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ENGLISH 339
MYTHOLOGY AND LITERATURE
GOALS OF THE COURSE:
I have chosen to focus on Greek and Roman mythology not only because of the intrinsic quality of its literature, but also because it is so central to Western culture, with obvious parallels both to the Judeo-Christian nature of this culture as well as to other famous mythologies.

Precedence inevitably goes to the Greek poems since the Romans by and large inherited their mythology, like almost everything else, from the Greeks, with occasional modifications and only a few, on the whole far less interesting, myths of their own concoction.  Since studies of myth as a type of mentality are vastly available (and since a study of that sort shades over into anthropology), I have restricted our reading to literary works which give you direct access to the myths themselves in their oldest extant forms.  Their prehistoric origin was of course oral and popular long before the stories were conscientiously reshaped by individual poets into works of art.  Walter Pater, in a lovely essay written in 1876, talks about how out of the myth of Demeter, under the careful conduct of poetry and art, came the little pictures, the idylls of the Homeric hymn, and the gracious imagery of Praxiteles.  The myth has now entered its second or poetical phase, then, in which more definite fancies are grouped about the primitive stock, in a conscious literary temper, and the whole interest settles round the images of the beautiful girl going down in the darkness, and the weary woman who seeks her lost daughter -- divine persons, then sincerely believed in by the majority of the Greeks.

We begin accordingly not with Homer (though the greatest of ancient poets, only secondary in the study of myth), but with his slightly later contemporary, Hesiod (also 8th century B.C.).  Traditionally he is regarded as the star of the Boeotian epic, and to him are ascribed (as the Iliad and Odyssey are to Homer) two major poems: the tough-minded, pragmatic, and occasionally didactic praise of hard work in a hard life, known as the Works and Days; and the Theogony, a genealogical poem about the origin of the gods.  I will have you read both of these.

From here we continue with what have come to be called, quite misleadingly, the Homeric Hymns.  There are thirty-three of them, all paeans to particular gods, each one recounting a major incident (or interrelated incidents) in the famous biography of that god.  The indisputable gem of the collection is the second hymn, devoted to the poignant portrayal of Demeter’s sorrow as she searches pathetically for her abducted daughter Persephone.  It was to become, says Pater, “the central and most popular subject of their [the Greeks’] national worship.”  In addition, I’m having you read the hymns to Hermes (delightfully charming), Aphrodite, and Dionysus.

Mythology has had, over time, many uses; we see this especially with our next two poets.  Aeschylus is by far the greatest of the ancient playwrights (as the English poets Milton and, centuries later, Shelley were the first to appreciate) -- clearly superior to Sophocles and to the universally overrated favorite, Euripides.  His greatest play is the Agamemnon (the first part of his Oresteia trilogy); but his Prometheus is nearly as great, and far more pertinent to this course.  Aeschylus takes the self-sacrificial Titan and portrays his obstinate suffering when he is chained, for insubordination to Zeus, head of the gods, to a mountain in the Caucasus, where Zeus’s eagle is fated to eat his liver as it grows back each day.  Obviously this archetypal figure of a god undergoing volitional martyrdom for the benefit of humanity is the prototype for Dionysus and Christ.  Much later, in the English Renaissance, Prometheus was the model for Milton’s blinded Samson, the enchained hero of his eponymous tragedy; and when you get to the 19th century English romantics, Prometheus becomes, particularly for Byron and Shelley, the noble representative of freedom from tyranny.  To Aeschylus he represented something more complex; granted, he is actuated by compassionate impulse to help miserable humanity climb out of its darkness and ignorance; but still he is guilty of going against the grain of reality in doing so, of defying the hard facts of reality.  What is also interesting is the way Aeschylus adapts to his own purposes (and richly expands) the famous myth we first encounter in Hesiod.

With Apollonius we come to the Hellenistic period of Greek literature, i.e. the three centuries before Christ, when the cultural capital of the Greek world shifted to the city of Alexandria, Egypt, founded by Alexander the Great in 331 B.C. and laid out along very modern and very luxurious lines by his Rhodian architect Deinarchos.  Dates are uncertain and highly disputed, but Apollonius seems to have been born sometime around 300 B.C. and to have died sometime around the mid-3rd century.  He might have been born in Rhodes, but most probably was born in Alexandria and lived for a time in Rhodes.  He is something of an anachronism: at a time when his great contemporaries Callimachus and Theocritus were devoting themselves to short forms of poetry - epigrams and idylls and highly subjective, personal lyrics - Apollonius tried to resurrect the old heroic narrative epic, and the Argonautika is the result.  As you will see, he redefines it significantly from its models, the great Homeric epics of five centuries earlier, the Iliad and the Odyssey.

This brings us to the end of the Greek authors.  We now skip several centuries and take up with the Romans, who first achieve real excellence in the first century B.C.  Without question the single most important work that is concerned with mythology is Ovid’s delightful Metamorphoses -- an addictive and charming compendium of over 200 stories, running from the creation of the universe to Ovid’s own time under Augustus Caesar.  The work was written some time in the early years of the first century A.D. (c. 3-8).  As a late writer, Ovid works by a kind of syncretism, plundering from many sources (often lost to us), combining and selecting between conflicting variants, where these exist.  For instance, he suppressed the version in which Narcissus commits suicide with a dagger (once given to him by a spurned lover), and prefers instead to show Narcissus pining away of unavailing erotic desire for himself.  Or another instance: Ovid’s Atlas, hearing that his garden is going to be ransacked by a son of Jove, refuses to admit Perseus when the latter identifies himself as a son of Jove.  In return, Perseus lifts up the petrifying head of Medusa and turns Atlas into the famous mountain.  To tell his version, Ovid had to discard the more common one that has Hercules (the most famous son of Jove) trick Atlas into getting him the golden apples from his garden.  One version precludes the other, though it’s obvious why Ovid opted for the one he did: his theme throughout the collection is metamorphosis, the transformation of humans into other forms.

You’ll also notice from the start evidence of what is commonly termed “polygenesis”: the independent appearance, in various cultures, of certain basic archetypal myths.  The idea of a progressive corruption from an idyllic golden age is something that Ovid undoubtedly got from Hesiod, but it’s also similar to the Biblical notion of a lost Eden; and both obviously were originally intended to explain the fundamental fact that life is hard.  Other Biblical parallels are the creation of man in God’s image; the attack of the giants on Olympus, by the piling up of Mount Pelion on Mount Ossa, a kind of Tower of Babel configuration; and, most obviously, the flood, with pious old Deucalion as a Greek version of Noah.  Deucalion’s son Amphictyon was the first, incidentally, to mix water in wine (the traditional Greek practice), which links him to Noah, who first planted the grape and made wine.  It is not inconceivable that Ovid, a superbly read poet, had seen a copy of the Septuagint -- the Greek translation of the Old Testament, made by a committee of Alexandrian scholars in the third century B.C.

Also as in the Old Testament, some of the stories seem to be a sort of poeticized history, where the names of individual heroes correspond to entire tribes or nations.  Agenor, the father of Europa, seems to correspond to the Phoenician hero Chnaas (better know by his Semitic name, Canaan).  His sons, setting out to search for their sister, disperse into various lands: Phoenix goes west into North Africa (Carthage) and gives his name to the so-called Punic civilization, but later returns to the seacoast of Canaan, renamed Phoenicia in his honor; Cilix goes into Asia Minor, into the land named Cilicia in his honor; and Cadmus goes to Boeotia (mainland Greece) and settles the magnificently ill-fated city of Thebes -- and there are confirmatory indications that this region was settled by people migrating from Palestine.

There were those who, like the ancient philosopher Euhemerus of Messene (c. 300 B.C.), believed that the gods had once existed as real people and had been posthumously deified on account of their fabulous deeds.  Ovid comes closest to this notion in his treatment of the death of Hercules.  Fatally poisoned by the centaur’s cloak, Hercules commands a pyre to be built for him, and in a kind of anticipation of Hindu suttee is gloriously immolated and subsequently immortalized as a god on Olympus, sitting at the right hand of his father Zeus, and ousting the goddess Hestia in the process, who descends to earth and sits by the hearths of humans (her name means “hearth”), becoming, as a result, the goddess of hospitality.

For the most part the Romans, as I say, took their mythology from the Greeks.  The names of many of the gods and heroes change in this adoption process.  Zeus becomes Roman Jove (a corruption of the Greek possessive genitive “Dios”) or Jupiter (a corruption of “Zeus pater” or “Father Zeus”).  His consort Hera becomes the Roman Juno, being apparently conflated with one of Zeus’s divine mistresses, Dione, mother (according to Homer in Iliad 5) of Aphrodite -- this being a variant of the more common myth that Aphrodite (whose name means “brought forth by the foam”) was born when the sky-god Uranus”s testicles were thrown into the sea by his usurper-son Kronos (the Roman Saturn, father of Zeus).  And so on.  The back of our edition of the Metamorphoses gives the Greek equivalents for the Roman names of the text.  Sometimes the Romans give their borrowed deities transformed personalities.  Vergil, for instance, in his vastly overrated Aeneid, makes them almost unrecognizable in their decorous dignity, so different from their pungently anthropomorphic counterparts in Homer.  But this process of making them pious objects of reverence (rather than psychological explanations for erratic events or human shortcomings) had long before been set in motion by none other than Aeschylus.  Ovid, to the contrary, delights in portraying the male gods as libidinous playboys and the female gods as spiteful bitches of vengeance.

