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INTRODUCTION:
This course is divided into three segments: Myths of Antiquity, Heroes of the Ancient World, and Tales of Kids and Cowboys.  After completing the reading/viewing for each segment, you will be expected to write a paper on some aspect of the material (assignments are located after each segment - you will write on one of the suggested topics).  When you have written all three papers, you will be given a final examination; it will be open book, open note, and in an essay format.

REQUIRED TEXTS:
1) Eliade, Mircea, Myth and Reality,  New York: Harper and Row, 1963

2) The Book of Exodus from the Bible

3) Sandars, N.K. trans.,  Gilgamesh, Harmondsworth.  Middlesex, England: Penguin, 1972

4) Grimm, The Brothers, Household Stories, New York: Dover, 1963  (Note: Any edition of these fairy/folk tales is okay, provided the translations have not been “prettied-up.”)

5) Sproul, Barbara, Primal Myth, New York: Harper and Row, 1979  (Note: Though this text is still in print, another option would be Alpha: Myths of Creation, ed. Charles Long.  While all the myths in Primal Myth are not in Alpha, the overlap is adequate.) 

6) Virgil, The Aeneid, trans. Jackson Knight, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin, 1956  (Note: It is not crucial that you use this version, though I find this prose translation more to my liking than those others which try to preserve the original Latin poetry; the poetry, as they say, is what gets lost in translation.)

TEXTBOOK ORDERING:

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.

REQUIRED VIDEO TEXTS:
1)  Campbell, Joseph.  The Power of Myth: The Hero’s Journey, The Message of the Myth, The First Story Tellers, Sacrifice and Bliss, Love and the Goddess, and The Masks of Eternity.  (Note: I don’t expect you to buy these tapes, which currently cost over a hundred dollars.  However, this series is widely available at public libraries, video rental outlets, and through universities/ community colleges.  This is also available in book form.  A very limited number of audiotapes are available for rental through the Western Online office.)

2)  Ford, John (director).  Stagecoach, She Wore Yellow Ribbon, My Darling Clementine, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, The Searchers, Cheyenne Autumn. Available for rent from most video outlets.

READING ASSIGNMENTS:
Read the following works in their entirety:
Eliade, Myth and Reality
Gilgamesh
Campbell, The Power of Myth
Grimm, Household Stories
Ford:  see any three films

Read the following partial selections:
“Exodus”:  all except 25-31 and 35-40

Virgil, The Aeneid: Books 1, 2, 4, 6, 7, 9, 12

Sproul, Primal Myth, read the following

World Parent Myth:

Krachi: “The Separation of God from Man” (75)

Dharmai: “Before There Was Earth or Sky” (195)

Minyong: “The Separation of Earth and Sky” (196)

Zuni: “The Beginning of Newness” (284)

Babylonian: “The Enuma Elish” (91)

Emergence Myth:

Lipan Apache: The Way of the Indian (260)

Jicarilla Apache: In the Beginning Nothing Was Here (263)

Hopi: The Emergence (268)

Mundurucu: “The People Climbed Out” (313)

Creation from Nothing Myth:

Swahili: Making of the World and Man (37)

Bushongo: Bumba Vomits the World (44)

Genesis 1-2:3 (122); compare to Maori: “The Myth of Io” (344)

Genesis 2: 2-23 (125)

Rig Veda X, cxxix (183)

Aranda: Myth of the Great Father (321)

Egyptian: “History of the Creation. . .”  (80)

The Cosmic Egg:

Kalevala: The Birth of Vainamoinen (176)

Brachmanas: Creation from an Egg (184)

From the Chandogya Upanishad (186)

Four Version of the Myth of P’an Ku (201)

Earth-Diver Myth:

Maidu: In the Beginning (237)

Blood: The Creation of Man (244)

Huron: The Making of the World (245)

Cherokee: How the World Was Made (253)

Divine Sacrifice Myth:

From Berossus’ Account. . .(121)

Rig Veda X, xc: The Sacrifice of Primal Man (179)

West Ceram: “The Myth of Hainuwele” (327)

PAPERS FOR LIBERAL STUDIES 232:
Length:   Papers generally should be 5-7,  typed (double-spaced) pages.  Papers shorter than this must be of superior quality; longer papers will, of course, be accepted.  Indeed, if you become interested in a topic, I encourage you to explore it in greater depth.

Quality of Writing:   Since this is a university course at the sophomore level, the instructor assumes that students know how to write with minimal errors in punctuation and grammar.  Students composing on computer should always use a Spell-Check (if available) as well as proofread the paper for errors in sentence construction.  If possible, have another person proofread the paper prior to submitting it.  Papers which reveal major errors in composition will be sent back to the student for revision before they are accepted.

References:   When you make a point in your paper, you need to substantiate it through reference to the text you are discussing.  You need not quote a passage or line directly (that is, using quotation marks), but you should note the page in the text where your evidence originates.  Remember, if you use outside references (critical commentaries or analyses of your text) you must cite these.  Failure to do so constitutes plagiarizing and is unacceptable.

Bibliography:  You need to cite only the page numbers for references in the required texts; you should, however, provide the full bibliographical reference for any secondary sources you use.  Proper footnote and bibliographical form can be found in the MLA Handbook.  For all papers and the Final Examination, please feel free to do some research to get you going.  The Brief Bibliographies for Myth and Folklore that appears at the end of this course guide will lead you to some traditional resources on these subjects.
GRADING:
Each paper is worth 50 points and the Final Examination is also worth 50 points.

A = 180-200


C = 140-159
B = 160-179


D = 120-139

For those students choosing the pass/fail option for grades, C- is the minimum grade required to achieve a “Pass”.

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.  Under no circumstances may you submit all, or even most, lessons at one time.  All work must be submitted to the Western Online office.
Time Considerations (a message from the Western Online office)  -  Organize your time so that you spread the work out over 10 to 12 weeks, just like a regular academic quarter.  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.  
Rushing, compressing your study time, can only harm your academic success.  It is wise to establish a reading and studying calendar as soon as you enroll in this course and then stick to it.  Learn from any common errors you make on your first exam, to improve your performance on subsequent ones.  Think about your paper long before you begin to write, to give yourself an opportunity to seek help from Professor Moore in time to make changes.  Good luck and have a pleasant educational journey.

Remember that grading takes time and our instructors have other classes and students, other obligations.  Therefore, your instructor may not be able to 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.

HELP WITH THE COURSE:

For procedural matters, go through the Western Online Office.  For specific text or assignment questions, call me at (360) 650-4074 OR you can send email to Tom.Moore@wwu.edu.  You can find out my current office hours by calling the Honors Program office at (360) 650-3034.
ABOUT THE INSTRUCTOR:

Professor Moore received his B.A. in English from Claremont McKenna College.  He went on to earn his M.A. in English and Ph.D. in religion and literature from the University of Chicago.  His teaching experience was gained at Chicago Conservatory College, Whatcom Community College, and Western Washington University, and includes numerous courses in English, philosophy, liberal studies, and seminars for the honors program.  Prior to teaching at Western and Whatcom, Dr. Moore worked as a planner for the Nooksack Indian Tribe and for the Cascade-Islands Community Mental Health Center.  He is a widely published poet and also won first prize for fiction in PEN/National Endowment for the Arts Syndicated Fiction Project in the spring of 1987. 


Section I: Myths of Antiquity

A.  The Truth of Myth: A Historical Perspective

(1) A Historical Perspective
It wasn’t until the late 19th and early 20th centuries that myth was seen as something other than an interesting, and at times beautiful, lie.  Indeed, what else could people conclude when they read of Zeus’s turning himself into a swan, or the goddess Io’s being turned into a cow; or reading in the Odyssey of the Cyclops, or in that same poem of Athena’s transforming herself into a variety of other characters in order to help Odysseus?  Readers quite reasonably concluded that the figures in mythology bore only a very tangential relation to ordinary human beings; and if the characters in myth couldn’t be confirmed by empirical experience, then myth must be a fiction--perhaps a beautiful lie, but a lie nonetheless.

We don’t, however, have to restrict ourselves to thinkers schooled in Newtonian and Cartesian thought to find a critique of mythology.  In Plato’s Republic we see Socrates wanting to ban the Homeric poems as part of the educational material used by his political elite.  Socrates reasoned that gods (Zeus, Athena, Poseidon, Demeter, Persephone)--if they really are gods--should always act morally, and clearly these gods and goddesses do not.  In fact, sometimes these gods and goddesses act in ways which would be condemned by mere mortal justice.  So how, Socrates asked, can we use these characters as moral guides when their actions frequently fall below human standards?  As well, Socrates argued that gods, being perfect, should not change; indeed, they should not need to change if they were perfect.  So why, Plato asks, do the Homeric poems show gods and goddesses constantly changing their physical forms?

Further, Socrates inquired into the practical value of myth and poetry, asking what actual good had come out of people’s reading (or listening to) them.  Did reading the Iliad and the Odyssey ever help a people establish a government, teach a general how to win a battle, instruct a craftsman how to make a bridle?  No, Socrates concluded.  Since poetry and myth portray immoral behavior and offer nothing of practical value, they should be banned from his ideal republic.

What is, of course, interesting here is that Plato himself was writing a fiction when he thus argued against the value of poetry and myth.  The book I’m referring to is, remember, the Republic, which includes Socrates and other Greeks as characters in what amounts to an extended philosophical drama.  Plato naturally assumed that he was pursuing the truth through reason and that it was thus permissible for him to put words into characters’ mouths.  Ironically, it was Aristotle the biologist, and not Plato the philosopher, who first argued for the value of myth, of poetry, of literature.

Aristotle focused not on the myth in the Homeric poems, but on the myth in Greek drama for his rebuttal of Plato.  In his Poetics, Aristotle analyzes Oedipus Rex, arguing not only that this is the best tragedy, but that all tragedy is socially therapeutic.  His reasoning is as follows: The Greek audience (circa 400 B.C.) comes to the theater bearing with them excessive amounts of emotions, specifically pity and fear.  As they watch Oedipus suffering, their fear and pity become directed at, or empathetically connected to, this character.  That is, they fear for Oedipus--they are afraid of what his quest for knowledge will bring--and they pity him once he falls from social grace and his suffering begins.  In a word, the excess emotion of the audience is transferred to the characters in the drama, and the audience leaves the theater purified.  The term Aristotle uses to describe this process is catharsis, and he uses it in a medically therapeutic sense.  The audience is psychologically healthier for its experience of tragedy, and thus drama and myth play an important role in the maintenance of a stable state.

It would, however, take a 20th century psychologist to suggest why the experience Aristotle describes has its effect.  Carl Gustav Jung proposes that deep within the psyche of every human being are constructions called archetypes.  (An archetype is simply a universal image, such as the hero, the virgin, the old crone, the wise man, the trickster, and so forth, totaling probably three-dozen figures.)  Whether these are part of a genetic consciousness transferred biologically or constructs which are culturally embedded from infancy, we can never know.  Nevertheless, it is Jung’s contention that all myths (indeed, all art) contain a selection of these archetypes.  As the audience becomes engaged in the drama, as the reader becomes engaged in the myth, the archetype in the play or text empathetically engages the archetype in the unconscious of the person.  And because each archetype carries an emotional charge, the audience or reader is able to share this emotional experience.  Jung calls this merging of play and viewer, or of text and reader, the participation mystique.  For the duration of the experience of the myth of drama, the person is taken out of his isolation and once again feels a connectedness with others, with the world at large.  Considering that human beings are intensely social animals, this bonding with others is one of our most rewarding secular experiences.

Thus Aristotle and Jung are among those who argue most strongly for the social and psychological value of myth.  Mircea Eliade adds to their insights by suggesting that it is a consistent need of human beings to understand the relationship between the present secular, profane world and that other realm of existence which one might call the sacred or the transcendent.  The key here is this notion of relationship--the sentiment that one can’t understand one’s life, one’s culture, one’s tribe, on one’s own.  The great discovery of modern scholarship is that a myth does just this: it explains our earthly existence by placing it in a wider context.  Eliade and other modern scholars have had to argue against the prejudices of the Enlightenment and positivistic science, which hold that what is real is only that which is material and hence, measurable.  They point out that myth would not have persisted for thousands of year if it had failed to meet any human need, and it is thus the duty of scholarship to discover that need and find out how myth satisfies it.  The answer to these two questions has been sketched above with reference to Aristotle and Jung.  Now, however, we must explain another difficulty one encounters when trying to gauge the value, the truth, of myth.

Myth has its origins not in Greek culture, but in the Late Paleolithic cultures of Europe and Asia (and perhaps Africa).  We are talking about an era that lasted roughly from 30,000 to 10,000 B.C.--a time prior to even the great matrifocal cultures of the Neolithic age.  The unifying characteristic of all these ancient cultures is that they were oral--without writing of any kind.  One of the challenges we face as we try to understand these ancient stories is that of attempting to grasp a radically different mode of existence.  For it is not simply that Paleolithic and Neolithic cultures lacked writing and we have writing; the problem is that, according to the philosopher Walter Ong, the discovery of writing restructured human consciousness.  Suppose, says Ong, that you got into a time machine and went back to 7000 B.C., and had a talk with a chap from Neolithic Mesopotamia.  You wanted to describe a car to him, so you said it was like a horse which had wheels instead of legs.  True, there is an analogous kind of validity in this explanation, but it really doesn’t account for what a car is really like.  The point being, that we have a similar problem in trying to understand oral cultures--the cultures gave birth to myth.  By-and-large, the selections in Barbara Sproul’s Primal Myths represent the creations of oral peoples; and to help you understand how the lifeworld of an oral people works, I want to spend some more time discussing the insights of a writer who most thoroughly discusses this contrast, Mircea Eliade.


