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INTRODUCTION


[image: image]


It’s possible that this is the first book on mythology you’ve ever read, and maybe you think that you know nothing about the subject. But myths are an integral part of our modern lives; so although you might not realize it, you’re actually surrounded by remnants of—and references to—the mythologies of various cultures. They’re literally everywhere.


For example, you might get out your calendar and schedule a meeting for Thursday, a day which is named after Thor, the Norse god of thunder. Maybe that Thursday is in the month of January, named after Janus, the Roman god of time. If you’re watching TV, you might see one of the many iterations of the Star Trek franchise, which prominently features a race of aliens called the Vulcans, named for the Roman god of fire. If someone you know is self-involved, you might say they’re narcissistic, a word that comes to us from the Greek myth about Narcissus, who was similarly conceited. Want to get flowers for your significant other? The symbol for the flower delivery company FTD florists is the Greek god Hermes, known as the messenger of Zeus. If you’re trying to make a sandwich and the mayonnaise jar is hermetically sealed, that word is also an allusion to Hermes, who was thought to be able to seal a box or chest so securely that it would be impossible to open. Big on astronomy? Most of the planets in our solar system, like Mercury, Jupiter, and Mars, are named after members of the Roman pantheon. Out for a jog? Maybe you’re wearing Nike sneakers, named after the Greek goddess of victory.
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A number of bestselling series of science-fiction and fantasy novels, from The Lord of the Rings to Harry Potter to The Hunger Games, are influenced by ancient myths and their larger-than-life heroes and villains. So are the film adaptations of these classic titles. Television shows like Supernatural, American Gods, and What We Do in the Shadows typically feature deities, ghosts, and monsters pulled from the mythologies of various cultures. And video games like the God of War franchise involve entire pantheons of gods and goddesses.

So even if you don’t consciously know anything about mythology your everyday life is informed by it. These old stories are swirling all around us and they won’t stop anytime soon. They’ve shaped our idea of what good and evil is, what the word “hero” means, what romantic love looks and feels like, what it means to go on an adventure or to go through a meaningful emotional journey.

When I was around nine years old, I began to realize just how indebted the modern pop culture is to these old myths. I’m talking about films like Superman, Clash of the Titans, Time Bandits, Star Wars, and The Neverending Story, each of which borrowed core concepts, imagery, and story elements from various myths and legends. So, because I couldn’t stop thinking about ancient mythology—and because this is the kind of kid I was, I wrote an essay about it. My essay was about Achilles.

Just in case you don’t know, in Greek mythology, Achilles was a great hero who fought in the Trojan War. He was also invincible. Well, nearly invincible. See, when he was a baby, his mother dipped him in the magical river Styx, granting him invulnerability. But she held him by one of his heels when she did that. So that heel wasn’t touched by the waters, and it was Achilles’ only vulnerable spot. (And yes, this is where we get the expression “Achilles heel,” to mean someone’s weakness.)

Anyway, my essay put forth the argument that Superman and Achilles are essentially the same character. That Achilles is a superhero and Superman is a mythic deity. That kryptonite was Superman’s Achilles heel. It seemed obvious to me that myths like the story of Achilles were the comic books of their day, full of noble heroes with superpowers and scary monsters. I suppose this book—which also compares ancient myths and their pop culture descendants—is the much longer, much more grown-up version of that essay I wrote at age nine.

Also, you’ll notice that earlier in this introduction, many of the names and consumer products I cited—days of the week, names of the planets, the corporate logo for a well-known florist, the name of a popular brand of running shoe—were named after deities in Greek, Roman, and Norse mythology. That’s because, for a very long time, American society was dominated by a Eurocentric worldview. And that’s a perspective that people in the United States—and elsewhere—are just starting to interrogate and dismantle.

With that in mind, please know that in this book, there are certainly retellings of Greek, Roman, and Norse myths. However, there are also a large number of myths and legends in these chapters that come from non-European cultures, like the ancient Egyptian empire, the Yoruba people of Nigeria and Benin, the Inca empire of South America, the Zoroastrians of ancient Persia (what is now Iran), the Ambundu people of Angola, the Fon people of Dahomey (present-day Benin), and various communities in Japan.

That’s all you need to know before diving into this book. And now . . . the magical world of mythology awaits!






CHAPTER 1

MYTHOLOGY DEFINED
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Every culture on Earth has its own mythology. For some, myths are part of their religion, and they treat their mythology with the utmost seriousness. For others, myths lack a religious component, but they are part of their community or cultural traditions, and they’re not to be treated lightly. And for certain others, myths are simply old stories to be read and enjoyed on a lazy Sunday with a nice cup of tea. But myths are more than just stories. They are a key component to understanding what makes us human. However, before we examine the world’s great myths—with their gods, heroes, spirits, and monsters—we first need to figure out just what a myth is. In this chapter, we’ll put together the ultimate, all-encompassing definition of the word “myth,” and we’ll dispel common misunderstandings about mythology. We’ll discover the difference between mythology and religion, and we’ll explore the different roles myths play in society.
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WHAT IS A MYTH?

The clang of swords. The noise of battle. The roar of destiny. The—well, hold on, we’re getting ahead of ourselves a bit. Before we proceed, some definitions are in order. This is a book about mythology, a word that has two definitions: First, it’s the study of myths, which . . . is pretty obvious, I suppose. Second, it can be defined as a collection of stories belonging to one specific culture, community, or religion.

This book is about the study of myths, but it’s also a retelling and analysis of myths from various cultures.

It’s easy to define the word “mythology.” But what exactly is a “myth”? That word is a bit harder to define.


SOCRATES THE SKEPTIC

In his dialogue, Phaidros, written in 370 BCE, the Greek philosopher Plato tells a story about his fellow philosopher Socrates and an aristocrat named Phaidros. In the story, Socrates and Phaidros were strolling on the banks of the river Ilissos in Athens, Greece. When they came to a particular spot near the shore, Phaidros asked Socrates if that was where the Athenian princess Oreithyia was abducted by Boreas, the purple-winged god of the north wind and winter. Socrates responded that the abduction actually happened a bit farther away from where they were standing, which prompted Phaidros to ask Socrates if he even believed in the story of Oreithyia’s abduction, asking, “Is it true? Did it really happen?” Socrates says that perhaps a cleverer man than he could come up with a more plausible-sounding version of the story, but it wouldn’t be worth his time to concoct such a tale. He admits that he doesn’t know if the story is true and it isn't worth worrying about. So, is that what a myth is? Is it an old story that may or may not be true?



The ancient Greeks had a somewhat nuanced and complicated relationship with their myths. Most people thought that the gods existed and that they really did all the spectacular and sometimes frightening things they were purported to have done. A significantly smaller percentage of the population worshiped the gods but thought that the myths surrounding those gods were merely a set of elaborate fables and metaphors for human guidance on morality and ethics, not to be taken literally. In ancient Greek society, there were few—if any—who didn’t believe that the gods existed. While, today, the term “atheist” means one who doesn’t believe in any gods or deities, in the ancient world, the term referred to someone who didn’t practice religion in the conventional or traditional manner. The idea that someone in ancient Greece didn’t believe in the gods at all was almost unthinkable.
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However, some in Greece were wary about the supernatural nature of the myths that were such a vital part of their society. For the most part, these skeptics were people who questioned things for a living, like poets and philosophers. They were aware that there were scientific explanations for natural phenomena, and that, for instance, a thunderstorm wasn’t merely the result of Zeus being in a foul mood. Cynics like Socrates were very much in the minority at the time. But as a whole, the ancient Greeks fervently worshiped their deities, which informed every aspect of their lives from music to theater to dietary habits.

Meanwhile, in Plato’s story—which, remember, is a story written by a philosopher about another philosopher—Socrates doesn’t know if there’s any truth to the myth of Oreithyia and Boreas, but he isn’t losing any sleep over it. Plato was once a pupil of Socrates, so his characterization of his teacher as a skeptic rings true historically. But the real-life Socrates was not merely seen as a “doubtful” person by the people of ancient Greece; he was accused of not believing strongly enough in the traditional Greek deities. Furthermore, he was charged with worshiping private deities of his own devising, and of corrupting the young people of Athens by instructing them to go against the status quo. Socrates was put on trial and found guilty, ultimately paying for his impiety with his life.

As if the fate of Socrates didn’t make this abundantly clear, the ancient Greeks were serious about their gods and myths. If you properly observed the deities, the gods would smile upon you and treat you and your community well. This is why someone like Socrates was seen as a threat to their way of life. If observing the deities caused them to bring you prosperity, then ignoring the deities—or seeking out other, non-sanctioned deities to worship—would cause the gods to exact vengeance upon the entire community!

The Greeks were far from the only civilization that felt this way. Ancient Egyptians believed that their pharaohs were under the protection of the sun god Ra. Therefore, the pharaoh was all-powerful because Ra was all-powerful. Interestingly, this ideology is one thing that mythology across cultures has in common. So, is that what a myth is? Is it a story that you must believe in, under the pain of death? Not quite . . .
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MYTHS TODAY

When people today think of ancient myths, they think of stories that can’t possibly be true—a goddess who springs fully formed from her father’s head, or a monster with the head of a bull and the body of a man. You know, utter hogwash. But a myth isn’t simply a religious story that ceased to be practiced; there’s more to it than that. While the myths of the ancient Egyptian, Greek, Roman, and Norse people fit this definition, the myths of several other cultures do not fit it at all. In fact, some myths are still cherished by many people in the present day, people who consider these stories sacred and relish the messages they hold. What one culture considers a myth, another might consider a holy story pulsating with meaning and purpose. For instance, the Yoruba people of Nigeria and Benin have held on to their mythology, and it is an integral part of their modern core ideology. Even though today many Yoruba are Muslim or Christian, there are some who still worship the Orishas, the protector deities and spirits of the traditional Yoruba faith.



One of the Orishas who is notably central to traditional Yoruba cosmology is Osun (also referred to as Oshun), the goddess of love, prosperity, beauty, and fertility. She’s also known as a river goddess whose power includes the ability to bring forth fertile and fresh waters, and she’s often depicted as a mermaid. She is so integral to the Yoruba culture that the Osun River (sometimes called the Oshun River) is named after her. Even for those who don’t follow the Orishas, certain aspects of the traditional religion have been preserved in Yoruba culture. In present-day Nigeria, Osun continues to be venerated in an annual ceremony known as Ibo-Osun.



MYTHIC MASTERS

BEYONCÉ KNOWLES

Ever since 2016, the iconic pop star lovingly referred to by the mononym Beyoncé has included references to Osun in her work. In Yoruba art, Osun is traditionally depicted as being surrounded by water and wearing yellow clothing. In the video for the 2016 song “Hold Up,” Beyoncé appears in a yellow dress, submerged in water. In 2017, Beyoncé released a photo essay, in which she was dressed as various mythological figures, including Osun. And in her 2020 visual album Black Is King, she sang, “I am Osun.” Clearly, this legendary singer identifies with Osun, a figure known for her creativity, much like Beyoncé herself.




The Osun-Osogbo Festival, an event lasting for roughly two weeks every August, is held on the outskirts of the city of Osogbo, in southern Nigeria. This festival is a celebration of Osun that ends with a march to the Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove, now a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Attracting celebrants from all over the world, the festival is meant to reaffirm the bonds between the river goddess and her people. Therefore, the myth of Osun is still very much alive and venerated to this day.

So, if the word “myth” doesn’t simply mean “old, discarded religion,” what does it actually mean? And why are myths so important?


TRADITIONS AND VARIATIONS

The ancient Greek word mythos means “the story of a people.” In other words, the story of a culture. And in most cultures, myths are usually handed down from generation to generation; they’re traditional stories. Centuries ago, many societies passed down their myths orally rather than writing them down. Because each of these myths was retold so many times, the myth morphed and changed as different cultures migrated to new geographical areas—inserting their own interpretations, language, and even their moral codes.



This accounts for the different spellings you might see for a god’s name. For example, in some versions of the Norse myths, there’s a god named Baldur and in others, his name is spelled Balder.

Or, maybe other changes were made to a myth beyond a simple spelling change. In one version of the Egyptian creation myth, the sun god Ra created the universe. In another iteration of the myth, it was the god Ptah, the patron deity of craftsmen, who did that (more on this in the next chapter).

Once the written word began to take shape, many cultures embraced literacy, and their myths were finally written down. The version that was published was the one, singular version that everyone could refer to. Those myths were then able to achieve a certain immortality by traveling beyond the storyteller who originally told them and finding an audience of millions of readers in other cities, or even other countries. But because most myths were originally oral traditions, then different cultures wrote down their versions, it still stands that one book might include one version of a myth, and another book might include a different version—thus reflecting that one myth might span cultures with some variation.

May each mythical version live on!


BIG PERSONALITIES JUST SORT OF CLASHING

In the 2017 film Transformers: The Last Knight, we learn that the kindhearted alien robots known as Autobots are the allies of King Arthur. We also meet Merlin the Wizard, played by veteran character actor Stanley Tucci. Here, far from being a powerful sorcerer, Merlin is portrayed as a charlatan and con artist with no real magical abilities. But he begs one of the Autobots to help King Arthur, saying that the king needs aid in his battle against enemy forces. Merlin describes how the battle is going so far by saying that it’s like “big personalities just sort of clashing!”



Transformers: The Last Knight is not what anyone would call an all-time great film, but it does have its moments. “Big personalities just sort of clashing” is a perfectly phrased, succinct encapsulation of the entire King Arthur myth. It’s what the Arthurian legend is ultimately about, after all. Arthur is one big personality, and his sister/lover/archenemy Morgan le Fay is another. His son and nemesis Mordred is a third. His best friend and romantic rival Lancelot is a fourth. Arthur clashes with all three of the others at some point in the story. You see where I’m going with this. And honestly, many of the Egyptian, Yoruba, Greek, Roman, Inca, Celtic, Indian, Zoroastrian, Norse, Japanese, Chinese, and British myths are also essentially about big personalities just sort of clashing.

So, is that what myths are at their core? Are they larger-than-life brawls between heroes and villains with the fate of the Earth—or sometimes the universe—hanging in the balance? Philip Wilkinson’s book Myths & Legends: An Illustrated Guide to Their Origins and Meanings is, on the whole, a wonderfully written and exhaustively researched work of nonfiction. However, I do take issue with the way Wilkinson defines the word “myth.” In the introduction to his book, Wilkinson says, “Myths—stories of the gods, of heroes, and great cosmic events—are told in all of the world’s many cultures.”

Now, that is a perfectly accurate description of many myths. Most myths, even. But not all of them. And remember, we are searching for the most comprehensive definition possible here. That definition casts a wide net, but it’s not wide enough for our purposes. For instance, it doesn’t apply to urban legends, like the one about the sewers of New York City being filled with hungry, violent alligators. Yes, that century-old urban legend does indeed count as a myth!
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In a very real way, the urban legend about alligators in the sewers is indeed “the story of a people.” It’s about the way contemporary New York City is perceived by outsiders and, sometimes, by the very people who live there. It’s about how people often think New York is a cartoonishly violent place to live, a mysterious place where nightmarish things happen, where huge rats run amok, terrorizing the underground subways, the sort of place where there’d be alligators in the sewers.

And did you know that Bigfoot and Zeus have something in common? That’s because Bigfoot also counts as a myth. For those who don’t know, Bigfoot is a large, hairy man-monster who haunts the wooded acreage of North America, especially the Northwest region of the United States and Canada. Reports of Bigfoot sightings have persisted for decades, with no end in sight.

Also commonly known as Sasquatch, hikers, campers, and even wood-wanderers report seeing the shy monster ducking between trees, running off into the woods, and vanishing from sight—leaving only a stunned explorer with nothing but unusually large footprints left in the mud or snow to prove that they saw him at all. Although you might not realize it, the word “Sasquatch” is actually an anglicized version of “sasq’ets,” a word that means “hairy man” in Halq’eméylem, an upriver dialect of the Sts’ailes, an Indigenous community of people who hail from British Columbia. Historically, for longer than we can even definitely say, the Sts’ailes told stories and sang songs about sasq’ets, a large, hairy shape-shifter who protected the land and its people. In other words, Sasquatch is loosely based on a myth from Indigenous Canadian folklore. Simply by virtue of the fact that some people actually believe in the existence of Bigfoot (which puts the hairy man in the same boat as the myth of Oreithyia and Boreas) and given the fact that the origins of Sasquatch lie in deeply rooted First Nations folklore, any way you slice it, the big guy’s a myth.

But do you know what you won’t find in the Bigfoot legend, or in the “sewer gator” myth? Stories of gods, of heroes, and of great cosmic events. Some myths are just about scary animals. Or hairy creatures. Or the unknown. But they all have something to tell us about human nature. Sometimes, the lesson imparted by a myth is that we tend to fear that which we do not understand.



A folktale is a myth that is passed down from one generation to another in a specific culture, and which uses simple language to impart a moral or a lesson.
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THE ULTIMATE DEFINITION
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Aside from the fact that myths are traditional stories that represent a specific culture or community, and the fact that they often concern gods, heroes, cosmic events, weird creatures, or mysterious places, what are some other common themes or story elements that keep popping up in these types of tales?

Some myths tell us about the early years of a specific culture or community, while others might involve beings with supernatural powers. In other words, gods, monsters, dragons, sorcerers, elves, vampires, and the like. The story of the Greek pantheon, the Arthurian legend, and the Zoroastrian stories of Ahura Mazda are examples of this. So is Bigfoot, for that matter.

Okay, knowing all of that, here’s a more refined definition of a myth: A myth is a type of traditional story that concerns a specific society, religion, country, or culture. Myths can play a fundamental, sometimes foundational role in a community. And often, but not always, they’re closely tethered to spirituality or the supernatural.

That is a more all-encompassing definition that applies to all the myths you’ll read about in this book.

Then, there are legends. A legend is a type of myth that at one point was thought to have some basis in recorded history, though nobody can verify this with proof. The story of King Arthur is a perfect example of this. Historians think that there may have been a real King Arthur at some point, but there is much debate as to whether that’s really true. And even if it is, there’s also a lack of agreement on who the “real” King Arthur was.






THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN MYTHOLOGY AND RELIGION

At first blush, myths and religions might seem like the same thing. After all, the myths Socrates turned his back on were part of the religion of the ancient Greeks. And the myth of Osun is part of the Yoruba religion. So: Myth. Religion. What’s the difference? There are two important factors that set them apart that I will touch on in the following sections.


NOT DOGMATIC

Dogma is a set of principles that are considered unquestionable truths. There’s no wiggle room on this. You either accept the dogma as true, or you do not. And while mythology and religion both involve, at their core, supernatural explanations for life’s mysteries, religion involves dogma. Myths do not. Because, at its core, a religion is a series of rules, set down in a holy text of some sort, as well as several rituals and acts associated with that text. These rules and texts are considered sacred. They’re the truth. The real deal—if you’re a member of that religion, anyway.



Myths, on the other hand, do not present themselves as divine revelations which cannot be contested. They’re rough around the edges and relatable. People may believe that they really happened, but some of the details can be disputed. And they sure are good stories. They tell us about the culture that created them (remember, they’re the story of a people), and they teach us lessons about ourselves. However, they never purport to tell us the ultimate, indisputable, dogmatic truth. Remember, Socrates got into trouble because he denied the existence of the gods themselves, not the myths about the gods. He denied the religion of the Greeks.

Had Socrates merely questioned whether, for instance, the myth of Oreithyia and Boreas was an actual true story, he probably would’ve been shunned and chastised by many in his community. Maybe the next time he went to the market, he would’ve been denied the freshest apples. But he wouldn’t have been arrested and executed.


NOT SET IN STONE

Unlike religious texts, myths are malleable. Myths can change and evolve over time. In the ancient world, storytellers often weren’t too precious about the specific details of a myth, as long as the core meaning of that myth was still intact. This makes sense because, as we discussed earlier in this chapter, most myths change as they’re passed down from one generation to another (or from one culture to another). There’s no such thing as the “one true version” of these timeless tales.



But in religion, it’s often thought of as blasphemous to monkey around with the details of the text or scriptures in a holy book. In other words, when it comes to myths, the cake is more important than the icing. In religion, the icing is usually just as sacred as the cake.



Folktales are often the first type of myth we’re exposed to as children. And for that reason, some folktales have a deep meaning for us that we carry into adulthood. This is because folktales, like all types of myths, have a significance that never truly fades. Even if we don’t believe that these are true stories of real things that actually happened, we recognize that they are metaphors, and we understand and appreciate the wisdom behind them.






WHY DO SOCIETIES CREATE MYTHS?

The Australian Aborigines have a set of origin myths that not only tell each tribe a narrative about their ancestors, but also tell of the routes those ancestors took while going on a particular journey. To these tribes, the land, the people who live there, and the myths are all intertwined. That’s how important myths are to their culture.
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To the Incas, myths were also extremely important. They believed that their rulers were the descendants of the Father Sun (aka the sun god). In fact, one of their myths explains that long ago, the Father Sun adopted all the Incas, claiming them as the Children of the Sun.
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To the ancient Greeks, myths were so important that their greatest city, Athens, was named after the goddess Athena. Similarly, they named their most notable athletic competition, the Olympic Games, after Mount Olympus, the home base of the Greek deities.

Every culture on Earth has its own form of mythology. But why is that? Why are these myths so important? And what function do they serve?


THE SHORT ANSWER

One of the things that sets us apart from other species is our desire to tell stories. It’s how we explain and unpack our lived experiences, both the good and the bad. We tell stories about them.



Historically speaking, those stories are often myths of some kind or another. Human beings need myths, and we are rudderless without them. Societies thrive when they’re united by a shared mythology. People benefit from having heroes to look up to and stories that teach them about their culture’s origins and values. These heroes don’t even need to be monarchs, deities, or warriors. A hero can be an activist, an artist, an athlete, or an author (or even something that doesn’t start with the letter “a”). And while sometimes a community’s shared mythology can be bigoted and problematic—especially if it involves an “us against them” attitude or the demonization of a marginalized group—in the best-case scenario, a culture’s mythology is all-inclusive and treats everyone as equals, all striving together for the greater good.

When you think about it, you might even have myths in your immediate family. You’ve probably heard the story of how your grandmother met your grandfather. Perhaps the legendary tale of your grandparents’ “meet-cute” is a story that’s been passed down through the generations, embellished and tweaked as it was told and retold, then dusted off and retold once more. That tale is the “story of a people,” and those “people” are your family. That story is a myth, as valid as any other. It’s your family lore. As the story keeps getting retold, perhaps new details are grafted onto it, and old details end up in the dustbin of history. Maybe this “meet-cute” story has been romanticized and maybe it’s not even 100 percent true. But as with most myths, the core of the story is true. The cake is there. Never mind the icing.

Even that small story, recounted at your grandparents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary party or while you and your mom are looking through the family photo album, can be a powerful force for making you and your family feel closer. The story reminds you that total strangers can make life-long intimate connections. That the romantic happy ending isn’t just something you see in the movies. That your family has been through a lot, and they’ve gone through it together. Such is the power of myths.

So that’s it, right? Myths bind communities together. They are emotional Velcro. We constantly crave these tales of Thor and Anansi and King Arthur and Osun and Sasquatch and How Nana Met Grampa. Is that all there is to it? Or is there more?

(Spoiler alert: There’s more.)


THE (SOMEWHAT) LONGER ANSWER

Here’s solid proof that even today, as we’re living sophisticated lives as rational, evolved twenty-first-century people, we’re still under the spell of mythology, much of it hundreds or even thousands of years old. Even the non-mythological stories we seek out often have a mythic vibe. Several of the most popular movies and television shows in the world right now fall under this category.



Tony Stark dresses like a medieval knight to combat evil as Iron Man. Captain America fights a terrorist organization known as HYDRA, named after the many-headed beast of Greek mythology. In creating Superman, Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster drew on mythic characters like Hercules, King Arthur, and Moses, all of whom, like Superman, were raised by foster parents. Just as baby Moses was nudged down the Nile River in a basket, baby Kal-El (Superman’s real name) was put in a rocket and nudged into outer space.