In the last three books of the Metamorphoses you get finally a rundown of the most important purely Roman myths.  These are the stories of Aeneas, Pomona and Vertumnus, the section on early Roman history (actually legend), the story of Numa Pompilius, and the last bit about Caesar.  It is not only that Ovid, it seems, is getting a little tired by this point; the myths themselves are hardly as interesting as what the Romans got from the Greeks; and this is true for a very good reason.  Unlike the Greek myths, the Roman ones did not originate from the soil, so to speak; they were not outgrowths of a prehistoric mythic imagination that was fascinated with and terrified of the world of nature.  Instead the stories were deliberately concocted by poets like Vergil and his predecessors (Ennius, Naevius, and others now lost) to retroactively legitimize the course of Roman history.  The closest equivalent I can think of might be something like an official version of history invented by the one-true-party of the now-defunct, in a sense, Soviet Union.  It’s worth mentioning that there is one other main source of Roman myth, and it is also by Ovid: the collection of tales known as the Fasti.  The stories are selected to explain what occurred on a given day in the legendary past to account for the fact that that particular day is a feast-day, to be celebrated as a holiday, in the Roman calendar year.  On the whole it is a disappointing collection: the tales themselves are largely dull, and there is something a little too fastidiously arcane about them.  Only a handful stand out -- the stories of Hercules and Omphale; of Romulus and Remus and the founding of Rome; of Ariadne; of Phrixus and Helle; of Cybele; of Hippolytus -- while two of them, the stories of Lucretia and of Ceres (the Roman name for Demeter), are absolute masterpieces, the latter being, if possible, even more poignant than the version first told in the great Homeric Hymn.  But I think it is counterproductive to order a whole expensive collection in order to pick out the two dozen small pages that contain this handful of tales, particularly as there is some overlap (as in the case of the Demeter story) with what we are doing in the other texts.  If the subject catches your fancy, however, I would urge you to consult the Fasti; there is a serviceable prose translation of it by the famous scholar of mythology James G. Frazer in the Loeb Classics editions, made even more valuable by his copious and fascinating explanatory notes.

REQUIRED TEXTS:
Please use only the following translations:

●
Hesiod: Theogony; The Works and Days (tr. Apostolos N. Athanassakis, Johns Hopkins U. Press)  ISBN: 9780801879845

●
Homer: The Homeric Hymns (tr. Apostolos N. Athanassakis, Johns Hopkins U. Press) ISBN: 9780801879838

●
Aeschylus: The Complete Greek Tragedies: Aeschylus II (tr. Richmond Lattimore and David Grene, Univ of Chicago Press)  ISBN:  9780226307947

●
Apollonios Rhodios: The Argonautika (tr. Peter Green, Ucal Press, 1997)            

ISBN: 9780520076877

●
Ovid: The Metamorphoses (tr. Rolfe Humphries, Indiana UP)  ISBN: 9780253200013


The textbooks may be obtained online through a price comparison website such as www.AddAll.com.  Plan on purchasing your textbooks early and always be sure you are purchasing the correct edition of the book for this syllabus.

Very helpful for consultation and fuller background information:

Ovid: Fasti (tr. James G. Frazer, Loeb Classical Library).  Check a good university library.

Apollodorus: The Library (tr. James G. Frazer, two volumes, Loeb CL).  A good university 
library should have this also.  Apollodorus was a famous ancient mythographer, who 
collected in this compendium a plethora of facts and variants concerning the Greek 
myths.  Use the index to hunt up a given character.

Robert Graves: The Greek Myths.  Probably the best, most valuable resource for information.  
Graves is a 20th century writer who has done on a vaster, more thorough scale what 
Apollodorus did.  You simply look up the name you want in the index: that directs you 
to the relevant chapter(s) and sub-sections.  The brief narrative in each chapter is 
followed by a list of ancient references where the various details of the narrative are to 
be found, and by a section discussing broader comparative analogues in world 

mythology.  There are many editions of the book, easily available at almost any large 
bookstore, new or used.  I highly recommend this.

Except for the above, I don’t expect you to do any outside critical reading; in fact, I discourage it.  At this point you ought to draw your own unpolluted insights from the artesian purity of the texts themselves.  However, I do recommend that - AFTER reading the given text - you read certain of the accompanying prefaces or notes on it.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:
Five papers, one on each ancient text: Hesiod, Aeschylus, Ovid, Rhodios, Homer.  Each paper will count for 20% of your course grade.  The papers may treat any topic dealing with theme, style, structure, characterization, etc. 

Students often feel uncertain when asked to choose their own topic for a paper.  Don’t be hesitant.  Follow your instincts and trust yourself enough to create a pertinent, exciting subject.  The individual questions I list by way of study guide for each text might prove helpful in suggesting a topic to you.  Don’t be overwhelmed by the questions; they are meant merely to guide you as you progress bit by bit through each text.

Submit the papers ONE AT A TIME, as you complete each text, and wait for them to be returned with corrections before you submit the next.

GRADING SCALE:
	A
	Superlative
	100-93
	C
	Average
	76-73

	A-
	Excellent
	92-90
	C-
	Weak
	72-70

	B+
	Very Good
	89-87
	D+
	Minimal
	69-67

	B
	Good
	86-83
	D
	Minimal
	66-63

	B-
	Fairly Good
	82-80
	D-
	Minimal
	62-60

	C+
	Fair
	79-77
	F
	Failure
	59 or below


I give Fs only in exceptional circumstances, e.g., failure to submit assignment, failure to conform to format, plagiarism, etc.

I will give you both a letter and a number grade for each paper and then average these out for the course grade.  If the latter hinges on a few feeble points, I might, if circumstances warrant it - e.g., your papers show steady improvement or a consistent level marred by a unique instance of poorer work - award you a course grade higher than the strict numerical average.

THE ART OF READING
1.  Choose a time when you can read intensely with all your lights burning.  You do yourself and the works a disservice if you read books at low voltage in order to “unwind” at the end of a long day.

2.  Keep a pencil or pen handy (highlighters are a vulgar eyesore and an impossible nuisance for fine annotation).  Virgin pages are not sacred, and it is enormously helpful to mark them in various ways: drawing a vertical line down the margin, underlining important parts, circling occasional words.  Most important of all, learn to cross-reference.  Authors construct parallel scenes which acquire their full significance only when you compare them and reflect on their interrelationship.  But since such scenes are often separated by hundreds of pages, do the following: if a scene on p. 230 is an echo of a parallel incident on, say, p. 50, write “50” on p. 230 and “230” in the margin of p. 50.  This will give you a superb command of even the longest and densest texts.

3.  Especially in the case of long works, keep a concise outline by writing, on a sheet of paper, a single line that gives the gist of the particular organizational unit, whether chapter or “book,” or a dramatic scene.  A phrase will suffice.  I recommend it for all our texts, but this kind of outline is especially indispensable in the case of the plays.

4.  Keep a list of themes and patterns that run through the work, together with corresponding page numbers.

5.  Leave all preconceptions behind.  Be open to whatever good art chooses to offer you and do not fret whenever you find that it is not doing what you expect it ought to be doing.

6.  In the same way, dissociate your own values from those expressed by the work or by any single character in the work.  Whether you share a character’s point of view or, more importantly, the author’s point of view, is irrelevant.  Your first obligation is to understand the work.  People and things outside oneself have the existential right to be whatever they are.

PAPER FORMAT
Papers are to be typed or printed on word processor with suitable margins so that I may write comments.  Please attach a blank final page (unless faxing) so that I may write a brief concluding evaluation together with the grade.

The quality of a paper is determined by everything: the quality of its insights, the coherence of its organization, the clarity of its language, even the cleanness of grammar and printing.  An insightful but poorly organized or badly written paper will suffer on that account just as will a paper which is grammatically flawless but whose ideas are weak, unsupported by evidence, or insufficiently developed.  Mechanics count: you ought to submit professional work, free of typos, coffee stains, smudges.  Earlier faults should not persist in later papers; if they do, I will make appropriate recommendations.