(2) Myth in Archaic, Oral Cultures
Mircea Eliade distinguishes between two kinds of creation myths: the cosmogonic myth and the origin myth, both of which are sacred narratives.  The basic difference between them is that the cosmogonic myth tells of the creation of the whole universe while the origin myth focuses more narrowly on the coming-into-being of a particular people, tribe, or place.  Though these two narratives can be distinguished, sometimes fragments of a cosmogonic myth are prefaced to an origin myth by way of giving the birth of a tribe some broader sense of significance.  Both of these narratives would be what Barbara Sprout calls “primal myths.”
Although Eliade argues that primitive (or oral) cultures hold both types of creation myth to be true (authentic and valid), he observes that primitive cultures don’t therefore think that all myths or tales are equally true.  For instance, he discusses what I would call an anecdotal myth, a story which might tell how the coyote or some other trickster figure got his powers.  And in trying to understand the distinction between unequivocally true myths and ones that are less true (or even “false”), perhaps we might look at their placement in time.  Authentic origin myths always take place before secular time begins, in a sacred time, when supernatural beings or forces were working their magic upon matter.  Purely human narratives (anecdotal myths), in contrast, are located in profane time--one might say, within secular history.  To be sure, human narratives, or anecdotal myths, are still valued by the tribe, but they are valued in the same way that we (as members of a chirographic tribe) might value a good novel.

Primal myths not only tell the story of the creation of the universe or a particular people, but also describe the coming-into-being, quoting Eliade, “of animals, of plants, and of man, . . all the primordial events in consequence of which man became what he is today--mortal, sexed, organized into society, obliged to work in order to live, and working in accordance with certain rules.” (11) Human beings are, simply put, constituted or formed by those mythical acts.  Without them, we would not be.

Not only do primitive cultures distinguish between sacred and profane time, but their views of history also appear to be different.  For an oral people time is, as it were, reversible.  It is both possible and necessary to “go back” to that first moment of creation for the world to remain as it is today.  Thus we might say that for an oral culture, history is circular--one needs to return to those sacred events, time after time, to renew, to preserve, one’s existence in profane time.  In contrast, the complex, civilized culture of the West tends to see history as linear, as beginning with a series of sacred acts, but thenceforth, time recedes away from these primal events.  For civilized man, supernatural deities did create the world, but then the world is left pretty much to its own devices; and moreover, one can never return to that ancient, sacred time.

For primitive cultures, the method of return is ritual--rituals performed at certain times during the year (e.g., winter solstice, the vernal equinox).  The priest or shaman (or priestess in some cases) recalls the events that began the cosmos and he re-enacts them, we would say, symbolically.  However, for members of primitive societies, these rituals are repetitions of the primal creation.  Again, Eliade says,

“In Timor, for example, when a rice field sprouts, someone who knows the 

mythical traditions concerning rice goes to the spot.  He spends the night there

 in the plantation hut, reciting the myths that explain how man came to possess 

rice.  Reciting the myth compels the rice to come up as fine and vigorous and 

thick as it was when it appeared for the first time.  The officiant does not remind 

it of how it was created in order to ‘instruct’ it, to teach it how to behave.  He 

magically compels it to go back to the beginning, that is, to repeat its exemplary 

creation.”  (17)

We may think of this account as relatively trivial, but it stands for an attitude, a frame of mind, typical of archaic societies.

In Native American societies of the Southwest, for example, the creation myth that is represented in sacred rituals must be performed or the world will dissolve into the same kind of chaos that preceded primordial creation.  We might say that for these people the structure of the world itself, including human society, is only tentatively secure.  True, the world was made by supernatural forces, but this doesn’t by itself preserve the world indefinitely.  Human beings must, through ritual, re-impress on the material world the essence of its structure, and thereby continually renew culture.  Also implied in this ritual process is the moral responsibility of preserving all the natural world, which, when you think about it, is a rather nice way of relating to the earth.

Another aspect of a primal myth, according to Eliade, is its exemplary character; that is, the first creation is a model for all subsequent creation.  Sacred time transcends profane time, what we would call historical time; and all creations within historical time are by definition inferior to that which was created in sacred time.  This sacred time is not, however, lost since it is repeatedly recalled during the ritual performances.  During these rituals, the officiant incarnates (i.e., he or she becomes) the primary creator god or goddess.  The shaman or priest is that creator god for the duration of the ritual, and all of his or her actions are believed to be duplicates of those primal acts.

At the opposite end of creation is, of course, destruction; and Eliade argues that myths of the ‘end of things’ are prevalent in nearly all cultures.  The term describing stories about the end of the world is eschatology, and here again we find an interesting contrast between archaic and civilized visions of endings.  For chirographic peoples whose history is linear, we generally see myths which tell of a primal creation, a fall away from perfection, and a struggle through history to retrieve a portion of that Golden Age.  Such perfection can, of course, never be regained by mere mortals, so we posit some divine intervention at the ‘end’ of secular history which will inaugurate a new age of peace and perfection.  In contrast, for archaic peoples, notes Eliade, the end of things has already occurred.  That is, the original creation by divine beings has already 
been followed by the original destruction of the world by those divine beings.  What we would consider history--the time that follows the primal eschatological event--is a mere coda to sacred history.  Just as the true creation happened in sacred time, so the true destruction happened then also.

Eliade posits a number of explanations for the primal destruction that appears in myths.  In some myths the divine beings simply got tired of human beings--in Gilgamesh, the destruction is prompted by the gods having decided that people make too much noise and therefore have to go.  In other myths, the gods are displeased at the sins of humankind and decide to bring on the flood.  In others, human beings gradually fall away from perfection--from the Golden Age, to the Silver, and finally to the Age of Iron.  In this latter case, the gods are rather passive about punishment, preferring to let human beings suffer the misfortunes of their own greed, sloth, and anger.  In other words, in this last example it is human weakness itself which produces the fall, not any specific human sins or divine acts.

We have been talking thus far about divine beings as if they were a homogenous lot, but this is not so.  A taxonomy of divine beings is not what Eliade intends, but we can sketch a few of the usual suspects which he mentions.  One rather interesting fellow is labeled by Eliade as deus otiosus--the forgotten god.  This god is recognized as the most powerful creator god, but after he’s done his work, he withdraws from the world of human beings.  In some versions of this myth, the deus otiosus only begins creation; then he becomes bored and his son has to complete the project.  Says Eliade, “In the Indo-Mediterranean world . . . the celestial Creator God, omniscient and all-powerful, is supplanted by a Fecundator God, consort of the Great Goddess, [who is the] epiphany of the generative forces of the universe” (95).  Obviously, this deus otiosus finds human life only marginally interesting.

Another of the more unusual creative forces is the “murdered god.”  Unlike the deus otiosus, the murdered god is never forgotten because his death is “powerfully creative.”  Eliade says, “Murdered in primordial time, the divinity survives in the rites by which the murder is periodically re-enacted; or, in other cases, he survives primarily in the living forms (animals, plants [and in some cases, human beings]) that sprang from his body” (99).  In essence, the murdered god becomes the primordial sacrifice which makes possible human culture.  While Eliade says that such a divinity is always murdered by men, I do not think this is necessarily the case.  Sometimes this murdered god (e.g., Bel Marduk) orders the other gods to kill him, to dismember his body, and from these parts to make all elements of the world.  Eliade is, however, correct in saying that generally these murdered gods do not represent cosmogonic forces; that is, they do not create the world, but enter the narrative after the universe has been constituted by other forces.  “It can be said, too,” notes Eliade, “that these divinities are the first whose history anticipates human history; on one hand, their existence is limited in Time; on the other, their tragic death goes to constitute the human condition.”  Indeed, it does not take much of a leap of the imagination to realize that the primary figure in Christianity, Jesus, partakes much of the character of this murdered divinity.  For the believer, the sacrifice of Jesus provides humans not with mere mortal life, but eternal life; and the material of the Eucharist--the bread and the wine--
is symbolic of the body and blood of Jesus which the celebrant takes into himself.  During the Late Hellenistic period, mystery cults prospered throughout the Mediterranean Basin; the focus of each of these was a young male god (Osiris, Adonis, Attis, Dionysius), whose death and subsequent rebirth (symbolic acts, ritually performed year after year) constituted the best hope of the cult member for his or her eternal happiness.


(3) Myth, Reason and Modernity
As students of mythology we are faced with a problem: How is it possible to truly understand a primal myth or, for that matter, any ancient text?  With respect to Gilgamesh, the Odyssey, or a Native-American myth, we are not only facing chronological distance (distance in time), but also linguistic distance (we read the myth in translation), cultural distance (the myth achieves its full meaning only within a specific cultural context), and lastly what we might call a formal distance (the myth was meant to be presented orally, but we are reading it as a finished text).  This whole process of trying to understand (to make ‘reasonable’) a myth, of whatever primitive origin, is called demythicization--a process which can be traced back to the Greek (5th century B.C.) enthronement of reason.  It is not that myth is destroyed through this process of rational appropriation, but that its fundamental meaning is altered.

Mircea Eliade notes that another significant challenge to the validity of mythological thinking, or mythological being, came with the birth of the Judeo-Christian tradition, and later with Islam.  Simply put, these highly ethical religions--religions of sin, judgment, and absolution--reconfigured the form of history.  As I observed earlier, no longer was history seen as circular, no longer was the eternal return to primordial time the central motif of these traditions; rather, history became defined as linear and irreversible.  According to the Christian tradition at least, the event which altered history forever was the Incarnation (the birth of Jesus)--the insertion of the sacred into secular history.  After this event, no longer was the sacred removed to either the ancient past or the distant future; rather, human history, secular time, became justified by a divine presence.

This, however, didn’t negate the presence of millennial (pertaining to the end of time) themes in these three Western religions; indeed, the presence of a divine prophet within history was seen as inaugurating the end of time from within secular time.  For example, Jesus’ sermons have a strong millennial tone, indicating that the kingdom of God is now at hand, but as time passed and the second coming was delayed, theologians began to reinterpret this theme of immediacy, finally arriving at a compromise which, while acknowledging that the end of history had begun, the culmination--the final battles and judgments--would be delayed a few more years.  Interestingly, even as this delay stretched to encompass twenty centuries, millennial hopes have not been eradicated.

Indeed, Eliade notes the emergence of millenialist thought in secular forms in the 20th century.  We have seen the proposed thousand-year reign of the Third Reich (short by a mere 987 years) and the somewhat more successful people’s ‘paradise’ of Communism in the Soviet Union, China and elsewhere.  How are Nazism and Communism millennial?  As Eliade says,

“they announce the end of this world and the beginning of an age of plenty and 

bliss . . . .  The final, decisive battle of the Elect (be they the Aryan race or the 

Proletariat) against the hosts of evil (be they the Jews or the bourgeoisie); a 

dispensation on which the Elect are to be most amply compensated for all their 

sufferings by the joys of total domination . . . ; a world purified of all evil and in 

which history is to find its consummation” (69).

Also dancing to a millennial tune is the unusual phenomenon of the Cargo Cult, as seen in the South Pacific cultures.  This is an amorphous ‘religion’ which expects the end of history to be punctuated by the arrival of freighters bearing refrigerators, small appliances and other consumer goods.  After the distribution of such bounty, the colonial masters are to be punished and the true believers will once again be given control over their island paradises.

Counterpoised with the end of things is, of course, concern with beginnings, and perhaps the most interesting form in which knowledge of origins has been manifest in the 20th century is in Freudian theory.  Here the focus, according to Eliade, is not on the beginnings of the cosmos or the culture, but on each individual’s personal origin.  Central to Freudian theory is the belief that one’s adult personality is decisively shaped by certain traumatic emotional experiences one had as an infant or child.  Through psychoanalysis, which in its classic formulation tried to help the patient remember these early traumas, we see another secular echo of primitive thought.  The point here is that if the patient can uncover these primordial experiences, he can understand their negative effects on his personality and subsequently move towards a happier and more well-adjusted life.  The whole procedure, of course, assumes the existence of a childhood ‘paradise’ from which the child was forcibly expelled, and, according to Eliade, this is similar to a belief in the “bliss of origins” so common in archaic cultures.  Indeed, it is interesting that both archaic religions and the more sophisticated belief systems of Christianity, Judaism, and the Islam posit this original paradise and the subsequent falling away from it.  It is likely that this similarity reflects a continuity, rather than a rupture, between these two dominant kinds of religious visions--that the latter have roots which reach back into the great goddess religions of the Neolithic period. 
In sophisticated religious systems, the return to the origin implies a rebirth--not a physical rebirth, but a spiritual one.  In Hinduism, as in Freudian psychoanalysis, the goal is to cure one of or “burn up” the residue that has settled on oneself as a result of, simply, living.  The basic path of spiritual growth, as Eliade says, is that to attain a higher mode of existence, gestation and birth are repeated symbolically.  For to recover knowledge about one’s early life (as in Freudian theory) or to relive one’s past lives (as in Hinduism) means to gain knowledge and control over them.  This knowledge is soteriological; that is, it is knowledge that “saves.”  In contrast, a failure to remember is associated with forgetfulness and death.  To remember, to relive, to gain knowledge of, is to live; to forget, to sleep, to be in ignorance of, is to die.

The religions of the Western world--especially Christianity--have gone through several cycles, from times when mythology was nearer to the surface of belief, to those times when myth receded beneath the surface of doctrine.  For instance, the Church Fathers (circa 100-400 A.D.) took pains to stress their belief that Jesus was a historical figure; indeed, for the Messiah to 
really be such, He needed to have lived.  During this period we see also the first concern with biblical exegesis--that is, we see Christian scholars trying to find the ‘real’ historical Jesus
 hidden underneath the conflicting details and “wonder stories” of the Gospels.  The powerful emotional and mythological pull of Jesus as a kind of fertility deity was thus discredited in an attempt to stress the ‘newness’ of Christianity.  Somewhat ironically, however, the life of Jesus that was constructed by these early scholars served a hidden mythological role.  According to Eliade, Jesus became the paradigmatic figure in history, the model for how one ought to live one’s life.  As Eliade says,

“In proclaiming the Incarnation, Resurrection, and Ascension of the Word, 

the Christian [fathers] were sure that they were not putting forth a new myth.  