LEGENDARY LORE

THE TOOTH FAIRY

One of our first rites of passage happens when our baby teeth fall out. There’s a myth surrounding that milestone. Most American children know that if you place your newly shed baby teeth under your pillow at night, the Tooth Fairy will come and replace them with money. The Tooth Fairy myth seems to be inspired by another myth, popular everywhere from Russia to Mexico, in which a mouse collects a child’s baby teeth. At the turn of the twentieth century, this myth was combined with European “good fairy” imagery, and the Tooth Fairy was born.




Similarly, various Star Wars movies and TV shows are inspired by the myths and folktales from various cultures, including ancient Greece. One of the main characters in the television series Star Wars Rebels and Ahsoka is Hera Syndulla, her first name a reference to the Queen of the Olympians and wife of Zeus.

Why put mythic images and plot points and character names in these non-mythological works of fiction? Because somewhere deep in the backs of our minds, we recognize these mythic signifiers, and they give us comfort. Tony Stark dresses as a knight because we see knights as heroic and brave. The name of that evil organization is HYDRA because we know that the Hydra of ancient Greek mythology was not only evil, but also difficult to kill—and this HYDRA will probably be hard to defeat as well. Yes, we humans are obsessed with myths. We consume them heartily. They nourish and feed us. They give us a sense of community and of belonging. But why? What itch do they scratch?

In the early 1900s, legendary Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung said that someone who thinks they can lead a life bereft of myths is someone who’s been uprooted, someone who’s lacking a link to the past, or to contemporary society . . . which sounds incredibly lonely. Let’s dig deeper.

Iconic science-fiction and fantasy novelist Terry Pratchett once said, “People think that stories are shaped by people. In fact, it’s the other way around.” That’s it: myths don’t just nourish us. They shape us. They influence, mold, and teach us. Or to quote author and Harvard professor Carmine Gallo, “Storytelling is not something we do. Storytellers are who we are.”

In other words, each person on this planet is both a natural-born story delivery system and an innate story receptacle. We’re constantly on the giving and receiving end of stories. We live for the story-swap.

Now we’re getting somewhere. But how and when did we, as a civilization, become such myth-hungry story fiends?

It all started with fire. Once ancient tribes discovered a way to create fire, they instantly had more control over their lives. More power. More options. They could now warm themselves during the winter. They could stave off predatory animals (or predatory people). And now they could cook food. Meat didn’t need to be eaten raw off the bone anymore!



LEGENDARY LORE

LEPRECHAUNS

There are many Irish folktales about leprechauns, those mischievous wee folk who jealously guard their golden treasure. But what is the origin of the leprechaun myth? It might have started with Lugh, a powerful deity in Celtic mythology. According to a popular theory, as more Irish people became Christians, the Celtic gods became less prominent. And Lugh evolved into a being called Lugh-chromain, or Stooping Lugh, a denizen of the underground realm where the Celtic sidhe (fairies) dwelled as this new religion took hold. From there, the word “Lugh-chromain” became “leprechaun,” the imp-like creature we are familiar with today.




According to anthropologists, these tribes would huddle by the campfire, telling stories to one another at night, after their daily hunt was over. In telling stories, they would teach each other new skills, inspire one another to explore foreign regions, and share important information. And again, even though we’re now super-sophisticated twenty-first-century people, our brains aren’t that different than those of our prehistoric ancestors. We’re still wired to enjoy telling stories around a campfire. And despite all our much-vaunted modern technology, nothing really beats a bunch of friends sitting in a circle and talking about all the great and awful things that happened to them that day.

Over the past fifteen years, a number of scientists have published academic papers about the power of sharing and telling stories. In each case, the aim was to figure out why people are so deeply affected by storytelling. Here are their findings:

When people share stories with one another, they undergo “neural coupling,” which is bonding with one another on a deep level. And when someone tells an emotional story to someone else, that story triggers a release of a neurochemical called oxytocin, sometimes called the “love hormone.” That’s because oxytocin builds empathy, compassion, and trust. Stories literally bring people together. Since a myth is the “story of a people” or the story of a culture, it makes sense that when you tell someone a myth, it builds empathy in the listener. The listener now has more empathy for that culture, whether they’re a member of that culture or not, because they can relate to the characters in the myth. They feel for the characters in the story. And that is the primal itch myths are designed to scratch.



WHAT OTHER FUNCTIONS DO MYTHS SERVE?

Myths aren’t always used to create a sense of empathy and community. What other functions do myths serve in society at large? What are they most often used for?


THEY EXPLAIN THE UNKNOWN

One of the primary functions of myths is to explain the unknown, to answer the Big Questions. How was the world created? How did the human race come into existence? How does the weather change? Why do animals roam across the Earth? What IS the Earth? How is it shaped? What is the sun? What is the moon? What are the stars? Why are day and night separate things, and what triggers each of them? Where do our emotions, wants, and needs come from? What happens to us when we die?



These are just some of the Big Questions many myths set out to answer. And that specific type of myth—the kind that tries to explain the unknown—is quite common in all the world’s cultures. In fact, there’s even a name for those types of myths: They’re called etiological myths. Etiology is a field of study concerned with causes. So etiological myths try to answer questions, like what causes natural phenomena to happen.

Now, you will find many examples of etiological myths in Chapter 2 of this book, which focuses on creation myths. Creation myths are a subcategory of etiological myths because they tell us how the world (and in some cases, the entire universe) was created.

But you won’t just find etiological myths in Chapter 2. There are a few etiological myths scattered throughout each of the other chapters in this book as well. It would have been hard not to include at least a couple of them in each chapter because so many myths are concerned with explaining the unknown.

If you go to Manisa, Turkey, and climb Mount Sipylus, you’ll notice one very striking thing about that particular mountain: it looks like a woman who’s crying. Nobody sculpted it to look like that. It’s just the way it looks. But why? Well, according to ancient Greek mythology, there was once a woman named Niobe. She was proud of her fourteen children, and one day, feeling boastful, she proclaimed that she was better than the Titan known as Leto, who only had two children, the twin gods Apollo and Artemis. Angry at the insult to their mother, the twins came down to Earth and killed Niobe’s fourteen children. Wracked with grief, Niobe went to Mount Sipylus and sobbed, pleading with the gods to put an end to her suffering. Zeus was sympathetic and transformed her into a rock so that she would not be in pain anymore.


[image: image]


The story of Niobe is sometimes known as “The Weeping Rock.” It is a classic etiological myth because it deals with something found in the natural world—Mount Sipylus, a mountain shaped like a sobbing woman—and the myth explains why this very unusual rock formation exists.


THEY PRESERVE THE HISTORY OF A PEOPLE

The epic poem The Iliad, written by Homer, is about the Trojan War. For hundreds of years, historians thought that the Trojan War never really happened. They thought that Homer just made it up. Then, in the nineteenth century, amateur archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann found the remains of an ancient city, exactly where Homer had said Troy would be located. In this way, a story that was thought to be merely mythological served as a roadmap to actual history.





Myths are a good way to preserve and document the history of a culture, a community, or a family. However, myths can frequently play fast and loose with the facts. So, one shouldn’t look at mythology the same way one looks at a history book. One of these things is more reliable than the other.




If you go far back enough into the documented history of any culture, there’s frequently some mythology mixed in there with the history. That’s because in the ancient world, there often was no difference between history and mythology. Many of these cultures considered their myths examples of actual history. For instance, in his day, the ancient Greek author and historian Herodotus was known sometimes known as The Father of History. However, his most famous work, Histories, involves events Herodotus claimed to have witnessed firsthand, which wouldn’t be unusual, except that the things he claimed to have witnessed included talking animals and gold-digging insects. For the most part, Histories is more like a book of folklore and mythology occasionally broken up by some actual history.

So, the anecdote above about Heinrich Schliemann finding archaeological evidence of Troy, is the exception that proves the rule. Generally, myths aren’t really relied upon as history. Not in the present day, when historians know to rely on evidence rather than mere faith. But these myths can at least give us solid proof that these cultures existed in the first place—and by reading their myths, we know what kinds of stories they told. This is important because another important function of myths is to act as a moral compass.


THEY PROVIDE A CODE OF ETHICS

Myths might not provide a reliable record of history for certain cultures, but they can give us an accurate impression of those cultures’ values. That’s because myths often help to disseminate and reinforce a culture’s code of ethics. They function as a sort of moral early warning system, indicating taboos and boundaries, and foretelling what will happen if people ignore them.



For instance, in Ghana, the leader of the Ashanti people sits on a special throne called the Golden Stool. According to legend, the throne descended from the heavens and landed in front of Osei Tutu I, the first Asantehene (King) of the Ashanti. The Golden Stool is said to house the souls of the Ashanti people.

Since the seventeenth century, the Golden Stool has been a part of Ashanti culture. It has been passed down from ruler to ruler. This tradition continues to this day, as the leader of the Ashanti people still sits on the Golden Stool.

But then there’s the mythic nature of the stool. The lore surrounding it says that it must never leave its place beside the Ashanti people. If the stool were taken away from them, the kingdom would descend into chaos. This means that the Golden Stool, that symbol of unity and tradition, also symbolizes the values of the Ashanti, who place a high premium on unity and tradition. The stool is an emblem of their code of ethics.


[image: image]


Even the stool’s origin myth reinforces this: the Golden Stool appeared before the first Ashanti king in the late 1600s. This king used it to unify what had until then been a confederacy and turned it into a nation. Hence the Ashanti people’s emphasis on unity.

Similarly, the Greek myth of Oedipus also reinforces a code of ethics which is very particular to the people of ancient Greece. After a seer tells Oedipus that it’s his destiny to kill his father and marry his mother, Oedipus sets out to stop this predestined series of events from occurring. In doing so, he attempts to deny the will of the gods themselves. Eventually, although he tries mightily to avoid it, he ends up doing precisely what the seer foretold, his father perishing at his own hands.

The moral of the story is that you cannot avoid your fate, and you cannot go against the will of the gods. Anyone reading the story of Oedipus in ancient Greece would’ve known that because it was a massive part of the value system of that culture.


THEY PROVIDE INSPIRATION

In ancient times, the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans all made gorgeous, elaborate works of art in tribute to the gods they worshiped. Some of the paintings and sculptures from those cultures still survive into the present day and can be seen in museums.



As far back as the second century BCE, Buddhist artists in India were painting scenes from the Jataka myths (stories from the life of Buddha). Some of these paintings can still be seen today in the Ajanta caves in Maharashtra, India—which, like the Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove in Nigeria, is a UNESCO World Heritage site.

But the mythic figures from these cultures—so influential in the ancient world—went on to have a profound effect on artists hundreds of years later.

For roughly half a millennium, Greek and Roman mythology had a massive impact on various artistic movements in Europe and the United States, including Renaissance art (fourteenth to the seventeenth century), Baroque art (1600–1750), and Romanticism (1800–1850). In fact, Sandro Botticelli’s painting Birth of Venus from 1486 is one of the most famous works of art from the Renaissance. It depicts Venus, Roman goddess of love, and even though the painting purports to show a scene from Roman mythology, its use of color and composition call to mind ancient Greek art. So, it is influenced by both of those cultures.
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In the twentieth century, few could resist the siren call of the old stories. In the 1930s, Surrealist master Salvador Dalí painted The Metamorphosis of Narcissus, based on the Greek myth about a vain, self-obsessed man who becomes fixated on his own reflection. Throughout Francis Bacon’s career, the legendary painter was fascinated by the snarling, monstrous Furies of Greek myth, and this obsession colored his work.

In the contemporary art world, not much has changed. Over the past few decades, there have been several artists who were influenced by myths and legends. Iconic multimedia artist Joan Jonas takes some of her cues from Icelandic folklore and the works of the Brothers Grimm, among other sources. Pioneering Indian artist Sakti Burman creates paintings and sculptures that reference characters from Hindu mythology, like Krishna and Shiva. In the world of pop culture and literature, there are numerous filmmakers, TV producers, graphic novelists, prose novelists, animators, actors, screenwriters, playwrights, and video game designers who are telling new versions of old myths, legends, and folktales.

We’ll explore some of those pop-fueled mythological adaptations in each of the subsequent chapters of this book. But to discuss them here, in the first chapter? That would give everything away. And where’s the fun in that?






CHAPTER 2

CREATION MYTHS


[image: image]


Imagine that you were trying to understand the answers to major questions about the very nature of human existence, but you were severely limited in your resources. That’s the problem many ancient cultures were faced with. Creation myths are stories that set out to answer the biggest, most important existential questions imaginable: What is the Earth? What is the universe? When did the Earth—and the universe—come into being? How did this happen? Just as every culture on Earth has its own mythology, almost every culture on Earth also has its own creation myth. We’ll explore the reason why so many creation myths share similar imagery, core concepts, and even similar plot points. Then we’ll take a detailed look at creation myths from various cultures. As you’ll see, some cultures even have more than one version of their own creation myth!
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WHAT’S THE DEAL WITH . . . CREATION MYTHS?

In the previous chapter, I made the observation that all cultures have myths. And this does indeed seem to be true. Creation myths—stories of how the world was created, how the universe was created, and how the human race was created—also seem to be fairly common. But why? Why are creation myths so prevalent?



We humans need stories to process the trials and tribulations of life. Creation myths are a kind of story that we find innately comforting because it makes an irrational world seem rational, and therefore navigable.




Creation myths assign meaning to chaos, and they graft a sense of cause and effect onto a maddeningly haphazard world. We’re about to begin exploring some specific creation myths from various cultures. But before we do that, it should be pointed out that as we examine these stories, you’ll notice many of the same core concepts at play across creation myths.


A FAMILIAR NARRATIVE

Creation myths frequently take the form of a type of narrative that is already familiar to us. A kind of story that is relatable. Something we’ll recognize in our daily lives.



For instance, many creation myths involve one or more of the following narrative components:

[image: image]The universe was created in a way that’s similar to a mother giving birth.

[image: image]The universe was created by a wise old inventor or conjurer treating the human race as their creations.

[image: image]The universe was created by a king and queen up in heaven, and humans serve as subjects to these heavenly monarchs.

How is it that so many different cultures use the same narrative framework in their creation myths? After all, many of these cultures are geographically distant from one another, and they also have differing philosophies. So if one culture envisions the universe being created in a manner similar to a baby being born, how could another culture thousands of miles away—with a completely different worldview—envision the exact same thing?

This can be explained in a few different ways.


ANCIENT ARCHETYPES AND NOT-SO-NEW NARRATIVES

If myths are indeed “the story of a people,” and if many creation myths hit the same narrative checkpoints, then we need to entertain the possibility that all peoples of the Earth—that is, all cultures— have, at their core, the same wants and needs. The same hopes and dreams. The same fears and foibles. In this way, myths are a sort of narrative litmus test, proving that the disparate peoples of the Earth are more alike than we might think.



This makes sense when one considers that the creation myths from these different peoples often ask the same questions:

[image: image]Who created the world?

[image: image]Who created the universe?

[image: image]Where does evil come from?

[image: image]How were humans created?

[image: image]What is the sun, and why is it in the sky?

The answers to these questions may vary from culture to culture, and yet the questions remain the same.

We also see some of the same archetypes in most creation myths. An archetype is a symbol, image, motif, concept, plot element, or character type that recurs constantly in literature, art, and mythology. The term “archetype” was coined by Carl Jung (remember him?).

Although you might not know it, you’re already familiar with many character archetypes from seeing them over and over again in pop culture. Some of these archetypal characters are:

[image: image]The mentor

[image: image]The leader

[image: image]The outlaw

[image: image]The everyman

[image: image]The fool



MYTHIC MASTERS

TAIKA WAITITI

Actor and filmmaker Taika Waititi has dealt with gods, monsters, and other mythic subject matter in several of his projects. He codirected and costarred in the movie What We Do in the Shadows (2014), which was about three vampire roommates. The film satirized vampire lore and tropes. And the two Marvel movies he directed, Thor: Ragnarok (2017) and Thor: Love and Thunder (2022), are both action-comedies featuring the MCU (Marvel Cinematic Universe) versions of the Norse deities Thor, Loki, Heimdall, Odin, and Sif. In Thor: Love and Thunder, we even meet the MCU version of the Greek god Zeus.




You’ve seen countless characters like that in movies, TV shows, and books. Han Solo (Star Wars) is an outlaw. Gandalf the Grey (The Lord of the Rings) is a mentor. Katniss Everdeen (The Hunger Games) is a leader. But you can also find many of these character archetypes in myths. Robin Hood, for instance, is an outlaw. Merlin the wizard is a mentor. The Egyptian warrior goddess Neith is a leader.

Archetypes are important because they prove that the same sorts of characters, themes, and storytelling patterns recur all over the world in stories told by every culture. Just as different cultures give their creation myths the same sorts of narrative framework, the fact that these archetypal characters pop up in every society on Earth is yet another reminder that people the world over are more alike than they are different.

Story elements can be archetypal as well. Some of the story elements that are archetypal in many creation myths include:

[image: image]The gods create the human race using the planet’s natural resources as building blocks

[image: image]The planet Earth is forged as the result of a massive battle between deities, spirits, or other supernatural forces

[image: image]The world—or the universe—starts out as an enormous cosmic egg

[image: image]The world is the offspring of a male god and a female god

[image: image]A gigantic serpent (or a serpent-headed god) is involved with the creation of either the world or the universe


[image: image]


Is there a scientific reason for the many peoples of the world to come up with such similar ideas for how the world was created?

One answer may be provided by Jung, who had an idea that he called his theory of the collective unconscious. According to this theory, a part of every person’s mind is inherited, rather than being formed by that person’s individual experiences. That’s why the same story patterns and archetypes appear and recur in myths all over the world.

Now that you know why some creation myths may have similar characters or plot elements, you know what to look out for. You’re ready to take the plunge. Let’s explore some of these etiological epics!

And buckle up, because the creation of the universe tends to be a very bumpy ride . . .



FOUR STORIES: THE ANCIENT EGYPTIAN CREATION MYTH

In ancient Egypt, people worshiped numerous gods and goddesses who held sway over all aspects of a person’s life—from birth to death and even into the afterlife. These formidable deities also created the universe.

In Egyptian mythology, there was not simply one creation myth that all the people believed. Instead, there were four creation stories (well, four major ones, as well as some minor alternate versions of each one). These four creation stories were each tethered to a major Egyptian cultural and religious hub: Heliopolis, Hermopolis, Memphis, and Thebes.


HELIOPOLIS: AN OCEAN OF DEVOTION

One of the oldest cities of ancient Egypt, Heliopolis was a sprawling metropolitan area, particularly during the Old and Middle Kingdoms. This might be why the most widely known creation myth from ancient Egypt comes to us from Heliopolis, which means “City of the Sun.”



Our story begins with the primal ocean known as Nun. Nun was watery and chaotic and embraced by darkness. Also, Nun existed in a state of pre-creation. This means that Nun was what everything was like before creation began. The entity known as Atum (or Re-Atum) self-created from within this primal ocean. In other words, he created himself through sheer force of will. Then he rose up out of Nun and decided that the time had come for creation to commence.

But before Atum could start creating anything, something emerged from the primordial waters to support him. Just what that “something” was depends on the version of the myth. It was either a sort of primordial mound or, in some versions, an island called the Benben stone. In others, it’s an obelisk or a pyramid. Either way, Atum assumed another form, evolving into the Egyptian sun god, Ra.

Anxious to create things, Ra sneezed, and Shu, the god of dry air and wind, flew out of his nostrils. Next, Ra spat, and Tefnut, the goddess of moist air and rain, emerged from his mouth. Like the helpful entities they were, Shu and Tefnut provided the basic infrastructure for the world by creating two children, the deities known as Geb (the Earth) and Nut (the sky). By embracing, Geb and his sister-wife Nut filled the night sky with their offspring, the stars.
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Afterward, Geb and Nut continued to produce children, bringing forth the gods Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Nephthys. These were four of Egypt’s most powerful deities, and we’ll learn more about them in the next chapter.

Since all these other gods were descendants of Ra, he was thought of as their ruler. And speaking of Ra, when this almighty creator god wept, the first people grew out of his tears. Thus was born humankind.

Now the universe had many of its most important elements: the sun, the earth, the sky, the stars, air, wind, rain, and people. Sounds like a solid creation myth to me! But remember, this is just one version of the ancient Egyptian creation myth. Let’s move on to the next one, shall we?


HERMOPOLIS: FROGS AND SERPENTS AND CACKLERS, OH MY!

In ancient Egypt, the city of Khemnu was sacred to Thoth, the Egyptian god of wisdom. The Greeks associated Thoth with their god Hermes, so they renamed the place Hermopolis, or City of Hermes. But just as the name Hermopolis had special significance to the Greeks, the name Khemnu had a special significance for the Egyptians, because it meant “Eight-town” in their native tongue. Why “Eight-Town”? Because this is a reference to a coterie of eight deities known as the Ogdoad, an ancient Egyptian word that means “group of eight.” The members of the Ogdoad are the protagonists in the Hermopolitan creation myth.



The Ogdoad consisted of four frog-headed male gods and their four serpent-headed female counterparts. These reptilian deities represented the cosmos as it was prior to creation, when it was watery, dark, chaotic, and unknown (in other words, the “pre-creation” state of the cosmos as relayed in the Heliopolitan creation myth). Let’s officially meet the members of the Ogdoad. In ancient Egypt, these specific gods were often arranged in pairs, since each pair symbolized or reflected a different natural element or existential concept:

[image: image]Nun (male) and Naunet (female) represented water

[image: image]Heh (male) and Hauhet (female) represented infinity

[image: image]Kek (male) and Kauket (female) represented darkness

[image: image]Amun (male) and Amaunet (female) represented hiddenness

Within the unending nothingness of pre-creation, these eight deities lay dormant in a state of inertia until a cosmic egg came forth. Inside that egg was the sun god Ra. But this does beg the question: If the Ogdoad were inert when the egg came forth, who delivered the egg?

Well, it depends on which version of the Hermopolitan creation myth you follow. In one version, the egg was delivered by an ibis, a bird that is associated with Thoth, the patron deity of Hermopolis. In another version of the story, the egg was laid by a goose named The Great Cackler.

You’d think that Ra emerged from this egg. However, here the story takes an interesting turn: First, a primordial mound appeared from the waters of pre-creation. A lotus flower blossomed atop the mound, and Ra emerged from the lotus. So even though Ra arrived in the egg, he did not hatch from it.

After that, Ra proceeded to create the cosmos and shine his light on everything in it. As with the Heliopolitan version of the myth, here we see Ra being established as an important creator god.

Notice how this Hermopolitan myth is both similar to and different from the Heliopolitan version of the story. Both involve primordial waters and a great mound. Both versions involve Ra (or a god associated with Ra, like Atum). Both involve Ra being responsible for most of creation. But the Hermopolitan creation myth spends quite a bit of storytelling real estate focusing on the Ogdoad, deities who don’t factor into the Heliopolitan version of the story. And one member of the Ogdoad is Nun! In the Heliopolitan version, Nun is the primordial waters. They are one and the same. In the Hermopolitan version, they’re two separate entities. Finally, the Heliopolitan version of the story doesn’t involve birds or eggs. The Hermopolitan version involves both.


MEMPHIS: A CREATIVE CREATOR

A word of warning: Though this section is about Memphis, it has nothing to do with Elvis. That’s because it’s not about Memphis, Tennessee. No, we’re talking about Memphis, Egypt, which is a great deal older. In fact, Memphis was the first capital city in Egypt. A divine triad of patron gods watched over the city: Ptah, the god of craftsmen; his consort, Sekhmet; and their child, Nefertem.



In the Memphite version of the Egyptian creation myth, Ptah—not Ra—was the primary creator god. Ptah created the world, as well as all the other gods and their religious infrastructure. And he made all of this happen with the power of his formidable mind. Sometimes, he created his many wonders just by talking about them—and in so doing, willed them into being. But being the ultimate craftsman, Ptah often used his skills as a sculptor to fashion the other gods. He made some of them from metal, and others he carved out of stone. Since Ptah was a sculptor who imagined things and then made them with his hands, this myth is all about the power of creativity.


