CHAPTER IX
REITGION AND MVTH

100. Future Life. — When in the earliest times the Greeks began
to think about themselves, they tried to explain sleep and death.
While a man was resting in slumber they supposed his second self, a
shadowy form of the body, was attending to its routine duties or
perhaps experiencing strange adventures in dream life. To them
death was an eternal sleep. The body decayed; but the second
self, or soul, abiding in the grave, ate, drank, and used the tools or
enjoyed the luxuries which had been his in life.  As he expected his
living kinsmen to supply him with food and drink, he severely
punished those who neglected this duty, but protected and blessed
all his relatives who at proper times and with fitting ceremonies
brought him the customary offerings. For these reasons the
Greeks continued to sacrifice to the dead even until the introduction
of Christianity.! )

In course of time the Greeks began to imagine a place — the
realm of the god Ha'des -—beneath the earth, whither all souls
went after leaving the body, there to pass a joyless, dreamlike
eternity. Cha'ron, the divine boatman, ferried the souls across the
Styx River to the home of the dead, where Cer'be-rus, a three-
headed dog, keeping watch at the gate, allowed all to enter but none
to depart. Still later the idea of a judgment arose; three judges
of the souls below distributed rewards and punishments according
to the deeds done in the body.

ro1. The Gods. — In the childhood of their race the Greeks were
thinking not only about themselves, but about the world in which
they lived. They worshipped the powers of nature. Gradually
they came to believe that all these deities were like men, that they

1 Fundamentally their view was like that of the Egyptians (§ 24), but it had a
different development.
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88 ‘Religion and Myth

men. The means by which the revelation was made was called an
oracle. The same word denoted the utterance of the god. The
most celebrated oracle in Hellas was that of Apollo at Delphi.
High up in a ravine at the southern base of Mount Parnassus, in
the midst of magnificent scenery, stood his temple.! Within was a
fissure in the earth through which volcanic vapor issued, inspiring
the Pyth'i-a, or prophetess of Apollo, who sat over it on a tripod.
In ecstasy from the vapor, she muttered something in reply to
questions ; a priest standing near wrote out her utterance, and gave
it to the questioner as the word of Zeus delivered to man through his
son Apollo. The oracle extended its influence beyond the neigh-
borhood, and became national. Apollo then came to be recognized
as the expounder of religious and moral law for all Hellas; he often
gave his sanction to political measures; he watched over the calen-
dar, and was the guide and patron of colonists. Tis advice was
sought by individuals and by states on both private and public
matters. Those who sought his favor sent him presents till his
treasuries were {ull of wealth. The Delphic priests, who were the
real authors of the oracles, kept themselves acquainted with cur-
rent events that they might give intelligent advice; but when
necessary to preserve the credit of Apollo, they offered double-
meaning prophecies so as to be right in any event.? ' In moral
questions their influence was usually wholesome, as they preferred
to advise just and moderate conduct. But sometimes the oracle
was bribed, sometimes it lent its aid to the schemes of politiéians,
and in the war of independence which the Greeks fought against
Persia it lost favor by being unpatriotic.

104. The Delphic Amphictyony. — The shrine and property of
Apollo were in the keeping of a league of twelve tribes. Originally
the members were all in the neighborhood of Delphi, — in Thessaly
and central Greece, — but in time some of the tribes were so en-
larged as to admit cities farther away. A religious league of the
kind was called an am-phic’ty-on-y— ¢ union of neighbors.”
At fixed times the members gathered at the shrine of the god to
celebrate a festival in his honor. Deputies from the tribes met
together to deliberate on the interests of the god and his worship.

1§7s5. v 2 For an éxample of the ambiguous response, see § 143.
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differed from human beings simply in their greater stature and
strength and in their immortality. Homer sometimes represents a
god as wounded by a man in battle. ¢ Yea, and the gods in the
likeness of strangers from far countries put on all manner of shapes,
and wander through the cities, beholding the violence and the right-
cousness of men.” ! As the gods were only magnified men, they
had both good and evil qualities; and the influences of religion were
both moral and immoral.

102. The Twelve Gods of Olympus. — The greatest deity was
Zeus, ©father of gods and men.” After dethroning his father
Cron’os and putting down all opposition, he reigned supreme over
the whole world. Bestowing the ocean as a kingdom upon his
brother Po-sei’don, and the region beneath the earth upon Hades,
another brother, he retained the sky and earth for his own dominion.
On the top of snow-capped Olympus * he dwelt with his brothers,
sisters, and children. Twelve with himself made up the great
Olympic council. It included: —

Zeus, father of gods and men.