Actually, they were employing the categories of mythical thought.  Obviously, they 

could not recognize this mythical thought in the desacralized mythologies of the 

pagan scholars who were their contemporaries.  But it is clear that for Christians of 

all creeds the center of religious life is constituted by the drama of Jesus Christ . . . 

to reiterate this exemplary drama ritually and to imitate the supreme model revealed 

by the life and teaching of Jesus” (168).

To say that, from very early on, there was a mythological frame surrounding the figure of Jesus is not, of course, to say that He was a fiction or merely a creation of some hoary old men in Rome.  Rather, the continued mythological dimension of His personality undoubtedly gave a much needed boost to the fortunes of Christianity in its continued historical effort to spread its message abroad.

Lastly, I would like to observe that one result of the patriarchal religions’ dominance has been to subordinate the role of women in both religious and cultural arenas, and in this regard it is interesting to note the persistence of the figure of Mary, especially within Catholicism.  Mary, I think, may represent the enduring presence of the Neolithic ‘religion’--the ‘religion’ of the great goddess--within a patriarchal system.  Mary’s earlier counterparts would be the Mesopotamian Ishtar (who struggles with Gilgamesh) and, later, the goddess Astarte, against whom the Jewish prophets levied their attacks during the 7th and 8th centuries B.C.  Try as they may, however, theologians of the new patriarchal faiths have not been able to rid themselves of what appears to be an ancient mythological core.  The question we cannot answer definitively is this: How have Christianity, Judaism and Islam been affected by the presence of the old great goddess religion?  Indeed, it would be ironic if the modern religions were able to persist because of, not in spite of, this fundamental and ancient mythical element.


A TAXONOMY OF MYTH AND FOLKLORE
Narrative Category 
I. Creation Myths

cosmogonic myth

 or
origin myth
II. Heroic Myths

foundation story

or

legend
III. Fairy Tales

IV.
Folk Tales

Source of Change
Transcendent

Energies

Superior Human

Energy and Wisdom

(sometimes enhanced by divine blessing)

Local Magic; 

the “genius loci” or spirit of the place; the enchanted animal or object; close ties to Nature

Cunning and trickery; “cleverness” and in some cases “common sense”
Primary Actors
Divine Beings (though sometimes described as having mortal forms)

Semi-Divine Being or Mythologized Historical Figure

Child or Youth

(sometimes aided by animals)

Shaman or priestess;

animal or marginalized person (drifter, private eye, loner)

Purpose
To describe the origin of the universe, world, or a specific people.  To explain social and cultural norms and customs.

Pro-establishment

(god/dess triumphs)

To explain the origin of a state (single or multi-ethnic).  To justify a political paradigm or ideology.

Pro-establishment

(hero/ine triumphs)

Moral instruction, psychological growth, entertainment.

Anti-establishment

(child triumphs)

Adventure, moral instruction, entertainment

Anti-establishment

(outsider triumphs)

Tone
celebratory

seriousness

self-congratulatory

seriousness

ironic moralism

ironic humor

Examples
Genesis 1 and 2

Enuma Elish; types such as “emergence,” “earth-diver,” and “cosmic egg”
Iliad, Aenied,

Arthurian legends,

Gilgamesh; perhaps 

John Wayne westerns
Cinderella, Hansel & Gretel, The Goose Girl, The Twelve Brothers;

in watered-down versions,

Disney films
Paul Bunyon, Hurston’s

Their Eyes Were Watching God; Tall Tales by Mark Twain; Native American tales of coyote and raven

Commentary on the Taxonomy
It is perhaps ludicrous to assume that all myths and folktales can be represented on a single grid, since no one has ever assembled all such narratives--and without such a compendium how can anyone be sure that the grid is truly inclusive and thus representative?  This said, I think it still may be useful to offer a schematic which, in a kind of shorthand way, illustrates the relationships among these documents.

The Narrative Category offers a rough way of distinguishing among what I think are the four major types of myth-folktale narratives.  Undoubtedly, other scholars will have different labels for the categories and perhaps even different categories themselves.

The Source of Change suggests what might be thought of as the motivating power or the dynamic energy within each category, answering the question, “Who or what causes the action in the narrative?”
The Primary Actors indicates the kind of figure, person or animal who manifests the energy causing the plot to move along.  You may think of this column as representing the protagonists of each category.

The Purpose attempts to explain the final or most important goal (telos) of the action; that is, beneath all the peregrinations of the plot, what is the myth or folktale all about?  What is it trying to say to the reader?

The Tone attempts to classify the overall ‘feel’ of the narrative--a sentiment conveyed through language and felt by the reader, instructing the reader how he or she should respond emotionally to the narrative.

The Examples are simply selections I’ve made from a vast universe of possible narratives which, in general, suggest how the narrative category has been manifest to date.  It is by no means exhaustive, and undoubtedly readers will have appropriate examples of their own to enhance mine.


B.  Commentary on Primal Myths
Barbara Sproul’s Primal Myths offers an excellent selection of creation myths from around the world, organized geographically, with solid introductions for each myth.  My only complaint is that she doesn’t attempt to place the myths in any kind of larger interpretive framework, an omission which tends to leave the reader overwhelmed by the sheer number of myths and their apparent diversity.  Therefore, to supplement her text I would like, following ideas in Charles Long’s Alpha: The Myths of Creation, to divide the creation myths in Sproul’s text into several non-geographical categories based primarily on the ‘plot’ of the creation narrative.  Of course, no one knows exactly how many different plot types there should be--anywhere from five to nine seems to be the consensus--so as I do my dividing (and conquering?) remember that the taxonomy below is not meant to be inflexible.

Type I: World Parent Myth
Here an original unity of being is represented as the mating of the earth (female) and sky (male).  This primordial image of completeness is shattered with the birth of ‘children,’ who then must separate the earth and sky from each other so they can live; that is, the children need space to move and light to grow.

The unity of the male and female principles represents chaos or undifferentiated potential as well as signifying the absence of purposeful order.  This potential is then unlocked by the coming-into-being of the children, who are the first gods and goddesses that express any meaningful interest in humankind.

The world parent myth is prevalent in the agricultural societies of Egypt and Mesopotamia as well as in certain Polynesian cultures.  Naturally, one should expect variation within the World Parent category (and all categories, for that matter) based on cultural and geographical differentiation.

Type 2: Emergence Myth
Here the creative forces are linked almost exclusively to the feminine symbol of mother earth, from whose hidden womb all created things emerge.  Deep in the core of the earth we might see various proto-beings (human, animal and plant) struggling to fulfill their potential by reaching the surface.  In some versions, a rope or ladder extends upward from the ‘cave’ to the surface; sometimes an animal is ordered to dig a hole through which the creatures below may escape; in others, various animals are sent out as ‘scouts’ to inspect the earth’s surface and then report on its viability.

When the time is right and all beings have matured physically and ethically, they emerge and search until they find their allotted place on the surface: the “juniper people” go to their place; the “badger people” go to theirs; the “coyote people” to theirs, and so on until all beings are placed on earth and the appropriate customs and habits are ingrained in each.  This deliberateness indicates a true purpose and order to existence--something that did not exist in the subterranean realm.

The emergence myth is prominent among many of the Native American cultures of the American Southwest, and it emphasizes the connectedness with the earth seen in traditional Native legends and also in contemporary literature (e.g., Silko’s Ceremony and Kingsolver’s Animal Dreams.)

Type 3: Creation from Nothing Myth
As the name implies, these creation stories show the creator god existing in a complete void, with nothing (not even chaos) existing except him (the god is usually male.)  As in the first creation myth of Genesis, the creator is all-powerful, completely free, and proceeds to create in a rational, ordered manner.  (Note: a variation on this theme would be to have the god ‘dream’ matter into existence, but this is also a mental act.)

Charles Long notes that such a creator god is a rather late development in the evolution of religious consciousness, and is seen particularly in the great agricultural societies of the eastern Mediterranean Basin.  In addition to the all-powerful god of Genesis 2, we see a similar figure in the Egyptian god Khepri (the solar deity in its procreative form), who says, “I am he who came into being as Khepri.  When I had come into being, being itself came into being, and all beings came into being after I came into being.”  This god is solitary, proud, and the source image of monotheism.

Type 4: The Cosmic Egg
Charles Long labels this “Chaos and the Cosmic Egg” in order to include therein more examples, but we needn’t quibble about nomenclature if we simply remember that the egg, a symbol of fertility, is an image often seen surrounded by kind of a wet, cloudy, cosmic protoplasm.  That is, the egg represents a specific element of fertility and order within a larger sea of potential, half-formed or bizarre entities.

In some examples, it is the cosmic soup itself that produces the egg, and frequently the primordial gods and goddesses first come to life within the egg.  Long suggests that the presence of the egg may represent an attempt to reconcile the conflict inherent in the duality represented by male and female principles (e.g., the World Parent Myth.)  Images of chaos are more widely distributed throughout the world than those of the egg, probably because an unformed something (chaos) or an absolute nothing (void) are more logical images of true beginning than a formed something (egg).  However, it is difficult to find a clear logic to the distribution patterns of many creation myths, with (for instance) the egg motif showing up in selected Hindu, West African, Polynesian and Japanese narratives.

Type 5: Earth Diver
This type usually begins with an image of the earth covered with water, upon which are floating (perhaps on a log) a handful of small creatures, such as a beaver, loon, frog or muskrat.  One by one each dives to the bottom of the primordial sea in an attempt to bring some magic mud back to the surface.  The difficulty inherent in getting creation going is suggested by the failures (death or disappearance) of several of these animals.  Finally, one creature succeeds in retrieving the earth (held in mouth or paw), and places it on the water’s surface.  As if by magic, the mud starts growing until land is created, the water is separated from the land, and plants appear.

In some of these myths, the story of the first creation is supplemented by another of two brothers (or two rival gods), one good and one bad, who fight for dominance.  Naturally, the good one wins and the defeated rival is banished to the West or simply to another plane of existence.

The earth diver myth is found primarily in Native American northern woodland cultures (west from New York, through the Ohio River valley, and then northward into Canada and the Upper Midwest) and, for a reason unfathomable to me, the Balkan countries of Eastern Europe.

Type 6: Sacrifice
Here creation is made possible by the sacrifice (or murder) of the chief creative power (usually a male god) by the other gods.  This primordial death is then ritually re-enacted by the periodic ‘killing’ of a fertility god (human, animal or effigy thereof) who goes by many names (Osiris, Attis, Adonis, Dionysius, Bel Marduk, Prajapati, Mithra), but who is always the image of the first-slain deity.

In these stories the god-sacrifice usually occurs within the context of an already created world (no void or chaos), and what remains to be done creatively is the population of the earth by humans, plants and animals and then the establishment of some kind of social structure.  Naturally, since this social structure has its roots in sacred acts, it is rather difficult to change--for example, the death of Prajapati (Hindu) and his dismemberment is thought to justify the caste system in India.

Not surprisingly, this myth is prevalent in the patriarchal societies who share an Indo-European heritage.  Here, where the male fertility god is venerated totemistically, the ritual celebration of the first sacrifice might include the symbolic ‘eating’ of an image of the slain god.

Concepts and Motifs
Concepts:

1.
What is the motive for creation?  Is it desire, heat, boredom, loneliness, experimentation, 
ego, or perhaps a combination of these creative urges?

2.
Does the creative process begin from something (chaos) or nothing (void)?  Is there 
material ‘stuff’ to start with or must the creative power invent that, too?

3.
How easy or difficult is the creative process?  If there is one, what is the primary problem 
or challenge to successful creation?

4.
Is the creative force gendered (male-female)?  If so, which gender is given the primary 
creative power?

5.
Is the creative process more orderly or more random?  How are these two options 
concretized in images, symbols, or plot?

6.
What similarities are there between the first creation and that culture’s current form of 
social structure?  Especially, what is the relationship between ‘gods’ and humans in the 
beginning versus now?

7.
Is evil present in the beginning?  How is the existence of evil in the current world 
accounted for?

Motifs:

1.
Note the presence of water or chaos in the beginnings of several myths.  Water is a 
symbol of undifferentiated matter which contains an enormous creative potential.

2.
Observe the prevalence of the “That is why . . .” explanations, which tie actions that 
existed during primordial times to the contemporary world.

3.
Note whether we have a pure cosmogonic myth, a pure origin myth, or whether there are 
cosmogonic elements prefacing an origin myth.

4.
Examine whether there is any conventional religious symbolism or narrative in the primal 
myth; that is, are there (for example) Christian themes or symbols grafted onto it, and if 
so, what does this say about the authenticity of the original myth?


C.  Commentary on The Power of Myth
More than two-thousand-three-hundred years ago Plato wrote a book called The Republic, in which he depicts a conversation between Socrates and several of the latter’s students, the most inquisitive of which was probably a young man named Glaucon.  Then in the late 1980's a modern scholar of myth, Joseph Campbell, sat through a series of taped conversations between himself and Bill Moyers, and one can’t help seeing the long shadow cast by Socrates and Glaucon on this contemporary dialogue.

Socrates was trying to lead Glaucon and the other students to Truth (definitely with a capital ‘T’), and I suppose Campbell and Moyers are trying to do the same.  Yet there is a significant difference between the two dialogues in that Plato disliked and distrusted myth while Campbell is one of the most articulate advocates for the importance of myth in the late 20th century.  Another difference is that while Plato’s Republic is a carefully crafted work of logical persuasion, The Power of Myth is a more loosely organized series of guided conversations.  Yet it is the very openness of The Power of Myth which makes it accessible to students new to the mazes of myth, and even one like myself, who has watched Campbell’s performances many times, is still impressed by his skill at engaging the viewer.  

What follows are very brief commentaries on each of the tapes.  I suggest that before you watch each tape you take a couple of minutes to read over my observations so you’ll have a clearer ear for the music to which Campbell and Moyers dance.

Tape #1: The Hero’s Journey
The essential journey of the hero (or heroine--Campbell implies both) is that of the quest.  In a separate text, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, Campbell discusses the great variety of heroes that can be found in myths, legends and folktales, but in The Hero’s Journey he is only interested in describing the paradigm (basic model) for the quest.