THEBES: THE HIDDEN ONE

Thebes—the city in Egypt, not the one in Greece—was a central trade hub, thanks to its proximity to the kingdom of Nubia. At one point, Thebes was even the capital of Egypt, so it was a pretty important place.



Whom did the Theban creation myth shine the spotlight on? Why, the god Amun, of course! At this point, you might be saying to yourself, “Wait, wasn’t Amun one of those guys with the frog heads in the Hermopolitan creation myth?” To which I would answer, “Yes. Yes, he was.”

Amun—a member of the group of entities known as the Ogdoad—was one of the patron deities of Thebes, alongside his consort Mut and their child, Khonsu. Amun became increasingly prominent as a state god in Thebes during the New Kingdom of Egypt (circa 1550–1069 BCE), a period that is considered the height of Egypt’s power as an empire. In Egyptian, Amun means “The Hidden One,” which, according to the Thebans, was a reference to the idea that Amun’s true appearance was unknown, even to his fellow gods. That’s how powerful he was. To the Thebans, Amun was the creator of everything in the universe! As far as they were concerned, the other members of the Ogdoad were merely aspects of Amun.

In the Theban version of the creation story, you’ll find traces of the Heliopolitan version of the tale, adjusted for this new location. For instance, according to the Thebans, Amun—not Ra—was the self-created god who existed both within and beyond the primordial waters of Nun. However, Amun and Ra had certain similarities: both were hailed as creator deities and the heads of the Egyptian pantheon in their respective cities (Thebes and Heliopolis). So sometimes the two gods combined into one, known as Amun-Ra.


WHAT MAKES THESE MYTHS UNIQUE?

The ancient Egyptians had an unusual philosophy about a person’s soul. They believed that there are several parts, or components, to a soul. This belief also extended to the deities. In Egyptian mythology, several of the gods existed as an aspect of another god’s soul. This is why, in some versions of the Egyptian creation myth, Atum is an aspect of Ra. This means that Atum is an aspect of Ra’s soul.




WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

Why are the creator gods in all four Egyptian creation stories either Ra or some variation of Ra? Because Egypt is in the desert, where the hot sun is ever-present, always beating down on you, always watching. If the sun is the most powerful and omnipresent thing in your daily life, it makes sense that it’s also at the center of your culture’s creation myth.
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THE RAINBOW SERPENT: THE CREATION MYTH OF THE FON PEOPLE OF DAHOMEY

From the early seventeenth century until the early twentieth century, the Kingdom of Dahomey flourished on the Atlantic coast of what is now present-day Benin, West Africa. During the kingdom’s heyday, the Fon people of Dahomey had a very unique creation myth. According to this myth, all life in the universe began with two beings: the cosmic serpent Aido-Hwedo (sometimes known as Da), who was male, and the deity Mawu, who was female.
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Well, that’s only half-true. Mawu was actually Mawu-Lisa, a two-in-one composite god, comprised of sibling gods Mawu and Lisa. The female half of this deity was the moon goddess Mawu. And the male half was Mawu’s brother, the sun god Lisa. When the siblings were encountered together, that’s when they were known as Mawu-Lisa, the deity with two faces.

Together, Aido-Hwedo and Mawu created the Earth, designing it to resemble a large calabash fruit, which is often spherical in shape. Then Aido-Hwedo made the bodies of water and land masses of the Earth. He did this by slithering all over the planet; and as he snaked this way and that, his winding path carved up the landscape, dividing it into countries and leaving serpentine rivers and zigzagging valleys in his wake. After that, Aido-Hwedo coiled his reptilian body around the planet to keep it from collapsing or falling.

He’s still there today, propping up the Earth with his massive frame. In fact, when we look up in the sky, the rainbows we see are actually Aido-Hwedo’s colorful coils.

But back to the creation story! When Aido-Hwedo and Mawu procreated, Mawu gave birth to many gods and goddesses. These second-generation deities organized themselves into factions based on where they lived and what their power sets were. For instance . . .

[image: image]There were earth deities. Mawu’s first son, Da Zodji, was their ruler

[image: image]There were thunder deities. They were led by Mawu’s second son, Sogbo

[image: image]There were sea deities. Their ruler was Mawu’s third son, Agbe

Once she finished giving birth to the various gods and goddesses, Mawu decided to create humans, whom she fashioned out of clay.
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WHAT MAKES THIS MYTH UNIQUE?

Most of the dragons we’re familiar with in pop culture and literature come from Europe or Asia. But here we have Aido-Hwedo, who—as an enormous snake with magical powers—can definitely be classified as an African dragon (and as we’ll see in Chapter 6, Aido-Hwedo isn’t the only dragon to be found in African mythology). Also, the emphasis on Aido-Hwedo’s twisty tail in forming the geography of the Earth is something you don’t see in creation myths from other cultures.




WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

The snake carving up the landscape of the Earth? That’s rooted in nature. Some snakes create a sinuous track when they slide across the land. As with the ancient Egyptians, the Fon people based their mythology on the things they witnessed in everyday life.



But it seems to me that perhaps there’s something else going on here. This is only a theory—one I take full credit (and blame) for—but maybe the Fon creation myth was intentionally designed to make people identify with the Earth. Think about it: Aido-Hwedo creates the land masses and bodies of water that fill the Earth. And Mawu makes the first people from clay, or mud, which is part of the Earth.



TOTAL CHAOS: THE CREATION MYTH OF ANCIENT GREECE

According to the ancient Greeks, before anything else existed, there was Chaos. But what was Chaos? Was it a lot of argument and loud noise and general unrest, the sort of thing we think of when we hear (or in this case, read) the word “chaos”?

No. In this case, Chaos (with a big “C”) was a dark, wild, vast abyss, a formless void with seemingly no end. A shapeless, confused mass where the seeds of things were planted, but everything was mixed up, nothing was solid or liquid or gaseous . . . yet. Remember Nun, the primordial waters from the Egyptian creation myth? At least those were waters. This was Chaos. This was nothingness.

But then, a great creative force pushed itself out of this void. Who— or what—was this force? If you were living in ancient Greece, the answer to that question would depend on which version of the myth you’d heard.


THE COSMIC EGG HATCHES!

In one version of the myth, this creative force was the goddess Eurynome, who morphed into a dove and laid a giant egg (as one does). And if you thought primal serpents were something you’d only find in the Fon creation myth, think again! The ancient Greeks also had a primal serpent in their creation myth, and his name was Orphion. This great slinky serpent coiled around the egg, warming it until it hatched. When that happened, out came all the stars and planets, as well as various elements of nature and geography, which—in keeping with the mythological traditions of many other ancient cultures—were anthropomorphized and personified as a small band of deities: Uranus (the sky), Ourea (the mountains), and Pontus (the sea).



Something else that sprang forth from that egg was Gaia, aka the Earth. Again, as with Uranus, who is both the sky and the god of the sky, Gaia is both the Earth and goddess of the Earth. And this way of thinking about the world and its deities isn’t particular to the Greeks. Remember, in Egyptian mythology, Geb is both the Earth and god of the Earth, and Nut is both the sky and goddess of the sky. To these ancient cultures, you could be both a thing and the deity in charge of that thing.

After everything emerged from the egg, Orphion and Eurynome set up their home on the Earth. But in an act of hubris (or foolish pride), Orphion named himself the sole creator of the universe, completely ignoring Eurynome’s role in establishing the cosmos. As punishment, Eurynome banished the egomaniacal snake to the Underworld for eternity.



In another version of this myth, the initial creative force is Gaia, who played but a minor supporting role in the first version. Gaia took Uranus (the sky) as her lover. The result of their coupling was the gift of water. This water formed the oceans, lakes, seas, and rivers of Earth.





HUMANS COME INTO THE STORY

Okay, fine. I’ll tell you this one story about Zeus, king of the Olympians and leader of the pantheon of Greek gods. You’ll learn much more about him and the other Olympians in the next chapter. However, Zeus does play a pretty major part in this story about the creation of the human race, which is the last part of the ancient Greek creation myth. So we need to talk about him here.



It seems that Zeus wanted to create a race of tiny creatures who walked on two legs. Creatures that looked like the gods but were much smaller and less powerful. He basically wanted to create people, but he didn’t call them that yet. There was no name for these creatures at this point.

Zeus wanted these little two-legged creatures to walk the Earth and enjoy all it had to offer. But more than that, he wanted these humans to worship him and the other Olympians. And when the people weren’t down on their knees bowing and praising the gods, Zeus wanted them to amuse him with their silly antics, for surely these people wouldn’t be very smart. They would be smaller than the gods and more dull-witted. That was the plan, anyway. An army of worshipful, hilarious, miniature folk. Playthings, really.

Zeus enlisted Prometheus to cook up this first batch of people. Prometheus was a Titan, and he was Zeus’s best friend. But Prometheus was also a master sculptor and craftsman. To please his friend Zeus, Prometheus set about creating a race of tiny people made from clay. In other words, creatures formed using the mud of Gaia herself.

But as Prometheus watched these newly created humans stumble about awkwardly and wander the Earth, he grew to like them. To admire them. To feel sympathy for them. And he gave them a gift: heavenly fire. Prometheus carried the fire from the realm of the gods to Earth and introduced it to mortals, showing them how to use it. In the previous chapter, we discussed how the discovery of fire was a game-changer that made people’s lives better in ancient times. The same thing happened here, when Prometheus gave fire to the first crop of human beings on Earth. He taught them to use it to warm their homes and cook their food. In doing so, he taught them resourcefulness. He taught them selfreliance. He taught them creativity, because this literal fire lit a metaphorical creative fire in their bellies, allowing them to dare, to dream, to imagine. And all because he introduced them to fire.
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Zeus saw this and was enraged. He wanted the people of the Earth to be childlike and fearful. Now, thanks to Prometheus’s gift of fire, they were becoming responsible and organized. Zeus immediately knew who was to blame for this, and his heart hurt because he felt betrayed by his best friend Prometheus. After all, Prometheus knew that he wasn’t supposed to help these miserable little creatures, much less give them something that introduced concepts like self-sufficiency to their wretched lives. As punishment for Prometheus’s bold act, Zeus bound his friend to a rock and had eagles peck at Prometheus’s liver over and over again, every day, for thousands of years.

This is one way to end a friendship, I suppose.


WHAT MAKES THIS MYTH UNIQUE?

The idea that Prometheus’s great gift to humanity was fire? That’s unusual because—for a creation myth—it’s very much rooted in reality. After all, humanity’s discovery of fire was indeed something that gave humanity more power over their environment. It was a gift. Just like in the Prometheus story, thanks to fire, real-life people could now cook food and warm their homes. And ironically enough, gathering around the fire allowed the people of ancient cultures to get together on chilly nights and tell stories like the tale of Prometheus. So in a way, the story is saying, “Hey, you know that fire we’re all gathered around right now? The fire that keeps you so warm while we tell these great stories of the gods and their adventures? Well, have I got a story for you, and it’s all about how we got that fire in the first place . . . ”



It’s sort of like Netflix making a TV show about the founding of Netflix.

In this way, the myth of Prometheus is a story about the very thing that enabled humanity to tell stories at all. It’s about the god who gifted humanity with the ability to dream and weave tales. So it’s that rare type of ancient myth: a story about stories.


WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

When Prometheus gave the gift of heavenly fire to the human race, he helped them; however, he did so at great cost to himself. For this reason, in the ancient world, the story of Prometheus was usually thought to be about the dangers of pursuing something beyond our grasp. Specifically, the peril associated with pursuing forbidden knowledge, represented in this story by fire. After all, when Prometheus gives the fire to people, they are suddenly filled with the knowledge of what they can do with this fire to make their lives better. They are suddenly filled with creativity and inspiration. This is also why—in the ancient city of Athens—Prometheus was celebrated by artists, scientists, and craftspeople.





You know that famous gold sculpture in front of Rockefeller Center, in New York City? That’s a statue of Prometheus! Also called 30 Rock, this is where they tape New York–based NBC shows such as Saturday Night Live and The Tonight Show. And so it’s quite fitting that there’s a statue of Prometheus in front of Rockefeller Center. It’s as if Prometheus himself is there to inspire all the actors, singers, dancers, comedians, writers, directors, producers, and musicians who work in that building. He’s there to give them his heavenly fire.






IN THE BAG: THE CREATION MYTH OF THE YORUBA PEOPLE OF NIGERIA

The rich mélange of Yoruba beliefs involves a supreme god who holds court over a pantheon of lesser gods. This supreme god is called Olorun (also known as Olodumare).

According to the Yoruba creation myth, before the world was fashioned, the only two places that existed were the beautiful and bright sky kingdom up above, and the dull gray quagmire of mud and water down below. The sky kingdom, ruled by Olorun, was where all the gods lived. One of these gods was the young deity Obatala.

Obatala wanted to refashion the soggy mess down below into a new world, a place teeming with life. After receiving Olorun’s blessing, Obatala asked Orunmila, god of wisdom, for advice. Orunmila told Obatala to fashion a long gold chain so that he could lower himself into the world below.

Obatala was popular with the other gods, and they gave him all their gold jewelry, dust, and other adornments. Soon, he had enough gold to make a very long chain. But before he went on his quest, Orunmila gave the young god a bag of items: a snail shell full of sand, a white hen, a palm nut, and a black cat. Obatala accepted the bag and stepped onto the hook at the end of the chain. The other gods lowered him down to the grim wasteland beneath him.

Once Obatala arrived, Orunmila called out to him from above, telling him to use the sand in the snail shell. He tossed the sand onto the ferocious waves, where it formed an island. But that’s not enough land for anyone to live on. Then Orunmila told him to use the hen.

Obatala grabbed the white hen from his bag and led it toward the island. The hen scratched all over the island, spreading the sand everywhere and making large expanses of land that reached in all directions, eventually forming the continent of Africa. That was more like it.
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Then Orunmila told the friendly young god to use the palm nut. Obatala yanked it out of the bag and planted it in the ground. A palm tree grew, and as it sprang up, it dropped its nuts, which fell into the ground, causing more palm trees to shoot up, dropping their own nuts, and so on and so forth. Soon, the land was covered with trees.

Obatala chopped some of them down and fashioned them into a house for himself. He ate some of the palm nuts as food and turned others into palm sap, which he fermented into wine. This gave him something to drink. He had everything . . . and yet, he did not have everything, because he was lonely. He wanted companionship.

Orunmila told him to get the black cat from the bag. Obatala did this, but then he longed for more creatures to inhabit this new world of his and keep him company. Obatala grabbed some clay and created the first humans. When he was finished, Obatala summoned Olorun to breathe life into them. And that is how the world—and its people—were created.


WHAT MAKES THIS MYTH UNIQUE?

It’s one of the only creation myths where the world is created from a bag of odds and ends. This gives the story a very grounded quality, and a lighthearted, somewhat humorous feel. In addition, Obatala is a very likeable character, unlike the petty, vengeful deities one finds in other cultures’ mythologies.




WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

Much like the Egyptian and Fon creation myths, the Yoruba creation story has to do with things that were familiar to the Yoruba tribe from their everyday life. Notice how central palm trees are to the story. That’s because the juice, nuts, and oil of the palm tree were important natural resources to the ancient Yoruba people.





MYTHIC MASTERS

ZORA NEALE HURSTON

“How God Made Butterflies” is one of the folktales Harlem Renaissance icon Zora Neale Hurston found during the many trips she took to gather folklore and interview Black folks in various communities about stories that had been passed down to them from previous generations. And it was one of the stories she included in her 1935 book Mules and Men, a groundbreaking literary anthology of African American folktales. Hurston made it her mission for decades to collect and preserve folklore and traditional stories from people of African descent, and she traveled all over the world to do it.






FROST GIANTS AND MELTING ICE: THE CREATION MYTH OF THE NORDIC REGION

Before the world existed, there was naught but a massive void called Ginnungagap. However, slowly two realms formed on either side of the void. In the north, there was Niflheim, a land of freezing cold and endless ice. And in the south, there was Muspelheim, a land of blinding fire and smothering heat.

In the center between these two realms, the cold air of Niflheim met the hot air of Muspelheim, and the ice began to drip. Gradually, the dripping ice formed a hulking frost giant named Ymir.

Soon, the heat from Muspelheim caused Ymir to sweat, and other frost giants emerged from his sweat. Before long, there were a number of these frost giants, as well as a huge cow called Audhumla, who fed the frost giants with her milk.

Audhumla freed one of those frost giants from the melting ice of Ymir’s sweaty body—the frost giant she freed was called Buri. There was now an entire community of frost giants. Buri had a son named Bor, who married Bestla, who was the daughter of a giant named Bolthorn. Bor and Bestla had three children: Odin, Vili, and Ve, who were the first three Norse gods.


[image: image]


These three gods were soon engaged in a battle against Ymir. A prolonged battle. Eventually, they slew him, and the blood from his veins drowned all the frost giants except for Ymir’s grandson Bergelmir and Bergelmir’s wife (who sadly doesn’t seem to get a name in this creation myth). The two of them escaped on a boat made from a tree trunk and started a new life in a realm called Jötunheim.

Having defeated Ymir, Odin, Vili, and Ve turned the giant’s flesh into the planet Earth. His unbroken bones became mountains. His blood became great bodies of water. His skull became the great dome of the sky. Then these gods grabbed fiery sparks from Muspelheim, tossing them into the air to form the sun, moon, and stars.

After that, the three gods made the first man from an ash tree. They named him Ask. And they made the first woman from an elm tree. Her name was Embla.


WHAT MAKES THIS MYTH UNIQUE?

Perhaps the fact that trees are so important to the Norse creation myth shouldn’t be so surprising. They were, after all, a seafaring people who loved sailing and exploration, and they needed boats to do all that. And boats are made from wood, which comes from trees.



But fire and ice play a central role in the Norse creation story as well. What’s up with that?


WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

Like so many other creation myths, the Norse stories about the origins of the world are an attempt to explain natural phenomena in the days before the people of Northern Europe knew what an atom or a germ was. And because Iceland is a place where hellish volcanoes and frigid glaciers coexist, this creation myth involves ice and fire coming together.





MARVEL REALMS

Bits and pieces of the Norse creation myth are scattered throughout the various Marvel movies. Since 2011, the Thor films have frequently depicted Thor and his friends traveling from Asgard to some of the other realms, such as Jötunheim. And Thor certainly spends a good deal of time in Midgard, where he joins the Avengers (in the first Avengers movie, released in 2012). In the 2018 film Avengers: Infinity War, Thor goes to the realm of Nidavellir to get a new weapon with which he can fight the alien despot Thanos. The first Captain America movie even shows the villainous Red Skull finding one of the Infinity Stones hidden in a secret compartment which protrudes from a wall marked with an image of Yggdrasil.

The Marvel Comics’ creation myth explains why the planet Earth is home to so many superheroes. Much of Marvel worldbuilding and lore concerns godlike alien beings called Celestials, who have also been seen in some of the Marvel movies. One Celestial named The Progenitor crashed to Earth while the planet was young and new. His crash-landing was caused by a swarm of cosmic insects, who mortally wounded The Progenitor. As he died, his flesh and blood seeped into the very fiber of the Earth, infusing the planet with the capacity for superhuman development. This made the Earth a breeding ground for superheroes. And this is much like the Norse creation myth, in which the flesh, bones, and blood of the frost giant Ymir formed the land masses, mountains, and oceans of the Earth.





[image: image]




THE SEVENTH GENERATION: THE CREATION MYTH OF JAPAN

At the dawn of time, there was a silent universe. Vast. Lifeless. Then some particles appeared. The lighter ones floated upward, where they formed the clouds of Takamagahara, or the “High Plain of Heaven.” The heavier ones couldn’t float, so they formed the watery mass known as Earth, which sloshed and sputtered below heaven.

After heaven and Earth were formed, there appeared three invisible kami (gods or divine spirits): the Heavenly Center Lord, the High Generative Force, and the Divine Generative Force. Between the three of them, they contained so much potential for creation and life!
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But it was not yet time to create anything. After these three initial deities, there were seven generations of deities who succeeded them, waiting for the proper time to begin the creation of the universe. This was known as the Age of the Gods. Then in the seventh and final generation of this Age, two very important deities arose:

[image: image]The creator god Izanagi (He Who Invites)

[image: image]The creator goddess Izanami (She Who Invites)

They decided that the time to create had finally come. After all, the two deities represented the masculine and the feminine, the two balancing principles of creation. But what to create? Izanagi and Izanami set in motion the creation of the universe. Standing on the Floating Bridge of Heaven, these two gods peered at the Earth, which was still a watery mass with no dry land, no continents, no place to stand around and not get wet. Using a heavenly bejeweled spear and holding it like a massive whisk, they mixed and whipped the Earth below until it reached the proper consistency. At that point, they withdrew the spear. The tip of the spear was dripping with water, and the dripping water formed the first island, called Onogoro (it is unknown where this island is today).
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The two gods flew down to Earth and set foot on the island, where they decided to get married. As part of the wedding ceremony, they circled a ceremonial pillar in opposite directions, and Izanagi was supposed to speak the marriage vows first because the bridegroom was meant to instigate this ritual. However, Izanami spoke the vows first, angering the other gods who considered her behavior improper. Because of this, the young gods’ union was deemed a flawed one. And when Izanami gave birth while under the storm cloud of this flawed union, she produced a hideous monster named Hiruko, who was sent away to fend for himself.

Realizing they needed to repent, the young couple then reenacted the wedding ceremony, and this time, Izanagi spoke the wedding vows first. The gods smiled on the union, and Izanami gave birth to an entire generation of gods, including the gods of the trees, mountains, winds, lowlands, rivers, and oceans. But that’s not all! She also gave birth to all the islands of Japan. However, in a tragic twist of fate, Izanami’s final child was the fire god Kagutsuchi, who set Izanami on fire. She died and found herself in the Japanese Underworld known as Yomi.

Izanagi journeyed to Yomi to rescue his wife. However, when he got there, he saw that Izanami’s body had already started to decay, and he began to leave. The warriors of the Underworld pursued Izanagi, but so did Izanami. Even though her body was decaying, she still wanted to be with her husband. But he didn’t realize she was trying to join him, and he placed a huge stone over the entrance to the Underworld to stop the warriors from following him. This trapped Izanami in Yomi for eternity.



LEGENDARY LORE

STONEHENGE

All over the world, there are stone structures whose purpose is shrouded in mystery. One of these structures is Stonehenge. A huge ring of stones in England, Stonehenge is thought to be around five thousand years old, but not much else about it is known. Why was it built? Who built it? If you look directly above one of the stones during midsummer, you can see the sun rising. Did the architect(s) of Stonehenge place that particular stone there for that reason? Perhaps one day, we’ll know for certain . . .





WHAT MAKES THIS MYTH UNIQUE?

More than any of the other creation myths we’ve explored in this chapter, the Japanese creation story is the one that’s most overtly concerned with ceremonies and customs. The fact that Izanami dares to recite the marriage vows before her fiancé is considered a great affront to the gods watching the ceremony! And in doing this, Izanami triggers a tragic series of events which ends up with her decaying in the land of the dead. And all for not performing a ritual in the approved manner.




WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

This creation story highlights the importance of rites and rituals in Japanese culture in general, and in Japanese Shinto in particular. In this way, this creation myth is somewhat of an instruction book. And as we discussed in the previous chapter, myths often serve to reinforce a culture’s code of ethics, indicating boundaries in that culture, and warning the audience of what will happen if they ignore or cross those boundaries. This is certainly an example of that kind of myth.





A HANDFUL OF STARS: THE DC COMICS CREATION MYTH

The DC Comics universe of superhero characters includes such household names as Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman. And this fictional universe has its own creation myth. The DC creation myth bears some similarity to the Japanese creation myth. Like that myth, it is all about following the rules properly and not straying from those rules.

