cronus was deposed and Zeus became the supreme ruler.


Like many real-life conquering heroes, Zeus rewarded his followers in various ways, but he divided his father’s kingdom with his two brothers.  Poseidon was to be god of the sea; and Hades, god of the Underworld.  Naturally, Zeus kept the best for himself and became god of the sky and the upper world.


If we read the myth of Rhea’s deception of Cronus literally, it is simply a fantastic story, but if we see it as symbolic, it begins to make sense.  Certainly, we can accept that Cronus was deposed through his wife’s trickery and his grown son’s rebellion.  History has parallels to support such acts.  For example, the 12th-century English King Henry II was the victim of various plots hatched by his jealous sons with the aid of their mother, Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine.


At any rate, Zeus’s coming to power set the stage for the arrival of human beings, whom he needed to worship him.  But before you find out how humans came onto the scene, you should become a little better acquainted with the gods themselves.

Lesson 8 Worksheet: The Gods’ Family Tree

[image: image1]

You may have seen a family tree, which shows your relationship to your living relatives and your ancestors.  Today, you are going to create a family tree for the gods.  First, fill in the space beside each description with the name of the appropriate god or goddess; you may have to refer to earlier lessons.  Then write the name in the corresponding blank on the tree.  Note that the goddesses Hera, Hestia, and Demeter already appear on the tree.  You will learn more about them later.

1. Ex. Chaos_______ This was the beginning: no order existed; all was darkness.  (The answer is Chaos; it is written in the space above on the family tree.)

2. _______________ She fed her husband a stone wrapped like an infant.

3. _______________ This figure personified the night.

4. _______________ He buried his children alive.

5. _______________ He became the god of the Underworld.

6. _______________ The principle of love and order, it arose from night and darkness.

7. _______________ He became the supreme god, ruler of heaven and earth.

8. _______________ He mutilated his father with a sickle.

9. _______________ This figure was a personification of darkness.

10. _______________ Zeus made him god of the sea.

11. _______________ She plotted with her youngest son to overthrow her husband.

Lesson 9: Zeus and His Brothers-

From your introduction to Zeus in Lesson 8, you know that he was clever.  Remember how he fed his unsuspecting father an herb so that Cronus would disgorge his children? Zeus was also aggressive and ambitious, a fighter who did not hesitate to depose his father and take over the throne. And he was also cruel and relentless, as you will see when you read about his treatment of the Titan Prometheus, who had been his ally.


But for the Greeks, Zeus was the supreme god.  We can assume that these qualities he displayed were ones they saw as necessary in a leader.


Zeus was also a father figure.  The Greeks believed that he determined how human beings should behave and punished wrongdoers.  They feared his wrath and the thunderbolt he could hurl from the sky. 


But Zeus had human failings, too.  He was often unfaithful to his wife and had love affairs with mortal maidens.  Here is evidence that the Greeks endowed their gods with both the good and bad traits they themselves possessed.


Zeus’s brother Poseidon was also a powerful and wrathful god, restless as the sea, which was his home.  To the Greeks, whose land was nearly surrounded by water, he was important because in his good moods he protected navigation and commerce.  In his bad moods, however, he caused storms and earthquakes.  Like Zeus, he was relentless toward those who offended him—as the hero Odysseus discovered.  Having blinded Poseidon’s one-eyed son, Polyphemos, Odysseus was doomed to roam the seas for ten years before he was allowed to return to his home on the island of Ithaca.


The third brother, Hades, guardian of the Underworld, was a shadowy figure.  Black cloaked and gloomy, he seemed as mysterious as the “infernal regions” where he dwelt and whose gates the many-headed dog, Cerberus, guarded.  But the Greeks believed that he protected the harvests and knew that his kingdom yielded great riches in minerals and metals.


Hades acted merely as the custodian of the dead; it was not his role to decide the fate of those who came into his domain.  Three judges did that.  Yet he was so feared that his name was seldom mentioned.  Since he offered no threat of punishment and he almost never left the Underworld, the fear of him was just a reflection of the fear of death.  For the Greeks, the afterlife offered little reward, even for those whose life on earth had been exemplary.

Lesson 9 Worksheet: Symbolic Language from the Gods

The Greeks imagined Zeus and Poseidon as powerfully built, bearded gods.  Zeus held thunderbolts in one hand while Poseidon grasped a three-pronged spear, or trident, Zeus was depicted as bare to the waist, and Poseidon wore little or no clothing, but Hades was shown fully clothed, seated at a table, with a scepter in his hand.  The animals, plants, and symbols associated with each god are listed below.

ZEUS

POSEIDON

HADES

Animals:

Plant:

Symbols:

Animals:

Plant:

Symbols:

Animals:

Plant:

Symbols:

Eagle and ox

Oak tree

Scepter, throne, thunderbolt, double-bladed ax

Dolphin

Ash tree, pine tree, water plants

Anchor, chariot, shell, ship’s tiller or prow, trident

Many-headed dog named Cerberus, black sheep

Poppy, cypress tree

Scepter, throne, cornucopia, the color black


Below are a number of words and expressions in our language, which still have some association with the Greeks’ beliefs about the gods.  Match each word or expression with the correct definition.

WORD OR EXPRESSION

A. poppy

B. eagle-eyed

C. watchdog

D. underworld

E. undercover agent

F. black sheep

G. thunderstruck

H. oak tree

I. cornucopia

J. tiller

K. black

L. cypress

M. ox

N. shady deal

O. black mood

P. dolphin

DEFINITION

____ One who guards people or placed

____ despondency, melancholy

____ a sleep-inducing plant

____ the color of mourning

____ describing a keen observer

____ the world of organized crime

____ one who does not live up to his family’s expectations and reputation

____ awed, bowled over

____ instrument used to keep a ship on course

____ horn of plenty

____ tree known for sturdiness

____ friendly animal reputed to help seamen

____ a tree often planted in cemeteries

____ a business transaction close to cheating

____ to discover secrets, he tries to be invisible

____ an animal with great physical strength

Lesson 10: The Major Goddesses

Hera, on of Zeus’s three sisters, became his wife.  She was the queen of the heavens and the goddess of marriage and childbirth.  The Greeks imagined her as a nagging wife—beautiful, but vain and vindictive.  They told many stories of her cruelty to any girl who happened to arouse her husband’s interest.


The peacock was Hera’s favorite bird.  The design of its tail feathers represented the hundred eyes of Argus, which Hera had transplanted there to help her keep watch over Zeus!


Demeter was also a sister of Zeus.  You remember the story of Hades’ kidnapping of her daughter Persephone.  It was said that as Demeter roamed the earth mourning for her daughter, she lit two torches and with them set fire to Mount Etna.  Its volcano is still active today.


The third sister, Hestia, was not given the prominence of the other two.  She was the goddess of the hearth fire and a protectress of the household and the people themselves.


Aphrodite, the goddess of love and beauty, was even lovelier than Hera, which did not endear her to that vain immortal.  Ironically, Aphrodite was married to the physically unattractive Hephaestus, blacksmith to the gods.  Like Zeus, who in some myths is said to be her father, she was unfaithful in marriage and had many love affairs.  It is clear that the Greeks considered her basically immoral, but despite that weakness of her character, they admired her beauty and believed she personified peace, unity, and order. Appropriately, the white dove is her symbol.


Aphrodite is supposed to have been born of the foam of the sea, but the goddess Athena had an even more unusual birth.  She is supposed to have sprung to life from Zeus’s forehead, fully grown, completely clothed, and armed for battle.


The child of Zeus’s brain, Athena became the goddess of wisdom, with the owl as her symbol.  In some myths she is credited with helping Prometheus bring the sacred fire to man.  (We’ll get to that story in Lesson 12.)  At any rate, she was much admired by the Greeks, who named Athens after her and built the Parthenon in her honor.


Artemis, also a daughter of Zeus, was the moon goddess.  The Greeks imagined her as a young and beautiful huntress, changeable in form and nature.  She was sometimes friendly, protecting virgins and travelers.  She was a patroness of marriage and aided in childbirth.  But she could cause sudden death, shooting unlucky females with her arrows, and she was believed to cause madness.  Truly, she was an unpredictable goddess.

–Lesson 10 Worksheet: How Well Do You Know the Goddesses?

You may need a dictionary to check the meanings of the following words.

A. moonstruck

B. brainchild

C. aphrodisiac

meaning: _________________________________________

meaning: _________________________________________

meaning: _________________________________________


From your knowledge of the goddesses, state which one could be connected with each of the above words and give a reason for your choice.

A. ______________________________________________________________________

B. ______________________________________________________________________

C. ______________________________________________________________________


A newspaper, no longer published, was called The Easter Argus.  Why was that an appropriate name for a newspaper?

D. ______________________________________________________________________


What do you think is the origin of our expression “proud as a peacock?”

E. ______________________________________________________________________


Imagine that a newspaper was published on Mount Olympus, where the gods lived, and that Ann Landers’ advice column appeared in it. Which goddess might have written each of the following letters?

Dear Ann Landers,

I am an attractive woman of an “interesting age.” My friends tell me that I am as beautiful as ever, but my husband is no longer attentive to me. Nothing I say has any influence on him although I say quite a bit.  He continues to stay out late.  I am certain he is seeing other women.  What can I do to win him back?