Poscidon, god-of the sea.

A’res, god of war.

A-pol’lo, the ideal of manly beauty,
god of light, of the bow and ar-
rows, of music and medicine.

Her’mes, messenger of the gods and
patron of commerce. )

Tle-phacs’tus, god of fire and of the
forge.

He'ra, wife of Zeus, guardian of
women and of marriage.

Pallas A-the’na, who sprang full
grown and clad in armor from
the head of Zeus, patron of war
and wisdom, especially of skilled
labor.

Aph-ro-di‘te, goddess of love and
beauty.

Ar'te-mis, goddess of the chase, a
modest maiden, who protected
girls.

Hes'ti-a, goddess of the family hearth
and dwelling.

De-me’ter, patroness of agriculture
and of civilization.

Many lesser gods attended upon these great divinities; many, too,

inhabited the earth, sea, and air, and had no access to Olympus.
103. The Oracle of Apollo at Delphi. — The Greeks believed that

certain of the gods revealed their will and foretold the future to

1 QOdyssey, xvil. 485 ff.
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This body of representatives was an amphictyonic council. Though
the members of the league continued to fight among themselves,
and would not help one another when attacked by foreigners, they
recognized certain laws of war; for instance, they were not to de-
stroy any allied city or cut it off from running water in a siege, and
any one who wronged the god or injured his property they were to
punish with foot and
hand and voice, and
with every means in
their power. This they
did by declaring a
“gacred war’ against
the offending state.

Other, less cele-
brated, amphictyonies
need not be mentioned
here.

105. The Great Na-
tional Games. — Other
religious  institutions
were the great national
games. There were
four of them, held at
Olympia, Ne'me-a, on THE WRESTLERS
the Tsthmus of Corinth, {Uffii, Florence. From a photograph)
and at Delphi, each in
honor of the chief god of the place.! The Olympian games were
the most splendid. Once in four years a vast number of Greeks
from all the shores of the Mediterranean gathered on the banks of
the Alpheus in Elis to see the competitions. The month in which
the games were held was proclaimed a holy season, during which all
Hellas ought to be at peace with itself. The multitude encamped
about the sacred enclosure of Zeus, the great god of Olympia.
« Merchants set up their booths, and money-changers their tables,
all classes of artists tried to collect audiences and admirers, crowds
attended the exercises of the athletes who were in training, or

1 Apollo at Delphi, Poseidon on the Isthmus, and Zeus at Nemea and at Olympia.
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admired the practice of the horses and chariots which were entered
for the races. Heralds recited treaties, military or commercial,
recently formed between Greek cities, in order that they might be
more widely known.”*

The competitors in the games had to be Greeks of good character
and religious standing and of sufficient athletic training. The judges
of the games examined the qualifications of candidates, and at the
end bestowed the wreath of victory. There were contests in run-
ning, leaping, discus-throwing, spear-hurling, wrestling, boxing, and
racing of horses and chariots. Such contests promoted art; the
Greek sculptor found his best models among the athletes. These
great national games also fostered commerce, peace, and unity.?

106. Historical Myths: How the Greeks reconstructed their
Early History. — The Greeks invented myths to explain not only
nature, but also the origin and early history of their race. Some
of these stories doubtless contain a kernel of historical truth handed
down by tradition. But their chief valueis to show how the Greeks
attempted to reconstruct history. The Cretan script had fallen
into disuse. Most probably the Greeks themselves never learned
it; and they did not adopt the Phoenician alphabet till some time
after goo B.c. Having no written records, therefore, they used
freely their brilliant imaginations in changing and amplifying their
imperfect traditions of the distant past. The stories they thus
invented are worth knowing, not only as an expression of the Greek
mind, but also because they fill a large place in literature and are
often represented in art.

Many of the earlier myths are found in the The-og o-ny of Hes'i-od,
a poet who lived about 700 B.C. The word Theogony means
genealogy of the gods. In this work he attempted to give a sys-
tematic account of the birth of the gods and of their early relations
with one another. It included the origin of man and of the Hel-

1 P, Gardner, New Chapters in Greek History, 275 £.

2 Tn time there grew up a system of chronology based on these festivals. It took as a
starting point the year 776 B.C. of our reckoning. The four years intervening between
two festivals was termed an Olympiad, and the Olympiads were numbered in their order
from 776 down. The initial date is purely arbitrary, and an acquaintance with the
system is necessary for those only who read the later Greek historians and the more
erudite modern works on ancient Greece.
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lenic race and its subdivisions. The principal historical myths,
from Homer, Hesiod, and other sources, are given below.!