According to DC lore, at the dawn of time, there was a giant hand floating in the newly formed universe holding a cluster of stars in its palm. This was the Hand of Creation. According to this creation myth, a long time ago, an alien scientist named Krona, who lived in a peaceful society that possessed advanced technology, used that tech to view the Hand—even though he was forbidden from doing so. He was obsessed with viewing the origins of the universe and didn’t care about observing this cardinal rule. But when Krona viewed the Hand, disaster ensued. The very fabric of the universe ruptured, causing it to split in two. What was once just one universe became two: a positive matter universe and a violent, corrupt antimatter universe.

Although I doubt that the DC creation myth was inspired by the Japanese creation story, Krona does pay dearly for failing to do something in the approved manner, much like Izanami.

And since the story of Krona is all about forbidden knowledge, it’s also quite a bit like the story of Prometheus, from the Greek creation myth.
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CHAPTER 3

DIVINE DEITIES AND DIVA DRAMA
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Who are the important gods the ancient Greeks worshiped? What about the Norse people? And how about the ancient Egyptians? More to the point, who were these gods and goddesses as people? What were their personalities like? What did they argue about? What personal conflicts arose whenever any of these gods got together? Who was at the top of the hierarchy of deities in any particular culture? Who was at the bottom? Did this cause tension? In this chapter, we’ll explore deities from various cultures. We’ll discuss what makes them unique, what makes them tick, and what makes them clash. We’ll explore some of the more popular myths about these divine beings. We’ll study the interpersonal conflicts that make these myths so dramatic. And maybe—just maybe—you’ll find that these gods and goddesses are more relatable, and more human than you might think.
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BEFORE YOU MEET THE GODS . . .

If you’re unfamiliar with mythology, you’ll soon realize that many of the gods and goddesses you encounter in this chapter aren’t the morally instructive, highly evolved paragons of virtue you think of when you hear the word “god.” For the most part, these gods and goddesses are petty and vindictive, prone to jealousy and in-fighting. Their stories are full of power plays, palace intrigue, seduction, deception, trickery, and revenge. In other words, for deities, they’re quite human, which is how many civilizations think about the concept of godhood. The very notion of a deity being infallible or “perfect” is largely a concept seen in monotheistic religions.

Also, the word “pantheon” will be tossed around quite a bit in this chapter. Pantheon means the collective gods of a people or a religion. It’s a Greek word, so it’s most frequently used to describe the Greek deities. However, in most books on mythology and folklore, the Egyptian gods are also known as the Egyptian pantheon. The same goes for the Yoruba deities, the Japanese deities, the Hindu deities, the Norse deities, the Ashanti deities, and so on. So in this book, whenever I discuss a group of deities of one culture—no matter which culture I’m talking about—I’ll occasionally refer to them as that culture’s pantheon.
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With that out of the way, it’s time to meet the gods!



FROM THE BANKS OF THE NILE: EGYPTIAN DEITIES

The ancient Egyptians worshiped several gods and goddesses who had a hand in every aspect of daily life. Many of the Egyptian deities looked like animals. These animal forms gave each of them a strong “brand identity,” so to speak. In other words, if you looked at a statue of a falcon with a crown on its head, you knew that this was a sculpture of Horus.

Priests at the temples of each god raised and took care of actual animals associated with said god. Then they sacrificed and mummified the animals as offerings to the temple deity. Therefore, a pilgrim to the temple of Horus might have paid the priests to have a falcon mummified so that the bird could put in a good word for humanity while in the afterlife.

But all this was not set in stone. Egyptian deities were constantly in a state of flux. Their appearances were not fixed, and some of them could take on different forms at different times. In this way, the Egyptian pantheon had something in common with certain Greek and Norse deities, who were also shape-shifters. But who were these Egyptian deities? So glad you asked . . .


THE SUN GOD, RA

As with certain gods we discussed in the previous chapter of this book, Ra wasn’t just the god of the sun. He also was the sun. That’s how many ancient cultures thought about their gods. When Ra rose high into the sky each morning, he blessed the Earth with his life-giving rays of sunshine. And since he was a personification of the sun, Ra represented growth and life.
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Sometimes Ra assumed other forms. For instance, he was known to take the shape of a scarab beetle called Khepri. This is because, in everyday life, when a beetle pushed a ball of dung across the sands, they would bury it before newborn beetles appeared from the ground. The ancient Egyptians likened this process to Ra pushing the sun across the sky, where it went away at night and was reborn the next day.

And when Ra merged with his fellow deity Horus, they formed the falcon-headed god Ra-Harakhty, which means “Ra-Horus in the horizon.” Remember when I said that the Egyptian gods had no fixed forms? This is a perfect example of that. Sometimes Ra took the form of an ordinary man, sometimes he was a beetle, and sometimes he had the body of a man and the head of a falcon.

Because Ra was a sun god—a solar deity—much of the art that survives from ancient Egypt depicts him in close proximity to a red or yellow solar disc. Usually, either the disc looms overhead, like the sun itself, or it’s incorporated into Ra’s headdress. Either way, the solar disc was meant to depict the sun that Ra carried across the sky.

Ra was often depicted as the leader of the Ennead, which was a select group of nine deities from the Egyptian pantheon. Now, technically, the word “ennead” is Greek for “group of nine,” so an Ennead could refer to any grouping of nine deities that work together as a team or unit. However, the most well-known version of this grouping in Egyptian mythology is the Great Ennead of Heliopolis, which consists of Ra (or Atum) and eight of his descendants: Ra’s children, Shu and Tefnut; their kids, Geb and Nut; and the progeny of Geb and Nut, who are Osiris, Isis, Set, and Nephthys.

Ra wasn’t just the sun god. He was also known as the god of kings. What did this mean? Most of the major Egyptian deities were part of the family tree that started with Ra. To hear the pharaohs tell it, they were branches of that tree as well. That’s because the pharaohs claimed to be direct descendants of Ra. They used this claim to validate their reign. Also, they believed that Ra watched over them, and protected them during times of war. That’s why Ra was the god of kings—he presided over the kings of Egypt.


OSIRIS

The god of the Underworld, Osiris is frequently depicted as a mummy holding a crook and a flail, both of which are royal symbols. Osiris’s crown is made of ostrich feathers. His wife (and sister) is Isis.



Much like a comic book superhero, Osiris has an origin story of sorts, full of tragedy and betrayal. Virtuous to a fault, Osiris was the first king of Egypt. He was loved by the people, but his wicked brother Set wanted to be on the throne. So, Set engineered Osiris’s murder. After Isis retrieved her husband’s body, Osiris emerged in the Underworld, where he became the king of that realm.

Osiris was a favorite of the Egyptians because his myth gave them hope that there was life after death.


SET

Commonly depicted as a bird or animal with a long, curved beak or muzzle, Set was a scheming, duplicitous god who was jealous of his brother Osiris. Set wanted to sit on the throne and he lusted after Isis. He basically wanted Osiris’s life, so he took Osiris’s life. Set tricked his brother into climbing into a wooden box then sealed the box and tossed it into the Nile. Osiris, unable to get out of the box, drowned.



Afterward, Set sat on the throne as the new king of Egypt. Osiris’s son Horus avenged his father by challenging his uncle Set to a boat race. Set made a rule that the boats needed to be made of stone. Knowing that his uncle was deceitful, Horus engaged in some deceit as well: he used a wooden boat painted to look like it was made from stone. Because it was made of wood, it was able to float. Set’s boat, on the other hand, sank. But the angry god turned himself into a hippopotamus and sank Horus’s boat. The gods saw this, judged Horus as worthy of the throne, and exiled Set.


ISIS

Isis was the Egyptian goddess of magic and healing.



In some ancient Egyptian art, Isis is depicted as wearing a headdress shaped like the hieroglyphic sign of the throne. To some Egyptologists and historians, this—coupled with the translation of her name, "Queen of the Throne"— indicates that Isis initially was the personification of the pharaoh’s throne. In other words, just as the Earth was personified by a god (Geb) and the sun was personified by a god (Ra), so was the throne of the pharaoh (Isis). Of course, that’s just a theory. Others think that both her name and the throne-shaped headdress indicate that Isis was the proverbial “seat of power,” a person of great strength and influence. For she was certainly that.

After Set murdered Osiris, Isis retrieved the body. Set discovered this and hacked Osiris’s body into pieces. Never one to give in to intimidation, Isis repaired the pieces of her late husband’s corpse and bound them together tightly with bandages, making the first mummy.
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HORUS

Avenger of his father’s death and eventual king of Egypt, Horus was the god of the sky and a great god of Lower Egypt. As Horus came of age, he continually challenged Set to contests, hoping to prevail over his fiendish uncle and win the throne. The two often feuded. This all came to a head in the aforementioned boat race, during which Horus cleverly painted his wooden boat to resemble one made of stone. It fooled Set, whose actual stone boat sank like a . . . well, like a stone.



Horus’s right eye was the sun (symbolizing power), and his left eye was the moon (symbolizing healing). As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Horus usually appeared as a falcon wearing a crown. But sometimes, he appeared as a human with the head of a falcon. And occasionally, he appeared as a human child.


GODS OF EGYPT

The 2016 movie Gods of Egypt dramatizes Set’s betrayal of Osiris, as well as Horus’s quest to make his uncle pay for Osiris’s murder. However, the film takes some liberties with the way the myth is usually presented. In the movie, Set (played by Gerard Butler) stabs Osiris (Bryan Brown) during Horus’s coronation ceremony, rather than putting Osiris in a box and drowning him. The rest of the film involves Horus (Nikolaj Coster-Waldau) teaming up with a mortal named Bek (Brenton Thwaites) to save the kingdom from Set’s dictatorial reign.
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ANUBIS

Anubis was the god of mummification. He typically watched over people when their bodies were ritually prepared for the afterlife. Most frequently, Anubis appeared as either a jackal or as a person with the head of a jackal. But sometimes, he appeared as a snake or a falcon. And if you’re keeping score, that makes Anubis the third Egyptian deity to appear as a falcon (after Horus and Ra).




HATHOR

Hathor was the Egyptian goddess of love and fertility, and she was known as a protector of mothers and infants. Sometimes, she took the form of a cow. In fact, because the Egyptians thought that the Milky Way galaxy was in reality the milk flowing from the udders of a cosmic cow, Hathor was occasionally seen as the personification of the Milky Way.



Hathor was originally a bold warrior goddess in Nubia (southern Egypt), who usually took the form of a lion. But then Ra took her with him to Egypt proper, to help him take care of the infant Horus. To do this more effectively, Hathor changed into one of the cows which were frequently seen amid the papyrus reeds by the Nile River. As a cow, Hathor could easily feed milk to baby Horus. And when Horus grew up, Hathor became his wife.
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Hathor could rarely shake the cow imagery she was associated with. Even in human form, she was usually depicted in paintings and sculptures as wearing a crown which featured cow horns. And even though women often served important roles in ancient Egyptian society, Hathor, originally a fierce warrior, “evolved” into becoming a nursemaid and maternal figure.


BASTET

Bastet was the Egyptian goddess of sexuality and fertility. Originally, in Egyptian sculptures and paintings, she was depicted as a fierce, battle-ready lion. However, as time passed, Bastet began appearing as a domesticated cat. And sometimes, she was depicted as a person with the head of a cat.



Many Egyptian deities had cults that worshiped them. As we saw in the previous chapter, certain cities took on specific deities as patron gods. The city of Bubastis in Lower Egypt was the center of Bastet’s cult. In Bubastis, Bastet was worshiped in a temple protruding from a small island. This was a symbol of the solar disc. Bastet’s father would be proud. Oh, didn’t I mention who her father was?

Ra. Her father was Ra (was the solar disc too blatant of a clue?). And just as Ra had a fiery temper, his daughter Bastet had a piercing roar. In fact, there is a myth in which Ra owns a cat who bites the head off the primal serpent Apep—and this myth is associated with Bastet. Is she the cat in the story? We may never know for certain. But the very fact that some historians think Bastet is the cat who decapitated Apep speaks to her fearsome reputation.


INSPIRING BLACK PANTHER

The panther goddess Bast in Marvel’s Black Panther comic books (and movies) is inspired by Bastet. In the Black Panther comics, the pantheon of deities worshiped by Wakandans is known as the Oshira. Bast is a member of the Oshira. In the Black Panther movies, she is mentioned several times.



In the first Black Panther movie (2018), we learn that when the five tribes were fighting for control of Wakanda, the warrior Bashenga had a vision of Bast, which led him to ingest the heart-shaped herb. Doing this granted him the power to become the king of Wakanda. He also became the first person to wear the mantle of the Black Panther.

At a certain point in the film, when the protagonist, T’Challa (the titular Black Panther, played by Chadwick Boseman) journeys to the Ancestral Plane to talk to his deceased father, we see Bast in her panther form.


TAWERET

Taweret was the guardian of childbirth in Egyptian mythology. She was very protective and chased away evil spirits. She had a most unusual appearance, even for a deity: She had the head of a hippo, the limbs of a lion, and (in some iterations) the tail of a crocodile.
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KHONSHU

Khonshu (sometimes spelled Khonsu) was the Egyptian god of the moon and the god of time. He was also the son of Ra. He was usually depicted as having the head of a bird, but storytellers in ancient Egypt could never seem to come to a consensus on what sort of personality he had. In some myths, he appeared as a malevolent force that harmed people. In others, he appeared as the kindhearted god of fertility and growth. This may be because there were so many variations on the myths in ancient Egypt—and which version of the stories you knew often depended on which region of Egypt you lived in.




MOON KNIGHT

The Marvel Comics superhero Moon Knight is steeped in Egyptian mythology, as you can tell once you read his origin story: Left for dead in the Egyptian desert, mercenary Marc Spector makes a deal with the moon god Khonshu, who will bring Marc back to life if Marc becomes his earthly champion. And thus was born the superhero Moon Knight!



In the 2022 Disney+ streaming series Moon Knight—starring Oscar Isaac as Marc Spector—Khonshu appears as an advisor and mentor to Marc. On Moon Knight, Khonshu is depicted as a frightening, skeletal bird creature, someone you’d rather have as your friend than your enemy. He’s played by the acclaimed actor F. Murray Abraham, who gives a terrific performance. Marc and Khonshu have a sometimes-antagonistic relationship; some of the best scenes in the show are the ones where Marc and Khonshu bicker and snipe at one another.

And aside from Khonshu, some of the other Egyptian deities (such as Taweret, Osiris, and Ammit) appear in both the Moon Knight comics and streaming series.



THE WARM-UP ACT: TITANS OF GREEK MYTH

According to ancient Greek mythology, the Titans were the original rulers of the Earth. But in terms of their personalities, they were also more despicable, hateful, and one-dimensional than the generation of gods that would follow them, such as Zeus, Hera, and Aphrodite. In this way, the Titans are more of an opening act or prelude to what comes later.
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The story of the Titans is an intergenerational saga marked by a constant cycle of revenge and betrayal. The story begins at the dawn of time itself, where we meet Uranus (the sky), who was both the son and lover of Gaia (the Earth). You may remember Uranus and Gaia from the previous chapter, where they costarred in the Greek creation myth.

When the sky blanketed the Earth, this coupling created twelve children: six males and six females. They were the Titans. The six brothers were Oceanus, Coeus, Crius, Hyperion, Iapetus, and Cronus. The six sisters were Thea, Rhea, Themis, Mnemosyne, Phoebe, and Tethys.

But if those were Gaia’s only children, the story would likely end here. Does it end here? Nope.

And that’s because Gaia also gave birth to two races of creatures: the Hundred-Handed Giants (aka the Hecatonchires) and the Cyclopes. Both of those types of creatures are exactly what they sound like. Each of the Hecatonchires had fifty heads and one hundred arms (and correspondingly, one hundred hands). Meanwhile, the Cyclopes were one-eyed giants. The Greek word “cyclopes” means “round eyes.” The Cyclopes were also master metalworkers. Why is that important? Why would I mention that seemingly random detail? You’ll see . . .

Uranus, disgusted by these creatures, imprisoned them. What does this mean? It depends on which version of the story you read. In one version, Uranus buries them inside the Earth. In another, he banishes them to the Underworld. Either way, he does awful things to them.


GAIA’S PLOT

When Gaia found out what Uranus did to the Hecatonchires and Cyclopes, she was horrified. She asked each of the Titans to help her defeat and depose Uranus. Eleven of them declined, either out of fear of Uranus or out of disinterest. But the eleventh Titan, Rhea, suggested that her cynical, brooding brother Cronus might be willing to go along with Gaia’s plot. And it turned out that he was. Gaia gave Cronus a special sickle which she herself had crafted. Using the sickle, Cronus defeated his father, banishing Uranus and taking his place as ruler of the universe. And this is how the Titans came to reign supreme in the cosmos.



After he usurped the throne, Cronus was told that one of his children would kill him. And because he was told this by an oracle, he believed it to be true. So when his sister (and wife) Rhea gave birth to a new child, Cronus would eat that child in order to neutralize the threat that kid posed. Soon, Cronus had eaten five of his own children and showed absolutely no remorse. He justified it by thinking, “Hey, whatever keeps me alive and on the throne.”

Fearing that her next child, Zeus, would meet the same fate as his siblings, Rhea disguised a rock as the baby Zeus, and Cronus swallowed it, thinking that he was consuming his son. It’s possible that Cronus wasn’t very good at paying attention to details, like the difference between a rock and a child.



MYTHIC MASTERS

JACK KIRBY

Jack Kirby was a legendary comic book artist, writer, and editor. He cocreated many of the most iconic Marvel superheroes in the 1960s. Throughout his life, Kirby was fascinated by myths and legends, which informed much of his work. For instance, he cocreated the Marvel versions of Thor, Loki, Odin, and Sif. He also created the cosmic Marvel superhero team The Eternals, a group of godlike beings influenced by deities from various cultures. And for DC Comics, Kirby created Etrigan the Demon, a monster from Hell who was first summoned to our plane of existence by the wizard Merlin during the reign of King Arthur.





ZEUS’S REVENGE

Meanwhile, Rhea sent Zeus to live with a goat named Amalthea, who raised him. In some versions of the story, Amalthea is a human being. However, I think the versions where she’s a goat are infinitely more interesting. But I digress . . .



After Zeus grew up, he learned about his true parentage and sought revenge on Cronus. Zeus tricked Cronus into ingesting a potion which made the Titan vomit up Zeus’s five siblings. Those siblings, by the way, were named Poseidon, Hades, Hera, Hestia, and Demeter. You’ll hear more about them quite soon!

After freeing his siblings from his father’s belly, Zeus freed the Cyclopes from their prison. Along with his siblings and the Cyclopes, Zeus went to war with the Titans. Both sides were heavily armed and very powerful, so for a time it seemed like the battle would last forever.

But eventually, the Cyclopes—being master metalworkers—crafted various magic weapons for Zeus and his siblings. This turned the tide in the battle and helped Team Zeus defeat Team Cronus.
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THE MAIN EVENT: THE GODS OF MOUNT OLYMPUS

The Titans had been beaten, and now the Olympians were in control of the entire cosmos. And if you don’t know who “the Olympians” were, let me explain . . .

Because Zeus and his allies chose Mount Olympus as their base, they’re often known as the Olympians. This also helps to distinguish them from the Titans (who chose Mount Othrys as their home), and therefore it avoids any potential confusion. Anyway, originally there were only five Olympians—Zeus and his siblings—but eventually, there were twelve of them. The following sections are a who’s who on Mount Olympus. And once you read it, I think you’ll see that the Olympians are far more multidimensional and layered (as characters) than the Titans. If the Titans were the warm-up act, the Olympians were the main event.


ZEUS

In the Greek pantheon, Zeus was the king of the gods. He was the master of storms and weather, and he wielded a thunderbolt crafted by the Cyclopes. This thunderbolt could smite anyone who got too close to him. Sometimes, Zeus changed shape, appearing as a mortal man, a swan, a bull, an eagle, a satyr, or nearly anything else. He was also married to his sister, Hera.



But those are some external things about Zeus. What about the internal things? What was he like personality-wise? Well, Zeus could be incredibly temperamental, and he was known to hold a grudge. But unlike his father Cronus, Zeus could also show great kindness. And as we’ll see when discussing Demeter, Zeus could sometimes serve as a level-headed mediator when settling disputes between other gods.

However, his more noble qualities didn’t rise to the surface that often. The petty, vindictive side usually won out with Zeus. But it’s his occasional flashes of altruism that make him an emotionally and psychologically complex character in world mythology.

The interesting thing about Zeus is that in some myths, his cruelty was a given, to the point that in some of those very same stories, you’re supposed to be rooting against him. For instance, he’s definitely the antagonist—or villain—in the Prometheus myth. Here’s proof: After that myth started spreading across Greece, it was Prometheus, not Zeus, who became a patron deity of artists, craftspeople, and other creative types. It was Prometheus, not Zeus, who inspired people to dream big.



The name of the comic book superhero Shazam is an acronym. Each letter in the name stands for a different mythic hero who lent Shazam one of their qualities. The S stands for Solomon (Shazam has the wisdom of King Solomon), the H stands for Hercules (strength), the A stands for Atlas (stamina), Z for Zeus (power), A for Achilles (courage), and M for Mercury (speed). In this way, Shazam is forever bound to the heroes of ancient mythology.





HERA

Brave, ambitious, and confident, Hera was the queen of the gods. She was also the goddess of marriage, which was quite ironic, because her own marriage wasn’t exactly a happy one. However, this wasn’t her fault. The blame can be squarely placed on her unfaithful husband, Zeus.



After all, he frequently changed his appearance—becoming a swan or a satyr, for instance—in order to go behind Hera’s back and cheat on her. It’s terrible that we have to look at Hera in relation to her insensitive, obnoxious husband, Zeus, rather than only shining the spotlight on Hera and looking at her as an individual. But in this case, unfortunately, her relationship with Zeus is a rather large part of her story. For instance, when Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades carved up the territory of the cosmos and distributed it among themselves and their fellow deities like the mythic equivalent to the Corleone family, they left Hera out of the mix. So for her, marrying Zeus was the only way to gain any real political power.

It’s probably a good idea to mention here that—although she wasn’t as despicable as Zeus—Hera wasn’t exactly a super-evolved person. She could be violent, vengeful, and conceited, and sometimes she treated her fellow gods terribly. Check out the section on Hephaestus for an example of this (here and here).


POSEIDON

Poseidon was the god of the sea, as well as the master of storms and horses. For this reason, symbols which are associated with him include a fish, a dolphin, and a horse. Poseidon wielded a trident which, like Zeus’s thunderbolt, was crafted by the Cyclopes. In art from ancient Greece, Poseidon was usually seen brandishing his trident. With Poseidon wielding this powerful trident, he could cause rivers to cut their way through the land. It could also cause fountains to erupt from dry, barren soil.



As lord of the ocean, Poseidon looked after the welfare of sailors and seafarers. However, if you incurred his anger, he would not look kindly upon you. And you wouldn’t welcome his wrath on your worst enemy.


INDEBTED TO THE OCEAN LORD

There are not one, but two major comic book superheroes who are loosely inspired by Poseidon. Both are lords of the ocean, commanding vast armies of undersea folk. The first is Prince Namor, also known as the Sub-Mariner. Namor was one of the first Marvel Comics superheroes ever created, and the first Namor story was published back in 1939, when Marvel was known as Timely Comics. Namor doesn’t really look like Poseidon—not the way Poseidon is often depicted, anyway. Namor is usually drawn as clean-shaven, with pointy ears and wings on his ankles, none of which match the traditional depiction of the Greek sea god. If Namor resembled any mythical creature, it was an elf (albeit a tall elf). But he is the monarch of an undersea kingdom, making him a “king of the sea” of sorts. And he does wield a trident. Both of those things make him seem somewhat Poseidon-like.
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The second superhero inspired by Poseidon is the DC Comics character Aquaman, who was first created in 1941. Aquaman (aka Arthur Curry) also brandishes a trident. Sometimes, Aquaman is depicted having long hair and a scraggly beard, which makes him look very Poseidon-like indeed. The live-action film version of the character, which has been portrayed by actor Jason Momoa since 2016, takes its visual cues from this iteration of Aquaman. But Jason Momoa’s Aquaman has much more of a sense of humor than Poseidon ever did.
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HESTIA

The daughter of Cronus and Rhea, Hestia was . . . different than the other deities. She was the goddess of domesticity and the hearth. This is because she spent her entire life on Mount Olympus, despising travel—unlike the other Olympians, who were always zipping away on some adventure. But in staying put, Hestia became, by default, an icon of home and family. Interestingly, Hestia was notoriously chaste, and she swore never to marry—a sharp departure from the rest of the Olympians, who were often getting married and taking lovers. Like I said: different. Not better or worse. Not a value judgment. Just a fact.