This involves, he says, a going forth (away from the city, home, security, the ‘known’), entering into a trial or test in the wilderness ( a dangerous or alien environment), and finally a returning (to home, or establishing a new sphere of security elsewhere.)  At times the hero purposefully begins the quest (as with the Knight’s search for the Holy Grail) and sometimes he is lured into the quest (is fully engaged in the quest before he realizes what’s going on, as in some fairy tales).  Whatever the case, the hero will confront a challenge to himself or to his belief system during the quest, and how he meets this challenge will determine whether he is a success or a failure.  Commonly, the threat to the hero is seen as something external to him--the dragon or serpent of legends, or the witch or goblin of fairy tales.  The literal meaning of the quest is, however, only partially representative of the true challenge facing the hero.  The external 

monster may, in fact, be merely a facade for an internal demon--some force from within that 
threatens the hero.  This interpretation of a myth or fairy tale suggests that equally as important as the physical world is the psychological reality or the spiritual realm into which the hero advances.  Campbell’s term for the internal struggle--the ‘invisible’ aspect of the quest--is the transformation of consciousness undergone by the hero.  So when you’re reading our various myths, legends, and folk/fairy tales be aware of this other, perhaps more important, dimension of the hero/ine’s adventure.

Tape #2: The Message of the Myth
This tape, as you might gather from its title, deals with the issue of meaning, or to use a fancier term, hermeneutics.  Hermeneutics (derived from Hermes, the Greek god who was the messenger of the gods) is the art of constructing the meaning of the text.  The simplest example probably would be the case of a mathematical equation, such as 2x = 4.  When we solve this simple ‘sentence’ according to the rules for producing algebraic meaning, we get “2” as the solution to the question, “What is x?”  Now with a myth, the problem is a bit more complicated--in fact, vastly more complex than we have time for at the moment.  But one caution is necessary:  Campbell warns us not to become “stuck” on the literal level of the myth’s meaning--not to limit  meaning to the physical image of the metaphor or symbol.  To do so is to transform the vehicle for conveying meaning into the meaning itself--is to make an “idol” out of words or images whose purpose it is to point beyond themselves.

Although Campbell discusses several myths during the course of these six tapes, his purpose is less to instruct the viewer in a particular ideology than to suggest, in a more general way, how myths function and why they are valuable.  For instance, when Campbell says, “myths are clues to the spiritual potentialities of human life,” he is suggesting that certain myths (perhaps those associated with the Buddha or Jesus) can enhance our spiritual understanding.  When he says that myths can teach how to live an authentic human life ‘(under any circumstances,” he is suggesting that myth also has a pedagogical (educational) function.  When he says that a myth represents “the energies of the body in conflict with each other,” he is implying that a myth reaches not only ‘up’ to the spiritual plane but ‘down’ to the earthly one as well.  In short, Campbell is asking the viewer to be open to the full potentialities of myth (or legend, or fairy tale)--to listen to what the meanings whisper as they resonate deep within the human soul.

Tape #3: The First Storytellers
Campbell believes that myths originated as attempts on the part of human beings to understand and adjust to the experience of death, both human and non-human (plant and animal).  Whether this is the only reason or just one of the many we will never know, but Campbell is certainly correct as seeing myth as a product of the human need to understand an aspect of experience perceived as confusing, threatening or simply mysterious.  Because death is a discontinuity--a disruption--in the perceived harmony of things, Campbell argues that myths surrounding the transition from being to non-being help to restore a harmony between humankind and the larger life cycles of which we are only a small part.

The counterpart of myth is, of course, ritual, which we might define as a series of actions and words which concretizes the story of the myth--which brings the myth ‘down to earth.’  There are, of course, many different kinds of rituals: those surrounding the birth of a child, the changing of seasons, the hunt, the initiation of a young man or woman into the gendered roles of their community, and the planting or harvesting of a crop.

We can never know when the first storytellers began reciting their myths, but it may very well extend back into the late-Paleolithic period of human history (roughly 30,000 to 10,000 B.C.).  As well, one must remember that these myths were originally purely oral creations, passed down from poet-to-poet, from shaman-to-shaman, through scores of generations; and in the process, each myth was refined and revised as the changing human condition deemed necessary.  Moreover, this process goes on today, though we now have books, television, movies and computers to help us--at least, I assume they help.  It might be interesting to speculate how the technology of the present has become not only a part of the myth-making process but functions as a substantive (content) element of myth itself.

Tape #4: Sacrifice and Bliss
Campbell says that sometime prior to the Neolithic Age (8,000-5,000 B.C.) it became possible to distinguish between two fundamentally different kinds of myths--myths linked to the social system of the hunter and those connected with the social system of the harvester--and that each type of myth revealed a different attitude toward the concept of sacrifice.  For the former, the animal killed in the hunt was seen as a kind of gift to its hunter.  And since the death, for example, of a deer was a one-time event (especially for the deer), proper respect had to be paid to the animal’s god, the god whose spirit had once animated the animal.  The god had to be thanked for its having allowed the deer (its deer) to be sacrificed so that human beings could eat.

The role of the sacrifice developed in a different and, when you think of it, a more peculiar form when we turn to the harvester culture.  Again, sometime before the Neolithic Age people (most likely women) discovered that putting seeds in the ground and waiting for them to produce grain was more efficient than chasing mobile food all over the countryside.  The planting (birth), growing (life) and harvesting (death) of a plant was of course still cyclical in form, but with a remarkable twist.  The ineffable god spirit became associated with a male fertility god--a young man who symbolically died in the fall (or the end of the growing season), entered the earth (or water), and then was miraculously reborn in the spring (or at planting time).  To concretize this myth, the ritual death of this god was re-enacted each year, sometimes using a human being as the god, sometimes an animal associated with the god, or sometimes an effigy of the god.  Such a sacrifice was necessary to insure the unbrokenness of the cycle and hence the food, as well as to thank the gods for the gift of the plant.  This is peculiar, I think, because of the need to preserve the concept of blood sacrifice (the killing of the deer) even though the wheat, for example, bore little resemblance to the deer--but such is the power of metaphorical thought.

One of Campbell’s most remembered pieces of advice to Moyers is “to follow your bliss,” which is inspiring if not very precise.  By this I think Campbell means not to do whatever feels right at the time (a mythopoeic “do your own thing”) but to strive to align one’s individual consciousness with what might be thought of as a transcendent consciousness.  Indeed, religions throughout the world advocate a similar strategy for mortal happiness.  What is perhaps unusual in Campbell’s advice is that he considers the whole body to be a “vehicle of consciousness;” that is, rather than being concerned only with the mind or spirit (as is the case with Western religions

--Christianity, Judaism and Islam), Campbell wants us to enlarge the notion of consciousness itself--wants us to reach for a condition in which mind, spirit and body exist in harmony.

Tape #5: Love and the Goddess
One purpose of this tape is to remind us that there are a number of different ways of looking at love: 1), eros is sexual love (passion), or as Campbell puts it, the yearning of the organs of the body for each other; 2), agape is a pure, unselfish love--the kind that the New Testament God (manifest as Jesus) has for humankind and, ideally, the kind humans should express towards all others; 3), philia might be thought of a love of friends and family (thus, a more narrow, more self-interested love than agape), and finally 4), amour or romantic love, which is a fairly recent development in Western thought and the focus of Campbell’s interest here.

It was during the late Middle Ages that the troubadours of southern France began to sing of an idealized relationship between a man and a woman.  This involved seeing one’s own soul reflected in the soul of the other, creating a bond which transformed eros into a transcendent passion that both sanctified the needs of the body and concretized the yearnings of the soul.  Tristan’s love for Isolde, Dante’s love for Beatrice, and Lancelot’s initial love for Guenivere are all examples of romantic love.  Though amour is thus primarily an idealized bond between a man and a woman, it did, I think, initiate the slow process of revaluing the role of women in Western culture, in that the woman now did not have to be seen always as the possession of the man, whose job it was to serve him, produce his heirs, and submit to his law.

The second half of the tape reminds us that the pantheon of male deities that currently run Western religion are relative newcomers to the human spiritual drama.  Along with Merlin Stone (When God was a Woman), Riane Eisler (The Chalice and the Blade), Anne Baring and Jules Cashford (The Myth of the Goddess), and Tikva Frymer-Kensky (In the Wake of the Goddess), Campbell argues that the original god figure was, in fact, a goddess whose power was grounded in the earth and perceived as magic.

As noted elsewhere in my lectures for this course, the figure of the goddess has a curious capacity to persist in the face of a spiritual ideology which relegates the female to a subsidiary role.  The image of the Madonna and Child--one of the most pervasive images in Western art--is likely a reflection of the ancient Sumerian image of the goddess Inanna, seated, and holding on her lap a young male child.  The notion of a virgin birth, says Campbell, is rather more Greek than Christian (and certainly not likely to have evolved from Judaism with its focus on the Messiah’s lineage from David), the meaning of which suggests the rebirth of a true spiritual consciousness in humankind, rather than a literal event.

One must, however, remember that the idea that the ancient goddess culture can provide the spiritual paradigm for Western religion has only very recently come to light, and much more archeological work will have to be done before more definitive conclusions can be reached.

Tape #6: The Masks of Eternity
The metaphor
of the mask is a way of expressing Campbell’s belief that the physical image of divinity (i.e., the statue of the Buddha, the painting of Jesus) both reveals and conceals the truth.  That is, the aesthetic power of the image (or myth) does draw one nearer to a spiritual presence; however, the physical image is itself only the external (and hence incomplete) expression of an internal (and fulfilling) spiritual truth.  Campbell cautions us not to get “stuck” on the material face of symbol, noting ironically that the material image of the god or goddess is itself the final obstruction to a true spiritual experience.

Sometimes Campbell is perhaps a bit too quick to generalize, but at times his grasp of the big picture is helpful.  For instance, he notes a fundamental difference between religions of the West (Christianity, Islam, and Judaism) and the East (Hinduism and Buddhism): for the former, god is the source of energy which animates the material universe; for the latter, the gods are manifestations of energy.  I think it is fair to say that while Campbell respects Western religions (indeed, he says all religious myths are true within their specific cultural context), he is personally more attracted to the cyclical harmony of Eastern spirituality.

More specifically, he views Christianity, Islam and Judaism as dualistic religions that tend to split the world into good/bad, right/wrong, and perhaps male/female; in doing so, they obscure the primary spiritual truth that, at the core of one’s being, each of us is god (or at one with god).  For Campbell, it is not the end of the journey that is important (reaching heaven), but the process of the journey itself.  The final image he leaves us with is, in fact, that of the Hindu deity Siva: the drum evokes the ticking of a clock (the illusion of being trapped in time), the flame (the purifier) is that which burns away the veil of time; in Siva’s hair there is the skull (signifying death) and the new moon (signifying a rebirth).  From Campbell’s point of view, this image represents the fundamental truth of existence.

Assignment for

Section I: Myths of Antiquity

Paper 1: Sacred Narratives
Choose ONE topic to write on.  

Topic 1: Formal Analysis of a Creation Myth

After reading the selections from Primal Myth, select two or three myths of the same type (i.e., emergence myths, sacrifice myths, etc.) and analyze the significant elements of each.  In order to give your essay sufficient focus, I suggest you turn to the Concepts and Motifs section of my text and choose one or two items to emphasize.  For instance, you might focus on the difficulty inherent in the creative process, the way each myth treats animals, or the gender conflict in the myths.  There are many choices; try to pick one that is inherently interesting.

Topic 2: Creation Myths and Modern Culture

Using a representative sample of creation myths from one particular culture (i.e., Southwest Native American, Ancient Egyptian, Ancient Greek) examine if and to what degree the myths are normative for that culture in the modern world.  That is, discuss how the content of these myths provide a social structure and a belief system for their culture.

Note: In order to accomplish this, you will have to do a bit of extra research on the culture to which the myths relate.


Section II.  Heroes of the Ancient World

A.  The First Hero

(1)  Gilgamesh and Its Sumerian Heritage
The urban civilization that originated in the Tigris-Euphrates River Valley (circa 3000 B.C.) might be best understood as a composite.  To wit, it combined what was left of the Great Goddess culture (circa 8000-3500 B.C.) and the warlike, patrifocal system that was imposed on the latter by the Kurgans (moving south from the Russian steppes, circa 4300 B.C.) and the Semites (moving north out of the trans-Arabian deserts, circa 3200 B.C.).  It is perhaps here that we first see the shape of the hierarchal culture that is to become the paradigm for western civilization.  Not that this new model appeared all at once, for the invaders/immigrants could only very slowly alter the shape of a culture that had persisted for millennia.  Initially, the changes involved such practical tasks as building walls around cities, thus making them both permanent and less subject to conquest.  Then elements of a stratified culture began to appear--elements such as division of labor, a military aristocracy, and a permanent, priestly bureaucracy.

Prior to the Kurgan-Semitic invasions, the religious life of the Sumerians was strongly influenced by priestesses of the Great Goddess culture, but by 2500 B.C. this function had become almost wholly identified with the male priestly class.  Indeed, except for military affairs, the priesthood was probably the most powerful segment in any Mesopotamian city-state, for the priests controlled access to the land and water, reserving some of it for their own wealth and portioning the rest out to what were probably communal farms.  Almost everyone of consequence lived inside the walled town in order to be safe from predatory bands of raiders (descending from the mountains to the east and north of Mesopotamia) and from wars among the city-states themselves.  In short, the social structure of Mesopotamian city-states became both theocratic and authoritarian, having moved steadily away from the ancient non-hierarchal, participatory model toward a new structure which was highly stratified and militaristic.

As far as we can tell, the Sumerian people were the first in the world to compose a heroic epic, and there is considerable hard evidence to suggest that Gilgamesh is only the tip of the literary iceberg.  Many other narratives are known to exist, as yet untranslated, but which hold the promise of confirming a rich literary tradition.  The Sumerian language (in which the first versions of Gilgamesh were likely written) was a cuneiform type, with semi-pictorial characters carved onto clay tables which were then baked.  Our version of this epic, however, was written in Akkadian, the Semitic language used by the Babylonians and Assyrians, who ended up controlling (at separate times) the whole of Mesopotamia and beyond.  The Semitic languages gain their appellation from “Shem”--the eldest child of Noah--and they are divided into three groups: Eastern (Akkadian), Northwestern (Phoenician, Aramaic, and Hebrew), and Southwestern (Arabic).