Please make sure that your papers conform to the following format:

1.  750 - 1000 words (about 3-4 pages)

2.  Typewritten or printed on computer, and double-spaced

3.  Margins (1-1.5 inches) on all sides
4.  Cover Page: centered title (all papers must have a title), name, course, number, date

5.  Your last name at top left or top right of each page (after the first page), followed 
by a dash (or colon) and page number: for instance, Schmitz - 2, or Schmaltz: 3

6.  Staple pages together (unless faxing)

7.  Include blank last page (unless faxing) for my general evaluation and grade

8.  Quotations: Though helpful and sometimes essential, use them sparingly; don’t 
overdo the quoting so that your paper ends up looking like a skeleton stringing together 
bits of quoted matter.  Use them only for strategic effect (to highlight an important or 
difficult point, to illustrate a subtle matter of style).  Two types of quotation:

(a) short (from a phrase to 3-4 lines): Incorporate such quotations smoothly into your

own sentence with some kind of subtle transition.

(b) long (more than 4 lines): Detach the passage from your own text by double-spacing

twice, both at the beginning and at the end of the passage.  Indent the whole passage 

about ten spaces.  Normally when submitting articles to journals, such passages are also 

double-spaced, but since you are writing short essays here, where space counts, I will

have you single-space the quoted passage.

SUBSTANCE AND ORGANIZATION OF THE PAPER
1.  Limit your topic.  It is far preferable to do something manageable in detail than to attempt too much and end up talking in vague and uninteresting generalities.

2.  Provide a thesis as soon as possible, in your introductory paragraph.  Don’t squander time and space on rhetorical nonsense: “The poet Ovid had a characteristic style. . .”  We know this.  Get to the point.

A thesis is not the same as a subject or a topic: it is considerably more specific.  “In this paper I will talk about the character of Prometheus” is not a thesis; it is a topic, and as a statement it is worthless because it doesn’t get you very far.  The reader’s immediate (and understandable) question is: “So?  What are you going to tell me about him?”  Our answer to this question - in a complete grammatical sentence with subject and verb - will be your thesis sentence.  You could say innumerable things about him.  For instance: “Prometheus is a prototype of the self-sacrificing god who suffers for the benefit of humanity”; or, “As the courageous but stubborn rebel against tyranny, Prometheus is an ambiguous hero.”
As a general hint, always avoid threadbare statements, such as, “Aeschylus’s use of Greek mythology is interesting.”  So what?  Where do you go from here?  Your thesis will tell your reader not what your subject is but, rather, what particular thing you wish to say about that subject.  For instance: “Aeschylus uses the famous myth of Prometheus’s help to humans as a means of depicting the nature of tyranny.”  Avoid thesis sentences that are based on “is” or “are” plus a general complement, such as “good,” “interesting,” “important,” and so on.  Notice in the following non-literary examples how weak the first sentence is and how much better and more helpfully specific the second and third versions are:

(a)  The rising cost of higher education is a serious problem.  (weak)

(b)  The rising cost of higher education restricts the kind of student who can go to

college.  (better)

(c)  The rising cost of higher education is making it difficult for private colleges to

remain open.  (also good; and you notice how a single topic can provide many theses)

(a)  The neighborhood I grew up in was a good place to live.  (weak)

(b)  Although the neighborhood I grew up in was crowded and noisy, it was always

friendly and secure.  (good)

(c)  Although the neighborhood I grew up in was open and quiet, it was sometimes

lonely.  (also good)

The same guidelines apply to literary topics:

(a)  Ovid’s Metamorphoses is concerned with magical transformations of people into 
things.

(b)  Ovid’s Metamorphoses often explains the transformation of people into things as 
being the result of some offense they have committed, against other humans or 

sometimes against the gods.

(c)  Most ingenious about the stories in Ovid’s Metamorphoses is the way that tales 
about related themes are linked by recurring motifs and images that invite us to see 
connections between them.

3.  Write concisely.   Do not squander words, but say things effectively, with care and precision.

4.  Development.  Make sure your paper is organized in lucid paragraphs and that your argument progresses, that you don’t merely repeat yourself.  Each point you make should advance your argument by following clearly from the previous point and leading just as clearly to the next.

5.  References.  Whenever you make important statements or inferences or conclusions, support them with evidence from the poem itself.  If you wish to refer to Procne and Philomela’s gruesome killing of Itys (in Metamorphoses 6) you don’t have to retell the whole plot of events, e.g., “Tereus marries Procne.  They go away.  Then she longs for her sister, and Tereus volunteers to go and fetch her.  He is filled with illicit lust for her when he sees her. . . .”  Just say: “As the two sisters are determining how to punish the husband, Itys unpropitiously walks in.”
SUBMITTING ASSIGNMENTS:
ALWAYS make a copy of your work BEFORE submitting it.  If lessons are lost, it is far easier to resubmit a copy than to rewrite an entire assignment.  All assignments must be completed in order to receive credit for the course.  All work must be submitted to the Western Online office.
Time Considerations - This course is not difficult to complete when the work is spread over 10 or 12 weeks as in a regular academic quarter.  Turn in your work early enough to receive feedback from the instructor to improve your next lesson.  Under no circumstances may you submit more than one lesson at a time.
Treat your Self-paced course as the serious learning experience that it is.  True learning takes time:  time for reading, time for processing new information, time for reflection.  When students get into trouble in a Self-paced course it is most often when they try to rush through a large part of the work at the end of the quarter or right before their own deadline.

Remember that grading takes time and instructors have other classes and students, other obligations.  Therefore, your instructor cannot grade assignments instantly to accommodate your deadline.  Allow time for mailing to and from the Western Online office and also back and forth between our office and your instructor.

ABOUT THE INSTRUCTOR:
Nicholas Margaritis received a B.A. in International Relations and European History and Diplomacy from the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University (1976).  He received an M.A. (1977) and Ph.D. (1982) in Medieval English Literature from the University of Virginia.  From 1982 until 1987 he taught literature at the American College of Greece in Athens, and then briefly directed programs at the British-Hellenic Language Institute in Athens.  Since the fall of 1989 he has taught at WWU in the English Department, and also, since 1991, in the University Honors Program.  His areas of special interest are ancient Greek and Roman literature, medieval English, French, and Italian literature, Shakespeare, 19th and 20th century French and Russian literature.  He has written articles on, and translations of, the modern Greek poetry of C.P. Cavafy.  He is the author of two plays and is currently at work on several novels.


ASSIGNMENT ONE

HESIOD: WORKS AND DAYS and THEOGONY

I.  The Epics
Though he uses the same poetic meter and much the same dialect as Homer, along with many of the same verbal formulas, Hesiod seems to belong to an independent epic tradition.  He might well be a late poet in that tradition, just as Homer was probably a late one in his.  And as with Homer, so with Hesiod: we don’t know the names of his predecessors.  In fact almost everything we know about him comes from his own disparate comments in the Works and Days.  The Theogony is also commonly attributed to him; and in the past so were other minor works, though the attribution is now rejected.

Along with the Catalogue of Women (and its appended Shield of Heracles), these are the major poems of the so-called Boeotian epic (central mainland Greece).  Of minor poems in the tradition, only titles and fragments survive: The Divination of Birds, The Astronomy, The Precepts of Chiron, Theseus and Pirithoos, etc.  As some of the titles indicate, the Boeotian epic was not narrative like the Homeric -- not interested in storytelling, but in catalogues, lists, genealogies, the closest Homeric equivalent being that list of warriors in Book II of the Iliad.  Accordingly, the emphasis is different: a concern with pragmatic advice applicable to the mundane business of life.  The Works and Days, for instance, is a poem about farming as a way of life, a rather ethical way of life; its aim, says one scholar, “is to show men how best to live in a difficult world.”  Mythological tales in such a work might then be exemplars of how to live (or how not to live), or might even serve as explanations of how conditions ever came to be so difficult.  The Theogony, on the other hand, is a kind of family history of the gods: how they came into existence, who married (or slept with) whom, who were their divine (or mortal) children, and so on.  All this information is useful in understanding the stories of Greek and Roman literature for the next thousand years.

Pay special attention, in the Works and Days, to: the story of Prometheus, the story of Pandora, the section on the five ages (from Golden Age to Iron Age).  In the Theogony pay special attention to: the Cyclopes (which you might contrast to what Homer says in Odyssey 9), the three Gorgons (the most notorious of whom is Medusa), the river Styx, Kronos and the childhood of Zeus, Prometheus and the ritual of sacrifice, the Titans and their war against the Olympian gods, the story of Typheus, the birth of Athena, and the final genealogies (from about line 935).

II.  Paper Assignment
The following questions might stimulate you to think of an interesting paper topic:

1.  What kinds of questions was the story of Pandora possibly designed to address?

2.  What are the implications in regarding history as a sequence of ages from one of gold to one of iron?

3.  Compare the theme of usurpation in the stories of Kronos vs. Uranus and Zeus vs. Kronos.

4.  Compare, if you wish, the account of the Cyclopes here and in Homer’s Odyssey (Book 9).

5.  How do the mythological stories (or any single one of them, if you wish to focus more in detail) contribute to the “human” part of the poem after c. line 200? -- i.e. the bulk of the poem, which has to do with surviving in a hard world of work.