On Mount Olympus, Hestia was responsible for tending the sacred fire. For this reason, in ancient Greek art, she is often depicted offering up a flame in a bowl.


BUT WHAT ABOUT DIONYSUS?

In some versions of the story of the Olympians, Hestia was swapped out for Dionysus, god of winemaking and vineyards. Dionysus was an unpredictable figure, and a shape-shifter like many of the other Olympians. So he sometimes appeared as an animal or a mortal. When it was the latter, he was often accompanied by wild revelers. In ancient Greek sculptures and paintings, Dionysus was usually depicted with vine leaves in his hair and holding a wine goblet in one hand.



The restless Dionysus often went traveling, frequently accompanied by satyrs (half-man, half-goat creatures). Sometimes, he was also accompanied by Maenads, women who would whip themselves into a euphoric frenzy. The Maenads drew their power from Dionysus, and their proximity to his godly power made them immune to physical harm.


DEMETER

Demeter was the goddess of the harvest, fruitfulness, and vegetation. As long as she was doing her job, the plants grew, the crops flourished, and the people of the Earth could eat well. However, when Hades, lord of the Underworld, abducted Demeter’s daughter Persephone, Demeter left her post to find her daughter. But with Demeter neglecting her job, the land was infertile and the crops withered. What would the people eat? Zeus realized that if this continued, all life on Earth would be in serious peril. So, he made a deal with the god of the Underworld and the goddess of the harvest: Persephone would live with Hades in the fall and winter. But during the spring and summer, she’d live with Demeter. Everyone agreed to the pact. From then on, when Persephone visited her mother, the crops flourished, and the land prospered. But when Persephone was in the Underworld, the crops and vegetation withered and shrank.



The myth of Persephone and Hades is an etiological myth about why plant life withers in the fall and winter, and why it blooms in the spring and summer.


HEPHAESTUS

A master armorer and architect, Hephaestus was the god of artisans, fire, sculptors, blacksmiths, and volcanoes. In fact, according to myth, volcanoes were his workshops. He was the son of Zeus and Hera. Hephaestus’s mother cast him out of Olympus when he was a baby due to his slightly distorted features. The young god soon turned this tragedy into triumph. It was in his adopted homeland, on the island of Lemnos, that Hephaestus learned the art of forging metal and demonstrated a facility for fashioning the highest-quality weapons and armor with only a hammer, an anvil, and his god’s-given talent. This, coupled with his immunity to the fires of the furnace, made him the greatest smith of his age. Given that his early years were tinged with sadness, Hephaestus was surprisingly good-humored, and he was known for his kindness and even temper. But would he ever return to Mount Olympus?
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He had his chance when Hera was ensnared by a magical chair which held her prisoner. When all other deities failed to free Hera, Hephaestus was able to do so easily. He was then welcomed back to his birthplace. There, he set up a workshop and chose the Cyclopes for his assistants.

Hephaestus was married to Aphrodite, and he doted on her. But she was not faithful to him, as she was in love with the war god Ares. Hey, speaking of Aphrodite . . .


APHRODITE

Possessing a rare physical beauty, Aphrodite was the Greek goddess of love, beauty, and pleasure. Roughly translated, Aphrodite means “from the foam.” This is because she was created from the foam of the sea, which took the shape of a woman and came to life. Thus was born Aphrodite!
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Not only was Aphrodite extraordinarily beautiful, but she also had the power to make others fall in love with her—and her romantic relationships were many. According to various Greek myths, she had brief dalliances with Zeus, Hermes, and Dionysus, among others.

She also liked to meddle in other people’s romantic lives. For instance, when Menelaus, the king of Sparta, upset Aphrodite, she got her revenge. The love goddess told her son Eros (aka Cupid) to fire a magic arrow into the heart of Menelaus’s wife Helen so that she would fall in love with a foreign prince called Paris. Helen and Paris eloped to the latter’s homeland of Troy, and what resulted was the Trojan War. Yes, you read that right, Aphrodite caused the Trojan War to happen, just out of spite. Basically, Aphrodite was the goddess of relationship drama, although they didn’t call it that back then.

Aphrodite’s marriage to Hephaestus was just one of the many unhappy unions chronicled in the annals of Greek mythology. When Hephaestus learned about his wife’s affair with his brother Ares, the legendary blacksmith rigged a net above their love nest during one of their trysts. When Hephaestus tugged on the net, it fell on the lovers, literally catching them in the act.


ARES

Ares was the god of war. Aggressive, reckless, and bloodthirsty, he was the son of Zeus and Hera and the brother of Hephaestus. Most of the other deities avoided contact with Ares because he was so hateful and angry.



In many of the myths involving Ares, the powerful warmonger does not end up achieving his goals or winning the day. For instance, in one myth, Ares wanted to help the Trojans win the Trojan War. However, his half-sister Athena stopped him by injuring him with a rock. Why? Because she had a more nuanced and thoughtful approach to warfare than he did. The moral of several of Ares’ myths—including this one—is that cruelty and mindless violence lead to failure.


ATHENA

Athena was the goddess of wisdom and battle. In some ways, she was like a more intelligent and calculating alternative to Ares. In ancient Greek art, Athena was often depicted as being covered in armor, wearing a helmet, and gripping a shield. However, she wasn’t all about war and wisdom. Athena was also a patron of many crafts, including shipbuilding, weaving, and pottery. And the city of Athens was named after her.



But did you know that Athena was also the source of the most famous migraine in Greek mythology? When Zeus was romancing the exceptionally intelligent Titan Metis, he impregnated her. It was at that moment that Zeus heard a prophecy, which foretold that a child of Metis would rise up and overcome its father. Thinking that he was the father in question, Zeus swallowed Metis whole. Problem solved, right? Wrong! Because now Zeus had a splitting headache. Wanting to end Zeus’s torment, Hephaestus chopped open his father’s forehead with an axe. It was then that Athena sprang fully formed from Zeus’s head!
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HERMES

The messenger of the gods, Hermes was the god of roads and travelers. He could run incredibly fast, and he wore sandals with wings on them—which allowed him to fly to Olympus, Earth, or the Underworld. Wings were a big visual motif with Hermes, as he also wore a bowl-shaped metal helmet with wings on either side. And his staff, the caduceus, was sculpted to resemble two serpents intertwined, under a pair of wings (at the tip of the staff).



Hermes often played by his own rules and wasn’t above taking what he wanted. In one myth, he stole a herd of cattle belonging to his fellow Olympian, Apollo. But when Apollo demanded that he return the livestock, he saw that Hermes had constructed a musical instrument from the innards of one of the cows. This instrument was the first lyre, and Apollo found it enchanting. He agreed to swap it with Hermes in exchange for the cattle.


APOLLO

Notoriously handsome and youthful, Apollo was the god of the sun and the god of light. But he was also the god of the arts and music. That shouldn’t surprise you—as you’ll remember from the section on Hermes, Apollo was quite taken with the lyre!



Apollo and his twin sister Artemis were the product of Zeus’s union with Leto. When Hera discovered that Zeus had cheated on her with Leto, she sent a snake to kill Leto. But Apollo, a master archer, vanquished the serpent with a poisoned arrow.



The DC Comics superhero The Flash was heavily influenced by Hermes. The Golden Age version of The Flash, who was popular in the 1940s, even wore the same helmet as Hermes! Also, the first three superheroes to call themselves The Flash—Jay Garrick, Barry Allen, and Wally West—have all worn boots with wings on the sides, another visual touch influenced by Hermes. And every version of The Flash can run at superspeed, something else they have in common with Hermes.





ARTEMIS

Artemis was the goddess of hunting. She was also the goddess of the moon and chastity, but her hunting prowess was a massive part of her brand. In ancient Greek art, she was usually depicted with a bow and arrow, because like her twin brother Apollo, she favored archery. And to distinguish herself from Apollo, Artemis had a few other names, like Luna, Cynthia, and Phoebe.



Sculptors and poets sometimes portrayed Artemis as appearing beside a stag or a hunting dog, underlining her role as goddess of the hunt. Perhaps some of the stags in these works of art or literature didn’t start out that way. In one myth, a man named Acteon offended Artemis, and she turned him into a stag.



IF IT AIN’T BROKE: THE ROMAN PANTHEON

There’s no delicate way to say this. For the most part, the pantheon of Roman gods were really just rebranded versions of the Greek gods. In the Roman retelling of these Greek myths, Zeus became Jupiter, Hera became Juno, Hephaestus became Vulcan, Hermes became Mercury, Aphrodite became Venus, and so on.

But the names are largely the only original things about the Roman pantheon. For instance, aside from the name change, Vulcan is the same exact person as Hephaestus. Both Vulcan and Hephaestus are metalsmiths and armorers. They both have a workshop located inside a volcano. (The word “volcano” comes from the Roman god Vulcan, by the way.) Vulcan even has the same fraught relationship with his wife that Hephaestus has with his. And speaking of his wife, Venus is the exact same person as Aphrodite. They’re both goddesses of love, they’re both irresistible, and they both cheat on their husbands.

Why is the Roman pantheon exactly the same as the Greek one? Well, initially, the Romans embraced many of the deities of the Etruscans, who had lived in Northern Italy before them. However, after the Roman Empire conquered Greece, the Romans combined facets of the Etruscan deities with aspects of the Greek deities. They clearly found a lot to admire in the Greek religion, lifting entire character biographies from Greek mythology, as well as quite a bit of lore. In most cases, they just changed the names of the gods and in some instances, they revised a few of the myths. But that’s it. You know what they say: if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it!

Because of the similarity between the Greek and Roman pantheon, it would be odd to include character profiles for the Roman deities. After all, you would get a distinct sense of déjà vu after reading them. But to leave these gods out entirely wouldn’t be right, either. So here are the names of the gods from the Roman pantheon, with their Greek counterparts listed in the parentheses:

[image: image]Jupiter (Zeus)

[image: image]Juno (Hera)

[image: image]Neptune (Poseidon)

[image: image]Vesta (Hestia)

[image: image]Bacchus (Dionysus)

[image: image]Ceres (Demeter)

[image: image]Vulcan (Hephaestus)

[image: image]Venus (Aphrodite)

[image: image]Mars (Ares)

[image: image]Minerva (Athena)

[image: image]Mercury (Hermes)

[image: image]Apollo (They didn’t even bother changing his name!)

[image: image]Diana (Artemis)
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WONDER WOMAN

The DC Comics superhero Wonder Woman—also known as Princess Diana of Themyscira—was inspired by concepts and characters from ancient Greek and Roman mythology. Wonder Woman is a demigod, and she grew up on an island populated only by Amazon warriors, whose queen was Hippolyta. Queen Hippolyta and her hordes of Amazons didn’t originate in the pages of a comic book. Originally, they were characters in Greek mythology. For instance, they appear in the story of Heracles, who took Hippolyta’s belt as one of his twelve tasks, or labors. And the reason Wonder Woman’s real name is Diana is because this is a reference to the goddess Diana, the Roman version of Artemis. For like Artemis, Wonder Woman is a great warrior and fiercely independent.



The cocreator of Wonder Woman, William Moulton Marston, was a huge fan of Greek and Roman mythology, and that’s why those myths are such a big part of the character’s DNA.

Wonder Woman’s origin story has changed several times over the past eight decades. In one version, the Amazing Amazon (as she’s sometimes called) is the daughter of Zeus and Hippolyta. Also, in numerous comic book stories, Wonder Woman is friends with ancient Greek deities, including Athena and Hermes. In the first live-action Wonder Woman movie, simply called Wonder Woman (2017), the titular Amazon (played by Gal Gadot) is the enemy of the war god Ares (played by David Thewlis), who is also one of her foes in the Wonder Woman comic books.



In director Terry Gilliam’s 1988 comedic fantasy film, The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, the main character—a heroic explorer who claims to have seen and done unbelievable things—finds himself in the workshop of Vulcan, the Roman god of fire, artisans, and blacksmiths. But since this movie is a comedy, it turns many preconceived notions about the ancient gods on their heads. Venus (played by Uma Thurman), the Roman goddess of love, is also in the film. Just like in the original myth, she’s married to Vulcan. And as in the myth, she flirts with other people, making her husband quite jealous!





THE ETERNALS

In the 1970s, legendary comic book artist and writer Jack Kirby created a series for Marvel called The Eternals.
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The characters in the comic book series The Eternals were godlike beings who were inspired by various deities from ancient mythology. For instance, here are some of the Eternals and the mythological characters they’re named after:

[image: image]Makkari runs very fast and has a name that sounds like the Roman god Mercury (who could also run very fast)

[image: image]Ikaris has a name that sounds like Icarus, the central character in a very famous Greek myth

[image: image]Thena has a name that sounds like the Greek goddess Athena

[image: image]Phastos has a name that sounds like Hephaestus, the Greek god of fire and forges. And like Hephaestus, Phastos’s skill lies in devising machines, tools, and weapons

The relationship between the Eternals and their predecessors, The Celestials, is also somewhat reminiscent of the relationship between the Olympians and their predecessor, the Titans. Like the Titans, the Celestials are massively powerful beings who are not used to being disobeyed.

In the 2021 Marvel movie The Eternals, the main characters—who are thousands of years old—reveal that Ikaris (played by Richard Madden) was the inspiration for the Greek myth of Icarus. In that myth, Icarus is a boy who flies thanks to wax wings created by his inventor father. But Icarus soars too close to the sun, his wings melt, and he plummets to his doom.



The TREK CONNECTION

Vulcan isn’t just the Roman god of blacksmiths. It’s also the name of the planet Mr. Spock hails from in the Star Trek television and film franchise. A few of the alien planets in Star Trek are named after figures in Greek and Roman mythology, such as:

[image: image]Cronos, the home-world of the Klingons, the proud, honor-bound aliens, most of whom have forehead ridges. “Cronos” is an alternate spelling of the Titan Cronus’s name.

[image: image]Romulus, the home-world of the Romulans, who are biological cousins of the Vulcans. In Roman mythology, Romulus was one of the founders of Rome, alongside his brother Remus.

[image: image]Remus, the home-world of the Remans, telepaths with pale gray skin. As you’ve probably guessed by now, this planet is named after Romulus’s brother from Roman mythology.

[image: image]Orion, the home-world of the Orions, who have green skin. According to Greek mythology, Orion was a hunter and a giant. After his death, he was placed up in the stars, where he can currently be seen as a constellation.
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GOLD AND SILVER, SEA AND EARTH: THE INCA PANTHEON

The Incas’ empire was located on the west coast of South America—from Ecuador to central Chile—as well as in the Andes mountains. Their empire flourished between the early thirteenth century and the early sixteenth century. During that time, they were one of the mightiest native empires in South America. Whenever the Incas conquered other cultures, they allowed those cultures to keep worshiping their own deities, as long as they worshiped the Inca gods above all else. Because of that, the Inca religion was informed and influenced by those of many other societies.

The Incas believed that mortals and gods lived together on this planet. They felt that people had to create and maintain relationships with the various deities by giving them gifts, such as items of value and food.

In the Inca pantheon, many of the gods represented some aspect of the natural world, such as the sun, the sky, the moon, rain, and the harvest. But the Incas also believed that gods, spirits, and dearly departed ancestors could take the form of rivers, caves, mountaintops, or oddly shaped stones.


INTI

Inti was the sun god and the most important deity in the Inca pantheon. Also known as Apu-Punchau, Inti was usually represented in Inca sculpture as a large gold disc with a human face and rays of light emanating from the disc. Inti was associated with gold. In fact, the Incas believed that gold was, in reality, Inti’s sweat. According to Inca mythology, the soil of the Andes was embraced by Inti, who made crops mature. For this reason, he was a favorite deity of farmers.





The Incas saw Inti as the divine ancestor of their people. They believed their emperors were Inti’s descendants. In this way, and in his roles as both a sun god and the leader of his pantheon, Inti is not unlike Ra, the Egyptian sun god.





THE INTI RAYMI FESTIVAL

Today, sadly, the Inca Empire is no more. However, in the present day, in Cuzco (sometimes spelled Cusco), Peru, the Inti Raymi Festival is celebrated annually. Also known as Peru’s Festival of the Sun, the event happens on June 24 of each year, during the winter solstice in the southern hemisphere, the period when the sun is farthest from the Earth. Centuries ago, the Incas celebrated the festival to thank Inti and the life he gives to the people. It was an event filled with ritual, tradition, and meaning.



The modern-day version of the Inti Raymi Festival is less of a religious ceremony and more of a form of outdoor theater. Actors dress in period costumes and reenact the ancient festivals for tourists, who flock to the event from around the world. The festival starts at the Coricancha, the sun temple, where Inti is welcomed. Then a procession makes a beeline to an Inca fortress known as the Sacsayhuamán, where performers demonstrate Inca dances.


QUILLA

The Inca goddess of the moon, Quilla (also spelled “Kilya” and sometimes called “Mama Kilya”) was Inti’s wife as well as his sister. The craters and other markings on the moon were said to be Quilla’s facial features. Just as Inti was associated with gold, Quilla was associated with silver. In Inca mythology, silver was considered the tears of the moon goddess. This of course mirrors how, in that same culture’s cosmology, gold was revealed to be the sweat of the sun god. In art from the Inca Empire, Quilla was depicted as a silver disc with human features, wearing the moon as a headdress or crown. So she really was Inti’s companion and counterpart in every way.



Because the Incas used the phases of the moon to mark time, they had a lunar calendar. Quilla watched over this calendar and governed the agricultural cycles. The Incas believed that when there was a lunar eclipse, this was because a snake, mountain lion, or monster tried to eat Quilla and this is what was obscuring the moon. So during just such an eclipse, they made loud noises and tossed weapons into the sky to protect the moon goddess.

Quilla was also known as the protector of married women; and in Cuzco, at the Temple of the Sun, deceased Inca queens were mummified and buried right next to images of Mama Quilla.


VIRACOCHA

Viracocha is the primary creator god in Inca mythology. He created the universe, the Earth, humans, and animals. However, he didn’t oversee his creations directly. He gave that job to Inti.



But while he usually watched his creations from a distance, sometimes Viracocha disguised himself as a beggar and lived among the mortals, trying to teach the Incas how to live a good and just life. But most of them didn’t listen to him, and he would usually return from his earthly sojourns sobbing. The creator god thought that one day, he might cry so much that his tears would cause a cleansing flood and wash away the entire human race! And if you look at Inca masks depicting Viracocha, there are usually (sculpted or painted) tears running down his cheeks.

Viracocha (whose name was also spelled Wiraqoca or Huiracocha) was a very old god. How old? He pre-dated the Incas! Worshiped by pre-Inca cultures, Viracocha was later absorbed into the Inca pantheon. Appropriately enough for such an accomplished, creative deity, Viracocha had many titles, including the Ancient One, the Lord Instructor of the World, and the Old Man of the Sky.


ILYAP’A

Ilyap’a (sometimes spelled Illapu and Illapa) was the Inca god of thunder, lightning, and rain. He was the god of weather, and therefore an agricultural deity. And in Inca culture, which was dependent on agriculture, a god like Ilyap’a was quite important. Therefore, it might not surprise you to know that farmers prayed to him to make their lands fertile. During droughts, the people offered Ilyap’a sacrifices.



The Inca cosmology taught that Ilyap’a strode across the sky like a giant, casting an enormous shadow, and that shadow became the Milky Way. And in one myth, Ilyap’a filled a jug of water in the Milky Way, then gave it to his sister to keep watch over it. But Ilyap’a accidentally broke the jug with his slingshot, making it rain.


PACA MAMA

Paca Mama, or Earth Mother, was the very Earth itself. Also known as Pacha Mama, she was considered a life-giving, nurturing entity, and very important to the philosophy of the Incas.



All things are connected! This is the ethos symbolized by Paca Mama. The people are a part of the natural world, and vice versa. They all share the planet. They all share Paca Mama. She is their home, and she is what keeps them going. Everything is part of the same ecosystem.

In ceremonies for Paca Mama, the Incas would thank her for her generosity, and they would give her an offering, such as alpaca meat, goose, potatoes, or figurines made of gold, silver, or copper. In this way, the Incas would thank Paca Mama by giving her back some of what she’d given them.


MAMA COCHA

Mama Cocha, or Sea Mother, was the personification of the sea, with its crashing waves and its mysterious depths. And when the sea was a tranquil place of cool breezes and gentle ebb and flow? That was Mama Cocha as well. But Mama Cocha was also an important branch on the Inca mythological family tree. Her husband was Viracocha, and her children were Inti and Quilla.



Mama Cocha held sway over all bodies of water on Earth, and she was the patron deity of sailors, sea captains, fishermen, and shipbuilders. Sailors hoped that she would provide them with safe passage in her waters and fishermen hoped that she would give them fresh fish to sell.
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BEYOND THE RAINBOW BRIDGE: NORSE DEITIES

The Norse pantheon was known as the Aesir. They lived in the realm of Asgard. According to legend, Asgard was subdivided into twelve smaller sub-realms, like Breidablik, the home of Balder; Thrudheim, the realm of Thor; and Valhalla, realm of Odin and home to valiant warriors slain in earthly battle. Here are some of the most important deities who populated Asgard.


ODIN

You probably remember that we met Odin in the previous chapter. That’s because he played a pivotal role in the Norse creation story. In fact, Odin was one of the very first Norse gods. He was often described in the Norse myths as a father figure who radiated gravitas. Cryptic, brilliant, and wise, Odin lived a long life, and he wore the scars from his many battles proudly. Odin also wore an eyepatch, because he gave up one of his eyes in exchange for the wisdom he received from a magical well. To him, it was well worth the trade. (See what I did there?) I mean, we’re talking about a god who hung himself from a branch of the world tree, Yggdrasil, for nine whole days, just to learn the secrets that lay within the runes carved on the tree’s trunk. He was willing to go to extreme lengths to learn new things.



The oldest of the Aesir, Odin had an air of mystery about him. He wasn’t exactly one of your more cuddly or fun-loving Norse deities. He played everything close to the vest and was more emotionally removed than his outgoing son, Thor. Maybe it was all that hard work keeping giants at bay with Vili and Ve back in the early days of the universe that wore down his spirit.



LEGENDARY LORE

SANTA CLAUS

Some think that Odin was the inspiration for Santa Claus, but that’s not true. In the fourth century AD, there was a kindhearted Greek bishop named St. Nicholas of Myra. In the seventeenth century, the tradition of gift-giving in the name of St. Nicholas spread across Germany and the Netherlands. The Dutch called him “Sinterklaas,” which evolved into “Santa Claus” in the United States. In 1821, Santa’s red coat, sleigh, and reindeer were introduced in an anonymously written poem called “Old Santeclaus with Much Delight.” And in 1881, illustrator Thomas Nast established the Santa look that we know today in his drawing of “Merry Old Santa Claus” for Harper’s Weekly.




Whatever the reason, sometimes, Odin could lash out violently at the other gods. Other times, he just liked to sit on his throne and brood. He was the classic distant father figure. Which is appropriate, because even though Odin went by many nicknames—like the god of cargoes, the gallows god, and the lord of the slain—he was most commonly known as “The All-Father.”