Signed: Anxious

F. Which goddess wrote it?  ___________________________________________________

Dear Ann Landers,

I have been a faithful reader of your column for years and hope that you can help me as you have helped others.  You see, all my life people have been telling me that I am a great beauty.  I admit that men have always found me attractive, and I used to have a wonderful time at parties.  I married recently, and my husband is a good man and hard working, although he is not much to look at.  The trouble is that he’s away a great deal, working at his forge, and I do get lonely.  Do you think it would be wrong for me to go out for an occasional social evening?

Signed: Doubtful
G. Which goddess wrote the letter?  ______________________________________________

Lesson 11: Other Great Olympians

Apollo, the sun god, was especially important to farmers, but important to seagoing Greeks, too because he guided navigators.  He had many powers—as a healer of the sick and protector of crops, as a shepherd, as a musician and as the patron of oratory, art, poetry and science.  The Greeks esteemed him so much that they built a temple at Delphi in his honor; its oracle became famous throughout the ancient world.  It was believed that Apollo had gone down into darkness and risen again; thus he became the symbol of resurrection and eternal life.  He also represented order, purity, and reasonableness.


Another god, Dionysus, also experienced a kind of death and rebirth.  He represented the earth itself as it went through the cycle of fall, winter, and spring.  He was best known, though as the god of the wine, and wine played an important part in the life of the Greeks.


The stories of Dionysus’ birth vary, but in one he is the child of Zeus and Semele, one of Zeus’s many mortal lovers.  In another story, jealous Hera is supposed to have driven him mad.  At any rate, wherever Dionysus went, frenzied females dressed in animal skins followed him.  Their wild and noisy behavior (from which our word orgy comes) caused him to be associated with intoxication.  But he was also credited with teaching the Greeks how to cultivate their crops.  Eh was god of fertility and of inspiration.  His festival, held each year in Athens, was actually a literary contest at which many great Greek tragedies and comedies were first performed.


You have already met the god Hephaestus, blacksmith of the gods and husband of Aphrodite.  An outcast among the gods because he was lame and ugly, yet he was a great craftsman who produced armor for the heroes, fashioning it on his anvil located in Mount Etna.  The volcano’s sparks were said to come from his forge.


One of his rivals for the affection of Aphrodite was Ares, god of war.  In the myths, Ares appears as a fickle, bloodthirsty, and bullying character, with no redeeming features.  He was the twin brother of Eris (strife).  His horses were Deimos (panic) and Phobos (fear).  It is a contradiction that although the Greeks revered their military heroes, they disliked the god of war.  Evidently, they saw war as an ugly necessity.


The last of the great Olympians is one whose physical form is probably familiar to you.  He is Hermes, the well-known symbol of the Florists’ Transworld Delivery system.  He was the messenger of the gods and represented the wind, which he resembled in his swiftness and his unpredictability.  His functions give an indication of his character.  He was the go-between for the living and the dead and escorted souls down to Hades.  He was the god of commerce and science and of luck and wealth, but he was also the patron of thieves and vagabonds.  He invented the lyre and gave it to his brother Apollo, but only after he had stolen Apollo’s oxen.  In short, like the Greeks themselves, he had both good and bad traits.

Lesson 11 Worksheet: More Words from the Gods

First, let’s try a little vocabulary study.  Write what you think is the definition of each of the next four words.  Then check and correct your definitions from the dictionary.

WORD

Orgy

Phobia

Panic

Lyric

DEFINITION

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________


Now use the dictionary to define the next four words.  Write their meanings in the space provided.

Satyr

Acrophobia

Claustrophobia

Hydrophobia

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________


Now fill in the blanks in the following sentences with the appropriate words from the two lists above.

1. Because of my tendency to have __________________, I was reluctant to go to the top of the Empire State Building.

2. If you are a victim of __________________, you may find it difficult to enter an elevator.

3. Because the people did not show moderation in their drinking, what had begun as a pleasant party soon became an __________________.

4. Many __________________ poems have been set to music; an example is “Drink to Me Only With Thine Eyes.”

5. When I came face to face with a bear in the woods, I began to __________________.

6. People who have a __________________ about germs are constantly washing their hands.

7. __________________ is a disease characterized by a strong reluctance to drink water.

8. In paintings, Dionysus is often shown surrounded by __________________.

9. After reading Lesson 11, you may already realize that Apollo and Athena were the most admired Greek god and goddess.  What does that indicate to you about what the Greeks considered to be ideal characteristics? _____________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________


The brief accounts in the last three lessons demonstrate the vividness of the Greek imagination and the personal way the Greeks saw their gods. More importantly, because these accounts show you traits of character the Greeks admired or despised, they enable you to understand Greeks better.  That is important because ancient Greek thought still has a tremendous influence in our modern world.

Lesson 12: The Creation of Man and Woman

Once Zeus had seized power from Cronus and gained dominion over the heavens and earth, he wanted some beings capable of admiring and worshiping him.  But Zeus did not choose to create these beings himself.  The task went to the slow-witted Titan Epimetheus, one of the brothers who had helped him to defeat Cronus.


Epimetheus fashioned all the creatures of the earth from clay.  Having given them life, he gave each species a quality that would ensure its survival.  Finally, he made a creature that was godlike in its physical form.  But he had already doled out all the special powers and had nothing to give this poor human being as protection against larger, stronger, or faster animals.


At this point, Epimetheus’ brother Prometheus stepped in.  Having the foresight that Epimetheus lacked, Prometheus realized that human beings, fashioned in the gods’ image, must be given a power that would make them superior to all other animals and truly godlike.


He decided to steal Zeus’s sacred fire from Mount Olympus and bring it to mankind in a hollow reed (lightning bolt).  Prometheus’ gift was a generous one.  With that celestial fire, human beings became so powerful that Zeus began to feel threatened and was gravely displeased.  Zeus chained the Titan to Mount Caucasus as a punishment.  Next, determined to undo the good that Prometheus had done, Zeus commissioned Hephaestus to fashion a creature that would be destined to bring misery to mankind.


That creature was Pandora, the first woman.  The gods showered gifts upon her.  Athena taught her to weave; Aphrodite gave her great beauty; but Hermes made her deceitful and thieving!  Against his brother’s advice, Epimetheus then married this radiant creature, thus helping to fulfill Zeus’s long-range plan.


Epimetheus was the keeper of a strongbox, which was never to be opened; it contained all the blessings intended for human beings. (In another version of the myth, it contained all the evils.)  Zeus knew that Pandora’s curiosity would drive her to open the box. Of course she did open it and—depending on which myth you read—either let all our human blessings fly away or else let loose all evils upon us.  In either myth, only HOPE remained in the box—and Zeus had succeeded in bringing misery to mankind.


Nor were Prometheus’ troubles over.  Like other rulers before him, Zeus feared being overthrown and believed that Prometheus knew when and how this would happen.  He promised to free Prometheus in return for his knowledge.  When the Titan refused the offer, Zeus sent a vulture to tear out his liver each day.  Each night it grew back, so the torture continued for centuries until Hercules (Heracles) came to Prometheus’ rescue.


This creation myth tells us quite a bit about the way the Greeks thought, but we must understand the symbolic language of the story.  First of all, it says that human beings do not have the physical strength to compete with the other creatures of the world, but that given the advantage of that divine spark, intellect, they are superior to other animals.


Next, from the Pandora story we can tell that if Epimetheus had not been tempted by Pandora’s physical charm, if he had listened to reason and not been swayed by emotion, his life and the lives of human beings would have been serene.  As for the beautiful but impulsive and deceitful Pandora, her character shows us that the Greeks did not hold women in high esteem, seeing them as creatures of emotion rather than intellect.

Lesson 12 Worksheet: Reading the Moral in the Myth

The Greek story of creation can actually be seen as a series of contests: between Zeus and Prometheus; between Pandora and her husband, who had forbidden her to open the box; between reason and emotion; even between good and evil.  Let’s look for a moment at the contest of wills between Zeus and Prometheus.  The Titan represents intellect, selflessness, and devotion to principle.  (He refuses Zeus’s offer because he sees him as an unjust ruler.)  Zeus, on the other hand, is harsh, vengeful, and jealous of his power… and his power is physical rather than intellectual.  He may be the actual ruler, but he is not the ideal one.


Now you have a chance to take another look at each of these contestants and see how they fared.  In the following sentences, fill in the blanks to complete the statement.

1. Prometheus was punished for doing a good deed, but Prometheus did __________ fire to bring it to mankind, and Prometheus __________ the supreme ruler, Zeus.

2. Having deposed Cronus, Zeus was the supreme ruler and was able to take revenge on those who offended him.  But Zeus did not have Prometheus’ power to __________ the future, and Zeus __________ that he might be overthrown.

3. Epimetheus had the honor of creating all the animals, and he married a beautiful woman, but he lacked __________ and did not recognize __________ advice when he heard it.

4. Pandora was beautiful and was favored by the gods, but her __________ and her __________ brought trouble upon her and everyone else.
The myth seems to point out that whatever our motives and whatever our capabilities, we must expect to take the consequences for our action.

5. There is an obvious parallel to Pandora’s act in the Christian belief.  What is it?

 ____________________________________________________________________________

6.  The English poet Alexander Pope once wrote:



Hope springs eternal in the human breast;



Man never is, but always to be blessed;


Paraphrased, Pope is saying that human beings are always hopeful—that they never feel blessed at a given moment, but that they always expect to be.  Is Pope’s statement related to the myth of Pandora’s box?  Explain.