The historical Gilgamesh was most likely an actual king of Uruk (a small city-state) during the Second Early Dynastic Period (2700-2500 B.C.).  The original texts for Gilgamesh come from the library of Ashurbanipal (668-626 B.C.) in Nineveh, and were discovered in the mid-19th century by Austen Henry Layard.  All together, over 20,000 tablets were eventually shipped to the British Museum, where they remain it its possession--the typical fate of artifacts discovered by European powers in the 19th century (Gilgamesh, pp. 9-10).

As we will see as we study this epic, the parallels between Gilgamesh and the Hebrew flood story (Genesis 6, 7, 8) are numerous, and since Gilgamesh was first put in written form circa 1800 B.C. and the Hebrew myth much later, the dependence of the latter on the former is difficult to dispute.  Gilgamesh itself is likely to have first appeared in oral form as early as 2500 B.C., and was probably a part of the court narrative repertoire by 2100 B.C.  To further substantiate the influence of Gilgamesh’s flood story on that of the Bible, geographical strata from Mesopotamia indicate that a period of major flooding occurred circa 3300-3100 B.C.  In contrast, floods hardly appear to have been a common phenomenon in the ancestral lands of the Semitic peoples (the Syrian-Arabian deserts).

To complicate textual matters, however, scholars generally agree that the flood episode in Gilgamesh was added to it from another ancient source, probably from the Atrahasis Epic, an Akkadian narrative also dating back to the 3rd millennium B.C.  The Atrahasis Epic tells the story of creation itself and other early events, including the flood and its aftermath.  The Atrahasis means “exceedingly” (atra) “wise” (hasis), and is the appellation given to the Akkadian Noah-figure.

The god-goddess situation in Gilgamesh is confused by the overlapping of Akkadian versions of divinities with the native Sumerian pantheon.  Although Anu (the sky god) was officially the most powerful deity in Sumeria at this time, his influence gradually waned until Anu became a mere figurehead--a kind of deus otiosus.  His position was then filled by Enlil, the god of earth and storms.  Enlil (like Yahweh in Judaic culture) took a particular (and not always kindly) interest in human affairs, and it is he who brings on the flood in Gilgamesh.  Opposite of Enlil is Enki (Ea), who is god of the fresh waters and a patron of human beings (warning the Sumerian Noah-figure about the flood).  One step down in rank comes Bel Marduk (the patriarchal creator god from the Enuma Elish), Apsu (a river god) and Tiamat (sea goddess).  Tiamat is interesting because her form (that of dragon or water serpent) clearly represents a long-venerated matriarchal symbol of generative power.  Tiamat is of the old order which, in the Enuma Elish, must be destroyed by Bel Marduk before the new, patriarchal gods can take their places.  Finally, come a rank of lesser gods and goddesses: Nergel (underworld), Namsin (moon), Shamash (sun), Adad (weather), Ninurta (fertility), Gibil (fire), and Inanna/Ishtar (sexuality and death) and Dumuzi/Tammuz (vegetation) (Gilgamesh, pp. 23-26).  These last two (Inanna and Dumuzi) are the chief actors in a myth cycle (e.g., Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld) which is somewhat older than Gilgamesh.  The degree to which the patriarchal order has assumed power by the mid-third millennium B.C. can be gauged by the clear diminishing of Inanna’s (Ishtar’s) function as the unifier of the life-death-rebirth process.

Even though our version of this heroic tale is obviously written, there are several stylistic elements in it which tie it to oral composition--that is, to a time in Sumerian history prior to narratives being written down.  First, there are the contests of strength between Gilgamesh and Enkidu that make up the dramatic conflict early in the story.  Second, there is the ritualistic praise of Gilgamesh in the opening lines of the poem and intermittently thereafter.  Third, there is the battle of insults between Gilgamesh and Ishtar regarding her marriage proposal to him (insults being the obvious counterparts to praise).  Fourth, we are given an account of Gilgamesh’s conquests: Humbaba the Giant, the Bull of Heaven, and the lions (during his second quest); and a list of conquests is important in establishing the protagonist’s true heroic status.  And fifth, there is the repetition of phrases describing Gilgamesh’s underground journey--repetition being a tool used by oral poets to keep the story in motion while allowing the poet to think ahead.  (Note: for an excellent description of characteristics of oral language see Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy, esp. Ch. 2-3.)

In sum, one can say that Gilgamesh is a narrative of some major importance to the patriarchal civilization of its day.  It is the story of the hero--of one man challenging forces of perceived evil and, in doing so, attempting to write his name into the history books.  As well, one can say that Gilgamesh’s quest for immortality illustrates his uniquely human awareness of our finitude (being two-thirds a god isn’t enough).  The tale is less tragic--less a story of particular weaknesses or faults--than it is the story of a man (every man) trying and failing to exempt himself from the cycle of birth-life-death.

Note especially what is missing in Gilgamesh.  At the end of his struggle for fame, only death awaits him; there is no hope for renewal as would be inferred from artifacts of great goddess cultures; there is no rebirth.  Perhaps it is the sense of death’s finality that most clearly connects this ancient tale to the secularity of the modern world.  “In the end,” says Jeffrey Tigay, “these contests [with Humbaba, with Ishtar] brought him no satisfaction and were of no account to the final editor of the epic.  To the final editor, Gilgamesh’s only enduring achievements were the building of the walls of Uruk and the wisdom he acquired on his journeys and left for posterity.”  (The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic, p. 213)  Indeed, the final pages of Gilgamesh speak to the futility of all human endeavor--for all our imagined greatness, we still die just as the fish caught on the hook or the deer slain by the arrow.


(2) Commentary on the Plot in Gilgamesh
The tale, such as it has been assembled by both its ancient authors and modern editor, begins with Gilgamesh as king--but he is an ambitious one, one whose energies (both sexual and physical) are too much for the people of Uruk to endure.  To alleviate their distress, the goddess Aruru creates an opponent/comrade-in-arms for Gilgamesh, who, after he is socialized, comes to Uruk to challenge the king.  Though Enkidu fails in the narrower sense of not killing Gilgamesh, he succeeds in the larger sense; that is, now Gilgamesh has a ‘drinking buddy’ with whom he can plan and carry out great adventures, which of course means leaving the people of Uruk alone.

The first adventure (or heroic quest) involves them traveling to the “cedar forest” in order to defeat the giant Humbaba, who appears to be a nature divinity whose task it is to guard the sacred cedars.  Interestingly, as with all the traveling segments in Gilgamesh, little attention is paid to geography--as if the authors were either ignorant of or unimpressed by the natural features of the land through which their heroes passed.  Of course, the two heroes finally defeat Humbaba, but note what happens then: the jolly green giant pleads very movingly for his life, and Gilgamesh is just about to spare him when Enkidu steps in and urges death.  This is interesting for two reasons: 1) it indicates how far Enkidu has come from being the ‘nature boy’ who used to run with the animals and free them from traps, and 2) it justifies the gods’ choosing to have Enkidu die instead of Gilgamesh as punishment for various insults to the order of things.

The achievements of Enkidu and Gilgamesh are so impressive that a goddess--one Ishtar (or Inanna: two names, same goddess) proposes marriage to the latter.  When Gilgamesh refuses (citing Ishtar’s questionable record with her prior husbands/lovers) she becomes exceedingly mad and asks her father for the Bull of Heaven.  By way of illustrating her continued (though diminished) power, Ishtar threatens to unloose the doors of the underworld if her father refuses--and think what chaos would result if the dead were free to walk among the living.  Symbolically, the Bull of Heaven signifies the drought which Ishtar then unleashes on Uruk; and Gilgamesh’s subsequent defeat of the Bull foretells the increased power of the patriarchy.  But the gods will not be denied: they decide one of the heroes has to die, and since it cannot very well be the king, it has to be his friend.  So Enkidu dies a slow, humiliating death, lying in a ‘bed,’ cursing the temple harlot that first lured him away from his bucolic life in nature.  Enkidu’s death sends Gilgamesh into emotional shock and thus paves the way for the second quest of the epic.

Prior to Enkidu’s death, Gilgamesh had thought of himself as pretty much invincible; yes, he knows abstractly that he will die, since all things pass away, but his friend’s death has made mortality a frighteningly real event that can happen to even young men.  Motivated by grief and fear, Gilgamesh seeks the key to eternal life supposedly held by Utnapishtim, the Noah-like figure in the text.  Gilgamesh travels over mountains, under mountains, and across a great expanse of water (which apparently causes death if one touches it) until he finally comes to the “far away” place where Utnapishtim and his wife live.  After first refusing to divulge the secret of eternal life to Gilgamesh, Utnapishtim finally agrees to give him instruction in esoteric wisdom; sadly (but not surprisingly after his trying journey) Gilgamesh falls asleep almost with the first words of Utnapishtim’s wisdom.

However, this is as it should be.  Gilgamesh is a warrior king, one who can always perform the physically heroic deed but whose personality is simply not cut out to be a sage.  So the second quest is a failure, and Gilgamesh must return to Uruk still bearing the burden of mortality (being 2/3 god isn’t enough).  Ironically, the life-prolonging, sacred plant (whose location is revealed to Gilgamesh by Utnapishtim) is stolen by the snake on the king’s journey back home, and Gilgamesh is left without even this consolation prize.  Sadder, as they say, but wiser, Gilgamesh settles down to become a good king (as indicated by the ritual praise which begins our text), which is all the people of Uruk ever wanted in the first place.


B.  “Exodus” and Early Hebrew Culture
Aside from creation, perhaps the central act in Genesis is Yahweh’s designating the Hebrews as his favorite people and his subsequent establishment of a covenant with them.  A covenant, remember, is basically an unwritten contract which states that services rendered by one party to another will be paid for with a specific coin.  Yahweh makes covenants with both Noah and Abraham, covenants which stipulate that for their fidelity, Yahweh will reward the faithful with His care and their prosperity.  Of course, the Hebrews have a certain difficulty maintaining their faith, and in response to their failures, Yahweh repeatedly punishes, forgives, and recovenants with them.  Indeed, this pattern of establishing, breaking, and then renewing the covenant is the central story of the Old Testament.

The event which led to the founding of the Jewish state is, however, Moses leading a segment of the Hebrews out of Egypt circa 1290 B.C. (though some sources place this as early as 1443 B.C.).  Although the Bible says that the Hebrews had been in Egypt 430 years, we must not assume that they were mistreated by the Egyptians during their entire stay there.  Nevertheless, life appears to have been made increasingly hard for the Hebrews by a new pharoah (probably Ramses II) and Yahweh, seeing their travail, selects Moses to save them.

Note in the early chapters of Exodus how unwilling Moses is to do Yahweh’s bidding, arguing that he is neither an eloquent speaker nor a natural leader.  It is only after Yahweh assures Moses that He will help him that Moses agrees to do the bidding of this unique deity, whose name must not be spoken and whose form cannot be seen.  After a ritual contest between Moses and the magicians of the Pharaoh (surrogates for Yahweh and the Egyptian gods) which fail to persuade the Pharaoh, Yahweh starts to inflict the first of ten plagues upon the Egyptians.

The plagues escalate in severity, from turning the Nile red, to various attacks of reptiles and insects, to meteorological phenomena, to the final plague which takes the first-born children of all Egyptians as well as the first born of animals.  After each plague the Pharaoh is at first sufficiently impressed to agree to let the Hebrews go, but then Yahweh hardens the Pharoah’s heart so that the latter reconsiders, which brings on another plague, and so on.  This heart hardening serves two functions: it increases the punishment inflicted upon the Egyptians and it exhibits Yahweh’s power.  The latter is important because Yahweh is a jealous god, a god existing in a polytheistic environment, and He needs to show His strength in order to warrant the trust and worship of the Hebrew people.

The final blow to the Egyptians is, of course, losing their army when the water that Yahweh has separated is allowed to come crashing down upon their chariots and soldiers.  This water is, however, not that of the modern Red Sea, but that of a fairly shallow and marshy Sea of Reeds, several miles north of the former.  With this final insult to the power of the Egyptian gods, the Hebrews begin their sojourn in the Sinai Peninsula and the threat to the Hebrews changes from one that is external to an internal one.

The Hebrews are given to murmuring--that is, to a more or less constant complaining about their living conditions in the desert, and Moses (with the help of Yahweh) does his best to keep them happy.  He finds them water, morning food (manna) and evening food (quail); they fight and win a battle against a fierce desert tribe; and Moses’ father-in-law also arrives to help Moses establish a rudimentary judicial system.  The most crucial challenge for the Hebrews, however, comes when Moses is on Mt. Sinai receiving the Ten Commandments.

While he is gone, the Hebrews become afraid and demand of Aaron (Moses’ right-hand-man) that he make them an object to worship.  This lack of faith angers Yahweh, and it is only Moses’ pleas on their behalf that spares them Yahweh’s destructive wrath.  Of course, Moses is himself mightily angry, so much so that he breaks the two stones on which Yahweh has inscribed the Ten Commandments.  In addition, Moses calls to the zealous Levites and asks them to punish the unfaithful among the Hebrews.  Whether three thousand were actually killed by the Levites is doubtful; the point is, now Yahweh’s anger has been satisfied and the covenant can be again restored.

There are actually three kinds of instructions Moses receives from Yahweh.  The first is the Ten Commandments (Ch. 20), which are absolute in their authority; the second are the ordinances (Chs. 21-23), which are relative to specific situations that may arise in daily life; the third (25-31 and 35-40) are instructions in religious ritual.  These form the basis for Jewish law and religion; the Ten Commandments also have found a much wider application as a significant element of the moral and legal systems of western civilization.