107. Hellen and his Sons. — The common ancestor of the Hel-
lenes was Hellen. He had three sons, Ae’o-lus, Dorus, and Xu'thus.
To the last-named were born A-chae’us and Ton. Aeolus, Dorus,
Achaeus, and Ton became kings — doubtless in the earliest form of
the myth fathers — of four Hellenic races: Ae-o'li-ans, Dorians,
Achaeans, and Ionians. The
Achaeans here mentioned were
the inhabitants of Peloponnese
before the Dorian migration.
The Greeks believed that the
Dorian invaders crowded them
into northern Peloponnese,
where in historical times we
find the country Achaea. The
location of the other races has
been explained above.”

108. The Heroes of Argolis.
-— The Greeks as easily in-
vented myths to explain the
origin and early growth of their
cities. They imagined that, -
in time long past, heroes, the (A Metope from :;eh]:tlg;;:;}?)ut 6oo B.C. ; from a
sons or near descendants of
the gods, lived on earth. Taller, stronger, and braver than men,
the heroes protected their communities from savage beasts and rob-
bers, and performed great deeds in war. Some of them founded
cities, or became the ancestors of tribes or nations. Though
all the races, tribes, cities, and villages had their heroes, we shall
notice a few only of those that became of national importance.

Per’seus of Argolis was a strong, brave hero. In his day lived
the Gor’gons, monstrous women whose heads were covered with

PrrsEus CUTTING OFF MrDUsA’s HEAD

1 The myths related here are for reading, not for minute study. It is important,
however, to know the value of the myths and to make a thorough study of religion.

2 The classification in the myth is imperfect, as it does not include all the Hellenes;
see § 04, . 3.
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writhing snakes instead of hair. Any one who dared look a Gorgon
in the face was instantly changed to stone. Commanded to kill
Me-du’sa, the most frightful of these monsters, Perseus found her
after great toil and careful searching, and cut off her head. Though
he met with many other dangers, his strength and courage over-
came them all.

Alc-me'ne, a granddaughter of Perseus, while she was in exile at
Thebes bore to Zeus a son named Her'a-cles, who became the
greatest of heroes. Though Zeus had planned that this beloved
son should rule over all his neighbors, jealous Hera ! compelled
him to pass a toilsome life in fighting monsters at the bidding of
his cowardly cousin who ruled Mycenae. Twelve great labors this
weak master commanded him to perform, all of them full of danger
and calling for the strength of a giant. In his search for the mon-
sters to be slain he had to wander over nearly the whole world of
the ancients; he even descended to the home of the dead to bring
forth the watch-dog Cerberus. But when he had ended his career
of glorious toil, Zeus called him up to Olympus to dwell forever
in joy among the deathless gods. In this way virtue received its
reward.

10g. The Return of the Heracleidae. — For three generations
the Her-a-clei’dae — descendants of Heracles — remained in exile,
deprived of their inherited right to the throne of Argos. Then
it came about that the Dorians, who at that time dwelt in Doris, a
mountainous little country in central Greece, chose the hero’s
great-grandsons, Tem’e-nus, Cres-phon’ies, and Ar-is-to-de'mus, to
lead them in an invasion of Peloponnese. In a single battle they
conquered the whole peninsula. Elis they gave to their Aetolian
guide; Temenus received Argos as his kingdom Cresphontes was
given fertile Messenia ; and as Aristodemus had died on the way, his
twin sons, Eu-rys'the-nes and Pro’cles, became the first kings of
Taconia. For this reason Laconia always had two kings, one from
the family of Eurysthenes, the other from that of Procles.? Thus
were founded in Peloponnese three great Dorian states, each ruled
by Heracleid kings.