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 13: The Gods as Lovers

The last lesson showed you the gods in some of their most favorable and unfavorable aspects.  Prometheus was courageous, selfless, and long-suffering; Zeus, ruthless and cunning; Epimetheus, stupid and thoughtless; and Pandora, untrustworthy.  In other words, the Greeks endowed the gods with the good and bad traits they saw in each other.


Today’s stories of Zeus, Artemis, and Apollo reveal each of them as a god or goddess with very human desires.


Let’s look first at they myth of Zeus and Europa, a Phoenician princess.  Like Persephone, who was kidnapped by Hades while she was in a field picking flowers, Europa had been playing in a field with other young girls when Zeus kidnapped her.  To lure her away, he assumed the form of a gentle white bull, and the other girls amused themselves by hanging garlands around his neck.  But Zeus soon persuaded Europa to climb onto his back, and when she did, he carried her away to a land he called Europa (Europe) in her honor.  Zeus fathered Europa’s three sons, who eventually became the judges in Hades: Rhadamanthys, Minos & Aeacus.


Apollo, too, was susceptible to the charms of mortal maidens, but he was not always as successful as Zeus in his love affairs.  When Apollo became infatuated with Cassandra, daughter of King Priam of Troy, she promised to marry him if he gave her the gift of prophecy.  Apollo kept his part of the bargain, but Cassandra refused to marry him.  This was Apollo’s revenge: he said that Cassandra would keep the gift of prophecy, but that no one would ever believe her predictions.  Thus, she would never be successful in warning people of dangers ahead.  Her gift would only bring her frustration.


Apollo also fell in love with Daphne, the daughter of a river god, but she did not return his affection.  In fact, she fled from him.  Apollo pursued her, but when she was almost within his grasp, Daphne called upon the gods to save her.  Astonished, Apollo saw the beautiful nymph turn into a laurel tree before his very eyes.  Because he had loved her so much, Apollo said that, in her memory, the laurel would always be sacred to him.


Apollo’s sister, the goddess Artemis, once loved the handsome giant Orion, who shared her enthusiasm for hunting.  But when he was unfaithful to her, she killed him and placed him in the sky as the constellation Orion.  In another myth, her slaying of Orion was accidental.  Her brother Apollo, who was jealous of her affection for Orion and wanted to be rid of him, tricked her into it.


From these stories you can see that when a god or goddess fell in love, the object of his or her affection had little choice in the matter—and might be punished for not returning the immortal’s affection.  Perhaps the Greek storytellers wanted their listeners to realize that sexual love or infatuation is a wayward emotion, hard to control and unpredictable.

Lesson 13 Worksheet: A Chance to Review

You have now completed half the lessons in this mythology unit.  Today’s worksheet is a practice test to see how much you recall from the stories you have read.  Again, you are asked to match the name with the appropriate description.

NAME

1. Pandora’s box

2. Cassandra

3. Apollo

4. Ares

5. Poseidon

6. Orpheus

7. Daedalus

8. Mount Etna

9. Mount Olympus

10. Prometheus

11. Aphrodite

12. Achilles

13. Dionysus

14. Athena

15. Cronus

16. Eros

17. Hades

18. Hephaestus

19. Zeus

20. Chaos

DESCRIPTION

_____   Her gift of prophecy did her little good.

_____   Like Athena, he was much admired by the Greeks.

_____   This was the dwelling place of the gods.

_____   In the creation myth, the principle of order; later, the god of love.

_____   The Greeks disliked this god.

_____   Sometimes, he is called Earth-shaker; his symbols are the trident and dolphin.

_____   He was the god of wine and intoxication.

_____   He stole fire for mankind.

_____   It contained all the woes of the world.

_____   Hephaestus had his forge here.

_____   He was the bravest of the Greek warriors, but he had a vulnerable spot.

_____   She married Hephaestus.

_____   His music charmed even Hades.

_____   He used an ingenious method to escape from a prison.

_____   He stole Persephone from her mother.

_____   He made the first woman.

_____   Sometimes, he is called Cloud-gatherer; he carries thunderbolts.

_____   It was like this in the beginning.

_____   She was the goddess of wisdom and a friend of Odysseus.

_____   He is often called Father Time.

Lesson 14: When Gods Walked the Earth

About 800 B.C., the Greek poet Homer wrote two famous epic poems.  One, The Iliad, was the story of the great war between the Greeks and the Trojans.  The other, The Odyssey, was the story of one Greek warrior, Odysseus, and his long period of wandering after the Trojan War.  These two poems are considered the oldest written literature in the western world, but we know that a long tradition of oral poetry and storytelling preceded them.


Homer retells some of the myths in his two poems, but The Iliad and The Odyssey also give us a great deal more information about how the Greeks lived and though.  The reader soon recognizes that the people imagined that the gods might be walking among them at any time.  Knowing the gods often assumed human disguises, the Greeks treated all strangers kindly and generously.


For example, a stranger who came to a house was fed and given a chance to bathe before anyone inquired as to his name or business.  Upon leaving, the guest was given a “stranger’s gift” as a memento of the visit.  For the Greeks, hospitality was an art, and it was also a religious duty.


But, as you have already observed from the myths, the Greeks had their share of human failings.  They gradually became lax in their observance of the rules of hospitality.  Even worse, they began to neglect to make sacrifices to the gods.  At this point, Zeus decided to teach them a lesson.  He sent a nine-day deluge to destroy these godless people who had ceased to be reverent.


Only one aged couple survived this terrible flood.  They were Deucalion (son of Prometheus) and his wife Pyrrha (daughter of Epimetheus and Pandora).  Accounts vary as to why these two were saved.  One story is that when Zeus was wandering the earth in disguise, they were the only people to show him hospitality.  Another myth says that Prometheus warned his son about the impending disaster.  Deucalion then built a great floating chest or ark and stowed enough food in it so that he and Pyrrha could survive until the waters receded.


When the waters did recede, Deucalion and Pyrrha found themselves alone and lonely. Zeus then spoke to Deucalion through an oracle, telling him to cast behind him the bones of his mother.  The two old people, puzzled at first, eventually interpreted the advice.  The oracle’s words referred to Mother Earth, whose bones were the rocks.  These they cast over their shoulders.  Each one that Pyrrha threw became a woman; and each one Deucalion threw, a man.  Thus, in a sense, Deucalion and Pyrrha became the parents of a new race of people, reverent and god-fearing like themselves.


In this story, you’ve met Zeus in a new guise, as a stern and just father, laying down rules for his people’s behavior, punishing those who disobey, and rewarding those who are obedient.


Athena, too, was actively involved with the lives of mortals.  In The Odyssey, she fights side by side with the hero, Odysseus.  She takes a personal interest in Odysseus’ son, Telemachus, urging him to action, sometimes by scolding and sometimes by building his confidence.  She comforts Odysseus’ wife, Penelope.  In short, she is a friend and ally to Odysseus and his family.


Zeus and Athena were not the only gods who walked the earth.  Remember Demeter, wandering from land to land after she lost Persephone.  Dionysus and his followers were believed to inhabit the woodlands, as was Pan, god of the fields and forests.  In fact, the Greeks believed spirits existed everywhere, lesser gods that the great Olympians, but immortals all the same.  They nymphs* and naiads** lived in mossy glens flowering fields, and sparkling streams.  In other words, the gods were part of the natural world.

________________________________________________________________

*A nymph was a beautiful, immortal maiden who lived in the forest or fields.

**Naiads, like nymphs, were beautiful immortals, but they lived in the streams.

Lesson 14 Worksheet: Some Parallels and Posers
1. You have already been asked about Pandora’s counterpart in Christian belief.  Of course she was Eve.  Can you see how Pyrrha might also be seen as Eve’s counterpart?  Explain.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. If you look for parallels, you must see that the Deucalion-Pyrrha story also has one in Christian belief.  What is it?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Long, long ago, a flood actually occurred in the Tigris-Euphrates Valley, a region that is now part of Turkey and Iraq.  The Deucalion-Pyrrha myth might have had its origin in that event.  You probably remember from Lesson 1 the reasons myths were created.  What might be two reasons for this particular myth? 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Have you ever heard or read anything, which might indicate that some people still see natural disasters as a punishment for people’s wickedness?  Give details.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. A few years ago, the Mexican government decided to move the centuries-old statue of Tialoc, the Aztec rain god, from the village where it stood to Mexico City’s Museum of Anthropology.  At the time the transfer took place, Mexico City had been experiencing a lengthy drought, but the statue’s arrival at the museum was marked by three days of torrential rain!  Imagine that you are one of the villagers (incidentally, they protested the removal of the statue).  How would you account for the sudden rainy spell?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 15: Myths and Morals

In completed the worksheet for Lesson 14, you probably noted that the story of Deucalion and Pyrrha can be classified as a “scientific” myth.  That is, it explains an actual phenomenon, a terrible flood.  But the story is also a myth with a moral.  It shows that evildoers are punished and god-fearing people are rewarded.


Now see if you can discover a moral in each of the following myths.


In Greek mythology, a god never broke a promise, once given, even while knowing disaster might follow.  Such was the case with Helios, the sun god, and his young son Phaeton.*  Without considering the consequences, Helios once told Phaeton that he would grant any request the boy made.  Rashly, Phaeton asked to drive the sun god’s chariot across the heavens.  In vain, Helios tried to dissuade him.  Phaeton insisted.