ODIN IN COMICS AND MOVIES

The version of Odin seen in both Marvel Comics and Marvel movies is more kindhearted than the original version of the All-Father in Norse mythology. However, the Marvel version is a very flawed character. For instance, in the Marvel movies, Odin (played by Sir Anthony Hopkins) is a loving father to his son, Thor (played by Chris Hemsworth). However, he keeps his adopted son Loki (played by Tom Hiddleston) at a distance, never opening up to him emotionally and treating Loki like he’s second best. This version of Odin also has many secrets, something he shares with the Odin of Norse mythology. One of these secrets comes out in the 2017 film Thor: Ragnarok. It’s only after Odin dies—in the first act of that film—that Thor and Loki discover Odin had another child whose existence he purposely hid from them!



Neil Gaiman’s 2001 novel American Gods has a sprawling cast of characters, including many deities who were worshiped by ancient civilizations. One of the main characters is Mr. Wednesday, aka the Norse god Odin. Mr. Wednesday is also one of the main characters in the 2017 television series American Gods, based on the novel. In the TV series, Mr. Wednesday is played by veteran actor Ian McShane, who excels at playing complex characters with a dark side. And that’s definitely an accurate way to describe Odin.


THOR

Thor was the god of thunder in the Norse pantheon, and he was the son of Odin. But they were very different personality types. Thor was much nicer and more friendly than his conniving father. In ancient Norse art, Thor was usually depicted as a big burly man sporting a red beard. He had a mighty hammer called Mjolnir, which instilled fear in his enemies. Thor also had a belt called Megingjord that, when worn, endowed him with super-strength. A friend to mortals as well as his fellow gods, Thor was the defender of both Asgard and Midgard.



Thor’s first wife was the Jötunn giantess, Járnsaxa. His second wife was Sif who, like him, was of the Aesir. He had two sons, Modi and Magni, born of his union with Járnsaxa. After that, Thor and Sif had a daughter named Thrud. Modi was known for his quick temper, but Thor’s other two children were known for their strength and power.


LOKI

The Norse god of fire and mischief, Loki was many things, all at once. Deceptive yet charming. Troublesome yet likable. Beautiful to look at yet capable of doing terrible things. Loki had shoes that helped him fly. This is somewhat similar to Hermes, who—like Loki—was something of a trickster as well.



Loki’s father, Farbauti, was a giant, or Jötunn. But what of Loki’s mother, Laufey? What was she? Not much is known about her. Some scholars and historians think she was a giantess from Jötunheim, like Farbauti. Others think she was a goddess from Asgard. So what was Loki? Aesir or Jötunn? Asgardian or giant? Good or evil? Friend or foe? He certainly spent a lot of time in Asgard, although it’s unclear when he first showed up on Odin’s doorstep.
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In the myths, Odin and Loki are described as blood brothers. Due to his relationships with Odin and Farbauti, Loki was a creature of two realms—Asgard and Jötunheim—but he never truly felt at home in either of them. It might not surprise you to know that this god, who was fond of disguises and deceptions, who often changed his allegiance, could also change his shape.

In one myth, Loki transformed himself into a mare in order to seduce a stallion named Svaðlifari. As a direct result of this coupling, Loki gave birth to Sleipnir, an eight-legged horse, which he gave to Odin as a present. And aside from Loki’s brotherly bond with Odin, Loki was also a companion of Thor—actually, that wasn’t always true. In some Norse myths, Loki was Thor’s friend. In other myths, Loki betrayed Thor.

By the way, none of these myths contradict one another. It was common knowledge among the Norse people that Loki—that thief, that trickster, that charlatan—would naturally be your friend one moment and your betrayer the next.


THOR THE SUPERHERO

The Marvel version of Thor—as seen in both Marvel Comics and in Marvel movies—borrows some elements of the original Norse mythology and adds some new elements. For instance, just like in the Norse myths, the Marvel iteration of Thor has a hammer named Mjolnir, and he crosses a rainbow bridge called Bifrost to get to Earth. Both versions of Thor are charismatic and good-natured. Both claim Odin as a father and Frigg as a mother.



However, for many decades, the Marvel Comics version of Thor had a mild-mannered secret identity—that of a meek doctor named Donald Blake. This certainly set him apart from the Thor seen in Norse mythology. It also was a way of broadcasting to the comic book-reading audience the idea that this Thor was a superhero, complete with Clark Kent-style alter ego! In that way, it’s one of the most innovative touches Stan Lee, Larry Lieber, and Jack Kirby added when they first created the Marvel Comics iteration of Thor in 1962.
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It’s also worth noting that in the Marvel movies, Thor (played by Chris Hemsworth) never had a secret identity. Donald Blake is nowhere to be seen in those films, aside from the fact that the name flashes briefly on the screen as an Easter egg in the first Thor movie (2011). And the supporting character Jane Foster—who appears as Thor’s love interest in both the comics and the movies—is a Marvel creation and does not appear in the Norse myths.

But there’s another way in which the Marvel Thor (in both the comics and the films) differs from the ancient Norse source material . . .


BROTHERS?

As I mentioned earlier, in the Norse myths, Odin and Loki are blood brothers. But they’re not actually related. And in those same stories, Thor and Odin are . . . well, it would probably be most accurate to call them frenemies.



However, both in their Marvel Comics and MCU (Marvel Cinematic Universe) incarnations, Loki and Thor are brothers. This is a relationship dynamic Stan Lee, Larry Lieber, and Jack Kirby came up with at Marvel Comics in the 1960s when they were devising the early Thor stories.

Why would they make Thor and Loki siblings? I don’t know for certain, but I have a theory. See, in the original Norse myths, Thor and Loki have a very sibling-like relationship. They squabble like siblings, they get annoyed at each other the way siblings do; it’s possible that Lee, Lieber, and Kirby looked at these ancient myths and just said to each other, “Why don’t we just make them brothers?”

Also, if Thor and Loki are brothers—and Loki is also Thor’s archenemy, which he frequently was in 1960s-era Marvel Comics—that’s a rich vein of conflict you can tap into quite often, if need be. It works, purely on a writing and storytelling level. It works for the same reason that it works to have Darth Vader be Luke Skywalker’s father. And much like the Donald Blake secret identity, the Thor and Loki sibling rivalry angle is yet another thing that distinguishes the Marvel versions of these characters from all other versions.

Also, I should probably point out that Stan Lee and Larry Lieber were brothers. (Lee’s real name was Stanley Martin Lieber.) So perhaps they were drawing on their own relationship as siblings when they decided that the Marvel versions of Thor and Loki should be brothers.


MISCHIEVOUS MOVIE STAR

As you may already be aware if you’ve been in a movie theater any time between 2011 and the present day, the Marvel version of Loki is one of the breakout characters of the MCU. Since his initial appearance in the first Thor film in 2011, Loki, played by Tom Hiddleston, has only grown in popularity.



Personality-wise, the MCU version of Loki is very faithful to the version found in the ancient Norse myths. Both versions are charming, self-serving gods of mischief and frequently villainous. But they’re also unpredictable; sometimes they’re helpful and friendly. And as we’ve discussed, the MCU version of Loki is Thor’s brother, a relationship that isn’t present in the Norse myths.

There are other differences between the MCU version of Loki and the original, mythological one. For instance, MCU Loki is the sibling of the exiled Asgardian Hela (played by Cate Blanchett). In the ancient myths, Loki has no sister, but he is the father of Hel (she’s not named Hela in the myths). And in those myths, Hel is the Norse goddess of the Underworld. According to some Norse myths, that underworld is also called Hel.

But perhaps the most significant instance in which the MCU version of Loki diverges from the Norse myths version is that MCU Loki has a character arc in which he eventually redeems himself, leaves his traitorous ways behind, and becomes an honest-to-goodness hero, as seen in the films Thor: Ragnarok (2017) and Avengers: Infinity War (2018), as well as on the Disney Plus television series Loki (2021–2023).


FRIGG

Frigg (sometimes spelled Frigga) was the queen of Asgard and queen of the Aesir, as well as the Norse goddess of motherhood. Peace, love, the hearth, and social order were all under her purview. She was married to Odin, and she was the mother of Thor, Balder, and Höd (sometimes spelled Höder).



Little is said about Frigg in the surviving primary source texts from ancient Norse culture, but it is believed that she might have been the most important goddess of the Aesir. The Norse myths said that Frigg, as a sky goddess, was the deity who wove the clouds together. But she was also responsible for weaving the fates since she was a prophet and had the gift of foresight.

Frigg was an expert at spinning wool, and it was said that she wove the garments worn by the other Aesir using the wool of cloud sheep. Her female worshipers in particular often called upon her for help and advice in their daily lives.

Sometimes, Frigg deceived Odin, but usually for a good cause. In one myth, Frigg and Odin were watching two Germanic tribes, the Vandals and the Winnilers, as they prepared for war with one another down below in Midgard. Odin championed the Vandals, but Frigg favored the Winnilers. Odin promised that whichever tribe he saw first when he woke up in the morning would be the victor, and the tribe he could see most easily from his side of the bed was the Vandals. So while Odin slept, Frigg turned his bed around so that he saw the Winnilers first. He stuck to his promise, and they emerged victorious.
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BALDER

Balder was the most beautiful of all the Aesir. Sometimes known as “The Shining One,” Balder was much beloved in Asgard. He was Odin’s second son, after Thor. Everyone loved Balder. Well, almost everyone.



One morning, Balder awoke and told his mother about a dream in which he’d died. Afraid that this was a premonition, Frigg made every living thing in the nine realms promise not to harm her son. People, animals, plants, elves, giants, and all other life forms agreed to honor this pact. However, Frigg neglected to ask one type of plant—mistletoe—to get on board with this agreement. Loki, jealous of all the attention Balder was getting, knew about Balder’s mistletoe weakness. The other gods assumed that Balder was invincible because of Frigg’s pact. So for fun, they threw arrows, axes, swords, and knives at Balder, only to have them harmlessly bounce off the god’s invulnerable hide. Loki fashioned a sprig of mistletoe into a dart and gave it to Balder’s brother, the blind god Höd, guiding Höd to aim it at Balder. The dart went straight into Balder’s heart, killing him. And just like that, The Shining One was no more.


SIF

Sif was the goddess of the harvest. She was Thor’s second wife, stepmother of Modi and Magni, and mother of Thrud. Also, Sif was famous for her long, luxurious hair, which was the color of golden wheat. We don’t know much about Sif, because there’s not much information about her in the surviving Norse myths.
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However, certain things that Loki and Odin say about Sif in two of the myths hint that she may have been unfaithful to Thor at some point during their marriage. And while the comments from Loki can be taken with a grain of salt, the comments from Odin certainly carry more weight.

In one myth, Loki gets drunk and cuts off all of Sif’s hair. Thor, enraged, forces Loki to engage dwarven metalsmiths to make Sif new golden tresses made of spun gold.

If you’re seeing a pattern emerging, that’s because there is one, and it’s this: the myths involving Sif typically aren’t about her, not as a central character anyway. They usually position her in relation to another character, like Thor or Loki, who takes center stage. Why is that? It’s unclear. It could be that the ancient Norse folks who wrote these stories down many centuries ago simply didn’t have very much of a matriarchal culture. But it’s also entirely possible that there are other myths about Sif, myths in which she has more agency and is more the main character in her own stories. But if those myths ever existed, they aren’t among the currently available surviving primary source texts. So perhaps they’re simply lost to history.


SILVER-SCREEN SIF

The Marvel Comics incarnation of Sif was far more interesting and layered than the original ancient Norse version. That’s because in the comic book stories, Sif is written and depicted as a confident, heroic warrior, always ready for battle. There is also the love triangle between Sif, Thor, and Jane Foster, which is original to the comics as well. That is to say, in the comics—at least in the 1960s and 1970s— Sif would pine after Thor, but he only had eyes for Jane Foster.



This love triangle spilled over into the Thor movies a little bit. Jaimie Alexander has played Thor in the Marvel movies and television shows since 2011. As in the comics, when we first meet Sif in the 2011 film Thor, she does indeed have a crush on Thor, but he only sees her as a friend, while he’s instantly smitten with the mortal Jane Foster of Midgard.

And just like in the comics, the film and TV version of Sif was portrayed as a brave, battle-hardened hero.


THE NEW GODS

In the 1960s, cartoonist Jack Kirby cocreated the Marvel versions of Thor, Odin, Loki, and Sif. A few years later, in 1970, he also created a series for DC Comics called The New Gods, which began with a scene showing the “Old Gods” (as the narrative captions call them) dying in an epic battle, clearing a path for their successors. This “death of the Old Gods” could be viewed as the death of the Norse Gods in Ragnarok, the cataclysmic event foretold in Norse mythology in which the gods do in fact die. But we’ll never know for certain. Kirby kept the portrayal of this scene rather vague. This might be because he was working for Marvel’s direct competition at the time, so he couldn’t mention Thor, Odin, Loki, or Sif by name. Indeed, when we see these Old Gods dying in the Ragnarok-style battle sequence, their heads are covered with cumbersome armored helmets which obscure their facial features, so we can’t really tell who they are. Is Thor’s face beneath one of those helmets? Maybe. And maybe not. Again, Kirby most likely kept this scene ambiguous on purpose.





YOU ARE NOW EXITING THE PANTHEON

We learned a lot while exploring the pantheons of different cultures, didn’t we? We really got to know many of the most iconic gods and goddesses. And isn’t it odd how so many of these cultures have a sun god, a harvest god, a thunder god, and a fire god? And wouldn’t you know it, almost all of these pantheons have at least one or two deities who’s a shape-shifter. Looks like there’s really something to that whole “collective unconscious” thing we discussed back in Chapter 2.

Okay, you know how—at the beginning of this chapter—I warned you that the gods we were going to meet here weren’t the paragons of virtue you probably expect when you think of gods? Well, in the next chapter, you will meet some actual paragons of virtue. That’s because you’ll be meeting some heroes. They say you should never meet your heroes. I respectfully disagree.

See you in the next chapter!






CHAPTER 4

HEROES OF OLD
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Imagine a society with no heroes. You can’t, can you? Every culture needs heroes, and therefore every culture has heroes. But why? And who are the heroes in various civilizations? What makes them tick? Why are they heroic? Do these so-called heroes ever do anything villainous? Are they flawed? In this chapter, we’ll define the term “hero,” and then we’ll pop the hood open and look at some of the most iconic heroes of world mythology. We’ll explore what we know about these brave, bold brawlers and bruisers as people—as characters—so that we can study them most objectively. And we’ll also discuss their most important adventures. We’ll look at some of the most heroic quests in mythological history. Some of them were tragic affairs and others were triumphant. But in every case, you’ll see why the people profiled in this chapter are worthy of being called heroes.
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PORTRAIT OF A HERO

In this chapter, we’re going to meet the great heroes of myth and legend. Some of these heroes fight their battles with a sword. Some use their wits. Some are brawlers. And some just straight up use magic to get out of scrapes. Here, within the confines of this chapter, you’ll learn more about them than you ever knew before, and you’ll have fun doing it.

But first, let’s establish what a hero is—a very basic definition—so we know what we’re getting into here.

A hero is selfless, courageous, and resourceful. Someone who has a steady moral compass. They can gauge what is right and act accordingly. And sure, they may stumble along the way, but eventually, they’ll get there. They’ll go the distance.

Heroes serve an important role in society because they inspire people. Remember in Chapter 1, when I mentioned that one of the primary functions of myths is to provide inspiration? One of the ways myths inspire people is by making those people want to create paintings, movies, graphic novels, songs, poems, sculptures, and other works of art based on those myths that spoke to them in such a profound way.

Another way myths inspire people is by telling them an aspirational story of a hero. In Chapter 1, I was paraphrasing Jung when I said that people benefit from having heroes to look up to and stories that teach them about their culture’s origins and values. And that’s true. Because what I’m really talking about here is a role model. Someone who makes you feel seen. Someone who makes you feel visible. And no matter who you are—whether you’re a member of a marginalized community, someone who just felt “different” your whole life, or someone who has hit rock bottom and needs guidance to know how to climb back up—at some point you’ve found a sort of a role model who helped point the way. This role model could be a family member, a therapist, a mentor, a teacher, a best friend, or a fictional character you saw in a book or a movie. Or a character in a myth or legend.

The heroes we’re going to examine in this chapter made people feel special. They made people in different cultures feel pride in who they are, in where they came from, in their traditions. They made them feel less alone.

Heroes matter. So let’s meet a few of them.



MWINDO

Mwindo is the great hero of the Nyanga people of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Among his abilities are superhuman strength and the power to see into the future. When he was born, he immediately knew how to walk and talk, and did not need help in doing either of these things. This is why he’s sometimes called “The One Born Walking and Talking.”
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Mwindo’s father was Shemwindo, the chief of a village called Tubondo. However, Shemwindo felt threatened by his gifted young son, whom he feared would one day usurp him as chief. So Shemwindo tried to kill Mwindo, but because the baby possessed so many superhuman abilities, Shemwindo was unsuccessful. So Shemwindo put his son in a drum and tossed him into the river, thinking that the current would whisk away Mwindo. But Shemwindo’s sister, being a much nicer person than her brother, found the drum and took Mwindo ashore, saving him.

When Mwindo was older, he wanted to go home to Tubondo to confront his father. Mwindo’s maternal uncles made him a suit of iron armor. Clad in this armor, Mwindo and his uncles attacked Shemwindo’s home. Many people died in the attack. But Shemwindo still lived, and he fled to the Underworld. Mwindo gave chase, but before the iron-clad hero could approach his father, he had to defeat Muisa, lord of the Underworld, in single combat. Mwindo and Muisa fought, and Mwindo won. Finally, it was just Mwindo and Shemwindo. The latter apologized for attempting to murder his son, and the two came to an agreement. From then on, Tubondo would be divided into two parts. Shemwindo would rule one half, and Mwindo would rule the other half. When the father and son returned to the surface world, Mwindo resurrected every person who had perished in the battle at Shemwindo’s home.

In other words, to quote Doctor Who, “Everybody lives!” Which is about as happy an ending as you can ask for.



Although the story of Mwindo has been written down, it’s traditionally meant to be performed in front of an audience by a storyteller with a flair for the dramatic. Among the Nyanga people, the myth of Mwindo is part of a proud oral tradition, passed down from one generation to another. It’s a performance piece, a lengthy narrative only broken up by prayers, proverbs, and songs.






KING ARTHUR

When King Uther Pendragon seduced Igraine, the wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall, the result of their tryst was a baby named Arthur. Merlin the wizard, an advisor to Uther, had the infant Arthur hidden away and raised by common folk. This was Merlin’s way of protecting Arthur, because if people knew he was the royal heir, they would do him harm. Arthur grew up ignorant of his noble heritage. When Arthur was very young, Uther passed away. But before he died, Uther stuck his sword into a large block of stone. An inscription on the stone decreed that whoever pulled the sword from the stone was the rightful King of England.
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Many tried to pluck the sword from the stone, but only Arthur was able to do it. From their mighty castle Camelot, King Arthur and his knights sat at their round table, deciding the best way to mete justice and serve the people of England.

However, one of Arthur’s most courageous and skilled knights, Lancelot, fell in love with Arthur’s wife, Queen Guinevere. And this was no mere schoolboy crush; it was reciprocal, for Guinevere was in love with Lancelot as well. Arthur learned of their illicit romance and banished Lancelot from Camelot. Guinevere was ashamed of her dalliance with Lancelot, and morale in Camelot was at a low point. It dropped even lower when Arthur’s son Mordred showed up at the castle to challenge his father for the throne. This kicked off an epic battle, in which Mordred’s troops fought Arthur’s knights. At the end of this violent conflict, Arthur killed Mordred, but not before Mordred mortally wounded his father.

The dying king then sailed to a magical place called Avalon, where he fell into a death-like slumber. It was said that Arthur would awaken at Britain’s darkest hour, when the nation needed him most. This is why King Arthur was known as “The Once and Future King.”

It’s also probably a good idea to mention that the King Arthur myth is usually called either the Arthurian legend or the Matter of Britain.


ARTHUR’S QUEST FOR THE HOLY GRAIL

In many versions of the Arthurian legend, Arthur’s kingdom has fallen into ruin. In desperation, King Arthur dispatches some of his knights (Gawain, Percival, and others) to find the Holy Grail, an ancient and holy relic which—according to legend—caught the blood of Jesus Christ during the Crucifixion. Arthur hopes that when he gets the Grail, it will heal the land and bring back health and prosperity to Camelot. The story is full of symbolism and meaning and is one of the parts of the Matter of Britain that ties the story most closely to Christian tradition. (Other elements of the story, like the involvement of the wizard Merlin, tie the story to pagan traditions.) The story of the Grail quest has been told and retold many times (for example, in Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte D’Arthur).




IS THIS GUY FOR REAL?

Pop quiz: Was the mythical King Arthur based on an actual king, military leader, or chieftain who lived in the fifth or sixth century AD? Was there, in a manner of speaking, a real-life King Arthur? Well, if you were paying attention to the first chapter of this book, you’ll remember that the answer is: nobody knows for sure.



Historians and scholars can only guess. In the twelfth century, Geoffrey of Monmouth started writing stories about King Arthur’s exploits. Are those stories based on actual historical evidence? That is highly unlikely, since Geoffrey was definitely a Herodotus-style “historian” who wasn’t constrained by inconvenient things like facts. But Geoffrey did give us some of the most important components of the Arthurian legend, like the sword Caliburnus (later changed to “Excalibur”) and the wizard Merlin. Other writers like Robert Wace, Chrétien de Troyes, and Sir Thomas Malory expanded on Geoffrey’s work. Wace added the Round Table. Since de Troyes was French, he added the French character Lancelot du Lac. Malory turned the story into a sweeping, cradle-to-grave epic about Arthur’s entire life, giving the story a massive scope and a real sense of gravitas. The history of the King Arthur myth largely consists of people adding fiction onto already-existing fiction. We don’t know the real story the myth is based on, if there even is a real story.


WILL THE REAL MERLIN PLEASE STAND UP?

Just as some historians think that King Arthur might have been based on a real-life person, there are similar theories about Merlin. In many iterations of the Arthurian legend, Merlin’s full name is Merlin Ambrosius.



That surname is quite revealing. Some scholars think that Merlin is a combination of two historical figures, the sixth-century bard Myrddin Wyllt, and the fifth-century Romano-British warrior Ambrosius Aurelianus. Merlin’s demonic heritage, alas, is fiction. And because Ambrosius Aurelianus was a charismatic military leader who led the Britons in battle against the Saxons, some also suspect that he was the real-life inspiration for King Arthur (who also fought the Saxons).


ARTHUR, KING OF THE BOX OFFICE

To list all the film and theater adaptations of the King Arthur myth would fill up an entire book. We really don’t have that kind of space here, so the ones I’ve listed are really just some of the highlights.



Let’s start with the only one that involves singing, dancing, and Robert Goulet. In 1960, the stage musical Camelot was a big hit on Broadway. Singer Robert Goulet played Lancelot, and his performance in the show made him a star. The success of the stage musical led to a film adaptation in 1967. Both the movie and the Broadway version of Camelot mostly focused on the love triangle between Arthur, Guinevere (here spelled “Guenevere”), and Lancelot, although other characters like Merlin (here spelled “Merlyn”) do factor into the story. Camelot is based on The Once and Future King (1958), a collection of novels by author T. H. White about the Arthurian legend. In 2023, Camelot was back on Broadway, this time with a new libretto by famed screenwriter and TV producer Aaron Sorkin.
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And in December of 1963, mere weeks after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, his widow Jackie Kennedy was interviewed by Life magazine. In the interview, she talked about her late husband’s fondness for the musical Camelot. She also said that she couldn’t stop thinking about a song lyric from the musical, about the “one brief shining moment” which was gone. Ever since then, people have drawn parallels between Camelot and Kennedy’s presidency.

Also in 1963, the animated film The Sword in the Stone was released. It was a loose adaptation of the 1938 T.H. White novel of the same name, which was one of the books collected in the 1958 compilation The Once and Future King. One of the most underrated Disney animated films from that era, The Sword in the Stone concentrates on the young Arthur, portrayed here as a preteen boy, and his friendship with the wizard Merlin, who acts as Arthur’s mentor, life coach, and surrogate grandfather.