ASSIGNMENT TWO
THE HOMERIC HYMNS

To Demeter (II), To Hermes (IV), To Aphrodite (V), To Dionysus (VII)


I.  The Poems
Hymns are one of the oldest forms of composition; but the so-called hymns we have here, composed no earlier than the 7th century B.C. (thus at least a century after Homer and Hesiod), are distinctly literary works of art rather than religious works of devotion.  Of the thirty-three I have picked the finest four, beginning with the greatest of them all, one of the most beautiful gems to have come down to us from ancient literature: the famous Hymn to Demeter.  The poignant story involves the abduction of Demeter’s daughter Persephone (the Roman Proserpina) by the god of the underworld, or the dead, Hades (or Aidoneus) and the frantic mother’s desperate search for her.  Since Demeter (known later to the Romans as Ceres, hence our term “cereal”) was the goddess of fruition and agriculture, she takes vengeance by striking the earth with famine and making the soil barren.  Zeus, the father of Persephone, promises that the girl can come back as long as she hasn’t eaten anything in the other world -- a motif that is prevalent in folklore, for instance in so many medieval and Renaissance ballads and romances.  But since Persephone has ingested a few pomegranate seeds, she’s compelled to spend part of each year in Hades.  As a result, when she returns to her mother in the spring and summer, the earth rejoices; when she heads back to Hades in the winter, the earth returns to mourning and barrenness.  Obviously the story originated as a kind of aetiological myth -- one that explains how or why something came to be.  In time the story absorbed the Greek mind so much that it became (along with the cult of Dionysus, also a vegetarian god) the main form of cult worship in Greece, celebrated regularly in the formal institution of the Eleusinian Mysteries, just outside of Athens.

By contrast the Hymn to Hermes is a comic little scenario about the pranks of the impish newborn who steals his brother Apollo’s cattle and then puts on a puckish little act of denial.  Besides being the messenger of the gods (along with Iris, goddess of the rainbow) and the conductor of the souls of the dead to Hades, Hermes was known as a notorious trickster, and hence the patron god of thieves and businessmen.  Here we witness his first clever trick and the way he placates Apollo by making him a gift of the lyre he has just invented.

The Hymns to Aphrodite and Dionysus also involve a major episode in the life of each: in the first case, the love-goddess’s affair with the Trojan Anchises (from which union Aeneas is born); in the second case, the god’s abduction by pirates and his transformation of them into dolphins.  All these except the Aphrodite hymn are retold by Ovid in the Metamorphoses.  A comparison in fact would be acceptable as a paper either for this assignment or for assignment five (but not for both).

II.  Paper Assignment
Again, questions might help prompt a topic for a paper:

1.  Where is the emphasis of attention placed in the Hymn to Demeter?  What is the effect of filtering the story through her perspective or consciousness?

2.  In what ways does Demeter seek and possibly find some relief for her grief?

3.  Compare -- if you wish -- the Homeric Hymn to Demeter with Ovid’s retelling of the story (Ceres) in Book 4 of the Fasti.  It’s not at all much reading; it’s a very poignant story; and the changes Ovid makes, slight though they might seem, are brilliant and transform the story to something very different.

4.  Consider this story of Demeter as an aetiological myth: an explanation for famine, or for the annual cycle of the seasons.

5.  Compare this version of the Demeter story to what Ovid gives you in Book 5 of the Metamorphoses: the angle is very different, the changes, or highlights and emphasis, are even more striking than those he makes in the Fasti.

6.  How is the use of dialogue important and effective in the Hymn to Hermes?

7.  Investigate the way comedy is achieved in the Hymn to Hermes.

8.  Compare this account of baby Hermes to the brief version Ovid gives you in Book 2 of the Metamorphoses (Mercury and Battus).

9.  What is implied by the fact that Aphrodite, goddess of sensual love and beauty, experiences a passion for a mortal like Anchises?  How is this passion portrayed?

10. How is the god Dionysus portrayed in the Homeric Hymn?

11. Compare this version of the Dionysus story to what Ovid gives you in Book 3 of the Metamorphoses (Pentheus and Bacchus).

ASSIGNMENT THREE

AESCHYLUS: PROMETHEUS BOUND

I.  Ancient Greek Drama
The earliest examples of Greek drama are lost, the legendary plays of Thespis and Phrynicus.  Only three writers of tragedy and one of comedy have come down to us, and then only a small fraction of their works.  Of the 70-80 plays of Aeschylus (c. 513-456 B.C.), only seven survive.  Of the approximately 123 plays of Sophocles (c. 496-406 B.C.), only seven.  Euripides (c. 485-406 B.C.) is luckier: 19 of his 80-90 plays survive.  Aristophanes, the writer of comedies (c. 448-380 B.C.), is represented by 11 plays.  Disparate fragments exist of some of the lost plays of these writers, and others we know only from references and titles in the works of other authors.

Drama grew out of the mystic cult rituals of the Thracian fertility god Dionysus (Bacchus) in a vaguely analogous fashion to the way medieval drama grew out of church liturgy.  The god’s popularity spread quickly in Greece and his festival was established in 6th century Athens by the tyrant Peisistratus.  Since the god’s bloody fate (he was sacrificed - like his counterparts Osiris, Attis, Adonis, Thammuz - each year to ensure the vegetation of the crops, and was subsequently resurrected) could not be directly represented without divulging the mysteries of the cult, known only to initiates, the Greeks substituted the stories of mythological heroes who had suffered analogous fates.  Pentheus, the king of Thrace, for instance, who resisted the advent of the god and mocked him, was torn to pieces by the frenzied Maenads, female followers of the god, among whom was Agave, mother of Pentheus, gleefully brandishing the bloodied head which she had ripped off her son, thinking him, in her blind madness, to be a wild beast.  The myth forms the basis of Euripides’ last play, The Bacchae.  Oedipus suffers a kindred physical punishment when he blinds himself.  Agamemnon is murdered by his wife, who binds him in a kind of straitjacket when he emerges from his bath.  The playwrights were writing drama, however, not ritual, and, as such, they attributed a rationale to the suffering of the hero: in some fashion, the tragic hero has committed an offense (hamartia), usually some form of hubris (pride), which invokes the wrath of nemesis (punishment).

The plays were conceived as tetralogies, or sets of four: three interrelated tragedies followed by a satyr-play, a kind of farcical burlesque, tenuously related to the themes of the trilogy, but serving as a comic conclusion, in the way that virtuosic trivia popularly used to round out a program of Beethoven piano sonatas, or that a light lemon dessert might end a multi-course gourmet meal.  Only one satyr-play survives – Euripides’ Cyclops - and only one trilogy: the Oresteia.  Here is my rationale for concentrating exclusively on Aeschylus.  In the first place, he is the finest of the playwrights, superior in craft to Sophocles, unquestionably head and shoulders above Euripides, a shoddy craftsman, who feels awkwardly constrained, for instance, by the convention of the chorus he does not know exactly what to do with.  As in the case of those siblings, where one is pampered and the other maltreated, history ignored Aeschylus, whose language made him immensely difficult, and indulged Euripides, whose sententious platitudes and topical “relevance” have made him popular throughout the centuries.  Most readers never come to Aeschylus.  What they get in anthologies and courses is very poor fare, like Oedipus Tyrannus or Antigone, probably the two least interesting plays by Sophocles.  His finest are the late Oedipus at Colonus and Philoctetes.

II.  Aeschylus: Prometheus Bound
This is probably the last of Aeschylus’s seven surviving plays, though not only its date but even its authenticity, first questioned by Westphal in 1869, have been much disputed.  Still, despite certain oddities of structure (perfectly attributable to the nature of the myth) as well as versification, most scholars accept it as a genuine work by Aeschylus.  If not, as far as I see it, then there is an even bigger problem trying to account for an unknown playwright (or either of the other two known ones) who has written here something so brilliant as to rival the supreme Agamemnon of Aeschylus.

Prometheus too was part of a trilogy, specifically the first play, of which the second and third parts have been lost.  The surviving fragments show that in the subsequent events of the story (Prometheus Pyrphoros and Prometheus Unbound) Zeus and Prometheus are ultimately reconciled.  This is no doubt disappointing to the so-called modern reader.  It’s not known whether the secret that Zeus is determined to learn from a Prometheus who is just as determined not to reveal it--viz., that Thetis (to whom Zeus is attracted) will some day give birth to a son greater than his father--is finally revealed in the second or third play; but we do know that, according to the myth, it is the great Heracles who liberates the titan, just as we know that Zeus eventually panders off the charming Thetis to a mortal husband, Peleus, who produces a son with her that grows up to fulfill the prophecy that he will surpass his father: the son is Achilles.