Moses unfortunately dies at the end of the desert wandering, leaving the Hebrews still without residence in that land which Yahweh had promised to Abraham.  In the Bible there are essentially two separate accounts of their struggle to settle in Canaan: 1), the story of a carefully planned and quickly successful campaign as told in Joshua, and 2), the more lengthy and basically random series of skirmishes told in Judges.  Regardless of the version one chooses to believe as the more historically accurate (and there is considerable debate between biblical historians and archeologists on this matter), the Hebrews eventually established a fairly stable kingdom in the Holy Lands circa 1100 B.C.

For the Jews of the late second and early first millennium B.C., the religious ‘enemy’ deity (i.e., the Canaanite deity) was sometimes identified as the goddess Asherah and sometimes as her daughter Astarte-Anath (Ashtoreth).  The daughter’s son was Baal-El, who became the Canaanite father god and was subsequently assimilated into the Hebrew god Yahweh-Elohim.  The problem faced by the priestly leadership of Judaism was a kind of backsliding on the part of their people into this earlier form of goddess worship.  For example, the golden calf made as an object of worship by Moses’ followers when they were stranded in the Sinai Desert bears a startling resemblance to traditional Great Goddess symbolism: to wit, Ishtar is frequently depicted wearing a bull’s horns and her son-lover, Tammuz (Babylon) and Dumuzi (Sumer) is often identified with the bull.  To make matters more difficult, King Solomon officially reintroduced a form of goddess worship into Israel (circa 1000 B.C.), perhaps to make governing a religiously diverse nation easier.  And even after Solomon’s reign, when the nation was divided into the states of Israel (north) and Judah (south, whose capitol was Jerusalem), Great Goddess worship continued.

The presence of this old tradition was a constant thorn in the side of the monotheistic priests of Judaism, and the political difficulties encountered first by Israel and then by Judah were attributed to this lack of fidelity to the male god.  For instance, in 721 B.C., the Assyrians conquered the northern state of Israel and dispersed ten of the Hebraic ‘tribes’ at this time.  (No one knows what happened to these ten “lost tribes,” though most likely they were just assimilated into the surrounding nation states or empires.)  Then later (592 B.C.) the prophet Ezekiel had a vision (6:35) of what would happen to the kingdom of Judah (containing the remaining two tribes) if the Hebrews didn’t mend their goddess-loving ways.  The prophet’s fears came true when the tribes of Judah were packed off to Babylon (circa 586 B.C.), beginning what is known as the Babylonian captivity.  When this exile was over (circa 538 B.C.), only about one-third of the Hebrews returned to their homeland, while the rest adapted to the worldly wealth and sophistication of Babylon.  With the exception of the 27 years during which Alexander Jannaeus ruled Judea (102 - 75 B.C.), no Hebrew state was able to approach, in power or prestige, the achievements of the Hebrew people under David and Solomon.

The history of the Hebrew people is vastly more complex than I have indicated here.  Within this commentary I merely wanted to present some facts and suggest some interpretations which might not be obvious to the new student of mythology.  As any introductory textbook on biblical history would say, the compilation of those texts which we call the books of the Bible was a process that occurred over many centuries, such that it is almost impossible to say what an “original” version of Exodus might have been.

Most scholars would say, however, that two periods of Jewish history were of central importance in forming the Old Testament canon.  During the Babylonian exile (circa 586-538 B.C.) and again during the late first century A.D., Hebraic scholars began to sift through an enormously complex textual and oral tradition to produce some of the sacred texts of Judaism.  Likewise, when, during the 2nd and 3rd centuries A.D., the Christian Church fathers had to decide on a definitive set of holy texts, they excluded gospels, epistles and commentaries that did not fall within an established set of theological guidelines.  Which is to say, the creators of this standard set of religious documents we call the Bible--both Jewish and Christian--did their work within a particular historical milieu and were necessarily influenced by that period’s cultural norms.  In short, religious traditions, though inspired by a divinity, are edited, revised, and finally declared true by human beings.


C.  Commentary on The Aeneid: Aeneas and the Public Duty
The story of The Aeneid is a tale of public triumph by a man whose personal life is, at times, one of sorrow and despair.  Aeneas does succeed in establishing himself on Italian soil; he is able to secure a stable political environment for his son; he does begin the line of rulers which will eventually result in Augustus Caesar and the Pax Romana of the second century A.D.  However, his losses along the way are significant: he witnesses the destruction of his homeland, Troy, the deaths of his wife and his father, the death of the woman for whom he almost gives up his mission (Dido, Queen of Carthage), and the death of his best friend, Pallas.

With Virgil’s poem we have moved from the arena of private struggles (the world of the Homeric poems) into the realm of world history--a public realm in which the success or failure of one man, however important, is less so than his effect on the public sphere.  As many critics have noted, this change indicates the development of a true world-historical sense in a people--a sense of how one political unit (the Roman state) can shape the lives of, literally, millions of people.  This is not to say that the Greek writers lacked all sense of history; rather, they were concerned primarily with one people (Greeks) or perhaps with themselves in historical relation to the Persians.  The Greeks thought of themselves as the only truly civilized people, and tended to turn up their noses at the “barbarians,” a term which means, simply, non-Greek.  This inadequacy of Greek historians is, of course, ironic since classical Greek culture ultimately had more effect on world history than anything produced by Rome.

But I am getting ahead of myself--speaking of results before effects--so I would return to my opening statement: that The Aeneid is a tale of public triumph and personal loss.  Note first the complex character of Aeneas: On the one hand, he doesn’t really want the burden of establishing a new state; he would rather have died at Troy with his countrymen.  However, his destiny leads him in another direction--away from Troy, to Carthage, and then to Italy, where he is to fight a very bloody conflict.  There is also nothing the gods can do to stop him, for fate or destiny ranks even above the gods.  Therefore, even though Juno (Jupiter’s wife) does everything she can to have Aeneas fail, it is she herself who fails.  In this sense, Aeneas is the tool of a power which no one, even he, can oppose.

On the other hand, since Aeneas knows he has no other choice but to accept his role as founder of the Roman state, he realizes he’d better get on with it.  To say he is dedicated to the ideal of public service only partially explains the determination with which he pursues his goal.  Rather, he finally embraces this duty as his life’s work; much like one used to hear a person say he was “called” to the ministry, Aeneas is called by fate to found Rome.  And in fulfilling this role, Aeneas manifests a full measure of what one might call public piety.  In this sense, Aeneas is the active participant making history.

With respect to how the Roman reader might have seen Aeneas’ mission, Theodore Haecker, in Odysseus and Aeneas says, “Rome’s mission was essentially not founded upon force; it was [founded upon] power . . . , and [it was] based upon certain great and simple virtues, chief of which was pietas, love fulfilling duty, whose political expression was justice.”  (71) Aeneas is the visible manifestation of piety--pious in his dedication, in his determination, in his self-control.  Only once, with Dido, does he put personal happiness ahead of public duty, but then he realizes his error and abandons her to resume his public obligations.  As C.M. Bowra observes, in Some Characteristics of Literary Epic, “Virgil revealed a new field both for glory and for sacrifice . . . : not an ideal of individual prowess but of service to Rome.  Virgil abandons the scheme of life by which the hero lives and dies for his own glory, and replaces a personal by a social ideal.”  (61) Thus when Aeneas introduces himself as “pious Aeneas” (in some translations) or “Aeneas the True,” he is not bragging; piety and having a ‘true’ character are simply qualities of his being, qualities without which he would not be who he is.  The piety of this founder-of-nations is stressed throughout the text, as much to ennoble Aeneas as to underscore the moral foundations of Rome itself.

Virgil is aware of other great tales which have been told before his, and the stories to which the The Aeneid is most compared are the Iliad and the Odyssey.  With respect to the Iliad’s vivid pictures of death and destruction, its violence foreshadows the warfare in the last six books of  The Aeneid.  In these books the Roman reader is very much aware that the outcome depends almost exclusively on the strength of Aeneas in his fight against Turnus.  On his part, Turnus is portrayed as the representative of an old order and as someone trying to preserve his way of life.  Because he is the champion of his cause, he may evoke the reader’s sympathy--but of course Turnus’ cause is hopeless since Rome is destined to be.

If we turn to the Odyssey, we see the metaphor of the journey, the delays, the frustrations, the sense of despair that threatens to envelop the hero as his goal seems to be retreating further and further away.  One difference between the Odyssey and The Aeneid is that, in the case of the former, Odysseus knows where his home is--where his wife, Penelope, and his son, Telemarchus, wait.  In contrast to Odysseus, however, Aeneas has never seen his destined home; it awaits him somewhere in the future.  The loss of patria (the destruction of Troy) and the indistinctness of his new home creates a profound sense of loss in Aeneas.  Hence, it is understandable that he falls victim to the temptation of lingering in Carthage, and he almost settles for the home of someone else rather than pursue his true goal.
A further similarity between the Odyssey and The Aeneid is that Odysseus and Aeneas both visit the spirits of the dead (Odyssey, 11th book; The Aeneid, 6th book) in the underworld.  For Aeneas, this experience places his human struggle in the context of all creation, and he begins to understand how his role on earth is related to past and future as well as to the gods.  Or to put the matter slightly differently, no matter how difficult, how much personal loss is involved, Aeneas finally knows he can do nothing but struggle onward to Italy.

The first task of Book I is to supply the motivation for the action of the plot.  Herein we learn 1), that Aeneas’ destiny has been planned by “the spinning fates,” and 2), that Juno (wife and sister of Jupiter) has set out to oppose this.  Juno’s opposition to Aeneas stems from several sources: first, she loves Carthage best and wants it rather than Rome to be the ruler of the world; second, she has already fought alongside of the Greeks at Troy and thus it’s clear that she does not like Trojans in general; and third, she still remembers Paris’s (a Trojan) devaluation of her beauty.  To further her goals, she conspires with Aeolus (god of winds) to send a great storm to attack the Trojan fleet as it sails away from Troy, and it is a battered fleet that finally finds safe harbor at Carthage.

For his part, Aeneas is aided by his mother Venus, who begins her scheming after the Trojans have been received hospitably in Carthage.  Here it is interesting to note that Dido, Queen of Carthage, not only offers the Trojans welcome, but proposes that they join forces and together rule the world.  This is a political temptation which runs parallel to the temptation of love that Aeneas will soon feel for Dido; and Aeneas’ overcoming of these two temptations affirms his piety.  There is nothing in the text to suggest a trick on Dido’s part here, but Venus is suspicious of Dido nonetheless; so to turn Dido into an ally of Aeneas Venus contrives to inflame Dido’s passion by having Cupid (also a son of Venus) take the form of Aeneas’ boy, Ascanius (also called Iulus), and at the banquet have Cupid breathe the fire of passion into the queen.  In this regard, Virgil is quite clear about the irrationality of the passion Dido will feel for Aeneas, saying Cupid will “poison her, without her knowing.”
Aside from this divine intervention, however, there are other reasons why Aeneas might be attracted to Dido.  She is a queen and he is soon to be a founding king.  As well, both had to flee unpleasant circumstances, in Dido’s case the murder of her husband Sychaeus (Si-kay-us) by her brother Pygmalion, “a monster of unmatched wickedness.”  Likewise, it seems that they are essentially good people, and although a Roman audience would reflect with bitterness upon the Punic Wars, Aeneas obviously knows nothing of this since the action in The Aeneid occurs a good six centuries before the Punic Wars.  As we will see in Book IV, Dido is portrayed as evil because her great love for Aeneas inspired his great love for her; this love thus becomes an obstacle to Aeneas fulfilling his destiny.

Book II offers the reader a version of the Trojan War told from the perspective of the losing side.  Here in Virgil’s descriptions of the fighting between the Greeks and Trojans, we have a foreshadowing of the war between the Rutulians and the Trojans on Italian soil.  The story of the Trojan War we see here is essentially depicted as a draw until the Greeks pull off their elaborate ruse, getting the horse inside the walls.  Here the Greek Sinon plays the double-agent, saying that the horse is an offering to compensate for Diomede and Ulysses having profaned (actually stealing) the Trojan statue of Minerva (Minerva is associated with Pallas).  Sinon’s rationale for revealing all this to the Trojans is that he now hates the Greeks, since they had planned to make of him a sacrifice to Apollo in order to gain favorable winds for a return trip home.  At any rate, the Trojans buy Sinon’s story, pull the horse inside, and go to sleep for the night--the prelude to a permanent sleep for a few.

The depiction of the valiant Trojans fighting in support of a hopeless cause was no doubt written to evoke the pity of the Roman audience.  We see Cassandra (daughter of King Priam), her hands bound so she can’t pray, being dragged off from Minerva’s temple by the Greeks.  We see Aeneas and other Trojans, using Greek helmets and shields in order to gain the advantage of surprise, ironically being attacked by their own people.  Then we see old King Priam, dragged through a pool of his son’s (Polites) blood by Pyrrhus, who then stabs Priam at the altar.  And there is also Aeneas’ wife, Creusa, who somehow gets left behind as Aeneas flees with his father and son.  Aeneas’ fears for her are confirmed when, upon returning to Troy, he sees her ghost, and she tells him what he must do.  My, the Greeks are nasty!

Finally, I would note that it is Aeneas’ mother, Venus, who really saves the day for Aeneas.  Remember, prior to her intervention, Aeneas is so distraught that all he wants to do is die while fighting.  Venus, however, reminds him of his duty to his still living family--warns him he must overcome personal wishes and look to the safety, the good, of others.  After all, at this point in the battle, Anchises, Ascanius, and Creusa are still alive and need him; and he manages to carry all but Creusa outside the burning walls of Troy.  This sets the stage for that which Aeneas will have to do throughout the epic: sacrifice what he wants (to die gloriously) for the good of others.  While Aeneas goes back to look for Creusa, hundreds of other refugees gather with his father and son to await his return; and when Aeneas does come back, he finds the people he will lead to Italy.