To this very day, 1981’s Excalibur still stands as one of the most faithful cinematic versions of the King Arthur story ever put to celluloid. One of the best things about Excalibur is Nicol Williamson’s performance as Merlin, who was presented as an otherworldly figure who is somehow . . . more than human. In many versions of the Arthurian legend, Merlin is the son of a demon father and a human mother. So perhaps the portrayal of Merlin in Excalibur is the movie’s way of hinting at the character’s demonic backstory.

In recent years, one of the best movies about the Matter of Britain is the 2019 children’s film The Kid Who Would Be King, directed by Joe Cornish. Adopting the tone and style of a middle-grade novel, the movie is about a boy named Alex (Louis Ashbourne Serkis) who lives in contemporary England. Discovering Excalibur embedded in a rock, Alex lifts it out and inherits King Arthur’s heroic mantle and responsibilities. But in doing so, he also puts a target on his back, and Morgan le Fay comes for him and his friends.


THE REEL GRAIL

One mustn’t forget the 1975 film parody Monty Python and the Holy Grail, in which the Monty Python comedy troupe sharply satirizes the Arthurian legend. That film calls out many of the things that we tend to gloss over when reading the King Arthur stories, like the fact that we’re rooting for wealthy entitled monarchs while the commoners in their kingdom are living in filth. But the Monty Python folks obviously have a great deal of knowledge about the Matter of Britain and the spoofing is done out of love.



Over the years, the Holy Grail itself has also appeared in other movies that don’t involve King Arthur, such as Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989), which sees intrepid archaeologist Indiana Jones (Harrison Ford) going on a heroic quest for the Grail in the 1930s, trying to capture the legendary goblet before the Nazis can get to it.



MYTHIC MASTERS

TERRY GILLIAM

The 1975 film Monty Python and the Holy Grail was codirected by legendary filmmaker Terry Gilliam, and that film was only the beginning of a career in which Gilliam has frequently made movies about gods and heroes. In the 1981 Gilliam classic Time Bandits, the titular time-traveling thieves meet characters from ancient myths and legends, like Agamemnon, the Minotaur, and Robin Hood. And in the 1988 film The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, based on the classic German tall tales about an eighteenth-century nobleman, the Baron flirts with the Roman goddess Venus and incurs the wrath of her husband, the Roman god Vulcan.





SO. MANY. MERLINS.

One can’t discuss the pop culture adaptations of the Arthurian legend without discussing the many, many, many characters in pop culture who are based—in whole or in part—on Merlin the Wizard. Or at least heavily inspired by Merlin.



In books like The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings trilogy, J. R. R. Tolkien introduces us to a wizard named Gandalf, who’s . . . basically Merlin with a different name. It’s evident in the way Tolkien wrote Gandalf, and also in the way the book’s illustrators drew him.

Gandalf resembles the stereotypical image of what Merlin should look like. Long pointy hat with a wide brim? Check. Long white beard? Check. Dressed in robes? Check. Impish sense of humor? Check. Mentor to the main character? Check. This is true in both the original Tolkien works as well as The Lord of the Rings films directed by Peter Jackson.

The same could be said of Professor Albus Dumbledore in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books, and in the Harry Potter films as well. Dumbledore is always portrayed as an elderly man with flowing white hair and a long beard. He usually favors robes and wears a cap. He is a mentor to Harry, and he’s a being of great power—a master of magic spells and incantations. Need I say more?

In the original Star Wars trilogy, Obi-Wan Kenobi is very obviously a Merlin figure. He wears a robe with a pointy hood, which makes it look somewhat like he’s wearing a wizard’s cap. He has a white beard and is easily annoyed. He radiates wisdom. At one point in the first Star Wars movie (released in 1977), Luke Skywalker’s Uncle Owen even refers to Obi-Wan as a wizard.

In the 2014 film The Lego Movie, there’s a wizard character named Vitruvius, played by the iconic Morgan Freeman. A parody of the “magical mentor” trope in fantasy films, Vitruvius is also a spoof of wizard characters like Gandalf, Dumbledore, . . . and Merlin.

Truly, Merlin is a shadowy figure who casts a long shadow.



SCHEHERAZADE

An old Persian and Indian myth tells of a king named Shahryar, the monarch of Persia. Is he the hero of this story? No, he is not. Not even a little bit. You’ll see why in a moment.

It seems that Shahryar got married and shortly afterward, he found his wife in the arms of another man. Incensed, he immediately had them both executed. Then, taking the absolute wrong lesson from this situation, he decided that all women were untrustworthy. Shortly afterward, he married another woman, whom he had executed the morning after the wedding. And from then on, Shahryar would marry a different woman each night, and the following morning, he’d have these women put to death—and this is important—for no real reason.

The vizier had a brilliant daughter named Scheherazade, who was incredibly well-read and decided to put her mental fortitude to work by devising a clever scheme to stop Shahryar from killing any more women. If you haven’t guessed it already, Scheherazade is the hero of the story.
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Scheherazade knew that, as the vizier’s daughter, it was only a matter of time before she was selected to walk down the aisle. So she told her dad that she should be the king’s next wife. Her father, worried for her safety, said no. But she assured him that she had a plan. If the plan were to succeed, she would ensure that no more women died at the hands of King Shahryar. If the plan didn’t succeed, well, at least she would have tried. And like any great hero, she was willing to make the ultimate sacrifice to protect the greater good.

Now, because Scheherazade was so well read, she knew all the great stories from literary history, going back centuries. And on her wedding night, she asked the king if she could tell him a story. The king, who as you’ll recall was a seething rage-monster, told her to do whatever she wanted because tomorrow she would die. So she told him a story, all right. She told it with such dramatic flair, such humor and wit, that the king was on the edge of his seat. Scheherazade had him in the palm of her hand. Just when she reached the most thrilling part of the story—will the protagonist live or die?—she stopped and went to sleep. Yes, folks, she ended on a cliffhanger. Perhaps she even invented the cliffhanger.

The next morning, the royal executioner came like he always had for the king’s past several brides. But the king told the headsman to go away because he wanted to hear the rest of the story. Scheherazade’s life would be spared . . . for one night. But after that, he assured her, she would be executed.

That night, Scheherazade finished her tale of fisticuffs and derring-do, but when it ended, she expertly wove the ending of that story into the beginning of another story entirely, and the king absolutely needed to hear the ending of this new story. So he spared her from the executioner’s blade for another night.

This went on for quite some time. Every night, Scheherazade performed her duties as master storyteller, weaving a yarn even more entertaining than the night before, and stopping at the exact point in the plot where she knew that her husband would be yearning for more.

Eventually, 1,001 nights had passed, each of them marked by one of Scheherazade’s world-class stories, beautifully told. Yes, she was keeping her own head from the chopping block. But also, she was saving every young woman of marrying age in Persia with this storytelling marathon. One day, after she’d finished telling the story, she saw that her husband’s eyes were no longer clouded over with anger and hatred. They looked clear. Peaceful, even. Scheherazade, never one to back away from a confrontation, decided to ask the big question: “Would you end my life if I had no more stories to tell?”

The question brought the king to tears. “Of course not, Scheherazade! I love you!” Furthermore, he told his wife that she had shown him the error of his ways. So, by telling her 1,001 stories, Scheherazade had done three things: she had saved her own life, protected the female population of the kingdom, and improved her husband’s mental health.

But she really did all of this just to make certain that no other woman was ever led away by that dreaded headsman. And for that reason alone, she was a true hero.


THE POWER OF STORIES

Similar to the story of Prometheus, the myth of Scheherazade— usually titled The Thousand and One Nights—is a story about stories. However, the tale of Prometheus is only tangentially about storytelling because it’s about the god who gives humankind the ability to dream, to be creative, to weave stories in the first place. The tale of Scheherazade, by contrast, is a story about someone who uses the power of storytelling to protect both herself and the female population of an entire kingdom. And she does it without using a weapon. Without resorting to violence of any kind. Without even uttering an angry word.



In Chapter 1, we explored the concept that myths help us understand and empathize with one another. “Scheherazade and the Thousand and One Nights” is a perfect example of that. It’s a myth about someone who uses a series of stories to reach out to another person and to heal that person’s mind.

Now, in real life, helping a violent person to prioritize their mental health isn’t quite that simple. And it’s not exactly great that King Shahryar never has to face any consequences at all for his horrible crimes. He gets off without even a slap on the wrists. But you get what the message of the story really is. It’s telling us that stories heal. Stories transform. Stories increase our empathy for others.
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ALADDIN AND ALI BABA

It’s also worth noting that Scheherazade’s tale is a frame story for the rest of The Thousand and One Nights aka The Arabian Nights, which is a collection of Middle Eastern myths. Two of the most famous stories in that collection are “Aladdin” and “Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.” Both of those stories have left quite a pop cultural footprint over the past century, having been adapted for the cinema several times over. In fact, the 1992 Disney animated version of Aladdin is a beloved children’s classic, especially for kids who grew up in the 1990s.





HERACLES

The demigod known as Heracles was a hero who was famous for his strength and bravery. But the story of Heracles, whom the Roman writers called “Hercules,” is not as simplistic as it might seem. This tale is rife with layers and subtext. In a way, the myth of Heracles was really about how Zeus was used to getting what he wanted, and Hera tried to thwart him in realizing his goals. As sometimes happens in ancient Greek myths, a human—or in this case, a demigod—was a casualty of this battle of wills between these two very petty and manipulative gods.

Heracles was born as the result of Zeus’s attempt to father a child who would be a champion of both immortals and mortals. Who else could straddle the realms of gods and men like a demigod? That was Zeus’s reasoning, anyway, and that’s why he conceived a child with a mortal named Alcmene. That child was Heracles.

Of course, Alcmene was not Zeus’s wife; Hera was. As we discussed in Chapter 3, Zeus cheated on Hera with many women, and Alcmene was just one of them. When Hera found out that Zeus was sneaking around with Alcmene, she was angry. How angry? She resolved to wreak vengeance on Heracles—which doesn’t really seem fair, since it wasn’t Heracles’s fault that he was the end result of his father’s wandering eye. Nevertheless, Hera constantly schemed to either end Heracles’s life, or to simply make that life a pretty awful one.
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On the day Heracles was originally scheduled to be born, his proud papa Zeus proclaimed that someday, his son would sit on the throne of Greece and rule all he surveyed! A vengeful Hera delayed Heracles’s birth. As a result, the demigod’s cousin Eurystheus was born first and as the older of the two, Eurystheus became the ruler of Greece (his title was “King of Mycenae”). Then when Heracles was an infant, Hera sent two poisonous snakes to kill the newborn baby. But even as a young child, Heracles possessed immense strength, and he strangled the serpents before they could do him any harm.

When Heracles married a Theban princess named Megara, the two of them had many sons together. They were a happy family. But all was not well for long! Hera used her powers to drive the demigod mad, and Heracles murdered his wife and children.

An oracle told Heracles that he could only be absolved of his heinous crimes by performing a series of twelve tasks—or labors—for his cousin, King Eurystheus. You know, Heracles’s cousin, who sat on the throne Heracles should have been sitting on? Each one of these labors was more difficult than the last. If Heracles could perform all twelve labors, he would have atoned for his crimes.

Here’s a list of the Twelve Labors of Heracles:


	1.Slay the Nemean Lion

	2.Kill the Lernaean Hydra

	3.Bring the Ceryneian Hind (a deer) to Eurystheus

	4.Capture the Erymanthian Boar

	5.Clean the Augean Stables

	6.Destroy the Stymphalian Birds

	7.Capture the Cretan Bull

	8.Steal the mares of Diomedes

	9.Snatch the girdle of Hippolyta, queen of the Amazons

	10. Pilfer the cattle of Geryon

	11. Retrieve the golden apples from the Hesperides

	12. Go to the Underworld and bring back the guard dog, Cerberus



Suffice it to say that Heracles did indeed accomplish all twelve feats of strength and skill.

Afterwards, Heracles had other adventures and even married again. In fact, one of his wives closed the book on his story. Deianira was either wife number two or wife number three (accounts vary). A jealous person, Deianira suspected Heracles of adultery, and she gave him the Shirt of Nessus, a shirt laced with hydra venom. Ironically, the hydra was one of the monsters Heracles had fought during the Twelve Labors. Now it was the very instrument of his destruction. Mortally wounded by the venom and in great pain, Heracles made himself a funeral pyre as a way to put himself out of his misery. After dying atop the pyre, the heroic demigod went up to Mount Olympus, where he became a god and married a fellow deity, Hebe.

In this way, Heracles finally found peace after a life spent serving—and being manipulated by—other people.


HERACLES OR HERCULES?

Much like King Arthur, Heracles has been the subject of numerous film and television adaptations. However, in many of these adaptations, even though they’re based on the Greek version of the Heracles myth, they call the central character “Hercules” (the way it’s spelled in Roman mythology). Why? I’m not entirely certain, but my guess is that it’s easier for English-speaking audiences to spell and pronounce. Or maybe the Hercules movies from the 1950s (starring Steve Reeves) trained audiences to believe that this was the one and only version of the character’s name, and subsequent generations grew up believing that this was the case as well.



Whatever the reason, the pop culture version of Heracles is often called “Hercules,” even if the movie or TV show featuring the character uses the Greek versions of the other characters’ names (for example, Zeus, instead of Jupiter). Just something to remember going forward, to avoid confusion.


MORE LIKE “HERCU-CHEESE”

One of the first truly iconic movies to feature Hercules was the cheesy Italian B movie Hercules, released in 1958, and starring Steve Reeves. In this movie, instead of adapting the life story of Hercules from Greek (or Roman) mythology, the filmmakers made the puzzling decision to tell the story of Jason and the Argonauts, with Hercules filling in for Jason. Now, in the actual Jason and the Argonauts story from Greek mythology, Hercules is one of the heroes Jason enlists to accompany him on his quest. But in this movie, the roles of Jason and Hercules are swapped. Hercules takes the spotlight, and Jason is relegated to a supporting player.



The 1958 Hercules does show us the title character setting out to complete two of his notorious Twelve Labors, but it skips the other ten. This movie is not really known for being an astounding work of art. It’s more famous for its over-the-top performances and low budget. But it’s also notable for the effect it had on its target audience and the precedent it set for future pop culture depictions of Hercules.


[image: image]


The film was financially successful both in Europe and in the United States (where it was dubbed into English). In fact, it was so popular that a sequel, Hercules Unchained, was rushed into production, and released in 1959. That film, like its predecessor, was also a mash-up of various tales from Greek mythology, with Hercules at the center of the narrative.

As the star of the Hercules films from this era, Steve Reeves was the first bodybuilder to achieve success as a movie star. And this set a template that several other Hercules movies followed when they cast a bodybuilder as the main character. The films which followed this template included 1961’s Hercules and the Captive Women (starring Reg Park), 1970’s Hercules in New York (starring Arnold Schwarzenegger), and 1983’s Hercules (starring Lou Ferrigno).


THE LEGENDARY JOURNEYS

Many Gen Xers and Millennials associate the name Hercules with the syndicated television series Hercules: The Legendary Journeys, which aired from 1995 to 1999. Starring Kevin Sorbo as the title character and produced by Sam Raimi and Rob Tapert, the show was unapologetically campy in tone. It was preceded by a handful of Hercules TV movies, also starring Sorbo, which aired in 1994, testing the waters for a possible series. When that series launched in 1995, it proved to be a cult hit.



The premise of the series is simplicity itself: After completing the Twelve Labors, Hercules decided to stay on Earth, rather than going back to Olympus as he did in the original myth. Since he was on Earth and was incredibly good-natured, Hercules would wander from town to town saving ancient Greek villagers from some sort of villain. This version of Hercules was somewhat like a character in an old Western, strolling into a new town each week to save the locals from a different threat.

As Hercules went on his adventures, he was often accompanied by his friend and sidekick Iolaus (played by Michael Hurst). And one of the series’ recurring villains was Hera, who—in the early seasons, anyway—was often the one responsible for the threats Hercules would have to fight. As in the original myths, the Hera of this television series resented Hercules for his very existence.


HERCULES ANIMATED

The 1990s was a good decade for Hercules! Not only did Hercules: The Legendary Journeys air its entire run during that decade, Disney released an animated Hercules film in 1997. Much like the Steve Reeves and Kevin Sorbo Hercules projects, Disney's Hercules took place in ancient Greece, yet named the title character Hercules (the Roman spelling) rather than the Greek spelling, Heracles.



This movie featured Tate Donovan as the voice of the title character, and it was distinctive because the filmmakers mixed in elements of social satire, comparing Hercules’s rising fame as a hero in ancient Greece to the personal journey of a pro athlete in the modern world.



ROBIN HOOD

Ever since balladeers first told tales of his exploits in the fourteenth century, Robin Hood has maintained a consistent presence in every storytelling medium from poetry to film. Perhaps the key to his lasting appeal is the simple message of his ethos. After all, he robs from the rich and gives to the poor. His message—that it’s important to help impoverished communities, that the wealthy have too much wealth and perhaps it should be redistributed among those less fortunate— has never gone out of style. It’s still a relevant message today. And that’s why Robin Hood himself is still a compelling hero today.

But who is Robin Hood? What is the legend associated with him? How did his legend evolve? And was Robin Hood a real person?
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In the version of the Robin Hood legend that is most famous to a modern audience, Robin of Loxley (sometimes spelled Locksley) was a deposed nobleman and expert archer who dressed in a suit of Lincoln green and led a band of thieves called the Merry Men. Using Sherwood Forest as their base of operations, the Merry Men counted among their ranks such notable figures as Maid Marian, Little John, Friar Tuck, and Will Scarlet. Their goal was to steal money from the wealthy and give whatever loot they acquired to the peasantry. Robin was a good friend of King Richard the Lionheart, but the nemesis of Richard’s brother and successor, the wicked King John—who, in his brother’s absence, took over the throne. The equally corrupt Sheriff of Nottingham was also one of Robin’s archfoes.

Prior to becoming a thief and living in Sherwood Forest, Robin and King Richard had fought alongside one another in the Crusades. With such an influential ally, one would’ve thought Robin was a powerful man. However, when Robin returned home from the Crusades, he discovered that his acreage had been seized by the Sheriff of Nottingham.

The Sheriff tried time and again to thwart Robin, but in many cases, the famed outlaw had the last laugh. On one occasion, the Sheriff plotted to draw Robin into the open by staging an archery competition. Surely a world-class archer like Robin Hood wouldn’t be able to resist competing in such an event! When the big day came, Robin was indeed one of the competitors, but he was in disguise. The Sheriff saw through the disguise and gave chase. Robin, however, escaped!


WHO WAS ROBIN HOOD?

The Robin Hood stories are different from the King Arthur or Hercules stories, which tell the full story of their subject’s life from birth to death. In contrast, the Robin Hood stories are more episodic. I’ve composed the narrative above by stitching it together from various ballads, poems, stories, medieval manuscripts, folktales, and other accounts of the adventures of Robin Hood, which were written over the course of several centuries. The story about the archery competition, for instance, is called “Robin Hood and the Gold Arrow” (sometimes known as “Robin Hood and the Silver Arrow”).



Another reason the Robin Hood story above is a mix of various versions of the legend is that the version we all recognize today bears little resemblance to its earliest iterations. In the early ballads and folktales from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, for instance, Robin isn’t a disgraced aristocrat. Instead, he’s a yeoman, or a commoner. And he isn’t wearing his signature Lincoln green suit. Also in these early tales, he isn’t based in Sherwood Forest, nor is he the ally and lover of Maid Marian, who didn’t make her way into the Robin Hood stories for quite some time.

The name Robin Hood appears in various court registers and other official records from thirteenth-century England, always in reference to a criminal of some sort. Many historians therefore think that “Robin Hood” was a common alias used by thieves around this time. Perhaps it was like the “John Doe” of the criminal underworld. In other words, if you called yourself “Robin Hood,” it was understood that you were an outlaw.

Robin Hood never left the public imagination. Much like King Arthur, as time went on, the legend of Robin Hood evolved and grew. In the fifteenth century, Friar Tuck began appearing in Robin Hood ballads. Starting in the sixteenth century, the idea that Robin stole from the rich and gave to the poor was added to his accumulated lore. During that same century, Maid Marian began appearing in Robin Hood ballads. Some believed that Robin Hood was a real person who lived long ago. Others did not.

Then in 1820, Robin Hood appeared as a character in Sir Walter Scott’s novel Ivanhoe. This renewed interest in the heroic outlaw, and it drove some scholars to try to find out if Robin Hood ever really existed. Historical archives failed to yield conclusive proof. But because of the ballads, poems, tales, and official court documents chronicling the exploits of someone named Robin Hood, the question remains: Was Robin Hood a real person who actually existed?

That is unlikely. Was he inspired by a real person? That’s more likely, but we don’t know for certain.


ROBIN HOLLYWOOD

Perhaps because of Robin Hood’s “hero of the common man” ethos, audiences find him to be extremely relatable. A case could also be made that he’s a very early example of a superhero, and audiences have been thrilled by his colorful adventures ever since the fourteenth century. The original ballads are also very descriptive, as they really paint a picture in the audience’s mind. This is probably why, over the past one hundred years, Robin Hood has been adapted for film, television, and comic books numerous times.



Of the many actors who’ve played Robin Hood, Errol Flynn is arguably the most iconic. He starred in the 1938 film The Adventures of Robin Hood, which was a sumptuous production boasting lavish sets and beautiful period costumes. It also set the template for what a Robin Hood movie should look like. Errol Flynn gives the swashbuckling rogue a devilish grin and confident swagger.



In 1973, Disney released Robin Hood, an animated film complete with talking animals. These are also animals that tell us about the characters’ personality.




The second most iconic big screen depiction of the heroic outlaw is the 1991 film Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves. This one stars Kevin Costner as Robin. The only odd thing about it is that Costner can’t quite master a convincing English accent, and you wonder why they didn’t simply cast a British thespian in the lead role. But aside from that, Prince of Thieves strikes the perfect tone. It takes the subject matter seriously but not too seriously. Everyone—the director, the screenwriters, the cast—is clearly having fun here, and they’ve made a very fun film as a result.

That seems to be the secret sauce in making a good Robin Hood movie: you need to treat the story and the characters with a sense of integrity, but the film still needs to be whimsical and lighthearted. Everyone making it essentially must act like they’re making a live-action Saturday morning cartoon full of thrilling action set-pieces, quippy dialogue, and surprising plot twists. A Robin Hood film can’t be a dour, somber affair, because then it ceases to be a Robin Hood film.

And this is why the 2010 Robin Hood, starring Russell Crowe, falls apart. Although made by incredibly talented filmmakers, the movie treats its subject matter with such utter seriousness that it doesn’t quite translate as a Robin Hood film.

Robin Hood had his origins in ballads that didn’t take themselves too seriously. They were cheeky and bawdy and thrilling. They were constantly winking at the audience. They told stories that were slightly rough around the edges. And that’s who Robin is and always has been, at his core.



COMIC BOOK HOODS

There are a couple of major comic book characters who are inspired by Robin Hood. This isn’t a big surprise, since the Errol Flynn movie came out in 1938, when the comic book industry was in its infancy. Many comic book artists and writers from that era saw the film when it was first released, and it inspired them.

Let’s talk about Batman. Or more specifically, Batman’s sidekick, Robin the Boy Wonder. Contrary to popular belief, Robin was not named after the bird. When the character’s cocreator, Jerry Robinson, named him Robin, this was meant to be an allusion to Robin Hood. Robin’s superhero costume, designed by Robinson, was inspired by Errol Flynn’s Robin Hood costume in the 1938 film. That’s also why the Boy Wonder wears a medieval-style red-and-green ensemble with bits of chain mail here and there and pointy-toed shoes. This outfit is based on both the Errol Flynn movie and illustrator N. C. Wyeth’s paintings of Robin Hood from the 1910s. But Robin’s superhero costume looks distinctive enough not to be a rip-off of either of those influences. It just uses them as a jumping-off point.