I’ve said enough in my previous comments about Prometheus as a martyr against tyranny; this is clear in the play.  Prometheus of course can only suffer; he cannot die because he is immortal.  Thus his torture is, at most, perpetual.  This raises from the start an interesting question: is this all a contest of endurance, each side determined to outlast the other?  He had foreseen his suffering: but the actual experience seems to surpass in its intensity anything he had expected.  Does his punishment now commit him to following through with his defiant stance?  Because notice: his stubbornness is not just a matter of his original opposition to Zeus; it is, even more, his persistent and ongoing refusal to flex the obedient knee.  Is he unambiguously to be admired?  Unquestionably Zeus is a tyrant; for even though the unflattering picture comes courtesy of Prometheus’s representation (we never see Zeus for ourselves), we might understandably infer from the character of his thugs, Force and Violence (not to mention that flunky Hermes) that Zeus is hardly someone whose charm has been misunderstood.  For the Greeks the matter was not so simple.  Laudable as Prometheus’s aims might be (especially from our anthropocentric point of view); unpalatable as tyranny ever is (especially to the Greeks who had replaced, in recent memory, their dictators by a democracy); however capricious the will of Zeus, who has the sheer might to impose it--still Prometheus is at fault for going against the nature of reality: he ought to know that showing defiance to someone who is so powerful is going to produce certain inevitable consequences.  And not only is he defiant; he is proudly defiant.  He invokes his own punishment.  This is his hamartia, or fault, according to the Greeks.  Oceanus and the Chorus give him very worldly advice; they are in conformity with the way of the world; yet--and here is a measure of the sophistication of the play--there is something a little contemptible about the conciliatory shuffling and diffidence of that advice.

It is important to say a word about the structure of Greek tragedy, especially to readers weaned on the popular conception of a 5-act, or 3-act, drama.  Greek tragedy was instead based on the alternation between scenes for Chorus (called stasima, or stasimon, singular) and scenes which also included at least one speaking actor (called episodes).  The first choric stasimon is traditionally called the parodos; the last scene in a play is traditionally called the exodus.  Usually the parodos is preceded by the very first speech, or speeches, in the play, delivered by an actor--this is called the prologue.  Here the prologue involves two speaking actors: Hephaestos and Might.  Immediately after it comes the first episode: Prometheus’s first speech.  An exchange of dialogue between actor and Chorus is called a Komos--and this follows next.  So the structure of Prometheus is as follows:

Prologue: Might + Hephaestus

Episode 1: Prometheus

Stasimon 1: Choric sympathy

Ep. 2: Prometheus + Oceanus

St. 2: Choric lament

Ep. 3: Prometheus: exposition of his purposes

St. 3: Choric advice

Ep. 4: Prometheus + Io

St. 4: Choric advice

Exodos: Prometheus predicts Zeus’s doom + Hermes threatens

Actually what I’ve labeled Stasimon 2-Episode 3-Stasimon 3 might all be regarded as a long komos.

This structure reveals important things.  First, Prometheus is ubiquitous.  In all other plays the main character has some time off stage; but here the fact that Prometheus is bound to the rock compels him to remain immobile and forever on stage.  The great artistic challenge here for Aeschylus is to keep this static situation from becoming boring, and to give somehow the illusion of action and drama in a situation which is not at all kinetic.  Aeschylus solves this magisterially through the marvel of his language: so powerful, so magnificently lustrous, so dazzling.  The speeches of Prometheus plunge back in time to give us necessary exposition (background information) and leap forward--by virtue of his prophetic capacity--to predict Io’s fate in the distant future.  Thus though confined in body, he breaks out of the restrictions of time.

Second, if you examine the episodes carefully, you’ll find that by far the longest is the one involving Io, rather symmetrically divided into two parts: her own recount of the past and Prometheus’s foretelling of her future.  The natural question to ask is: why is this episode so crucial that Aeschylus lavishes most of his attention on it, especially when the hero of his play is Prometheus?  What contributory significance does the Io subplot, or parallel plot, have to the situation of Prometheus?

Third, you’ll notice that the impotent barks delivered by Hermes at the end are a mirror, or echo, of Might’s insolence at the start--and the play is framed by the parallel threats of these henchmen of Zeus.  Why?  What are the implications?  What’s the effect of this structure?

III.  Paper Assignment
Questions to prompt ideas for a topic:

1.  How does the play make effective use of a stationary protagonist?

2.  What is the effect of the sequence of visits (Hephaestus, Oceanus, Io)?  Do the visitors reinforce each other’s speeches, develop new lines, etc.?

3.  What is the function of the Chorus?

4.  What is the function and effect of the long Io episode and its relationship to the Prometheus story?

5.  What is the function and the effect of the symmetrical opening and close (Might, Hermes)?

6.  Examine the important recurring imagery: e.g. fire; yoking/harnessing.

7. How does Aeschylus develop or possibly redefine the character of Prometheus that he found in Hesiod?

8.  Prometheus tells Oceanus about Typho: compare Aeschylus’ view of this Titan to the way Hesiod discusses him (Typheus) in the Theogony (c. lines 800 ff.).

9.  Most basically: how does Aeschylus take the famous myth of Prometheus (found in Hesiod) and adapt it so as to serve his own thematic purposes?

ASSIGNMENT FOUR

APOLLONIUS OF RHODES: THE ARGONAUTIKA

I.  Hellenistic Poetry
The Hellenistic period comprises the three centuries following the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C., when the nucleus of Greek culture moved to the marvelous city of Alexandria in Egypt.  Here the ambitious wealth of the Ptolemies (the Greek kings that ruled Egypt until the Romans under Augustus Caesar made it their colony) built, among other things, the fabulous library (whose estimated 750,000 to one million volumes were lost when the library was burned down in the sixth century A.D.) and the Museum (House of the Muses).  Poets, artists, scholars - everyone out to make a name - went to Alexandria.  The city was what Athens had been in the fifth century, what Florence was to be in the fifteenth, Paris at the start of the twentieth.

In literature there were two rival groups during this time.  On the one side were those who believed that the old narrative epic poetry was dead and should be left to rest: to imitate Homer was pointless, to outdo him impossible.  They devoted themselves to composing precious miniatures, building, you might say, ‘in sonnets pretty rooms.”  Callimachus, the greatest of these poets, is famous for a number of pity statements to this effect.  “A big book,” he says, “is a big evil.”  “[Don’t] look to me for a loud song; it’s not for me to thunder, that’s Zeus’s job.  For when I first placed a writing tablet on my knees, Apollo said to me: Poet, fatten the victim of the sacrifice as much as possible but keep the Muse slender.”  And so he penned delicious gemlike epigrams on love and death and other subjects, occupying, at times, no more than a handful of exquisitely distilled lines.

His fellow poet Theocritus, likewise a miniaturist, has left us twenty-four epigrams and thirty attributed Idylls - short sketches in verse on various, usually pastoral, subjects.  There are mimes (snapshots of country or city life), epyllia (mini-epics of rarely more than a hundred lines), encomia (hymns in praise of a god or hero or, in a kind of sycophantic blandishment, the reigning monarch.)

On the other side of the literary quarrel stands, in obstinate isolation, our author, Apollonius of Rhodes, who wrote his Argonautika in an attempt to show that the epic still had kick in it and that it would take more than the criticism of his detractors to kill it.  The energetically tempestuous quarrel, not uninfluenced by personal resentments and petty jealousies on both sides, is amply discussed by Green in his own rather contentious introduction, if not deliberately then at least ironically a modernized version (against his own academic enemies) of this literary backbiting.  By all means read the introduction.  I find Green’s vitriolic polemics a little annoying (it’s not that he bites, or barks, but rather that the yapping is devoid of the delicious humor one finds, say, in Nabokov’s nasty remarks); but Green is still very useful for the details of the literary culture and the background behind the composition of the Argonautika.  At the end of the book you will also find a copiously detailed glossary on the characters and various helpful maps of the  ancient world and the voyage that forms the subject of the story.  All in all, it’s a very helpful edition.

What the mudslinging reveals, however, is that the literary culture of Hellenistic Alexandria was much like modern academia.  The poets and their cliques seem to be writing not for a general public but for each other, and they are all reading each other in this intellectually incestuous environment.  Hence the fastidiously literate odor of the writing, the allusions and references, etc.  Even the way subjects are chosen shows how far the poets go out of their way to avoid the over-tilled territory of past literature.  “This too I urge you,” says Callimachus, “follow a path that carriages don’t trample; don’t drive your chariot on the common track of others, nor along a wide road, but on unwoven paths, though your own course may be narrow.”  So the new poetry searches out oblique incidents hitherto incidental to the famous stories.  Inevitably there is something a little recherche in this effort to add a millimeter of novelty to the past, no matter how tiny the focus of the poetry keeps getting.  At times the poems sound like the exegetical sholia penned in reflective moments by some poetically inclined archivist of ancient texts and manuscripts; and it’s hardly odd that these poets were, at one time or another, directors of the Alexandrian library.  They have the mentality of the scholar.  They are not poets innocent and uncramped, but researchers, unearthing recondite details for the delectation of their fellow professionals, the only readers really knowledgeable enough to relish the novelty of treatment.  The same sort of thing is happening today in the rampant growth of that distressing phenomenon: the academic poet.  It’s like discovering under every rock whole colonies of worms to notice how every university is a haven of soi-disant poets and writers, published, publishing, indefatigably scribbling, or at least aspiring.