Of course, the boy soon lost control of the spirited horses, and the chariot plunged wildly, first toward heaven, then toward earth.  There, the sun’s heat dried up the rivers and scorched the earth, creating deserts, and blackened the skin of the African people.  To stop this terrible destruction, Zeus sent a thunderbolt, which struck poor Phaeton and sent him to his death.


Unlike the inexperienced youth Phaeton, Bellerophon was a hero who accomplished many difficult tasks with the aid of the remarkable flying horse Pegasus, whom Athena had sent to help him.  But Bellerophon literally tried to fly too high when he asked Pegasus to carry him to the heavens.  Pegasus was stung by a gadfly, threw his rider to his death, and flew up to heaven alone.


Echo was a beautiful mountain nymph whose only fault was a tendency to talk too much.  Jealous Hera suspected that the nymph’s incessant chatter was a deliberate attempt to distract her so that Zeus would be free to give his attention to other females.  To punish Echo, Hera decreed that she could never again speak until spoken to and then could simply “echo” what she had heard.


But poor Echo’s troubles were only beginning.  She fell in love with a handsome youth, Narcissus, who scorned her. Brokenhearted, Echo hid away in the mountains.  Now only her voice remains.  But Narcissus was punished for his coldness and indifference.  Aphrodite made him fall in love with his own image, which he found reflected in a pool.  He continued to stare at it until, consumed by self-love, he fell into the pool and was drowned.

________________________________________________________________

*Sometimes Apollo, not Helios, is said to have been the father of Phaeton.

Lesson 15 Worksheet: You Have the Last Word

You supply the appropriate word or words to complete the following statements.

1. Phaeton’s fault was __________________________.

2. In the myths, another boy who got into trouble because he wouldn’t take his father’s advice was __________________________.

3. The Helios-Phaeton myth explains why the deserts have no __________________________.

4. It also explains the difference in skin __________________________.

5. Bellerophon’s fault was __________________________.

6. He had something in common with Phaeton because each wanted to __________________________.

7. Echo’s only fault was her __________________________.

8. Narcissus came to a bad end because he was too much __________________________.

9. Briefly state what one of the expressions below means and relate it to one of the myths you know.




Beware of Greeks bearing gifts.




Don’t look a gift-horse in the mouth.



He who flies too close to the sun will get burned.

10. Use the dictionary to find the meaning of the word hubris.  Be ready to tell the class how it applies to Phaeton, Bellerophon, and Narcissus.


Lesson 16: Hades’ Kingdom, The Underworld

You may remember from Lesson 9, which introduced you to Zeus and his brothers, that the Greeks were reluctant to mention Hades’ name because they thought with dread of their final descent into his kingdom.


The myths tell us what they imagined the Underworld was like.  Generally, it was a gloomy place where the sun never shone.  People who, on earth, had been neither very good nor very bad became shadows or shades who wandered about aimlessly.  They could feel emotion and could speak, but their bodies had no substance.


Not all of Hades’ realm was quite so grim.  The heroes and other whose goodness had distinguished them on earth were sent to the Elysian Fields, a place of sunlight and flowers.  But for the Greeks, even the Elysian Fields were a disappointment compared with life on earth.  In The Odyssey, the spirit of the great warrior Achilles talks with Odysseus, who has ventured into the Underworld, and tells him that he’d rather be the humblest man alive than be a hero and dwell in Hades’ kingdom.


The third section of the Underworld was Tartarus, a sunless hole where those whose life on earth had been wicked endured eternal punishments.  It was here that Tantalus reached forever toward the food and drink that always remained just beyond his grasp.  Here too, Sisyphus struggled constantly to push a huge boulder to the top of a hill, only to see it roll back to the bottom once more.  And here Ixion was bound forever to a constantly revolving wheel.


The Underworld was a place of mountains and valleys, just like Earth itself, but it had several remarkable rivers.  The first of these, the Styx, was the boundary between the world of the living and the world of the dead.  A boatman, Charon, ferried the souls across this river to Hades, if they had had proper funeral rites and had the fare.  Otherwise, they were doomed to wander on the far shore for one hundred years. 


Acheron, the river of woe, was another of the rivers surrounding Hades.  The souls of the dead had to be ferried across it also or struggle through it themselves.  Into the Acheron flowed the Cocytus, the river of wailing, and the Phlegethon, the river of fire.  This last river actually surrounded Tartarus.  Finally, there was Lethe, the river of forgetfulness.  Those passing into the Elysian Fields drank its water to help them cast off earthly sorrows.


Cerberus, the three-headed dog, who was constantly watchful, guarded the actual entrance to Hades. Even if two of his three heads were sleeping, the third was always awake.


Details of the geography of Hades evolved as the myths evolved through the centuries, but on one point all stories seemed to agree—even at best, that is, in the Elysian Fields, existence in Hades did not compare favorably with life on earth.

Lesson 16 Worksheet: Thinking It Over
1. How do the Christian concepts of Heaven and Hell differ from the Greeks’ idea of Hades?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What seemed to be the best way for a Greek to make certain to be assigned to the Elysian Fields?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Tartarus seems to resemble our idea of hell.  Does Hades in any way resemble Satan?  Explain.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. VOCABULARY

WORD

a. Lethargic

b. Lethal

c. Tantalize

d. Elysian

e. Shade



DEFINITION



_________________________________________________



_________________________________________________



_________________________________________________



_________________________________________________



_________________________________________________

Lesson 17: Death and Immortality

You know now that the Greeks believed the souls of those who had died all descended to Hades.  There three judges, Aeacus, Minos, and Rhadamanthus, decided to what section each would be assigned, taking into consideration the person’s behavior on earth.


Apparently, the souls could still eat and drink, speak, and feel emotion or pain.  In Elysium (another name for the Elysian Fields) they could live almost as they had on earth, yet be free of all earthly worries.  Still, they apparently found their unearthly existence dull!  


How did the Greeks know all this?  Of course, the reason is because some of the heroes of the myths descended into Hades and then managed to return to the land of the living.  One of these was Orpheus, whom you have already met.  His love for his bride, Eurydice, was so strong that he went down to the Underworld to rescue her.  Symbolically, then, love seemed to be conquering death, at least until Orpheus looked backward and, through that small act of disobedience, lost Eurydice forever.


Odysseus also visited the Underworld.  His objective was to seek the advice of the blind prophet Tiresias and find out how, having once offended Poseidon, he could still make his way by ship back to his home in Ithaca.


In the Underworld, Odysseus talked to his mother, Anticleia, who had died during his long absence, but when he tried to embrace her, he realized that she was only a shadow.  He also saw the other heroes of the Trojan War and talked to them.  Agamemnon told him how his wife had betrayed him.  Achilles asked about his son, Neoptolemus; Odysseus told him that the boy fought bravely.


Odysseus gained knowledge from each shade he talked to, and left the Underworld, determined to follow Tiresias’ advice and to avoid all pitfalls on his journey home.  If his men had not disobeyed him and eaten the sacred cattle of Helios, he could have brought them safely home, too.  Symbolically, then, Odysseus’ journey to Hades’ kingdom was to gain understanding so that he could help his crew (his people) who were dependent on him.


In earlier lessons, you read that both Apollo and Dionysus also went down into the darkness (death, the Underworld) and rose again; Dionysus actually succeeded in releasing his mother, Semele, from Hades’ kingdom.  Thus, since Semele represented all green, growing things, life triumphed over death.


There was another part of the Greek belief too: that, just as Semele escaped from Hades, a chosen few might eventually leave the Elysian Fields, assume their human forms again, and return to life on earth.

Lesson 17 Worksheet: A Secret Message from the Underworld

Fill in each blank with the name that fits the description.  Then write the first letter of each name in the corresponding numbered space to find the secret message.  Blank spaces indicate separations between words.

1. ____________ Cerberus, who had three heads, naturally had three ____________.

2. ____________ He was one of the judges in Hades (begins with an A).

3. ____________ He was the boatman on the Styx.

4. ____________ Her husband almost brought her back to life.

5. ____________ He constantly pushes a boulder up a hill.

6. ____________ She was the mother of Odysseus.

7. ____________ He was the son of Achilles.

8. ____DIS_____ In some mythologies, this was the name of the Underworld or its god. *****

9. ____________ The river of fire in Hades, it flowed into the river of woe.

10. ____________ This was the river of forgetfulness.

11. ____________ Odysseus learned that this hero’s wife had deceived him. 

12. ____________ He was the three-headed dog that guarded the gates of Hades.

13. _ELGTHEOW A member of Odysseus’ crew, in Hades, he begs Odysseus to give him proper funeral rites. *****

14. ____________This was the river of darkness, where Charon was boatman.

15. ____________ He was bound to a revolving wheel.

16. ____________ That son of Achilles, from 7. 

17. ____________ He was god of the Underworld.

18. ____________ Another of the rivers of Hades, this was the river of woe.

19. ____________ He rescued his mother from the Underworld.

20. ____________ This was the most desirable part of the Underworld.

21. ____________ She represented verdure (everything that was green and growing).

22. ____________ He was one of the judges of Hades. (Name begins with an R).

23. ____________ Same as 4, the wife of Orpheus.

24. ____________ He asked Odysseus for news of his son.

25. ____________ Same as 10.

26. ____________ He was the third Underworld judge.