1 For Zeus and Hera, see § 102.
2§ 130- B
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110. The Heroes of Thebes. — Among the mythical heroes of
Thebes, another great city of Greece was Cad’mus, — by birth a
Phoenician, who wandered westward in search of his sister Eu-ro’pa,
whom Zeus had stolen away. At the command of Apollo he gave
up the search, and founded the city of Thebes in Boeotia. Some
generations later a curse of the gods drove the descendants of
Cadmus to commit a fearful sin which well-nigh ruined the family.
Oed'i-pus unwittingly married his mother, queen Jo-cas'ta. When
she discovered who her husband was, the miserable queen hanged
herself; and king Oedipus, after tearing out both his eyes, was
forced into exile by his unfeeling subjects. In working out further
the purpose of the wrathful gods, his sons E-te’o-cles and Pol-y-nei'-
ces, remaining in the city, quarrelled violently. Polyneices, driven
into exile, took refuge with A-dras'tus, king of Argos, who called the
mightiest heroes of his country to aid in restoring the fugitive.
Seven chiefs with their followers appeared before Thebes, “ seven
leaders against seven gates arrayed, equal against equal foes.””
From the citadel the inhabitants saw about the walls nothing but
gleaming shields and spears, nothing they heard but the shouts of
foes and the clanging of arms. Already the foremost assailant
stood on the walls ready to shout victory, when Zeus with a thunder-
bolt dashed him down. The two brothers killed each other in single
combat. Thewaveof war rolled back, and Thebes was free to cele-
brate her deliverance in dances and in thank-offerings to the gods.

111, The Heroes of Athens. — Athens, too, had her heroes.
Ce’crops, half man, half serpent, was the founder and first king of
the city on the A-crop’o-lis. This was a high, steep hill about four
miles from the coast.? He named the settlement Cecropia, after
himself. In his reign Athena and Poseidon strove for the posses-
sion of Cecropia; and as the goddess won the contest, she called
the city Athens and the people Athenians, after her own name.
Abiding henceforth on the Acropolis, she remained the chief deity
and guardian of the state.

‘Many years afterward lived The'seus, the best-known Athenian

1 Sophocles, Antigone. ]
2 An acropolis is a fortified hilltop. The most famous acropolisin Greece 1s that at

Athens.
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hero. He was an athlete second only to Heracles in strength and
valor. In his youth he won fame by killing robbers and monsters.
Up to his time the Athenians had been paying a tribute of human
beings to King Mi'nos of Crete, who wielded a great naval power.
Every nine years they sent him seven youths and seven maidens
as a sacrifice to Minotaur, a monstrous bull kept in the Lab’y-rinth.
Theseus, however, accompa-
nied one of these gloomy em-
bassies to Cnossus; and after
killing the monster, escaped
from the intricate windings of
the Labyrinth by following a
thread given him by A-ri-
ad'ne, daughter of Minos.
When, after his return to
Athens, he became king of
Hionvsos T the city, he united all the
towns of Attica in one great
state.

112. The Voyage of the Ar-
gonauts. — Sometimes heroes
from several cities joined in
national undertakings. Such an expedition was the voyage of the
Ar/go-nauts in search of the golden fleece. Jason, heir to the
throne of I-ol’cos in Thessaly, grew up in exile in a cave on
Mount Pelion. But at the age of twenty he returned to Tolcos to
demand his tights of the reigning king, Pe'li-as, his father’s step-
brother. The deceitful ruler promised everything, if Jason would
but bring from Col’chis the golden fleece of a ram which years
before had carried off two children of the royal household; for
with the return of the fleece the gods, he thought, would allay a
pestilence then raging among the people. In answer to Jason’s
call heroes from all Greece gathered to man the Argo for a voy-
age to Colchis. Filty Argonauts — sailors of the Argo — struck
the water with their oars, “and in their rapid hands the rowing
sped untiringly.” ' Many troubles they had with the natives of the
coasts along which they steered their way.

1 Pindar, Pythian Ode, iv.

“THESEUS "

(East pediment of the Parthenon; British Museum)
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When the heroes reached Colchis, the king of the country prom-
ised them the golden fleece if Jason should plough a piece of land
with fire-breathing bulls and sow it with dragons’ teeth. The
king’s daughter Me-de’a, a sorceress, showed the hero how to do
these deeds without harm to himself ; and, as the king failed to keep
his word, she helped the stranger steal the fleece from the cave
where it hung, and followed him aboard the ship to become his wife.
On their way home the Argonauts wandered far and wide over the
waters of the earth. This mythical voyage furnished the Greeks
with subjects for songs and dramas.!

113. The Trojan War. — The most famous of heroic undertak-
ings was the Trojan War. Helen, the wife of Men-e-la’us, king of
Lacedaemon, was the fairest and most accomplished woman in
Hellas. Most of the Grecian kings had sued for her hand; but
when Menelaus won the prize, they bound themselves to uphold
his right to her. Now it chanced that Paris, son of Priam, king
of Troy, paid a visit to Menelaus; and taking advantage of his
host’s confidence, he persuaded Helen to desert her husband and go
with him to Troy. As Priam refused to give her up, the kings of
Hellas, true to their oaths, joined Menelaus in an attempt to recover
her by force. In the harbor of Aulis, on the Boeotian coast,
gathered their ships — nearly twelve hundred in number. Ag-a-
mem’non, king of Argos or Mycenae and brother of Menelaus, was
leader.