The one unforgivable sin in such a climate is naivete, the fear that the writer will be smiled at condescendingly by his semblables.  So one shows off one’s credentials and knowledge; literary allusion becomes epidemic.  Not least of all the writer must be urbane, sophisticated.  Irony is fashionable.  One might well yearn for the incredible courage of a poet like Wordsworth, who, albeit an abysmally read man (or maybe because of it), was not afraid of possibly sounding sentimental, and went on, as a result, to write highly original verse that did more to revolutionize modern poetry than anything written by the other Romantic poets at the start of the nineteenth century.  The tradition he energetically rejected, represented at its very best by Alexander Pope, was in fact as literary and allusive as the Hellenistic poetry of Callimachus and Apollonius.  From the start Wordsworth turned his back on all this, struck out in a new direction, and so influenced subsequent literature that even until today, with occasional exception (like, most impressively, T.S. Eliot), most poetry is Wordsworthian, and what most people - the common reader - consider to be poetry follows the lines that Wordsworth laid out.  It is as far from the Hellenistic verse of Apollonius as it is possible to get.  And so it is time to consider what exactly the peculiarities of that verse are.

II.  The Argonautika
The story is about the journey of Jason and the Argonauts (“nauts” or “sailors” of the ship Argo, the first large ship, according to Greek myth, to sail the great sea), who set out from Iolkos (modern Volos in Greece) for Colchis (at the far end of the Black Sea) with the purpose of bringing back the famous golden fleece.  How the fleece got to Colchis was of course known to Apollonius’s readers, but the story is also encapsulated in The Argonautika.  A generation earlier, Athamas’s new wife, Ino, playing the wicked stepmother, tried to destroy Phrixus and Helle, the children born to Athamas previously by the nymph Nephele.  At the last moment, right before they were to be sacrificed at the altar, Nephele sent a flying ram with a fleece of gold to whisk the children away.  As the ram flew over the body of water dividing Greece from Asia Minor, Helle looked down, got dizzy, and fell to her death; the water, ever since, has been named the Hellespont (the sea of Helle).  Phrixus, however, landed safely in Colchis, married Chalkiope, daughter of the reigning king, Aeetes, and sacrificed the ram in gratitude to the gods, hanging its fleece afterwards on a sacred tree to be guarded by a magical dragon.

Meanwhile in Greece Pelias usurps the throne of Iolkos from his stepbrother Aison (the cousin of Phrixus).  Aison’s son, Jason, on growing up comes to claim his rightful throne; and Pelias, to destroy him, treacherously sets him an impossible task: to bring back the golden fleece.  Jason agrees (otherwise we would have no story); and The Argonautika begins with his convocation of more than fifty of the greatest heroes of his generation to accompany him on the dangerous, if not seemingly impossible, expedition.

It would be an impossible task, were it not that the gods (specifically Hera and, with her, Athena and Aphrodite, among other more minor deities) conspire to help the hero in various ways, most importantly by making Medea, the daughter of Aeetes and sister of the widowed Chalkiope, fall in love with Jason and help him with her magic powers.  In doing so she betrays her father, her people, her country, and commits herself entirely to the stranger who has overwhelmed her heart.  She runs off with him, leaving everything behind, and trusting his promise to marry her when they return to Greece.  The story thus weds two folktale motifs: the adventures of the hero who proves himself by fulfilling a superhuman task; and the girl who falls in love with the enemy of her country.

Apollonius did not invent the story: it’s earliest versions in writing go back to the poet Pherecydes (fifth century), whose version has not survived, and, most famously, to the Medea (431 B.C.) of Euripides, that playwright’s most notorious production.  Euripides seems to be the one who invented what has become the single most memorable detail of the story: Medea’s heartless murder of her own children, in order to hurt Jason when he ultimately leaves her for another woman.  In earlier versions it was the people of Corinth who killed the offspring of this “barbarian” foreign woman.  In any event, everyone knew (including of course Apollonius’s readers) that Jason ultimately abandons Medea for a new wife.  As a result, Apollonius devises the prismatic ironies of Book III, where Medea agonizes over the pangs of love she is experiencing for the first time in her life.  Here Apollonius is doing something unprecedented.  The subject matter of epics before this time - e.g., Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, as well as the less important cycle on the Trojan War - was the display of heroism, whether military valor (Achilles and other soldiers in the Iliad) or resourceful ingenuity (the eponymous hero of the Odyssey).  For the first time Apollonius makes love - at least erotic infatuation - the subject of his epic.  After all, Jason is not very heroic; and nothing would happen without Medea’s obsessive infatuation.  Conflicted love-victims there already existed in poetry, as far back as the incredible poems (mostly fragments have survived) of Sappho in the 7th century.  “Paler I turn than grass is,” gasps Sappho, as she watches, with pain and envy, her beloved getting married; “I can hardly breathe.”  What is especially interesting about her verse is that she is analytically conscious about the subtlest nuances of her feelings at the very moment that she is experiencing them.  Apollonius takes all this and applies it, for the first time in literature, to a narrative.  In the process he takes what in Sappho and the lyric poets before him was the subjective expostulation of the poet and turns it into an introspective passage embedded in the narrative, the kind of passage familiar to readers of drama, especially Shakespearean drama: the soliloquy.  The third person narrator stops suddenly, and there follows an extended passage in which the character - here, Medea - speaks, as it seems, out loud to herself; and then we go back to third person narrative.  The normal ingredients of a soliloquy are the use of first person, the use of present tense, and the use of rhetorical questions, and you will find these employed by Apollonius.  For the reader, the soliloquy is a means of getting inside the character’s mind, seeing what that character is thinking and feeling; for the character, the soliloquy is useful as a means of working through a dilemma towards some kind of resolution.  Here Medea reaches a solution: she must help Jason.

In this way, then, Apollonius is redefining the epic: love becomes an important subject, and the soliloquy becomes an important device (later copied by Ovid in similar emotional love crises in the Metamorphoses).  There are still other ways that Apollonius is redefining epic poetry so as to make it viable as a form five centuries after its heyday in Homer.  For one thing, Jason is not the typical hero: he is often irresolute, confused, burdened and intimidated by his responsibilities as a leader (in fact the men’s unanimous first choice is Herakles, and Apollonius quickly contrives to get him out of the way in Book I so that he won’t steal the show).  The men sometimes blame him for events, as when Telamon berates him for the abandonment of Herakles; he has a tough time maintaining order; and Peleus, the father of Achilles, almost threatens to usurp the leadership at many points throughout the story, not least when he correctly interprets the not-so-cryptic prophecy of the three desert goddesses in Book IV.  In other words, Jason is a “new age” hero, something like our contemporary SNAG - the “sensitive new age guy.”  He is very scaled down, very human, very fallible, hence, it would seem, very believable and, of course (much like our own modern fads), a democratic kind of guy who shuns the limelight and subscribes to the notion of teamwork.

And, not least of all, Apollonius makes the epic a perfect literary form for the Alexandrian scholar-poet by grabbing every available chance to use the story as a pretext for aetiological tidbits - just notice how frequently he explains customs, rituals, place-names by referring to legendary events that took place there; e.g., “To this day that sacred grotto is still known as the Cave of Medeia,” he says after Jason and Medea consummate their love, oh so appropriately, on the golden fleece.  And before this, he has explained “why to this day the people of Kios ask after / Hylas”; “why men now call those islands Turning, instead of, as they once did, Floating”; “why Zeus sends the Etesian winds to cool the earth / for forty days, and on Keos the priests still offer / sacrifices before the rising of the Dog Star”; and so on, until, at the end of the story, we are told why, on the island of Anaphe, sacrifices are made with water, not wine, and why “on that island women still contend against the menfolk / in such raillery, when with their offerings they propitiate / Apollo ...”
III. Paper Assignment
1.  Discuss Apollonius’s use of specific stylistic elements associated with epic: e.g. the use of epic similes (long comparisons, almost mini-scenes, between two things, using the comparative terms “as” or “like” - e.g., “So Jason strode on to the city, like the bright star / that brides-to-be, sequestered behind new curtains, / watch rising above their houses ...,” etc., p. 63).  You can discuss, for instance, recurring similes (this star business keep recurring throughout) and their importance in context.  Other elements of epic style: the digression (which leaves the main line of the story to follow an explanatory tangent about the past or a foreglimpse into the future); the “ekphrasis” (a long and detailed description of a work of art, e.g. most famously the shield of Achilles in Iliad XVIII and, for our purposes, the description of Jason’s cloak in Book I, during his visit to Hypsipele); the epic “catalogue,” usually a catalogue of heroes - notice, for instance, how the heroes named at the start of Book I are essentially a collection of specialists: Aithalides has a fantastic memory, so he becomes their messenger; Lynceus has incredible vision; the Boreades are swift; Idmon and Mopsus have prophetic powers, Tiphys navigational ones, Orpheus is a great singer, etc.  What is implied by such an assembly?