__ __ __ __ __     __ __ __    __ __ __ __ __ __     __ __     __ __ __ __ __     __ __ __ __ __

 1   2   3   4   5       6   7   8      9  10 11 12 13 14     15 16     17 18 19 20 21     22 23 24 25 26

Lesson 18: The Hero, a Representation of all Virtues

By now, you must be aware that the Greeks gave their mythical heroes almost the same reverence that they gave their gods.  What’s more, they believed that even after death heroes should and did enjoy special privileges. 


Certain qualities set the hero apart from ordinary men: he was strong, brave, clever, and determined; he was an effective leader, concerned for his followers’ welfare, merciful to them, but merciless to his enemies.  Every hero possessed all of these traits to a degree, but each hero was distinguished by one special quality.


Thus Hercules* was the perfect example of the strong man.  The tales of his remarkable, superhuman feats are among the most fascinating myths.


Since Hercules was the son of Zeus and Alcmene, it was inevitable that Hera would be his enemy.  She started her harassment early, by sending two snakes to destroy Hercules when he was an infant.  But when his mother and his foster father heard a commotion in the room where Hercules and his half brother were sleeping, they rushed in to find the young hero strangling the snakes with his bare hands.


As a young man, Hercules showed his great bravery when he strangled a fierce lion that had been attacking his foster father’s sheep.  The animals’ hide became an ancient Greek version of the bulletproof vest.  Hercules wore it as a tunic, which no weapon could pierce.

Another of Hera’s cruelties made Hercules’ life miserable.  In a fit of insanity, which she brought upon him, he killed his own children.  In atonement for that terrible deed, he performed the famous Twelve Labors of Hercules, a series of seemingly superhuman tasks.


In the Sixth Labor, cleaning the stable of King Augeas, Hercules showed his ingenuity.  He was assigned to finish the job in one day.  On the surface that might not see too difficult, but no one had cleaned those stables in thirty years!  Hercules solved his problem by diverting a river through the stables and met his deadline.


The Fourth Labor, the capture of the Cerynean Stag, a deer with golden horns who could run continuously and never tire, best shows Hercules’ persistence or determination.  That labor took Hercules a year to complete, but he succeeded.


You will remember that it was Hercules who mercifully released Prometheus from his bondage.  But Hercules could be merciless to his enemies; it was an act of anger against an enemy that, eventually, caused his death.


When the centaur Nessus made advances to Hercules’ wife, Deianira, Hercules killed him.  Before he died, the centaur gave Deianira a few drops of his blood, claiming it would keep Hercules ever faithful to her.  Suspecting that her husband was interested in another princess, Deianira dipped his robe in the centaur’s blood and sent it to him.  Its poisons seared Hercules’ body so badly that he begged to be placed on a funeral pyre and welcomed death.


But Hercules’ life did not end there.  His body was borne to Olympus where he could be eternally with the gods.  Thus, the hero’s last great feat was cheating death.

______________________________________________________

*Hercules was actually his Roman name.  The Greeks called him Heracles, but as Hercules he is best known.

Lesson 18 Worksheet: Thinking It Over
1. What did each of the following figures from American history or myth have in common with the ancient Greek hero Hercules? Clue: Review the qualities of an ancient hero mentioned in this lesson.

a. Frontiersman Daniel Boone
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Frontiersman Davy Crockett
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

c. The mythical lumberjack Paul Bunyan
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How did each of the two heroes, Hercules and Achilles, become almost invincible?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What comic book, cartoon, or advertising characters do you think might be based on Hercules?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Consider the following events in Hercules’ life?


a. Zeus, the supreme god, was his father.

b. When he was an infant, Hera sent snakes to destroy him, and he had to struggle with them.  Actually, wasn’t he being punished for the deeds of others?

c. While completing one of the twelve labors, he relieved Atlas and carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.  Symbolically, he carried all it troubles on his shoulders.

d. He died, was reborn, and went up to Olympus.

Can you see similarities between the life of this hero from ancient Greece and the life of Christ in the Christian tradition?  Explain.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 19: The Heroes Perseus and Theseus

When an oracle told King Acrisius that he would have no son and that his grandson would kill him, he locked up his only daughter, Danae, figuring that if she had no suitors, he would have no grandson.  But locked doors could not keep out Zeus.  He appeared to lovely Danae as a shower of gold, and she bore him a son, Perseus.


After the king discovered what had happened, he set his daughter and her baby adrift on the sea.  She was rescued, however, and taken to King Polydectes, in whose kingdom Perseus grew up.  By then, Polydectes had decided he wanted Danae for his wife, so he decided to get rid of Perseus by sending him on a seemingly impossible quest.  He sent Perseus to bring back the head of Medusa, one of three horrible sisters called Gorgons.  Medusa had snakes for hair, and her glance was so terrible that anyone who looked at her directly was instantly turned to stone.


The gods helped Perseus by sending him first to the Graiai, or Gray-Eyed Ones, three strange sisters who shared one eye and one tooth among them.  By stealing their eye and tooth, Perseus forced them to tell him the whereabouts of the magic helmet, sandals, and pouch he needed for his quest.


Another god-provided prop, a magic mirror, made it possible for him to cut off Medusa’s head without looking directly at her.  Stowing the head in the magic pouch, he began his return journey.  On his way home, he rescued a beautiful princess, Andromeda, whose father was offering her to a sea monster that had been threatening his kingdom.  Making use of the winged sandals, Perseus attacked the monster from above, killed it, and carried away Andromeda as his bride.


Home at last, the hero used Medusa’s head to turn Polydectes and his court to stone, then rescued his mother.  Eventually, he did kill his grandfather by accident, proving that the fate foretold by the oracle could not be avoided.


The hero Theseus showed his great strength early.  Before leaving home, Theseus’ father had hidden a sword and sandals under a huge boulder, telling his wife to let their son remove them when he was able.  After young Theseus had accomplished that feat, he went on to Athens and performed other deeds of strength and courage, thus becoming a special hero to the Athenians.


At that time, the Athenians were forced to pay a yearly tribute of seven young men and seven young women to Minos, King of Crete.  Minos would imprison them in the labyrinth, which Daedalus had built for him, but imprisonment was not all these poor Athenians suffered.  In the maze, Minos kept a strange and fearsome animal, half man and half bull, called the Minotaur.  Eventually, it ate anyone imprisoned there.


In selfless fashion, Theseus decided to halt this horrible slaughter of the innocents.  He went to Crete, entered the labyrinth and slew the monster.  But he might have remained Minos’ prisoner if the king’s daughter, Ariadne, had not given him a ball of twine; Theseus unraveled the twine as he walked through the labyrinth, and then used it to retrace his steps.  When Theseus left Crete, he took Ariadne with him, but unfortunately he later abandoned her.

Lesson 19 Worksheet: Analyzing the Heroes’ Actions

In an earlier lesson, you read that all the heroes possessed certain characteristics in common—in a sense, they were all poured from the same mold.  These characteristics are listed in Column A.  Column B contains brief descriptions of certain acts of either Perseus or Theseus.  You are asked to decide which characteristic is best revealed by each act.  Then place the letter corresponding to it in the space provided beside each act.

COLUMN A CHARACTERISTCS

A. Strength

B. Bravery

C. Cleverness

D. Persistence or determination

E. Mercy to the weak

F. Mercilessness to enemies

G. Selflessness

COLUMN B ACTIONS
1. ______ Perseus’ stealing the Graiai’s eye and tooth

2. ______ Theseus’ moving the boulder to get the sword and sandals

3. ______ Theseus’ decision to go to Crete to kill the Minotaur

4. ______ Perseus’ willingness to go on the quest to get the Gorgon’s head

5. ______ Perseus’ using the magic looking glass to avoid looking at Medusa

6. ______ Perseus’ rescue of Andromeda

7. ______ Perseus’ use of the Gorgon’s head to turn Polydectes and his court to stone

8. ______ Ariadne’s showing Theseus a way to get out of the maze


9. Hercules’ outstanding trait was his great strength.  What do you think was the outstanding trait of Perseus? Of Theseus? Explain your choice.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

10. In the accounts of Perseus and Theseus, what do you think the fate of Ariadne, Danae, and Andromeda indicates about the status of women in ancient Greece?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 20: Achilles and Odysseus, Homer’s Warrior-Heroes

In the long poems The Iliad and The Odyssey, the ancient Greek poet Homer makes the heroes Achilles and Odysseus so believable that readers are inclined to judge their actions just as they might judge people they know.  A Few incidents from their stories follow.  After you have read them, you may decide you like one hero better than the other.


In the 24 books (chapters) of The Iliad, which is the story of the Trojan War, Achilles inspires his comrades with his bravery.  Unfortunately, he quarrels with the commanding general, Agamemnon, who has taken a fancy to Achilles’ slave girl and wants her for himself.  Sulkily, Achilles withdraws from battle and remains in his tent.  Without him, the Greeks’ morale is so low that the tide of battle turns in the Trojans’ favor.


Achilles’ best friend then borrows his armor and goes onto the battlefield, hoping the Trojans will mistake him for Achilles and lose courage.  The trick works, but Achilles’ friend is killed by the Trojan prince Hector.  Wild with grief, Achilles vows revenge, but he must have armor before he can go onto the battlefield.


At this point, Achilles’ mother, Thetis, intervenes.  You may recall that when he was an infant, she had dipped him in the River Styx, hoping to make him invulnerable.  Ever protective, she had tried to prevent him from entering the Trojan War because it had been prophesied that he would die on the battlefield.  Now she persuades Hephaestus to make new armor for him.  Wearing it, Achilles charges onto the battlefield, driving the Trojans before him.


