George Michael Brower


CLASSICS 30, DIS 1J

Reading Response, 4/17/08

Dowden, Myth and Identity

I think the easiest way to summarize this reading is that people name places after themselves, their ancestors, the gods they worship, etc, in order to provide legitimacy to their presence in these places. Places that have taken the name of a god, a hero or a group of people are “eponymous.” Autochthony refers to the notion that a given person or group of peoples literally “came forth” from someplace—were created from its soil, or otherwise. This sort of claim makes it a lot easier to justify your occupation of a given territory. 

I found the article to be poorly written. Dowden seems to be confused as to who his audience is, liberally switching from simplified almost condescending prose, to what seems like a boastful name-dropping rant of “case studies” that might only tangentially support his argument. The case study of Athens is especially confusing, given the emphasis placed on it in the syllabus. “First there is the Kekrops (eponym of the clan Kekropidai), born from the soil like Arcadian Pelasgos, but half-man half-snake. The snake again points to autochthony (cf. p. 122), but it is also a recurring theme at Athens, appearing in a chest with the baby Erichthonios and in cult as the scared snake in the Erechtheion.” I really don’t understand how this relates to the naming of the city of Athens and unfortunately I’m unable to find the answer further in Dowden’s writing.