Book IV exemplifies the struggle between passion and duty, as romantic love is seen as the most private of all personal interests, having the power to shut out ‘the many’ from the secluded realm of  ‘the two.’  In this light I would like to comment on two matters: the historical dimensions of Dido (as queen specifically of Carthage) and her much-debated function as a tragic heroine.  With respect to history, Dido offers Aeneas a partnership in which Carthage and Rome might jointly rule the world; and a question in the minds of Roman readers would have been whether she would make a good partner.  Here, one must remember that Carthage was founded by Phoenicians from Tyre, and as well as being renowned as sailors, the Phoenicians were also stereotyped as clever traders.  Thus, Dido’s trustworthiness would have been open to question.  From this, the Roman audience would interpret her offer as originating from less than honest motives.  Specifically, they would interpret her offer in light of the historical struggle between Rome and Carthage for control of Northern Africa and the Western Mediterranean, and they would see her offer as an attempt to subvert the Roman destiny.  In short, the Roman reader would see that shared control was a lesser destiny than sole control.

A second historical theme is this: just as the Roman reader would consider Jupiter, Aeneas, and Rome to be agents of order in the world, so the Roman reader would link Juno, Dido, and Carthage together as proponents of disorder.  The Roman citizen of Virgil’s day would see Dido’s offer as an attempt to disrupt a divine plan, and even though this effort would have been seen as futile, her acts nevertheless would have been interpreted as rebellious.  Moreover, as the agent of entropy, Dido becomes the forerunner of the Carthaginian general (Hannibal) who would invade Italy during the 2nd Punic War, causing considerable grief to and very nearly defeating Rome.  Finally, as the person who lures Aeneas from the straight and narrow (Virgil even depicts him helping to build Carthage!), Dido resembles the universal figure of the Temptress, luring the man away from that which he knows to be right.

The second problem of the Fourth Book is less a historical than a literary one; specifically, to what degree is Dido a tragic protagonist?  A detailed discussion of this issue should be reserved for those with an intense interest in Virgil, so I would note that it is possible to leave the matter in Virgil’s hand entirely: he says, “she perished neither by destiny nor by a death deserved, but tragically, before her day, in the mad heat of sudden passion . . . .”  Indeed, like Oedipus, her falling in love with Aeneas is not an act she consciously wills; as well, she does, like Oedipus, commit a mistake (hamartia), which is reneging on her vow to be faithful to her dead husband, Sychaeus.  Of course, this also can be thought of as being caused by a higher power, since we know from Book I that he (Cupid), “began gradually to dispel from Dido all thought of Sychaeus.”  I’m not sure, however, that Dido has a character flaw which leads to the fatal mistake (such as Oedipus’ quick temper or Antigone’s stubbornness).  Perhaps her most public flaw is that, during the year she and Aeneas are cooing like doves, she pretty much neglects her queenly duties (this failure does not, however, affect Carthage in any material way).  Thus, for these and other less important reasons, I don’t see Dido as being a tragic figure, at least in the strict Aristotelian sense of the term.

But more generally, she certainly evokes pathos from the reader, in that she is, aside from deflecting Aeneas from his historical role, basically a good (Aeneas describes her as having a “goodness of heart”) and noble person who suffers as a result of an act for which she cannot reasonably be held responsible (though I’m sure less so from the Roman perspective than from ours).  After all, anyone who loves so fully that she would rather die than live without the object of her love, must be seen sympathetically.  The primary weakness in the ‘poor little Dido” argument comes from the reader’s witnessing the tremendous anger in her when she realizes Aeneas has decided to leave.  Her anger is definitely not the response of a powerless human being, but the rage of a queen; the passion that consumes her is fire-like, and the flames of her funeral pyre become a reminder of the destructiveness of human emotions throughout the remainder of the book (the burning of ships in Books V and VIII).  Here again, we receive the classical instruction that the human being is best served when he or she is controlled by reason.
Virgil’s Book VI is not only indebted to Homer, but to the mystery cults, Plato’s Republic (the ‘myth of Er’), Pythagorean philosophy, and other legends; in other words, Book VI is a synthesis of what the Hellenistic world thought of hell.  There are three segments to Aeneas’ journey to the underworld: 1), preparation for the descent (to 1263; page 155); 2), the actual trip through the underworld (to 1675; page 167), and 3), the explanation of rebirth and the vision of Roman heroes (to end).

The first section is least important, as in it Virgil is merely setting the stage for succeeding events.  Here he tries to create an aura of mystery by discussing ancient symbols like the labyrinth, the golden bough and the significance of ritual sacrifice.  Of these, the golden bough is most important since possession of it is necessary before a mortal can be allowed to traverse the underworld.  But before Aeneas can actually descend (even after having found the golden bough) he must first see to the proper burial of his companion Misenus.  Aeneas and his companions do this (thus confirming Aeneas’ piety), and then he and the Sibyl (courtesy of Underworld Tours, Inc.) begin the journey.

The trip through hell is filled with exotic beasts, interesting tortures, and images both ghastly and touching.  The highlights of this imagined voyage are the encounters with Charon (circa 156), with Dido (160-61), and then his introduction to Tartarus and Elysium.  From the souls waiting to be ferried across the river of death by Charon, to the souls lined up ready for another life on earth, it appears that inhabitants in Virgil’s hell are used to standing in line; and in between we see punishment and reward meted out based upon the moral status of the soul.  Here it is interesting that we see basically three regions: Elysium, in which live the good (heroes, contributors to the social good), Tartarus, in which reside the excessively violent and morally corrupt, and finally the Fields of Mourning (or Fields of Tears) among whose inhabitants are those unjustly dead or dead before their rightful time (the infant souls, the falsely accused, the suicides, and those who suffered the cruelties of love--including Dido).

The vision of the future presented by Anchises in the final part of the Book offers Aeneas a chance to see what he is struggling for.  First, Anchises explains the process of reincarnation:  after death the souls of individuals who are destined to live a second time must endure a period of purification, a process which is necessary because the moral effects of one’s life extend into death.  Each soul’s purification is unique to it alone, as Anchises explains, because, “Each of us finds the world of death fitted to himself.”  After this the souls must forget what they’ve experienced in the underworld, and Aeneas sees them lined up to drink from the River Lethe (the elixer of forgetfulness).  Finally, Aeneas sees the souls of all the descendants that will come from the line of Aeneas, and Anchises spends a good deal of time describing the glorious leaders who await Aeneas’ reaching Rome so that their destinies can be realized.  This final vision must enhance Aeneas’ sense that an enormous responsibility has been given to him and him alone.

The final six books of the poem--which are meant to arouse patriotic fervor in the Roman heart--tend to become repetitive for the modern reader.  Battle after battle, brave soldier after brave soldier, are found wanting at the bar of fighting prowess, as dead body mounts upon dead body on the green fields of Latium.  Yet I have to be moderately impressed by Virgil’s capacity to invent ever new ways for someone to die.  And I suppose I also must applaud Virgil for not portraying the defenders (Aeneas’ enemies) as anything but courageous and basically honorable.  Of course, there are the typical human lapses into cowardess and contrivance, but essentially both sides fight well and nobly.

It is, of course, interesting to observe that in Aeneas’ conquest of this little piece of Italy, the paradigm for the Roman empire is thus sanctioned.  In writing the great national epic of Rome, Virgil became the eloquent propagandist for Roman aggression which reached its zenith in the first and second centuries A.D.  It is interesting to note that even great literature, which The Aeneid surely is, cannot unencumber itself from the burden of ideological aims.  Indeed, it is quite worthwhile wondering to what degree this poem elaborated upon and furthered such aspirations.

Assignment for 

Section II: Heroes of the Ancient World

Paper 2: The Meaning of Heroism
Gilgamesh, Moses, and Aeneas are three of the most important heroes of the ancient world, yet each wears his heroism differently.  Working with at least two of the heroes, I want you to select one of the following topics for this paper.
Topic 1: What is the relationship between the heroes and the gods (and goddesses) of their day?  For example, how ‘close’ to his god/dess is each of our heroes?  To what degree is the hero’s ‘mission’ encouraged and justified by the gods?  Is the hero’s mission ever discouraged or hindered?

Topic 2: What is the purpose of the quest of each hero?  Is it simple adventure or self-promotion?  Does the quest have some “higher” purpose in mind?  To what degree is the hero successful and how can one measure success?

Topic 3: What roles do women (either mortal or goddesses) play in the actions of each text?  What kind of relationships exist between the heroes and the women in these texts?  Are there any gender-based conflicts?  Are women generally portrayed as positive or negative influences?

Topic 4: What degree of freedom does each hero have to act on his own?  That is, who is most free to act?  With respect to gods, Fate or other higher powers, how is this freedom measured?  What acts exemplify this freedom (or its absence)?

Section III: Tales of Kids and Cowboys

A.  Folk Tales, Fairy Tales, and the Mask of Innocence
During the last four decades it has been almost impossible for an American child not to have seen one of Disney’s full-length cartoons.  In my day it was Cinderella and Snow White, and when my children were a bit younger, I took them to the theater to see The Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin and The Lion King.  Of course, The Lion King is not a traditional fairy tale, though its plot (and the plots of many other movies--cartoon or not) comes straight out of the Grimms’ brothers earliest collection of European folklore.

The Lion King begins with a vision of a happy family: the strong and noble king lion, the submissive and understanding queen lion, and the impish baby lion.  This harmony is shattered by the murder of the king lion and his displacement by the evil uncle lion, a move which sends the prince into exile.  After several years’s absence, the now grown-up prince lion returns, defeats the evil uncle lion, marries the beautiful princess lion, becomes the new king, and restores harmony to the kingdom.  While there are of course variations to it, this is the core plot of the fairy tale: harmony, loss of harmony, restoration of harmony.
As suggested by this summary of The Lion King’s plot, the fairy tale is essentially a story about family and home, and as such it has inherent appeal to the child.  Of course, the fairy tale has been criticized as frivolous and untrue since its happy endings don’t mirror real life.  Moreover, there is hardly a child older than six who doesn’t realize that happy endings are not inevitable: parents divorce, a father or mother loses a job, a playmate dies.  Yet even in the face of a reality which threatens its claim of ‘happily ever after’ the fairy tale endures.  Why?

In The Uses of Enchantment, Bruno Bettleheim offers a fascinating explanation of the psychological value of the fairy tale for the child.  Speaking from over forty years experience as a child psychiatrist, Bettleheim argues that the mask of innocence is largely an artifact invented by and imposed on the child by the parents.  This is not to say the child is therefore ‘guilty’ of something--rather, the adult, knowing full well the unpleasantness of life, projects back upon the child his own wish for the child’s continued naiveté.  Since the parent is the authority figure, the child willingly plays the game; but this domestic fiction cannot dispel the child’s suspicion that life isn’t as rosy as the parent wishes it might be.

One of the many ways that truth, as it were, creeps back into the picture is when the child is introduced to the traditional fairy tale--which is to say, to the version of the tale which includes violence, death, deceit, pain, sorrow, and loss.  The paradox which Bettleheim articulates is this: only by being exposed to the unpleasant experiences of life in the fairy tale and by being shown how they can be overcome does the child gain the courage to struggle on in the face of his or her own domestic tribulations.  Thus when Hansel and Grethel are abandoned in the woods to starve, or when Cinderella is transformed into “the ash girl,” these become situations analogous to ones the child faces--if only imaginatively--in his or her own family.  That is, when a child is punished, he or she may feel abandoned, debased or simply unloved; so when Hansel and Grethel or Cinderella finally triumphs, the child gets the message that his or her current ‘pain’ is only temporary--that events eventually will turn out all right.

It’s probably safe to say that anyone who claims the fairy tale isn’t real is thinking of reality in terms of something external--of something that can be measured or quantified.  And we would agree that items like gingerbread houses, talking horses and fairy godmothers do not make regular appearances in our world.  The fairy tale, however, functions in another realm of reality entirely--that of psychological reality, providing, as Bettleheim says, “a voyage into the interior of our minds, into the realms of unawareness and the unconscious.” (63)  In doing so the fairy tale acts as a key which is able to open up the potentially overwhelming content of the unconscious and expose those troubling emotions (fear, love, anxiety, confusion, and so on) to the healing light of understanding.  As the child grows to understand his/her emotions within the context of the family, he/she is better able to control them--a vitally important skill, since anger directed at a parent runs the risk (in the child’s mind) of resulting in the loss of the parent’s love.

To function as it does, the fairy tale developed standardized forms of characterization to supplement its regularity of plot, my discussion of which will be drawn initially from Maria Tatar’s The Hard Facts of the Grimms’ Fairy Tales.  To begin with, the protagonists in the fairy tale are almost always children, though boys and girls are generally depicted quite differently.  The heroes are generally defined by parentage (the miller’s son), station in life (the prince), relation to siblings (the younger brother), or level of intelligence (the simpleton) rather than by name.  In contrast, the heroines of fairy tales are almost always given names: Cinderella, Snow White, Sleeping Beauty, Rapunzel, Little Red-Cap and so forth.  While the boys tend to be naive (or even slow-witted) and the girl (always beautiful) tends to be clever, both genders are compassionate (especially with respect to animals) and humble.  Here, though, the quality of humility is plot-related: the heroes tend to be humble from the start and steadily rise from their lowly station in life to a higher one; in contrast, the heroines usually begin high, fall to a lowly state, and then rise again at the conclusion of the tale.

Villains tend to come in three flavors: there are the beasts and monsters, such as bears, wolves, and hungry giants--deviants of the natural world; there are the men who are social deviants such as robbers, pirates or murderers; finally, there are women functioning as domestic deviants: servants, stepmothers and witches.  Notice that the biological mother (frequently deceased) is always good and the stepmother (who sometimes tricks the good father into marriage) is always bad.  Moreover, since the biological father is rarely the source of suffering for the child-protagonist and the biological mother is dead, both biological parents are effectively exonerated from blame for any misfortune that may befall the child.  This enables the child to focus his anger onto a figure whose love he/she is not afraid of losing since the stepmother has no love to give.
The great folklorist Vadmir Propp has, in addition to the protagonist (boy or girl) and villain (stepmother-witch), identified five other character roles which frequently appear in the fairy tale.  There is the figure he calls the donor, who gives the protagonist a magic talisman (usually something superficially insignificant, like a feather, mirror, or stone); there is the helper (the small animal who guides or protects the protagonist when he/she is in the wilderness); there is the princess or prince (the person needed to restore harmony to the protagonist’s life); the dispatcher (the one who exiles the child from the home--a role sometimes played by the stepmother-witch), and finally there is the false hero (usually the elder brother or sister--the one who is most likely to succeed, but who fails).  Naturally, not every one of these characters appears in every fairy tale, but you should be aware that these standard character types do exist.