Only Hector refused to retreat behind the city walls.  Achilles now takes his revenge.  Three times he chases Hector around the walls of Troy, at last killing him with a spear.  Fierce in his anger, and grief, he then drags Hector’s body three times more around those walls for all the Trojans to see.  But, in a more merciful mood, he later releases Hector’s body to his father, King Priam, and declares a temporary truce for the funeral rites.


Odysseus, the hero of The Odyssey, is very different from Achilles.  He is less emotional, less impetuous, more clever and crafty, less merciful, and more foolhardy.


Because he offends the gods in two ways, by stealing the statue of Athena from Troy and by blinding Poseidon’s one-eyed son Polyphemus, he is doomed to trials and tribulations on his long journey home from the Trojan War.


In the Cyclops incident, he lingers at Polyphemus’ cave to get his “stranger’s gift,” even though his men beg him to leave.  This costs him several followers, whom the Cyclops eats.  But through Odysseus’ cleverness, the remaining men escape from the cave where Polyphemus has held them prisoner.  As they sail away, however, Odysseus taunts the now-blind giant.  Polyphemus retaliates by throwing rocks at the ship, almost causing disaster for Odysseus and his crew.


Unlike Agamemnon and Achilles, who argued over the slave girl, Odysseus seems relatively indifferent to the women he meets and determined to return to his wife Penelope.  He eventually leaves the beautiful witches Circe and Calypso and declines to marry the lovely princess Nausicaa.


When he finally arrives home, he finds Penelope still faithful to him, kills all the false suitors who have been trying to marry her, and murders all the female servants who have not been loyal to him and their mistress.


During his journey, Odysseus goes down into the Underworld and returns, determined to appease Poseidon.  In fact, throughout his travels he remains obedient to the gods.  Homer has made him the most complex and human of heroes.  Odysseus called himself “Noman.”  He is every man.

Lesson 20 Worksheet: If the Ancients Advertised

Imagine there was a mythological newspaper, The Olympian Gazette.  Who might have placed each of the following ads?  Fill in the space beside the ad with the appropriate name from the list below.

Possible Advertisers
Augeas**

Andromeda

Danae

Penelope

Perseus

Minos

Odysseus

Polyphemos

Tiresias*

Graiai

Sirens

Thetis

Ariadne

Theseus

*From Lesson 17.

**From Lesson 18.

ADVERTISMENTS:

Help Wanted:
1. ______________

2. ______________

3. ______________

4. ______________

5. ______________

Situations Wanted:
6. ______________


7. ______________


8. ______________ 


9. ______________

10. ______________  

Missing Persons:
11. ______________


12. ______________

Lost and Found:
13. ______________  

Wanted to Buy or Rent:
14. ______________


15. ______________

Needed at once, sea-monster exterminator.

Master carpenter and designer, labyrinth experience a must.

General handy man, strong and willing to clean stables, handle other odd jobs.

Highly skilled metalworker, armor experience.  Highest rate for quick work.

Desperately needed, locksmith, to free princess from tower.

Attractive young woman, presently unemployed, seeks position as Girl Friday. Good at puzzle solving, knows a few rope and string tricks.

Storyteller available for parties, etc. Widely traveled, has personal knowledge of witches, monsters, sirens.

Handicapped person, best of recommendations, offers advice to travelers, provided you can come to me.

Bullfighter, experienced, no maze too difficult for me to escape.

Talented group of female singers seeking employment. Give us an audition. You may find us irresistible.


Loving husband, now absent nearly 20 years.  Would be grateful for any information as to his whereabouts.

Need information about three women, sometimes know as “The Gray Ones.” Important business proposition involved.


Lost, one eye and one tooth, under peculiar circumstances.  Generous reward offered.

Glass eye.  Cannot pay cash, but willing to give equal value in sheep and cheese.

Winged sandals and specially constructed helmet.  Needed for one job only.  Guarantee to return in good condition.

Lesson 21: The Gods of Greece Meet the Gods of Rome

When Rome gained the supremacy of the ancient world, the old Greek gods survived, but the Romans renamed them and changed their characters somewhat.  Whereas the Greek divinities had both good and bad qualities, the Romans tended to see each of their gods as a representative of a particular virtue.  Thus, the gods became more remote from the people as they became examples of unattainable perfection.


Zeus, now renamed Jupiter, was still the supreme deity, the protector of the state, guardian of law and defender or truth and virtue.  He controlled the lives of human beings, but he never came down to earth to mingle with the people.  His wife Juno (Hera) was a protectress of women in general and especially of women during childbirth.


Athena’s Roman name was Minerva.  She was still a warrior-goddess, a goddess of wisdom, and a patroness of handcrafts.  Along with Jupiter and Juno, she was worshipped in a temple on the Capitoline Hill in Rome.


Mars (Ares) was held in higher esteem by the Romans, a warlike people, than he had been by the Greeks.  He was honored through festivals and sacrifices; the month of March was named for him; he was reputed to be the father of Romulus and Remus, the mythical founders of Rome; and he was second in importance only to Jupiter.


Venus’ role in Roman mythology was almost identical with Aphrodite’s in the Greek myths.  She was the goddess of love and beauty; Mars was her lover.  But she was also a nature goddess who caused the flowers to bloom in the spring.  In addition, she was a protectress of Rome.


Pluto (Hades) was to the Romans the ruler of the dead and a giver of wealth—remember that he was guardian of all the treasures (minerals) under the earth.  His wife, Porsepina, was the equivalent of the Greek Persephone.


Neptune was originally the god of moisture who filled the springs and streams.  In later myths, like the Greek Poseidon, he was god of the sea.


Diana, like Artemis, was the moon goddess and the goddess of forests and hunting.  Like Juno, she was a protectress of women in childbirth.  

The Romans worshiped Apollo, the sun god, as he had been by the Greeks.  You will remember that Apollo had the sun’s power to heal.  When, in the fifth century B.C., Rome was threatened by a plague, the people adopted Apollo as their own, hoping to receive his healing powers.

But the Romans also had an ancient sun deity of their own; he was Janus, the god with two faces, one looking backward, the other forward.  Appropriately, Janus’ name was given to the first month of the year.  A temple and archway were dedicated to him.  Roman soldiers marching off to war went through the arch to gain his special protection.  His temple gates remained always open in wartime and closed in peacetime.  Only three closings occurred in 700 years!

Ceres, goddess of the harvest, was the Roman counterpart of Demeter.  Vesta, goddess of the hearth and protectress of the sacred altar fire, was like the Greek Hestia.  In Vesta’s temple, six virgins from noble Roman families guarded the sacred fire at all times.

Mercury was the Roman Hermes, god of commerce.  On May 15, his festival day, merchandise was sprinkled with sacred water to guarantee high profits.

Vulcan, god of fire and volcanoes (remember where Hephaestus’ forge was located?) was just like Hephaestus.

Bacchus, like Dionysus, was a god of fertility and wine.  His sacred rituals were called Bacchanalia; gradually, they changed into orgies, causing his name to be associated with drunkenness.  Of the Roman gods, Bacchus became, unfortunately, the most human.

Lesson 21 Worksheet: The Match Game
From your study of this lesson, supply the Roman name of the god or goddess who fits each of the following descriptions.  Do not look back at the lesson until you have filled in as many blanks as possible from memory.

1. _______________ He was a two-faced sun god.

2. _______________ To tend her sacred fire was a great honor. 

3. _______________ Pluto carried her daughter down into his kingdom.

4. _______________ He was the remote and majestic source of law and order.

5. _______________ Roman matrons looked up to her as an example of womanhood and as their protectress.

6. _______________ Sacred rituals in his honor became too frenzied.

7. _______________ He helped people to “turn a profit.”

8. _______________ His power as a healer made him a universal god.

9. _______________ His temple gates were seldom closed.

10. _______________ She ruled the night sky as her brother Apollo ruled the day sky.

11. _______________ She was Jupiter’s wise warrior daughter.

12. _______________ The Romans gave him honors he never earned from the Greeks.

13. _______________ He made the sparks fly.

14. _______________ He was the god of wealth, but he was also a kidnapper.

15. _______________ He was lord of the sea.

Now for some easy vocabulary sleuthing!  From whose name was each of the following words derived?

16. _______________ Merchandise

17. _______________ Merchant

18. _______________ Merciful

19. _______________ March

20. _______________ January

21. _______________ Jovian

22. _______________ Mercurial

23. _______________ Martial

24. _______________ Junoesque

Use the dictionary to find the meaning of any of the above words with which you are not familiar.

Lesson 22: The Norse Gods

Think about Monday morning.  If you wake up to brilliant sunshine, the world seems a very happy place, and the prospect of a week crammed with homework, tests, and practice sessions seems challenging.  Change that sunshine to lowering clouds or gray rain, and you crawl out of bed, discouraged before you start.  The weather affects our moods, our capacity where winter brings long hours of darkness, biting winds, and deep snow would develop a gloomier worldview than did the Greeks in their sun-drenched country with its mild climate.


Norse myths, the oral history of the Scandinavian people, are melancholy.  The overall mood is of impending doom—no matter how hard people strive in this world, death will bring them ultimate defeat.  Not even the gods are exempt from this destruction.  The Norse imagined a kind of doomsday, Ragnarok (The Twilight of the Gods), which would be preceded by a breakdown of morality and an increase in lawlessness.  Then Ragnarok would signal a battle between the evil Loki, allied with the giants, and the gods.  Destruction would be complete; the sun, moon, and stars would disappear; the world would perish in fire.


