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Topic 2: “Explaining the World”
What separates the deities of ancient polytheistic religions from the God of monotheistic religious traditions? The fickle, irresolute and ultimately human-like nature of the former’s divine entities are perhaps the most striking points of contrast. The Gods of Greek mythology have grudges, enemies, agendas and egos to appease. They have genealogies like those of men, and pick favorites on earth. The God of Islam, of Christianity and of Judaism, however, seems to be an unwavering manifestation of righteousness and order. He has no form, no origin story. He does not bicker nor does he err. His designs for mankind are ultimately good. This is comforting for believers, and understandably so. 

This comfort was something that the flawed nature of Greek divinities left no room for. Why would the ancient Greeks imagine their Gods to be so susceptible to flaws of an otherwise markedly human nature? Why would they place their fate in the hands of such capricious characters? The ancient Greeks saw their Gods’ interactions—the dramas that constitute divine myth—as the personification of nature’s tensions. Gods, like human beings, are not necessarily good nor are they evil. Rather, the theater of divine myth allows humans to empathize with the tensions of their universe, and places the nature of strife within the grasp of their understanding. Etiological myth does more than to offer a simple explanation for the world’s unexplained phenomena. Etiological myth attempts to characterize nature’s tensions within the constructs of human social behavior.

Ken Dowden’s chapter on ancient Greek criticism of its own body of myth sheds light on the role these stories played in the lives of their followers. Specifically, Theagenes’ take on the purpose of myth in ancient Greek civilization comes closest to ours. Without prodding at the historicity of myth, he minimizes the importance of a strictly literal interpretation over an allegorical one:

In fact, they say that it is [i.e. represents] the dry fighting the moist and the hot fighting the cold and the light fighting the heavy. Furthermore, water is what quenches fire and fire is what dries out water. And in the same way all the constituent elements of the universe display conflict and to an extent simply suffer destruction, whilst all remain eternally.
 

Dowden’s interpretation of this position seems to reduce it to an attempt to imbue myth with the authority of science—he calls this “physical allegory.” In Theagenes’ defense, while each of his examples is an observable, physical phenomena, his position could easily be extrapolated to describe more abstract, formless dualities such as love vs. hate, good vs. evil, and so forth.

The Rape of Persephone exemplifies this sort of personified duality as best as any Greek myth could. This myth cites a handful of common emotions as fundamentally responsible for the cycling of the seasons—emotions with which a human audience should have had no problem empathizing. If we are to say that an etiological myth such as the Rape of Persephone is a human attempt to characterize nature’s tensions within the constructs of human social behavior,  we must first ascribe the appropriate forces of nature to the deities involved. 

Early on in Homer’s hymn to Demeter is the allegory to be found in Persephone’s character. Persephone’s introduction is colored by the innocence and optimism of youth, of fertility and growth. Homer describes her as “slender-ankled,” frolicking among “full-bosomed” nymphs in a garden of flowers bustling with life. Persephone bears all the marks life we would expect from the personification of Spring, daughter of Demeter, god of fertility and creation. She is after all, the figure whose very presence on earth guarantees a fruitful harvest. Even in the face of kidnap and rape, she embodies the hope of Spring:

By Zeus’s counsels, his brother, the All-receiver

and Ruler of Many, Kronos’s son of many names,

was carrying her away with his immortal horses, against her will.

So while the goddess looked upon the earth and the starry sky

and upon the swift-flowing sea teeming with fish

and the rays of the sun and still hoped to see 

her loving mother and the races of god immortal,

hope charmed her great mind, despite her grief.

Demeter, viewed by ancient Greeks as the God of creation and nourishment, is mother not only to Persephone, but the “birthing” force by which human agriculture is made possible. She feeds the earth and, in turn, the humans that plow it. Lastly, Hades is a force of death and a symbol of inevitability. No mortal evades his kingdom, and his hold on Persephone is similarly unwavering, despite periods of temporary relief. 

The motivating forces behind each character’s actions are relatable to an ancient audience. There’s not much mysticism involved in the agendas any of the participating Gods. Their hungers are laid out in clearly human terms. We might view Hades propulsion as the sort of societal obligation that those in power have to take a wife or queen, or alternatively, we might view his as a simple lust for flesh. The one human quality that serves to make this myth so potent is the grief of Demeter. It was undoubtedly relatable to parents in antiquity who all too often lost their children to war, to sickness, and even to marriage. The seemingly hopeless search for a child lost still tugs at the heart strings today, making the myth a memorable one throughout time. Demeter is painted in the paralyzing grip of bereavement. Her grief pushes her towards old age, withering like the flowers of a dying plant. It ages her until she is forced to wander the ranks of human beings as a servant, hidden like winter. 