Another criticism frequently directed against the fairy tale or folk tale is that the characters all seem to be stereotypical or not well-rounded.  In The European Folktale, Max Luthi addresses exactly this issue, arguing that it is just such “flatness” of character that makes it possible for the child to place him/herself, imaginatively, into the story.  When you think about it, Luthi’s point makes sense: if the protagonist did have a complex character and profound psychological depth, the child would see the protagonist as too mature--too much like an adult.  Along with this, Luthi notes that the protagonist of the folk/fairy tale seems to be motivated by external forces rather than internal ones.  To wit, the child would never have chosen to leave the home had the stepmother been loving or the father more protective.  Forces external to the child, but still within the sphere of the home, leave the protagonist with no choice but to flee.

Notice, as well, how familiar with the occult are the fairy tale’s characters.  The “normal” and the “abnormal,” the ordinary and the magical, exist side-by-side in the plot, and the protagonist generally expresses no real curiosity of or shock with respect to the strange events or beings of his/her world.  A brother can be turned into a fawn (The Brother and Sister), the heroine can hold a conversation with a dead horse (The Goose Girl), a frog can demand a princess fulfill her promises (The Frog Prince), a fox can ask to be killed by the hero so the latter can complete his quest (The Golden Bird).  All these events the protagonist accepts as being just another part of daily life; in other words, everything exists within the same dimension of reality.  This is not, however, to say the protagonist is never afraid, though it is not the magical that frightens him or her; rather, it is the cruelty done by other humans, usually members of his/her own family.

Finally, remember that the stories you read in Household Stories by the Brothers Grimm were originally oral tales, and as such still bear some characteristics of oral literature.  For instance, notice how frequently a plot element or a question/answer are repeated three times in exactly the same words.  Notice how little effect each repetition has on the protagonist, as if the protagonist did not learn anything by repeating the task or hearing the same answer.  This suggests that the protagonist has a hard time learning from experience and that it is the ritual effect of repeating the act or asking the question that is important--in other words, magic (not logic) rules the day.

As with myth and legend, there is an enormous amount more one could say about the folk/fairy tale.  We could examine the importance of the typical “gifts” given to the protagonist, the standardization of colors and shapes, the basic plot motifs (courtship, abandonment, fraternal conflict, wedding, orphanhood, etc.) that constitute the fairy tale, or the sociological significance of the younger (and hence landless) son triumphing over his brothers.  All I’ve tried to do is provide a basic introduction to this form of literature and to stress, in spite of a simplistic surface, its true significance for human beings.  After all, no form of literature (other than the Bible) has had such a widespread audience as these little stories told to children.


B.  Cowboys of the Mind: The Myth of the Western Hero
Perhaps only in America could an actor chiefly noted for portraying a cowboy rise to become President.  The durability of this myth has so clearly exceeded the western Hero’s historical importance that one is forced to conclude the myth speaks to something quite fundamental about our culture.  Yet if there is a truth embedded in this myth, there is also a species of lie--something we must believe about ourselves in order to survive.  This is not to say there weren’t real cowboys and cowgirls, explorers and frontiersmen, pioneers and plunderers, who inhabited the American West.  Rather, the myth of the West survived only through a kind of unconscious reductivism--a process which produced only a handful of archetypal figures to represent the complex historical process of western settlement.

Of course, the notion of the ‘West’ is also ambiguous.  When the Puritans first set up their holy communities in New England, the hardwood forests became their western wilderness.  As Daniel Boone crossed the Appalachians, the Ohio River Valley became the West; as settlers moved into the Great Plains, these sufficed for the West; and farther, as pioneers settled California and the Oregon Territory, the West assumed a new likeness.  The West is thus a malleable concept, standing (in the words of Mark Twain) for “the territory ahead,” untamed nature, the abode of wild animals, and animal-like men.

The response of Americans to the West during the 19th century was historically as varied as were the claimants to its possession.  Whatever the West, in fact, was, it first seemed to represent a kind of barrier to be overcome.  Whether one is talking about the Puritans identifying nature with the cursed abode of ‘the fallen’ Adam or the frontiersman’s vision of the West as the arena in which to test his manhood, the early theme is one of seeing the West as the Other.  Later, the West was seen as a region of bounty, as an economic resource to be cultivated, to be framed within the bounds of an ideology of growth.  Finally, the West became itself a conceptual commodity, packaged first by the dime novelists of New York City in the 1890's and then by Hollywood directors as early as the 1920's.

If the western Hero is an essential part of our culture, one must look back to the beginnings of European settlement to hear his birth cries--specifically, to the American Puritans.  In this regard, it is a commonplace, but nonetheless true, observation of American Puritans that they saw themselves as engaging in a heroic act and that, initially, they had ambivalent attitudes toward the arena of that act: the natural world.  When they were trapped in England, the forests of America seemed like a refuge, and they thought of themselves as the new Israelites about to journey into the wilderness and hence to freedom.  But when they arrived in the Promised Land, nature seemed considerably more menacing than it did from afar.  Hence, they tended to assume a stockade mentality, seeing nature, its creatures, and the American Indian as manifestations of evil.  That the physical world might not be fully corrupt, might not be bereft of an inherent goodness, was a possibility hard to accept.  Human sexuality (an undeniably natural experience) was also a burden the soul had to accept as long as it was tied to the body; and the woman, as the descendant of Eve, was bound by a knot of guilt.

The American essayist H. L. Mencken defined Puritanism as the fear that someone, somewhere, was having a good time--and his words remind us that one aspect of American culture has never deviated very far from Puritan ideals.  After all, films today are far more likely to receive a PG-13 rating for their sexuality than for showing interminable scenes of gratuitous violence.  As a child of the fifties and sixties I watched hundreds of television shows and movies in which actors representing American Indians were killed, yet I’m sure I wasn’t morally offended.  It simply never occurred to me that the Hero (whether cavalry officer, rancher, sheriff, or whatever) wasn’t morally justified in doing what he had to do to protect ‘civilization.’  Wasn’t that the law of the West?

As one surveys the aesthetic wealth of America (books, movies, television and the like) it is easy to spot the Hero.  The Hero is clearly not the Adamic figure or the Lawgiver (call him Moses).  R. W. B. Lewis’ classic work of literary history, The American Adam, identifies the first of these, the Adamic archetype, as the naturally innocent child-man, someone without a cumbersome and sinful past.  He is seen in James Fenimore Cooper’s Deerslayer, in Herman Melville’s Billy Budd, and as Walt Whitman himself.  That the New Adam is unstable, vulnerable, and not fully moral is beside the point.  Lewis argues that regardless of this figure’s liabilities, he is a central figure in American Myth.

Lewis doesn’t discuss the other type I noted above--the Moses type or Lawgiver, but it seems to me that this figure is also present as an actor in the western myth.  He is a leader, an ethical force--one who does not come out of the wilderness to right wrongs and then retreat back to the bosom of nature, but one who carries with him a moral commitment to civilization.  In John Ford’s film The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, this Moses figure is Rance Stoddard (played by Jimmy Stewart), who takes up residence in Shinbone to bring the blessings of law to the Wyoming Territory.

That there might be a threat to civilization is a possibility only dimly seen by the New Adam.  This threat is clearly seen by the Lawgiver, yet many times his response is merely to reiterate the truth of what he knows (the law) but whose tenets he cannot enforce.  It is, finally, the Hero who seizes the moral equivalent of the law, transforms the book into the gun, and beats the Monster back from the doors of the city.  Yet the Hero bears an ambivalent relationship to civilization.

Joseph Campbell has suggested in The Hero With a Thousand Faces that the Warrior Hero appears in a time of transition, when civilization has begun to be established but still faces a threat from without.  The Hero enters civilization from the wilderness, banishes evil which threatens the city, and retreats to from whence he came.  This is understandable, for although the cityfolk appreciate being saved from the Monster, they also recognize that the Hero shares some of the Monster’s natural power.  That is, the Hero draws some of his moral strength from the natural world, and after combating the threat to civilization, he must go back to the source of his moral power.  For example, Shane, the reformed gunfighter forced to use his skills to protect his friends, rides off alone at the end of Shane; likewise in John Ford’s Stagecoach and My Darling Clementine, the heroes retreat.

In Stagecoach, the Ringo Kid (John Wayne) has escaped from jail in order to revenge the death of his father and brother, who were shot by the evil Plummer brothers.  On his way to exact his revenge, his horse grows lame and he stops a stagecoach for a ride to Lordsburg.  Unfortunately, the sheriff is present and takes him into custody.  But, on the way to Lordsburg, Ringo helps to save the passengers on the stagecoach from the attacks of Geronimo (a version of the Monster); and when he arrives, he kills his enemies.  Then Ringo and Dallas (the prostitute with the ‘heart of gold’)--recipients of an unusual act of clemency by the sheriff--ride off to his ranch south of the border, thus escaping the “blessings of civilization.”
Similarly, in My Darling Clementine, Henry Fonda (playing Wyatt Earp) accepts the temporary appointment of sheriff, both to clean up the town and to discover who murdered his younger brother.  He does so reluctantly, but then pursues his quarry with a relentlessness that finds him, his two brothers, and Doc Holiday fighting with the evil Clanton family.  The process of being a sheriff has, to some degree, civilized him, and Earp is attracted to Clementine (chaste girlfriend of Doc Holliday, now dead), but in the end, Wyatt Earp also leaves town.

This quiet departure is a constant motif in the western epic, seen also in Clint Eastwood’s High Plains Drifter and Gary Cooper’s High Noon, among many, many others.  The true Hero--not the New Adam or the Mosaic Lawgiver--represents an ego conflicted by two kinds of laws: the law of nature and the law of man, and as such the Hero is not fully content either in nature or in town.  Indeed, while he is the giver of neither of these legal systems, he is the enforcer.  Just what he enforces is, however, difficult to pin down.

On the one hand, the Hero is called into action because he recognizes that some element of man-made law has broken down; perhaps human law itself has been corrupted or perhaps it is not enforced.  On the other, it is difficult to see the Hero truly understanding the law of nature, for the simple reason that it is impossible to define what a natural law might be.  This law can’t simply be that the good live and the bad die, for nature is essentially amoral.  If natural law is a concept abstracted from the notion that “(might makes right,” then (as Rousseau says) natural law is really not a law at all, but a shallow rationale for satisfying one’s brutish physical needs.  Perhaps the best one can say is that the western Hero carries with him an intuitive sense of right and wrong--a sense which may flow from nature--and that he has the physical skills to act in tune with this moral imperative.

Just as the western Hero occupies the ethical border between natural and human laws, he came into being along that shifting border between wilderness and settlement.  He is thus a historically and geographically specific entity, always existing in our imagination between 1860 and 1890.  His attractiveness is fueled by a nostalgia for a simpler time--not exactly Edenesque--but at least recalling a time before life became too complicated, a time when problems could be decisively solved.

Indeed, I suggest that part of President Reagan’s popularity was his ability to suggest that modern problems could be solved by one man acting with an impeccable moral vision and a precise force.  That this does not always seem to be the case seems, for many Americans, beside the point; we wish it to be so and act on the authority of our wishes.  So I don’t think that the archetype of the western Hero will vanish any time soon; indeed, he may be in the process of being reshaped as the science fiction Hero, engaging and defeating the enemies of civilization in space, which, as they say, is the final frontier.

Assignment for

Section III: Tales of Kids and Cowboys

Paper 3: Myth and Popular Culture
Choose ONE topic to write on.

Topic 1: Select one of the folktales from Household Stories and contrast it with a ‘sanitized’ version of the same: either film or book.  Specifically, you might ask how the omission of realistic details affects your response to the sanitized version?  Which version has more of an effect on you?  Which version do you like better (and why)?

If you have a younger sibling available, you might explore how the child’s reactions differ--indeed, you might do this with several children and write up a survey of their responses.

Topic 2: Select at least three folktales from our text and answer any one the following:

a) What is the principal danger faced by the protagonist; do heroes and heroines typically face different dangers?

b) What specific threat is presented by the evil parent figure; what are the evil parent’s powers and how does the child fight back; how does the child respond to death or physical harm?

c) What role do animals play in the story; are they friends or enemies; how does the protagonist relate to animals (friendship, sympathy, language)?

d) What challenge must the protagonist face: a mystery to solve, a riddle to answer, a physical feat to accomplish; how is this accomplished?

e) What kind of sorcery or magic is present; what kind of talisman (an object which functions as a magic wand) is used; does the protagonist rely more on intelligence or magic?

Topic 3: What possibilities exist today for the development of a heroine paradigm?  How might a heroine be defined differently from a hero?  OR, are the constituent properties of a heroic act genderless?  Can you find any traces of a heroine paradigm within popular culture (television, movies) today?

Topic 4: Keeping in mind the social value of myth as a way of defining and sustaining a peoples’ sense of themselves, analyze the kinds of myths operative in America today.  Do we have myths that define and/or sustain us?  What might they be and how do they work?  Do they produce good or ill?

Topic 5: How do Native American (or native peoples anywhere) cultures use their myths and folklore today?  Can ancient myth systems stand up to the onslaught of Nike commercials, MTV, sexually transmitted diseases and cash machines?  What value does that folklore have today?


Final Exam

After you have completed the three written assignments for this course you will have a take-home final exam.  When you turn in the last assignment, let your instructor know if you have a deadline for completing the exam.    Turn in the Take-Home Exam Request Form ten days before you wish to start work on the exam.  As stated in the beginning of this syllabus, your final will be open book, open note, and in an essay format.

Best of luck to you on the exam and congratulations on having finished the course!  I hope you learned much that is of value to you.
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