They landed near Troy, and nine years they besieged the city and
harried the country and villages. Then A-chil'les, the most valiant
hero in the army, and most dreaded by the enemy, quarrelled with
Agamemnon OVer a captive maiden. The Greeks had assigned her
to Achilles in his share of the spoil from a captured town, but
Agamemnon had unjustly taken her from him. Withdrawing in
anger to his tent, the impetuous youth refused to engage furtherin
the war. Thereupon Zeus, as a favor to the mother of Achilles,
gave victory to the besieged and sent countless woes upon the
Greeks till Agamemnon was ready to acknowledge the wrong he had
done and make ample amends for it. It was no gift, however,
which induced Achilles to resume his part in the war, but the death

1 For instance, Pindar’s Fourth Pyihian Ode and Euripides’ M edea.
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of his dear companion Pa’tro-clus at the hands of Hector, the great-
est of Trojan heroes. Eagerly Achilles put on the armor forged
for him by Hephaestus,' and mounted his chariot drawn by fierce
steeds. THis teeth gnashed in rage at the Trojans, his eyes blazed
like fire, and the gleam of his shield reached the sky. He drove the
host of Troy before him like sheep, and many a renowned hero he
glew with his own hand. At last he killed the hero of Troy without
mercy; the Greeks mutilated the body, and pitiless Achilles
dragged it at his chariot wheels.

Some time afterward Achilles was himself slain; but craity
O-dys’seus, king of Ith'a-ca, contrived a plan of taking Troy by
stratagem. He had the Greeks build a large wooden horse, in
which they concealed a hundred brave heroes. Then Sinon,
deserting to the Trojans, persuaded them to bring the horse into
the city, pretending that,if offered to Athena, it would give them
dominion over the Greeks. In the night, after the horse had been
dragged within the walls, the heroes left their hiding and opened
the city gates to their friends outside. The Greeks then burned
and sacked the city; they killed the men and took captive the
women and children.

t14. The Return from Troy. — The destruction of Troy did not
end the woes of the Greeks.  On their homeward way they met with
many hardships, some even with death. Odysseus wandered far and
wide. Driven hither and thither over the sea by angry Poseidon,
he saw many interesting countries and peoples, he underwent
severe toils, and met with strange adventures. Reaching home at
last, he slew the company of nobles, who, while suing for the hand
of his faithful wife Pe-nel’o-pe, had long been living at his house
and wasting his property.

115. Character and Influence of Myth and Religion. — Greek
myth and religion in their earliest form had to do with many hor-
rible monsters and gods of terror, such as we find among the Orien-
tals, But in time the ideas of the Greeks on these subjects were
refined and purified. The monsters were all slain or thrust into
" the background of the imagination, and the gods were gradually
shorn of their terrors. The supernatural beings became as a rule

1§ 102,
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beautiful in form and endowed with a kindly spirit — fit subjects
for worship and an inspiration to art. Sacrifice was regarded, not
as a gift to appease the anger of the gods, but as a meal in which the
deity took part with his worshippers. The basis of the relationship
between gods and men was no Jlonger fear, but fellowship. This
fact goes far toward accounting for the fearlessness of the Greeks
in working out the problems of society, government, art, and
science.

Suggestive Questions

1. In what respects was the religion of the Greeks more beautiful than
that of Egypt or Babylonia? 2. What benefits did the Greeks derive from
their religion? 3. In what ways were the Greeks influenced by the Oracle
at Delphi? 4. In what respect. were the games beneficial to the Greeks?
5. In Greek mythology we find the heroes engaged in killing monsters and
evil-doers in general. What was the effect of this process on myth and
religion?

Note-book Topics

1. Apollo and Artemis. — Fairbanks, Mythology of Greece and Rome,
ch. iv.

1I. Demeter, Persephone, and Dionysus. Fairbanks, ch. vi.

TII. Games and Festivals. — Tling, Source Book of Greck History, 47—
s3; Holm, Hislory of Greece, i. ch. xix; Bury, Hislory of Greece, ch.iii. §§ 5,
0; Mahaffy, Rambles and Studies in Greece, xi.
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