
Lecture 1

What is  myth?

I. Definitions

-  mythos- means word, speech, story

·  The proper definition is “a myth is a story which has proven itself worthy of becoming traditional.” M&L
·  “A myth is a traditional tale with secondary, partial reference to something of collective importance.” (W. Burkert) 
·  “Myths are traditional tales, which maintain contact with the past and hand on inherited wisdom to the future. Traditional tales explain a society to itself, promulgating its concerns and values. They describe patterns of behaviour as models for members of a society, especially in times of crisis.” (B. Powell) 
· From the textbook “A classical myth is a story that, through its classical form, has attained a kind of immorality because its inherent archetypal beauty, profundity, and power have inspired rewarding renewal and transformation by successive generations. (page 25)
b) Essence of myth

· Traditional
· Oral eg) Homer wrote about 700 B.C., wrote the Iliad and odyssey
· Written
·  Resonant / Useful

·  9/11 they always refer to pearl harbour 
·  America has a rich mythology society
·  Flexible / Adaptable
·  It’s not flexible
·  Society changes myth so it’s not so meaningful, and the myth changes form when passed along to each generation
·  eg) Oedipus in Homer
·  Before Spiderman was bitten by a radioactive bug (They were scared of radioactivity in the 60’s) and now the recent spiderman he was bitten by a spider in the lab that was GMO’d (now they’re scared of the GMO stuff). It does change because theirs something that everybody is afraid of, which is why spiderman is somewhat related.
c) Myth and Truth
·  In ancient times
·  Xenophanes criticized anthropomorphic gods
·  Plato had a moral and philosophical critique
·  Aristotle talked about myth and history and also about myth and philosophy
·  Today
·  Myths are not historically or scientifically true
II. Classification 

a) Myth Proper (Divine myth)


- Subject: The Gods

- Functions:

·  Like science, to explain the natural world
·  Eg) Hesiods Theogony, Persephone and Demeter, Mt. Etna
·  To explain societal practices
·  Eg) Athena and Poseidon
b) Legend / Saga
· Subject: Heroes
· Functions:
·  Like history, it explains the past 
·  Eg) Trojan War

·  To inspire noble behaviour
·  Eg) Alex the Great and Iliad
c) Folktales
· Subject: The Powerless
· Content: 
·  Recurring patterns
· Eg) The quest so like Jack and the beanstalk, Cinderella
· Function: 
· To entertain mostly Cf. Perseus
III. Interpretation
a) Ancient: To reject or to allegorize?

- Plato rejected myths

· Allegorize to keep them current
· Physical Allegory:
·  Theagenes
·  Stoics (unemotional) eg) Cronus = Chronus (time)
· Historical Allegory
· Eg) Euhemerus
· Moral Allegory
·  Eg) Daphne (Young maiden) Didn’t want to be used sexually by Apollo, and wanted to be chastised, Judgement of Paris (Athena, Aphrodite, [insert third])
·  NB. Neoplatonists (ca. 300 AD) 

b) Medieval

- Moral “Allegory”

c) Enlightenment
· Rationalistic denigration of myth

·  Cf. Romantic Reaction (it’s like a window to the soul)
d) Modern

· Psychological 
·  A reflection to the human psyche (Freud) - Oedipus/Electra complex
·  Jung- Collective unconscious
· Anthropological
·  Myth and Ritual (J.G. Frazer) especially fertility
·  Social Charter (B. Malinowski) had a broader idea how the myths function anthropologically. Social aspects are explained by myths
· Structural
·  C. Levi-Strauss
·  V. Propp



- Looked at how they were structured for themes for Russian Folktales and 


other people looked at it and applied it to myths 


·  W. Burkett
·  Took the structural insights of other structuralists and added a twist to them
·  Structure in greco-roman myths 
·  Different versions of the myth, because it changes in each societies over time
·  Has the best approach

- Feminist

·  Apply binary opposites to explain the myths
·  Looked at the myths arising from the patriarchal like what the man said the women’s had to follow
·  Had to look at it at a feminist perspective
·  Anchises and aphrodite; was the goddess of love (aphrodite) and fell in love with a trojan prince name Anchises by tricking him that they were meant for each other. The female is in control and has power over the male