2.  Discuss the significance of any single episode that seems to stand out, highlighted, as an important event in the journey: e.g. the lovely abduction of the young Hylas at the end of 

Book I.  What does this contribute to the story as a whole?

3.  Compare any two incidents that seem to be importantly related - e.g. Jason becomes involved with Hypsipele, the Queen of Lemnos, where they stop in Book I, as a kind of anticipation of his involvement with Medea later.  Hypsipele almost seems like the little rock-band before the big rock-band takes the stage.  What’s so important about that whole Lemnos business?

4.  Discuss Apollonius’s portrayal of Medea: e.g. you might examine her soliloquies as means to probe her psychology; or her innocent gullibility and the ironies setting up her future unhappiness.

5.  You might do a study of the aetiological passages: the retrospective explanations or rationalizations for why a certain landmark came to be so named, or why a certain custom came to be so practiced - e.g., like those I have mentioned above.

6.  A comparative study of the two journeys: the voyage out to Colchis and the return voyage.  What does Apollonius creatively do to prevent monotonous repetition?  In what significant ways does one journey compare to the other?

7.  A study of the significance of the way a particular book is structured, its organizational coherence: e.g. Book I begins with the gathering of the heroes and ends with the loss of their greatest one, Herakles, who is left behind; Book II examines the strange adventures and customs of foreign lands (and also gives many of the individual heroes a chance to prove their particular “aristeia” or virtuosic talent - e.g. Polydeukes as a boxer, the Boreades as speedsters, Tiphys as a talented steersman, etc.).

These are just suggestions.  Feel free to follow any topic of interest to you that allows you to work closely with the text.  If you wish to do a comparative study of Medea’s character here and in the Medea play of Euripides, you’re welcome to do that, or to the letter (essentially an extended soliloquy) that Medea writes to Jason in Ovid’s Heroides, if you want to search out that interesting little book.

ASSIGNMENT FIVE

OVID: METAMORPHOSES

I. The Ancient Text
This is a fabulous book, a delicious masterpiece, one of the most charming and addictive books ever written.  It was Chaucer’s favorite reading; it was Shakespeare’s favorite reading.  Both of them plundered from it, and you can find in the course of Shakespeare’s comprehensive works allusions to, even “plagiarized” passages from, every one of its fifteen books.  Montaigne too held Ovid, along with Plutarch, in the highest regard.  Down to the beginning of the twentieth century every educated person read Ovid.

The book was written in exile, after Ovid (for not entirely clear, but presumably scandalous offenses) was banished by Augustus to the Black Sea - for life.  The Tristia and Letters ex Ponto that Ovid wrote hoping for a repeal of the harsh sentence accomplished nothing, and he died in exile, sixty-one years old, in AD 18.  This is perhaps neither here nor there, but I have always seen a charming resemblance between this greatest of Roman poets and Pushkin, the greatest of Russian poets.  Not just in the analogous exile, long though not permanent, of Pushkin to the Caucasus for similarly “scandalous” reasons, but also in the quicksilver lightness, the wit, the charm, the playfulness, the flirtatious and sometimes poignant eroticism of his verse, his love of women, his urbane sophistication - in general, the tone and temperature that his poetry shares with Ovid’s.  I could turn this brotherhood into a trinity by adding Mozart - for similar reasons.

Composed between 3 and 8 AD, the Metamorphoses is a long poem whose myths run chronologically from the creation of the universe to Ovid’s own age under Augustus Caesar (the fulsome blandishments concluding the poem escape no reader).  It is the golden fruit of Ovid’s poetic maturity.  He had already written a number of erotic collections (the Amores, the Art of Loving, the Remedies for Love), a collection of epistolary complaints by famous fictional women to their famous fictional men (the Heroides); and at some point in his career he also wrote the unfinished Fasti,  myths lying behind the various feasts celebrated in the Roman calendar year.  But the Metamorphoses is his masterpiece.  There are over two hundred stories in it, some of them no more than a handful of lines, some of them running - literally, breathlessly - to several pages, all arranged as a headlong perpetuum mobile, and linked by recurring motifs, images, situations, themes.  You will find, very elaborately, stories within stories within stories, like those charming Chinese boxes or those amusing Russian dolls.  A rainbow of themes tints the whole with variant and delicate hues.  There are stories about love, about pride, about foolishness.   What unifies the dizzying variety is Ovid’s main motif - metamorphosis, the transformation here of human beings into animals, trees, plants, and bodies of water.  Each tale tells what offense (or sometimes nothing more guilty than an accident) caused the transformation.  As if by quick magic, Ovid sketches lively pictures of characters and emotions in one lovely vignette after another.  What is overwhelming is the sheer variety of his palette. 

He had precedents, of course, for a poem about transformation: the Ornithogonia of Boios (humans changed to birds), the Metamorphoses of Parthenius.  We know nothing about its contents; like the Ornithogonia, it has not survived.  We do have parts of the Aetia of Callimachus.  Sometimes, if you are one of those people whose ears are marvelously attuned like radars, you will pick up inconsistencies in Ovid’s chronology.  How, for instance, can Phaeton’s fiery chariot endanger the constellations of the Bear (Ursa Major and Minor, i.e. Big and Little Dipper) when the Bear doesn’t even come into being as a constellation until Jove - after these events - sets poor Hecale (otherwise known as Callisto, though she is not named at all in Ovid) in the sky with her son in partial compensation for Juno’s nastiness?  But, hey, to take over two hundred stories and blend them into a fluent narrative is no small feat, and if you think it’s easy, you try it.  Some of these stories also exist in alternative versions, and Ovid has had to choose between them.  

Though the stories are arranged as a running myth, they do fall into certain recurrent themes, and to be aware of these will save you from getting lost in the funhouse.  There is a pattern of coherence behind the variety of incident.  Here are the main types of tales, situations that (with cosmetic retouching) recur continually:

(a) The Chaos Motif 

In some stories something so outrageous occurs that it throws everything momentarily into a confusion reminiscent of the primeval Chaos ( e.g. the Flood, Phaeton’s disastrous ride, Philomela’s rape, Myrrha’s incestuous love (mixing up the family relationships) are all echoes of primeval chaos.

(b) Stories of Seduction and (or) Rape
Daphne, Io, Hecale, Europa, etc. are all variants of the pattern.  You ought to notice that there are important tonal differences: Apollo’s genuine love for Daphne is not quite the same thing as his father Jove’s oversexed desire for Io or Europa; yet, even there, notice that Jupiter is charmingly careful with Europa, and solicitously tender with Io, even though he still ruins their lives and tries to cover up. Sometimes it is the girls who pursue the boys, an interesting variation in the lovely stories of Narcissus and Hermaphroditus.  And all of these are still different from the marvelous story of Philomela’s savage and brutal rape by her brother-in-law Tereus. 

(c) Stories of Erotic Betrayal
Medea, Scylla (daughter of Nisus), are both instances of women who betray their father and their homeland out of infatuation with a handsome enemy.  You will notice that both women go through a crisis-soliloquy very similar in flavor.

(d) Stories of Illicit Love
The infatuation here is with “inappropriate” objects.  Byblis (one of the most charming stories - she is so pathetically lovely in her torment) is in love with her brother.  Myrrha (even worse) is in love with her father.  Notice how Ovid uses these as counterparts: the one is a horizontal relation between siblings, and remains unconsummated, teasing us with the hypothetical “what if?”; the other is a more horrible vertical relation between parent and child, and its consummation answers our hypothetical inquiry.  Notice, moreover, two crucial things: (a) the rationalization that Byblis works out in her mind is a counterpart to the rationalization that Myrrha works out in hers, i.e. that, in the first case the gods get to sleep with their siblings and, in the second, animals get to couple with their offspring; only humans are forbidden these licenses.  (b) Ovid relies on the soliloquy in situations of crisis and confusion.  Narcissus, Medea, Scylla also resort to soliloquy in analogous situations.  So too does Iphys, who feels a forbidden lesbian love for Ianthe.

(e) Stories of Foolishly Disastrous Pride
The daughters of Minyas brazenly ignore the rites of Bacchus and sit indoors telling stories.  Pentheus insults Bacchus and refuses to acknowledge him.  Arachne foolishly competes with  Athene and, worse still, wins.  Niobe no less foolishly boasts about her superiority to Leto as a mother and, halfway through the story, still fails to learn her lesson. Marsyas foolishly chooses to compete against Apollo in flute playing (p. 141).  Later in Book 11 the god Pan competes against Apollo, and stupid Midas jumps in to protest the verdict. You see here that not all the stories are about love, even though (given the variety of treatment) love, after metamorphosis, is the main theme.

(f) Blank-Check (or Rash Promise) Motif
These stories too take us away from the main preoccupation with love.  They concern that folklore situation where a character rashly promises something before knowing what the request is going to be - and the request is invariably disastrous (e.g. Phaeton, Semele, Midas’s golden touch).