Each of these characters has a distinct allegorical connotation in terms of “natural forces” and each has a distinctly human face and agenda. The cycling of winter and spring is not a “given.” It had not existed for all time, nor was it the true plan of any one omnipotent being or god-like entity. It was a state of affairs that was brought about by a struggle between divine forces. By instilling these forces with recognizably human emotions, hungers and desires, an otherwise inexplicable process of nature becomes instantly palatable, even relatable.

In the same way that the Rape of Persephone uses struggle between divine entities to explain certain forces of nature, some “arrival” myths, which are also by nature etiological, invoke drama between any number of divine entities to account for a current state of affairs. When we discuss “arrival” myths, the term “arrival” usually implies that a force has overtaken one that prevailed prior to it. For example, the stories in Hesiod’s Theogony that serve to explain the succession of one group of gods over another seek to account for the world’s current state of affairs through struggle. For the purposes of analysis, Apollo’s seizure of the Delphic Oracle serves as a good point of discussion for the struggle of gods in terms of nature’s tensions.

Dowden makes a number of important observations regarding the deities involved in this particular story, in terms of their connotations, i.e. associations with the appropriate forces of nature. The first, or “previous” regime—that of Pytho, the dreaded sneak-beast and his associated cult of Gaia, with whom the Earth and land are associated—stresses the qualities of autochthony, femininity and disorder. The serpent is a common feature of autochthonous myth, whose appearance coincides with that of the earth—often times literally rising from it. The serpent is also a she-beast, in varying accounts the child of either Hera or Gaia, and in antiquity, the dominant sex was eager to paint women in the light of disorder and irrationality. Pythos is a scourge to civilized men, precluding progress.

Apollo on the other hand is associated with light, truth, and accuracy. His “splendid bow” is itself a representation of guidance, its illuminating, “far-reaching” arrow knows aim that is true. In Dowden’s words, Apollo “arrives with the supreme strength of male youth (which will also be seen in Delphi’s Pythian Games), turning back the monstrous, female, undefined” (Dowden, 96). Not only does the strapping youthful male figure banish this state of disarray, but he seizes the Oracle of Pythia so that it may be used to benefit man where the previous regime had ravaged it. He does away not only with the state of confusion, but gives to men the gift of prophecy. 

Claiming this oracle for his own, we see masculinity and order as personified forces of nature who struggled to illuminate darkness, and bring prosperity and foresight to then-present-day civilization. This example reaches past what we might call simple “physical” allegory (why seasons cycle) and again paints an abstract duality (chaos vs. order / confusion vs. foresight) in a more human light—the result of struggle. Male conquest being a predominant form of social interaction in antiquity, the story of Apollo’s slaying of Pythos gives the Greeks a mythological etiology for the glory of the Hellenistic age.

The Abrahamic religions bind the fate of mankind to a creator whose motives are in the best interest of his children. They paint a benevolent portrait of the universe. However, these religions don’t say much to account for why bad things happen to good people. Nature’s occasional malignities in Abrahamic religions are attributed to a certain brand of mysticism. For followers of these traditions, God’s designs sometime call for a degree of unwarranted misfortune for reasons that cannot be fully explained, or alternatively, are beyond the reach of human comprehension. 

While Abraham’s God is ultimately “good,” the deities of ancient Greece do not consistently exhibit any one laudable attribute. Their back-stories, and entanglements mimic the form of human interaction. Their drama plays out like fodder for juicy gossip. Thinkers such as Socrates and Plato were among the first to suggest that Gods should be better role models for human beings. If God or “the Gods” are to be envisioned as entities with resolute morality, the origin of strife (previously attributed to a God’s spitefulness or selfishness) is that much more unclear. The abandoned belief in deities whose motives lie only within the spectrum of human emotion reflects man’s maturation to a creature coming to terms with the inexplicable nature of its own condition.

� (Scholiast B on Homer Iliad 20.67 (= Theagenes 8T2)). �   From Ken Dowden, The Uses of Greek Mythology (London: Routledge, 1992), 41.
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