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Notes on Greek Mythology

Source: Hamilton, E. (1969). Mythology. New York: Warner Books.

Original Greek Ideas:

· The Greeks were the first to make gods in man’s image.  Until then, gods were unlike any living thing.  They were often created by combining several other animals, such as the Egyptian sphinx or the Mesopotamian gods with human bodies and the heads of birds.  However, Greek mythology did not entirely discard older ideas; it does contain some traces of times when there were beast gods (e.g. satyrs and centaurs).

· “The invisible must be understood by the visible.”  Greek mythology freed humans from the paralyzing fear of an omnipotent (all powerful) unknown.  Their anthropomorphic gods “made heaven a pleasantly familiar place.  The Greeks felt at home in it” (p. 17).  The Greeks still believed their gods were powerful and should be feared, but they also felt free to laugh at the antics of the gods, such as Zeus trying to hide his many affairs from Hera, and Hera, the typical jealous wife, trying to catch Zeus red-handed.

· Magic is almost non-existent in Greek mythology.  Circe and Medea are the only two witches.

· Ghosts are also absent because Greeks were not afraid of the dead.

Things to Remember:

· No matter how imaginative or unbelievable some of these stories are, they were still set in reality.  For example, Hercules was said to live in the real city of Thebes.

· Greek mythology is not the same as Greek religion or even a bible of Greek religion.  Religion in the form of moral teachings is present, but it is often in the background.  Instead, Greek myths, like other myths, are explanations of nature (early science) or pure entertainment (early literature).

Chief Writers of Greek Mythology:

· Homer (c. 1000 B.C.E.) –The Illiad and The Odyssey
· Hesiod (9th or 8th century, B.C.E.) – Work and Days, Theogony
· Pindar (6th century, B.C.E.)—Odes in honor of the winners of games

· Three Tragic Poets:

· Aeschylus (6th century, B.C.E.)—Persians 
· Sophocles (5th century, B.C.E.)—Antigone 
· Euripides (5th century, B.C.E.)

· Vigil – Roman poet

· Ovid (reign of Augustus)– Latin poet