Truly a gloomy prospect, but there was some hope.  Balder, the best-loved god, would then be reincarnated, and two human beings would survive the destruction of Ragnarok.  A new race of people would begin, a new sun would give more heat and light, and life on earth would be better than before.


That was the future as the Norse saw it.  What of the past?  First, they believed in a rather strange universe.  At the time of creation, a region of ice and snow, Jutunheim, became the home of the Frost Giants.  Human beings (the god Odin had created them from ash and elm trees) lived on Earth or Midgard, encircled by the Midgard Serpent, a personification of the ocean.  Below Earth was Darkalfheim, home of the gnomes.  Above Earth was Asgard, home of the gods, protected from the giants by a huge wall and connected to Earth by a Rainbow Bridge, Bifrost.


Several other regions existed, but connecting all regions was the World Tree, Yggdrasil.  It had roots in Jutunheim, Midgard, and Asgard.  Symbolically, it was the Tree of Life, but it was not indestructible and required the constant attention of the Norns, three giantesses who lived beneath it, to keep it from decay.


Two other important regions were Hel, the abode of those who had died from sickness or old age, and Valhalla, the abode of the heroes who had died in battle.  Their bodies were taken from the battlefield and carried to Valhalla by the Valkyries, beautiful, golden-haired warrior-maidens.


Odin was the chief Norse god, creator of human beings, ruler of Valhalla, and god of wisdom.  Through self-sacrifice (he gave up an eye) he had gained wisdom and thus his power.  From his name comes the word Wodensday or Wednesday.  His wife, Frigga, was a kindly goddess, protectress of women in childbirth, patroness of love and marriage, and a fertility goddess to whom childless couples could appeal.  From her name of from that of Freya (goddess of love) comes the word Friday.


Thor, the thunder god, was the son of Odin.  With his magic belt, hammer, and gloves, he was able to slay monsters and Frost Giants.  You can guess what day of the week took its name from his.


Brave Tyr was the god of battle.  He sacrificed a hand in order to chain the wolf Fenrir, who was a threat to the gods.


Loki was the troublemaker among the gods and human beings.  His gifts to the first human beings were desires and passions, gifts not guaranteed to produce serenity.  He fathered the fierce wolf Fenrir. He was responsible for the death of Balder.  He was changeable, a trickster, a thief.


Loki’s opposite was Balder the Good, son of Odin and Frigga.  His mother made everything in the world, rocks, plants, and trees, promise not to hurt him, but she forgot to get a promise form the mistletoe, and a mistletoe arrow caused his death.  His resurrection, after Ragnarok, would signal the beginning of a Golden Age for the Norse.

Lesson 22 Worksheet: Some Similarities and Differences
1. To protect her son Balder, Frigga went to great lengths, asking the very stones on the ground to do him no harm.  What other mythical mother was equally devoted and vigilant?
____________________________________________________________________________

2. Balder was vulnerable only to the mistletoe dart, and it caused his death.  What Greek hero’s story does Balder’s death bring to your mind?

____________________________________________________________________________

3. The slain Norse heroes went to Valhalla, a place of feasting and freedom from pain.  What is the parallel in the Greek myths?

____________________________________________________________________________

4. Why would the Frost Giants be depicted as so threatening in the Norse myths?

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

5. Why would the Norse hope for a Golden Age to come when the sun would give more heat and light?

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

6. With the exception of Loki, who has no exact counterpart in the Greek myths, how does each of the Norse gods described seem different from the corresponding Greek god?  (Clue: Keep in mind Odin’s and Tyr’s self-sacrifice, Balder’s general goodness, and Frigga’s kindly attitude toward human beings.

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

7. Does the fact that the very gods and life itself (the Tree of Life) could be destroyed suggest anything to you about the Norse view of the world?  Explain.

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 23: Beowulf and King Arthur, Two Northern Heroes

Beowulf was to the Anglo-Saxon people of England what The Iliad and The Odyssey were to the Greeks, a wonderfully long poem in which the exploits of their ancestors were interwoven with the exploits of mythical characters.


The hero, Beowulf, a Great (Swede) is a noble warrior in the court of King Higlac.  Hearing about a horrible monster, Grendel, which has been raiding the palace of Hrothgar, king of the Danes, Beowulf resolves to go to Denmark and do battle with this fearsome creature.


The elderly Hrothgar, who knew Beowulf’s father and who had been a great warrior himself in his youth, graciously receives him.


That night, Grendel comes to prey upon the Geats sleeping in the Great Hall of Hrothgar’s palace.  Beowulf, bare-handed, does battle with the monster, succeeds in wrenching its arm from the socket, and sends Grendel, beaten and bloody, back to its swampland home.


But Beowulf’s trials are not over.  Grendel’s mother decides to take revenge for her son’s mutilation; before the hero subdues her, he has a terrible underwater battle from which it hardly seems possible that he will emerge alive.


Having rid Hrothgar’s kingdom of the two monsters, Beowulf returns home triumphant, and eventually becomes king of the Geats.  In his old age, a dragon threatens his kingdom.  He slays the dragon to protect his people, but is fatally wounded in the struggle—still, he dies a hero’s death.


So far, we have been dealing with myths, stories of ideal heroes.  In the King Arthur legend, we meet a “real” hero who actually lived, scholars believe, in the 5th century A.D.  Arthur was probably a Celtic chieftain warring against the Saxon invaders of Britain.  Recent archeological excavations at Cadbury, in southwest England, show that a huge citadel with twenty-foot-thick walls once existed there.  Some historians believe that fortress was actually Camelot.


But the Arthur you probably know from the musical Camelot or the movie Excalibur was a medieval king, quite different from the 5th-century chieftain because, as his story was told and retold through the centuries, it changed to fit the new ideals of each era.  That is the way legends always develop.


Our medieval Arthur, son of Uther Pendragon, king of Britain, is brought up as the foster son of Sir Ector, a kindly old knight.  Arthur serves as page to Ector’s son, Sir Kay.


Merlin, the magician who has watched over Arthur since his birth, acts as tutor to both Kay and Arthur.  Thus he is able to prepare Arthur for kingship without anyone knowing that Kay’s page is actually the king’s son.


After Uther Pendragon’s death, a tournament is held in London and all the knights attend.  In a churchyard there, a sword is embedded in a stone.  Whoever can remove it is to be the next king.  It is young Arthur who pulls the sword Excalibur from the stone.  Then Merlin reveals that the boy is Uther Pendragon’s son.


As king, Arthur is determined that his knights will use their “might” (power) not for selfish gain, but to help the weak who cannot protect themselves.  AT his famous Round Table, one seat is reserved for truly pure knight who is destined to succeed in his quest for a vision of the Holy Grail (the cup used by Christ at the Last Supper).  Sir Galahad, son of Sir Lancelot and Elaine, eventually has that vision.


Earlier, Sir Lancelot had come to join Arthur’s court, knowing the king’s ideals, but had fallen in love with Arthur’s queen, Guinevere.  Lancelot and Guinevere’s disloyalty to Arthur, combined with the evil Mordred’s plotting, eventually destroys Camelot.


In the last great battle, Arthur receives a mortal wound.  He then commands Sir Bedivere to return the sword Excalibur to the Lady of the Lake.  On a death-barge, Arthur is carried to Avalon (Paradise), but the legend closes with a promise that Arthur will return when Britain needs him.

Lesson 23 Worksheet: A New Concept of the Hero

Both Beowulf and Arthur are Christian heroes.  How do they differ in character from the heroes of ancient Greece?  To answer that question, you will need to analyze some of their actions.  You are asked to fill in the blankets.

1. Both Beowulf and Odysseus receive many gifts.  Beowulf’s come from the grateful king, Hrothgar.  Odysseus receives “stranger’s gifts.”  Odysseus hoards his for himself; Beowulf takes them to his king, Higlac.  Beowulf is, apparently, then an ______________ hero.  

2. Both Beowulf and Odysseus battle monsters.  How do their reasons for doing so differ? ____________________________________________________________________________

What characteristic of Beowulf is revealed?  ________________________________________  

3. Although the hero Odysseus remained firm in his determination to return to his wife, Penelope, he had affairs with both Circe and Calypso during his long journey back to Ithaca.  In the King Arthur legend, the highest honor, seeing the Holy Grail, is given to Sir Galahad, the purest of the knights.  Lancelot, although he is brave, is a destructive force in Arthur’s court because of his relationship with Arthur’s wife.  What, then, do you see as an important characteristic of the ideal Christian hero? ___________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

4. The ancient hero was proud.  Remember Achilles sulking in his tent because his commanding general had insulted him by taking his slave girl.  Arthur serves as a page to Sir Kay, and even as king, defers to Merlin, who was his tutor.  What Christian virtue, one that the ancient hero seldom had, is emphasized in the story of King Arthur?________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

5. The evil Mordred is often characterized as crafty, plotting to achieve his objectives.  In The Odyssey, Athena actually compliments Odysseus for his craftiness.  By the medieval period, how do you think the people’s attitude toward craftiness had changed?

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

6. From answers to the preceding questions, plus other ideas you may have formed yourself, state in a sentence how the Christian hero differed from the hero of ancient Greece.