(g) Stories of Misunderstanding
Arcas and his mother (in her bear costume) nearly destroy each other, but the disaster is averted by Jove’s timely intervention.  Not so Actaeon, who is devoured by his own dogs (notice their names).  And that Romeo-and-Juliet couple, Pyramus and Thisbe, die as the result of a totally unnecessary misunderstanding.

(h) Aetiological Stories
Aetia in Greek means “cause,” and these stories explain how something came to be the way it is - usually a topographical peculiarity or an ancient ritual or custom.  Hellenistic poets loved this sort of thing: Apollonius, for instance. The cue seems to have come from Homer’s account of the petrification of the Phaiakian ship in Book 13 of the Odyssey.  In Ovid you find: why people have a flinty nature; why Africans are black; why we get earthquakes and eclipses; why the source of the Nile is unknown (it was not “discovered” until Richard Burton made his expedition in the nineteenth century); why the sunflower turns to the sun; why coral is hard out of water; why spiders weave; why frogs came into being; why Sicily is such a barren land; why the nightingale has red marks, etc., etc.

(I) Stories of Dismemberment
Sparagmos is what the Greeks called the dismemberment of the hero in their tragedies, where it always occurs, more decorously than in Shakespeare’s gory blinding of Gloucester, offstage. Originally it was Dionysus (Bacchus) who was ritualistically dismembered in effigy in Thracian cult worship of the seventh century B.C.  As a god of vegetation and fertility, he could thus be resurrected and ensure the perpetual renewal of crops and such for the community.  In the sixth century, drama developed out of these cult ceremonies, in an oddly analogous fashion to the way medieval drama grew out of Christian church ritual.  But since drama was not allowed to reveal the mysteries of the cult to those who were not initiates, it substituted, for its protagonists, legendary heroes who had been hurt or killed by some similarly gruesome horror: Agamemnon (in the greatest of all Greek tragedies) is butchered by his wife in the bathtub, Oedipus stabs his eyes out with his spiky gold brooches, rather unadvisedly, for he regrets it afterwards; Pentheus (in the only play that comes near the excellence of the Agamemnon) is ripped to pieces by his own mother and aunts, who also belatedly have cause to deplore their manic fit.  In Ovid we find the stories of Actaeon, Pentheus, Philomela (the death of Itys), Orpheus, etc.

This, now, is very important.  Observe the ingenious way Ovid weaves these intricate patterns into some semblance of unity:

First, there are the patterns themselves.  You find similarities and, also important, differences and variations between stories.

Second, Ovid often echoes the gestures of similar situations.  Byblis drops the tablets from her hand, Myrrha stumbles at the door - that sort of thing.  The gesture is naturally altered, but the sense and circumstances are similar.  Characters in analogous situations also often speak in similar ways.  Notice where the cry “father” crops up.  I’ve already mentioned the soliloquies.  

Third, you will sometimes find Ovid explicitly recalling a previous story so that you won’t miss its relevance to the one he is telling at the moment.  This is actually a very shabby device, and Ovid fortunately has the good taste not to make much use of it.

Fourth, he choreographs in places certain elegant pivotal links where the baton of narration is deftly passed on to the next story.  Peneus’s grief over Daphne gives Ovid the chance to mention the absence of Inachus, who is missing because of his own daughter Io - and suddenly we’ve moved into the Io story.  Io’s own son Epaphus is a friend of Phaeton, who decides suddenly to go in search of his father - and suddenly we’re in Book 2 and a new story.

Fifth, you will see that, even where Ovid does not provide such overt pivots and links, he still places the stories in fairly coherent groupings.  The erotic pursuits of Daphne, Io, Hecale, and Europa occur close together.  Narcissus and Hermaphroditus are in adjacent books.  The similar stories of Arachne and Niobe are next to each other.  The related situations of Medea and Scylla are told in adjacent books.  Children horribly destroyed are all brought in close proximity in the stories of Niobe and Philomela (though Ovid remains oddly silent about that famous deed in Medea’s life).

As you can see, placement, or positioning, is crucial.  It is not capricious, for instance, that Chaucer in The Canterbury Tales puts the Miller’s Tale right after the Knight’s (of which it is a kind of spoof) or that Boccaccio in the Decameron puts as the very last of his hundred stories the one about Griselda.  Or that the fine Russian novelist Lermontov chooses to end his Hero of Our Time with “The Fatalist.”  It is an artistic decision (and a very good one) that the wonderful story of Baucis and Philemon comes almost at midpoint: after an uninterrupted run of disasters comes this breath of joy, a story finally of two wise people whose judicious thinking leads to the greatest possible happiness.  But it’s only a respite, and we’re soon back on the pathway of disaster.  Midas’s foolish greed only tends to highlight the wise humility of the old couple.  And notice, too, that as one disaster leads to the next, there is a cumulative resonance that builds up: when we see the warning signs of a new disaster, we can’t help recalling the past ones and thinking, “Oh, no, not again!”  By this means, of course, Ovid bestows on us the delightful privilege of ironic superiority over his doomed characters.

Not least impressive is the placement of the Pythagoras story.  He was a genuine historical figure of the sixth century, who seems to have absorbed from Oriental philosophy his belief in reincarnation.  Since Ovid is moving chronologically to his own century, he can’t end the Metamorphoses with Pythagoras.  But by putting him in the final section he puts him as close to the end as possible, and thus makes the reincarnation theory a paradigm for all the transformations in the Metamorphoses.  It is impossible to miss the retrospective light this casts on all that has come before.  We almost revert to those introductory lines that announce the governing design of this whole collection:

My intention is to tell of bodies changed

To different forms; the gods, who made the changes,

Will help me - or I hope so - with a poem

That runs from the world’s beginning to our own days.

To the reader who knows Homer and Vergil, these lines stand out unmistakably as an invocation, that is, the epic poet’s appeal to the Muse for guidance.  Ovid mischievously confesses here to writing an epic.  But the comic tone shows that he is spoofing the genre.  Unlike the staid and stolid Vergil (who hardly ever cracks a smile), Ovid is an impish prankster for whom any prescribed gravity or decorum is a provocation to witty misbehavior.  So when our friend Horace in his Art of Poetry warns all aspiring poets to be careful about artistic unity - 

One poet, too cautious, fears storms and crawls along,

Another craves bizarre variety in a single subject

And paints a dolphin in a forest, a boar among the waves

- what do we find Ovid doing?

The dolphins

Invade the woods and brush against the oak-trees;

The wolf swims with the lamb; lion and tiger

Are borne along together; the wild boar

Finds all his strength is useless, and the deer

Cannot outspeed that torrent . . .

Ovid seems to be sticking his tongue out and saying: “See, I can do it and get away with it!”
Long before Horace ever drew up his poetic rules, Aristotle had drawn up his own observations on epic and tragedy in the Poetics.  He had this to say about epic:

Here again, then, the transcendent excellence of Homer is manifest.

He never attempts to make the whole war of Troy the subject of his

poem, though that war had a beginning and an end.  It would have

been too vast a theme, and not easily embraced in a single view.

What does Ovid do?  He tells (as he promises in his first lines) a poem “That runs from the world’s beginning to our own days.”  You have to appreciate the humor of this.

You can be certain he is writing an epic because all the ingredients are here: the invocation, the dactylic hexameter verse, the long similes, the battle scenes - except that here they all take place at weddings after the guests have been drinking a little too much.  To anyone who has read Homer, it is obvious how Ovid delights in exaggerating the way that the deadly missiles and javelins continually misfire and hit the wrong victim.  This occurs in Homer; but Ovid, by deliciously absurd caricature, makes misfiring the rule rather than the exception.

II.  Paper Assignment
This book probably gives you the greatest freedom in the choice of a paper.  You might do any of the following, for instance, or follow your own interests:

1.  A detailed discussion of one of the stories: theme, characterization

2.  A comparative discussion of two or more--(but within reason, so that you have space to develop something substantial)--stories that treat a theme in common, but present it from a different angle:

(a) Jupiter’s erotic pursuits (Io, Europa, Semele); or these compared to Apollo’s erotic 
pursuits (Daphne, Cyparissus, Hyacinthus); or the very idea of trans-special amours, 
the inherent tragedy and grief involved: e.g. also Venus and Adonis.

(b) the two incest stories

(c) stories of arrogance towards the gods: the daughters of Minyas; Arachne; Niobe, 
etc.

3.  A discussion of Ovid’s stylistic devices:

(a) recourse to present-tense passages

(b) the soliloquy: specifically in situations of emotional anguish (Narcissus, Medea, 
Scylla, Byblis, etc.)

(c) the use of fluidly interwoven dialogue-and-narration

(d) Ovid’s use of comedy, or of irony

4.  A discussion of one or more aetiological myths

5.  A comparison--only if you haven’t done this already--between Ovid’s version of a story (e.g. Mercury and the cattle; Bacchus and the pirates; Ceres and Proserpina) and Hesiod’s version.