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 24: When Our Land Was Young—American Indian Myths

The 19th-century poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote a long narrative poem, Hiawatha, about an Indian boy who grows up to be a prophet to his people.  Early in the poem, Longfellow describes Hiawatha’s attitude toward the animals of the forest.

Of al beasts he learned the language, 
Learned their names and all their secrets, 
How the beavers built their lodges,
Where the squirrels hid their acorns

How the reindeer ran so swiftly,
Why the rabbit was so timid,
Talked with them whene’er he met them,
Called them Hiawatha’s brothers.

Actually, those lines express all Indians’ attitude toward wild animals.  Indians respected them and depended on them for life itself.


Animals played an important role in Indians’ creation myths.  In fact, some western Indians believed there had been an Age of Animals before human beings existed.  In that age, Old Coyote Man was chief.  He was not a totally admirable creature.  He was curious and cunning, able to assume many deceptive shapes, gluttonous and boastful.  Yet he was also the creator.


In that long ago time, a great flood occurred, but foresighted Old Coyote Man had built himself an ark.  When the rains finally ceased, he hailed two passing ducks and asked them to dive until they found earth.  The first duck failed, but the second finally brought some dirt to the surface.  From it, Coyote Man created the land, the animals, and the Indians.


In the northeastern Indians’ version of the same myth, Glooscap, the Great Hare, is the creator.  During the flood, he climbs a pine tree; as the waters rise, he keeps extending the top of the tree.  To find earth for a new beginning, he eventually sends the diving animals, otter, beaver, and muskrat, and it is the muskrat that succeeds.


In the Cheyenne version of the same myth (Cheyennes lived in the Great Lakes area), the All Spirit first creates a lake, then water creatures, and finally birds.  It is the coot that dives for the mud which the All Spirit places on Grandmother Turtle’s back to build up Earth.  The Earth becomes the grandmother and brings forth trees, fruits, and flowers.  Next, the All Spirit makes man from one of his ribs, and woman from another.  Finally he creates the buffalo so that his people will have food.


The Indians of the Northwest believed that Raven was their creator, fashioning first women and then men from clamshells.  He also stole fire form the King of Light to give it to his people.


In another version, Raven changes himself into a cedar leaf and is swallowed in a sip of water by the daughter of the Chief-Who-Had-Light.  She becomes pregnant, and her child (Raven in disguise) steals the stars, moon, and sun from his grandfather before flying away.


The Cherokees believed all the animals once lived in darkness, but knew there was light in the East.  Possum went first to snatch a bit of light (the sun), but he hid it with his tail and it burned off all his tail fur.  Buzzard’s attempt wasn’t successful either; the sun burned off all his head feathers.  But Grandmother Spider was wise; she fashioned some damp clay into a little bowl to carry the light in, and she spun a thread on her way to the East so that she’d know how to get back.  Ever since, a spider’s web looks like the sun surrounded by rays.  Actually the rays are the spokes of the web, but Cherokees know it was Grandmother Spider who brought back the sun.


To the Indians, thunder was evidence that the Thunderbirds (powers for goodness) were beating their wings.  Their flashing eyes made the lightning.  They could destroy or encourage crops as they chose, but generally they were kind to the Indians.  The Thunderbirds were often in conflict with the Panthers and Great Horned Snakes who inhabited the Underwater Realm and who were capable of great evil.  When the Thunderbirds and the Underwater creatures were in serious conflict, violent storms, floods, and earthquakes occurred.  Of course, the conflict also symbolized a struggle between good and evil.

Lesson 24 Worksheet: What Do You Remember? What Have You Learned?

First, let’s try matching names and descriptions.  Fill in the spaces in Column B with the correct names from Column A.  One name may be used twice.

COLUMN A
Old Coyote Man

Raven

Great Hare

Coot

Grandmother Spider

Muskrat

Grandmother Earth

All Spirit

Buzzard

Opossum

Thunderbirds

Great Horned Snakes

Daughter of the Chief-Who-Had-Light

COLUMN B
1. ____________ He succeeded where the beaver and otter had failed.

2. ____________ He was a thief whose stealing helped mankind.

3. ____________ The smallest of the diving birds, he was the one who found a bit of earth.

4. ____________ She was a potter and a spinner.

5. ____________ He lost his head feathers.

6. ____________ He lost his tail fur.

7. ____________ She swallowed a cedar leaf with strange results.

8. ____________ They are powers of evil.

9. ____________ They are generally benefactors to humans.

10. ____________ He made a great lake.

11. ____________ He climbed an extendable pine tree.

12. ____________ He made women from clamshells.

13. ____________ She produced flowers and trees and fruits.

14. In Indian myths, the porcupine was often a symbol for the sun and the grizzly bear for clouds.  Can you see why?

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

15. Basin your answer on the few myths in this lesson, how would you compare American Indian myths with the Norse? Greek?

Clues:  Which seem the most cheerful to you?
In which do the gods seem closest to the people?
Which seem most influenced by the natural environment, that is, the place where the people live?

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

Lesson 25: Summing Up

At the beginning of this course, you were told that myths are like a museum of the mind, that they enable us to know how people thought long ago.  They let us see those human beings as fearful or cheerful, generous or mean, cruel or merciful, wise or foolish, in short, as people with the same virtues and faults that we have.


But myths enable us to see something even more remarkable; that people living in widely separated areas and times, people who apparently had no contact with each other, produced similar myths.


Thus, whether it was Eros, the Greek principle of order; All Spirit of the American Indian; or God, some force created an ordered universe.


Whether we read of Hades, Hel and Valhalla, or heaven and hell, the mythic concept of an afterlife included some sort of reward and punishment.


Pandora opened the box, and Eve plucked the apple.  Either story was an explanation of how evil came into the world.


Decualion and Pyrrha, Noah, and Old Coyote Man all survived a great flood by building an ark.  Each of their stories served as a reassurance that human beings would survive, even though Nature, at times, seemed determined to destroy them.


Each hero went through an initiation rite to prove himself.  Hercules killed the snakes; Theseus moved the boulder to get the sword and sandals; Arthur pulled the sword from the stone.  A quest was part of each hero’s life, too.  Perseus’ was to secure the head of Medusa; Arthur’s knights went in search of the Holy Grail.  One quest was physical; the other, spiritual.  Finally, the heroes Apollo, Hercules, and Odysseus descended into the darkness of the Underworld, then returned to light and life.  They were resurrected, as was Jesus.  Thus, all defeated death.


It could be said that each hero is an archetype.  That is, he represents a universal model of the ideal toward which other people strive.  A variety of archetypes exist in the myths.  We recognize them and give them the same symbolic significance as did people long ago.  Thus, the snake represents evil, and the lamb, innocence.  For example, if we see a painting of a seemingly peaceful scene where the artist shows a snake lurking in a corner, we fantasize a sequel to the scene in which evil and destructive forces take over.  The artist has brought out the same reaction in us that he did in his contemporaries because he used a universal symbol.


Universal symbols are at work, not only during our conscious hours, but also in our dreams.  We wake up screaming, certain that a monster is about to overtake us; we are pursued and “freeze in our track,” or we try to scream and no sound comes.  Such recurring dreams are so common that “dream books” have been written, listing all the symbolic figures that trouble our sleep and attempting to show what they represent or foretell.  Of course, dreams are not always unpleasant.  Sometimes in dreams we accomplish feats that would be impossible in the daytime, for dreams, like myths, encompass our aims, our beliefs, and our fears.


A Swiss psychiatrist, Carl Jung, studied dreams and came to a remarkable conclusion.  First, dreams can be divided according to content.  The most common simply reflect or distort the day’s happenings and are easily accounted for.  Certain recurring dreams, such as the sensation of falling, reflect the individual’s concerns or fears.  Others reflect the concerns or values of society.


Jung believed we go beyond all such dreams as these and find, in other dreams, recurring symbols or motifs that we have inherited from our human past, universal memories common to all people, in all places.  These make up what Jung termed the “collective unconscious.”  Jung’s idea accounts for similar myths appearing in ancient societies located far apart from each other.  Of course, the Eastern myths could have spread through Europe as people migrated or traded, but how about their parallels in the American Indian myths?  The concept of a universal (archetypal) memory might be the answer.

Lesson 25 Worksheet: Let’s Try Some Word Associations!

First, let’s test your reaction to some of these universal symbols.  Just write the first thing that comes to your mind when you see the following words.  When you are finished, compare your answers with your classmates.

1. snake

2. lamb

3. toad

4. lion

5. mule

6. owl

7. eagle

8. the color red

9. the color yellow

10. the color black

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

_______________________________

Did you see the toad, like the snake, as evil?  In some myths it is, luring animals and people to destruction.  In others, it guards knowledge or symbolizes moneymaking.  Like other universal symbols, then, it may have good or bad aspects.

In one of the myths, you have already met the centaur Nessus.  A centaur had the head, arms, and upper torso of a man, but the body and legs of a horse.  Griffins, in the myths, were creatures with bodies like lions, and heads and wings like eagles.

The god Pan had the body of a man, a crooked, flattened nose, and the ears, horns, legs, and tail of a goat, as did the satyrs, the masculine followers of Dionysus.

11.   What do you think was the significance of the human-animal combinations of 

a. the centaurs? ___________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

b. Pan and the satyrs? ______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

12. What was the significance of the lion-eagle combination of the griffins?

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________
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