Robin isn’t the only DC Comics character from the 1940s to take his cues from Robin Hood. There’s also Green Arrow. With an origin story inspired by the 1719 Daniel Defoe novel Robinson Crusoe, Green Arrow nevertheless dresses like a latter-day Robin Hood, wearing a costume informed by the one Errol Flynn wears in the 1938 movie. And Green Arrow is known throughout the DC Universe as the world’s greatest archer, a skill set clearly based on that of Robin Hood.






PRINCE RAMA

According to Hindu mythology, Rama was the prince of Ayodhya. His exploits were chronicled in the great Indian epic the Ramayana, written in Sanskrit. Rama is the Hindu god Vishnu in human form. But for a god, he’s surprisingly relatable. He’s also a classic hero, a symbol of virtue and chivalry.

Not unlike Robin Hood, Rama was known far and wide for his skill with a bow and arrow. And like Robin Hood, one of the most famous stories about Rama concerns an archery competition—of sorts. Well, it’s a competition that involves a bow. Does it involve an arrow? Not really.

You see, Rama was the eldest son of King Dasharatha, who ruled Ayodhya. As the eldest and therefore the possible heir to his father’s kingdom, Rama was taken—alongside his brother Lakshmana—to the city of Mithila. There, King Janaka had arranged a competition to pick a husband for his daughter, Sita. The contestants had to string a great bow, which had belonged to the god Shiva. Rama won because he was the only contestant who was able to properly string the bow. He was now Sita’s husband, which made him very happy, since he had fallen in love with her during the competition.

But if you thought Rama was going to have a cushy life as the heir apparent, you thought wrong! That’s because Rama found himself locked in a power struggle with his stepmother, Kaikeyi. As a result, Rama was exiled for fourteen years. Sita and Lakshmana went into exile with Rama, as a show of solidarity.
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The three of them found a new life in the forest, where they befriended the hermits who already lived there. Rama and Lakshmana often found themselves protecting the forest-dwellers from the demons who frequently attacked the wooded area.

One day, a female demon named Surpanakha tried unsuccessfully to seduce both Rama and Lakshmana. When Surpanakha tried to attack the brothers, Lakshmana cut off the demon’s nose! Humiliated, Surpanakha appealed to her brother, the ten-headed demon king Ravana, telling him to kidnap Sita as vengeance for her humiliation. The demon king honored his sister’s request.

Rama and Lakshmana looked everywhere for Sita with no luck. But when the two brothers won the trust of Hanuman the monkey god, Hanuman’s monkey spies found Sita being held captive on a creepy island fortress called Lanka. The two brothers, Hanuman, and their monkey troops all joined forces to attack Lanka. They defeated Ravana and his demon army and saved Sita.

But the story does not end there. This is the ending of the story: Rama wasn’t sure if Sita had maintained her chastity while being held captive on Lanka. She successfully walked through fire to prove that she was chaste. However, shortly afterward, back in Ayodhya, Rama once again doubted that Sita was telling the truth about her chastity. Annoyed by her husband’s ridiculous, unfounded mistrust, Sita left him. Years later, Rama reunited with Sita and offered her another trial by fire. Upset at constantly having to prove her innocence, Sita decided not to go back to Rama. The earth below her opened up, as if in agreement with Sita, and she jumped in. End of story.


TWO HEROES: RAMA AND SITA

The story of Rama is an interesting one because it presents Rama as a kindhearted hero who bravely saves the inhabitants of the forest from demon attacks and saves his wife from captivity. But the story also presents Rama as a profoundly flawed person who can’t understand that his mistrust of his wife is highly problematic. And make no mistake; the story is, ultimately, on Sita’s side in this matter. The narrative wants you to understand that Rama is wrong to mistrust his wife, and that she’s right to be sick of his suspicion when she hasn’t done anything to deserve that kind of treatment.



Therefore, in a way, both Rama and Sita are the heroes of the story. For the bulk of the narrative, Rama is definitely the hero. He’s a prince, a demon slayer, and an all-around good, honorable person. But in those last few story beats after he’s rescued Sita, things change, the narrative shifts, and now she is the hero of those final chapters. The Earth itself even agrees with her, opening up so that she can jump in the yawning chasm below and get away from all this patriarchal, sexist nonsense. That’s because this part of the story is about respecting women and honoring their dignity.
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THE HOLIDAY CONNECTION

Diwali is a holiday which is celebrated by Hindus, Sikhs, and Jains, and it also marks the New Year in some communities. In addition to that, Diwali is connected to the story of Rama. How?



Well, as we discussed earlier, Rama’s adventures can be found in the Ramayana. And the Ramayana is a very important part of the celebration of Diwali. That’s because, according to the Ramayana, Diwali was the day when Rama, Sita, and Lakshmana returned to Ayodhya after their exile ended.

Diwali isn’t the only holiday in the Hindu calendar which involves Rama. There’s also the Hindu festival Rama Navami, which celebrates Rama’s birthday.

Then there’s Dussehra (aka Vijayadashmi), which is a holiday that commemorates Rama’s victory over the demon king Ravana.


RAMA’S REMARKABLE RATINGS

The television series Ramayan, which ran for seventy-eight episodes from 1987 to 1988, is an adaptation of the Ramayana. In this TV show, created by writer and director Ramanand Sagar, Prince Rama goes on a quest to save Sita from Ravana. Prince Rama was called Ram or Lord Ram on the show, and he was played by actor Arun Govil.



When Ramayan first aired, it was the most successful television show in the history of India (at that time), and was viewed by eighty to one hundred million people. In other words, it was watched by one-eighth of the population of India during its original run. That’s a staggering number of eyeballs for one show, and to this day, the series occupies a coveted place in the cultural memory of India. In the late 1980s, the show influenced various facets of Indian life, from politics to the way people consumed media. The nation clearly had Ramayan fever, and it didn’t want the cure.



AHURA MAZDA

Ahura Mazda was the sky god and creator god worshiped by the Zoroastrians in ancient Persia (what is now Iran). But unlike Zeus, Loki, Set, and certain other gods I could mention, Ahura Mazda (which means “wise lord”) was a god with a kind heart—which is part of what makes him a hero.

Most heroes have a villain who is their equal and opposite number: A Lex Luthor to their Superman, a Professor Moriarty to their Sherlock Holmes. Ahura Mazda is no different. His brother, Ahriman, was his archenemy.

And whereas Ahura Mazda created the universe and everything that filled it (the sun, moon, stars, and so forth), Ahriman created evil demons to attack his brother. But Ahura Mazda was no fool, and he banished his loathsome brother into the darkness. Then, shortly after Ahura Mazda created the first mortal, a man named Gayomart, Ahriman escaped from the darkness, and he brought with him friends like death, pain, illness, lust, and starvation. Ahriman set them loose all over the Earth, where they ruined crops, destroyed the vegetation, and made people sick. Not only that, Ahriman poisoned Gayomart. Soon, the first mortal was dying.

What could the Wise Lord do? Taking Gayomart’s seed, Ahura Mazda created the first mortal couple, Mashya and Mashyoi. True, because they were mortal, they would die one day. However, they would have children who would continue their lineage and help populate the Earth. Humanity would survive!

But what to do about Ahriman? He couldn’t be defeated. So Ahura Mazda sealed the cruel god inside creation itself. The Wise Lord also gave mortals free will. They can choose to be good like Ahura Mazda, or evil like Ahriman.



Not unlike the Egyptian god Ra, Ahura Mazda has many other names, some of which are just slightly different spellings or pronunciations of Ahura Mazda. For instance, he’s also known as Ahuramazda, Harzoo, Hurmuz, Ohrmazd, Hormazd, Hourmazd, Lord, and Spirit (among other names).





A STEALTH CREATION MYTH

You may have noticed that the story of Ahura Mazda was a creation myth. Well, part of a creation myth. The Zoroastrian creation myth is actually longer and more involved than this. But this is a big chunk of it. I stealthily snuck a creation myth in a non-creation-myth-centric chapter of this book. Why did I do that? Well, I just thought it was interesting that one of the most revered heroes in Zoroastrian mythology is their creator god. You don’t find that in most cultures, where the creator god is either aloof and snobby, kingly and grand, or petty and vindictive. In the Zoroastrian mythos, the creator god is benevolent and kind.





MULAN

Mulan is an iconic hero of Chinese culture, so let’s talk about the first-ever Mulan story, and what makes her such an enduring and legendary figure.

Sometime between the fourth and sixth centuries, a folk song called “The Ballad of Mulan” first appeared, written by an author whose name is lost to history. The ballad concerned a young Chinese woman named Mulan who suited up for battle as a soldier and enlisted in the military in the place of her father because there were no sons old enough to take his place. After distinguishing herself on the battlefield time and again and serving in the Chinese military for a total of twelve years, Mulan is offered promotions and prizes by the emperor in gratitude for her distinguished military service. But she turns it all down, asking only for a steed. Once she gets that steed, Mulan rides the animal home, where her kid brother, older sister, and parents happily greet her. Then she changes into a dress and puts makeup on her face. Once she steps outside dressed this way, her fellow soldiers can’t believe what they’re seeing. Although they fought alongside Mulan for years, they had no idea she was a woman!

The ballad then ends with the following quatrain, which is awash in metaphor and symbolism:

The male hare wildly kicks its feet;

The female hare has shifty eyes

But when a pair of hares run side by side

Who can distinguish whether I in fact am male or female?
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In other words, the differences between men and women are relatively small and insignificant. As long as Mulan is getting the job done, helping to protect China, and defending her father’s honor, who cares what gender she is?

And that’s . . . kind of it. End of story. Clocking in at roughly three hundred lines, the ballad is witty and concise, telling a complete story with a couple of fun plot twists and some evocative imagery.


MULAN REINTERPRETED

But that isn’t the end of the story. Not by a long shot. Because other people kept telling and retelling the story of Mulan over the succeeding centuries, often adding their own wrinkles to the tale as they retold it. In the sixteenth century, for instance, author Xu Wei wrote a stage play titled Female Mulan Joins the Army Taking Her Father’s Place. This play added a few story beats and fleshed out the story somewhat more than the ballad did—which is understandable since the ballad was indeed very short. Xu Wei not only wrote the play in the sixteenth century, but he also reconfigured the story to have it take place during the sixteenth century. And since in that era, footbinding was one way to tell Chinese women from men, the play emphasized the fact that Mulan had had her feet bound.



Mulan has also been the subject of novels, children’s books, live-action movies (like the 1939 film Mulan Joins the Army), and as we’ll see in a bit, a very well-known animated movie. Each time, her story is reinterpreted and reimagined for a new audience.

Like King Arthur, Merlin, and Robin Hood, Mulan is a legend. That is, not unlike those other figures, some historians think that Mulan may have been a real person who lived in China at some unspecified point in the past (perhaps sometime between the fourth and sixth centuries). And whether she was an actual historical figure or a fictional character made up by the author of that initial ballad, one thing’s for certain: Mulan is a classic hero. She fights in battles on the side of good. She impresses her fellow soldiers with her fighting prowess. The emperor himself recognizes her courage and badassery. She exhibits bravery time and time again. She knows what needs to be done and doesn’t even think of questioning it. In true heroic fashion, she hears the call to action and follows it, just like King Arthur does when he pulls that sword from the stone.

Like Robin Hood, Mulan is a folk hero, beloved by the people. And like Robin Hood, Mulan epitomizes certain values. Just as Robin Hood is a figure who champions the poor and oppressed, Mulan is a symbol of filial piety. In other words, she’s all about honoring her parents.

It is also worth noting that Mulan tramples all over the established gender norms of the period. How does she get away with it? Why didn’t people in the sixth century criticizeThe Ballad of Mulan for depicting a lady who acted in a manner that was so “unladylike”? Well, I suspect that whole “filial piety” thing pretty much trumps everything else. Mulan’s love for her family was so great that if she needed to wear battle armor and risk her life fighting in a war just to protect her father’s honor, so be it.


DISNEY’S MULAN

Of course, there is also a famous Disney animated movie about Mulan. It was required viewing for an entire generation of kids in the late 1990s and early 2000s. It’s still regarded fondly today. And of course, we’ve got to talk about it.



In the film, released in 1998, the title character (voiced by Ming-Na Wen) sneaks away to serve in the military, without telling her parents that she’s doing so. In the ballad, she told them that she was going to serve in her father’s stead, and it didn’t seem like they put up an argument. However, one understands the filmmakers’ desire to mine the story for drama, and drama comes from conflict. And honestly, if this movie had depicted Mulan as having told her parents that she was going out to serve in place of her father, and her father responded with a shrug and said, “Yeah, sure. Sounds good,” that would have seemed like a false note.

So that’s why Disney’s Mulan is brimming with drama. It’s a screenwriter’s job to pack as much conflict as possible into the story. That’s what makes an audience become invested in the characters. “Look what Mulan is sacrificing,” we say to ourselves when Mulan sneaks away to disguise herself as a man and join the military. Because if anyone should find out, they would be . . . how best to say this? Very judgy. But they do eventually find out. And they are indeed predictably judgy.

There’s also no mention of Mulan going full Yentl and dressing up as a boy in the original ballad. But as I mentioned earlier, I think that this is implied by the fact that when she comes back home with her military chums and puts on a dress, said military chums essentially respond by saying, “Wha-wha-what? You’re a . . . GIRL?”



The scenes where Mulan passes off herself as a man are the filmmaker's commentary on gender stereotypes. After all, this is a movie that features a well-known musical number called “I’ll Make a Man Out of You,” which is all about what it means to be a man. The folks who made this movie get quite a bit of drama out of the fact that Mulan’s carrying this weighty secret. So one understands why they embellished and added to the story beats from the original ballad.




The folks at Disney also added a love story into the 1998 version of Mulan, in which she falls in love with fellow soldier Li Shang. That’s definitely something that never happens in the original ballad. I suspect that if that ballad had involved Mulan going to war in her father’s place and falling in love with a fellow soldier, that would have sparked quite a bit of controversy. As it is, Mulan makes it through the ballad with her chastity intact—and this is probably also why her gender-bending is so uncontroversial.

In 2020, Disney released a live-action remake of the 1998 film Mulan. In this version, which starred Liu Yifei in the title role, there was no love story. This was most likely because the love story element in the 1998 animated version of Mulan was a central part of the film. Whereas in the 2020 live-action Mulan movie, it seems the filmmakers wanted to make the story more focused on Mulan’s journey and character arc.



PERSEUS

The demigod Perseus was one of the greatest heroes of ancient Greek mythology. And unlike some other heroes who achieved their goals by brawn alone (looking at you, Heracles), Perseus often won the day thanks to his bravery, cunning, and intelligence.

Perseus was the son of Zeus and Danaë. But he wasn’t conceived in the conventional sense. Nor did Zeus have a romantic relationship with Danaë. You see, she was the daughter of Acrisius, king of Argos. After an oracle told Acrisius that his grandson would one day kill him, the king locked his daughter away in a bronze chamber to prevent the prophecy from coming true. From Mount Olympus, Zeus looked down on Danaë, liked what he saw, transformed himself into a shower of golden raindrops, and rained down on Danaë, sliding through the bars of her chamber and impregnating her. The result of this “union” was Perseus.

Upon seeing that he had a grandson, Acrisius panicked, put Danaë and Perseus in a wooden box, and chucked it into the sea. And if this is giving you déjà vu, that’s because Acrisius is a lot like Mwindo’s father Shemwindo, who put his son in a drum and threw the drum in the river. And just as Mwindo’s aunt gave him a helping hand, so did Perseus’s father. Zeus protected the contents of the box, making sure that it washed up safely on the shore of the island of Seriphos. Polydectes, king of Seriphos, became attracted to Danaë and wanted to marry her. But Perseus was wary of Polydectes, and the king realized that Danaë’s son was a threat. To get Perseus out of the way, Polydectes concocted a story that he was marrying a woman who was not Danaë. Of course, this woman was fictional. But Perseus believed the lie, and the naïve youth—happy that Polydectes was no longer interested in his mom—offered to get the king anything he desired as a wedding gift. Polydectes told Perseus that he desired the severed head of Medusa, one of the monstrous Gorgons. Anyone who looked Medusa directly in the eye would turn to stone.
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To please Polydectes, Perseus embarked on a quest to slay Medusa. Aided by his half-sister Athena (because being one of Zeus’s children puts you in good company), Perseus was led to a group of nymphs called the Hesperides, who gave him items to aid him on his quest. For one thing, he got a sack in which to carry Medusa’s head. He was also given Hermes’s winged sandals. Athena gave Perseus her shiny, reflective shield. And Zeus gave Perseus a helmet which turned the wearer invisible, as well as a powerful sword. Armed with these gifts, Perseus confronted Medusa. Perseus cleverly used the shield like a mirror, seeing Medusa’s reflection in its surface without looking at her directly. By doing that, Perseus was able to see the Gorgon approaching, so she didn’t take him by surprise. Perseus beheaded Medusa with Zeus’s sword, and he escaped Medusa’s deadly Gorgon sisters (Stheno and Euryale) by using the winged sandals and invisibility helmet.

On his way back from his battle with Medusa, Perseus was using his sandals to fly over Ethiopia, where he saw a sea serpent attacking a woman named Andromeda. Perseus rescued Andromeda and the two of them got married. Then Perseus took his new bride back to Seriphos.

But when Perseus returned to Seriphos and looked for his mom, he discovered that Polydectes was trying to woo Danaë—who was completely uninterested. But the king wouldn’t take no for an answer. In fact, Danaë was hiding from Polydectes in the temple of Athena; the king had laid siege to the temple, letting nothing stop him in his relentless pursuit of Danaë. Thinking quickly, Perseus took Medusa’s head from the sack and turned Polydectes to stone.

Which is what I call being a good son.

And what of Acrisius? What did fate have in store for that guy? Did he ever pay the price for trying to kill Perseus and Danaë?

Well, at a certain point during Perseus’s adventures, our hero was in Thessaly, participating in a sporting event, when he accidentally hit a random spectator in the head with his discus. The blow killed the spectator instantly, and that spectator turned out to be Acrisius. This fulfilled the prophecy that Perseus would kill his grandfather. Like many other Greek myths—the myth of Oedipus comes to mind—this story is about the idea that we cannot escape our fate.


PERCY JACKSON

In the Percy Jackson novels by Rick Riordan, Percy’s full name is Perseus Jackson, and he’s named after the hero of Greek myth.



And although the Percy Jackson books are by no means a beat-for-beat retelling of the Perseus myth, there are some parallels. For instance, like Perseus, Percy Jackson is a demigod, although Percy’s father is Poseidon, not Zeus. And like Perseus, Percy slays Medusa. Also, Percy survives his various trials thanks to his wits and his courage, which is something that Perseus does as well.

Many characters from Greek mythology appear in supporting roles in the Percy Jackson novels, such as Chiron the centaur, Hephaestus, Ares, Hermes, and Dionysus. These characters also appear in the Disney+ television series Percy Jackson and the Olympians, which is quite faithful to the books. This makes sense since Rick Riordan cocreated the television series.


CLASH OF THE TITANS

The ancient Greek hero Perseus is the protagonist of the 1981 film Clash of the Titans, as well as its 2010 remake, and the 2012 film Wrath of the Titans. In the 1981 film, Perseus is played by Harry Hamlin, and in the latter two films, he’s played by Sam Worthington.



The original 1981 Clash of the Titans uses the ancient myth of Perseus as something of a jumping-off point. Perseus’s romance with Andromeda is a very important part of the plot, as is Perseus’s quest to destroy Medusa—but many other parts of the myth simply aren’t used in the film. After Medusa is slain, Perseus uses her severed head to turn the Kraken to stone. Not to sound like the Accuracy Police here, but all this business with the Kraken is a bit odd since Krakens are creatures of medieval Norse myth, not ancient Greek myth.

In general, the 1981 version of Clash of the Titans uses chunks of story taken from Greek mythology to serve as connective tissue for various stop-motion action set-pieces, which are, to be fair, pretty impressive. That makes sense since those sequences were produced by legendary stop-motion animator Ray Harryhausen.

The 2010 remake of Clash of the Titans presents a somewhat streamlined version of the plot of the 1981 film. In the remake, the citizens of Argos resolve to stop praying to the gods since that will weaken the deities so much that their reign will end. Threatened by this lack of devotion, the gods strike back by forcing the King and Queen of Argos to sacrifice their daughter Andromeda to the gods. If they refuse, a Kraken will destroy Argos. And in the backstory of the film, it’s established that long ago, the Kraken destroyed the Titans.

But oddly enough, the Titans never actually appear in either version of Clash of the Titans. Although in the 1981 version of the film, at one point one of the characters says that the Kraken is a Titan. (Perhaps that line of dialogue is in there to justify the film’s title.)

In the 2010 film, Perseus must kill Medusa and use her severed head to turn the Kraken to stone, as a way to stop it from demolishing Argos. So, it’s very similar to the ending of the 1981 film.

In the 2012 film Wrath of the Titans, Zeus is held prisoner by Hades, and Perseus must make his way through a labyrinth, eventually gaining entry to the Underworld and saving his father. This film wasn’t as memorable as its predecessor. That may be because the 2010 film was at least based on the myth of Perseus, whereas in the 2012 sequel, the story lacks that solid foundation and the filmmakers are making everything up out of whole cloth.



KINTARO

One of the greatest heroes in Japanese folklore is Kintaro, also known as The Golden Boy. Like King Arthur, Merlin, Robin Hood, and Mulan, Kintaro may have been based on a real-life person who lived hundreds of years ago. So, much like those other four mythic characters, we can classify Kintaro as a legend. Some historians theorize that Kintaro was based on the real-life warrior Sakata no Kintoki, who lived during the Heian Period (794–1185 CE). And like Robin Hood, Kintaro is sort of like a superhero, from a time long before the term “superhero” was in use.

Even as a young child, Kintaro was notorious for his great strength. At eight years old, Kintaro could cut down trees just as well as adult lumberjacks. He could also shatter rocks in his bare hands. Kintaro protected forest dwellers from monsters like the fearsome Tsuchigumo (“ground spider” or “earth spider”).

When Kintaro was a boy, his friends were the animals in the forest, since he didn’t know any children his own age. One day, there was a sumo wrestling match among these animals, and Kintaro judged the competition and awarded rice cakes to the winners. The bear proved to be the strongest out of all the beasts. But after the match, Kintaro yanked a tree out of the ground with his bare hands, proving that he was in fact the strongest. He then used the tree as raw materials to build a bridge for the animals to cross.
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But a man named Sadamitsu had seen Kintaro uproot that tree. He was impressed with Kintaro’s strength! Although Sadamitsu was disguised as a lumberjack, he actually worked for Raiko, a mighty lord. Soon, Kintaro was a samurai in Raiko’s employ. And before long, Kintaro led a group of warriors called the Four Braves. Together, they fought and killed a bloodthirsty monster who was menacing an entire city. This is how Kintaro earned his reputation as a hero.


DIFFERENT DEPICTIONS OF THE GOLDEN BOY

In another version of Kintaro myths, during the sumo wrestling match, Kintaro himself participated in a wrestling match with the bear and won! And in that version, that is how Kintaro proved he was the strongest. Also, in some iterations of the story, Kintaro’s mother is the Yama Uba (“mountain witch”), a forest spirit who has assumed the form of a young woman.



There are many drawings, paintings, and woodblock prints of Kintaro, some of which were created centuries ago. A few of the prints from the nineteenth century depict Kintaro as having red skin and wielding a battle-axe. In some of the art from that same period, Kintaro is locked in combat with Raijin (Thunder God), and he subdues the mighty deity by gripping his horns.

There are a few prints and paintings that depict Kintaro wrestling a carp, which is a reference to a folktale in which Kintaro does just that, to show his strength.

Some of this art is drawn in several different panels on the same page. These panels are meant to be read together in quick succession because when they’re read that way, they tell a story. In other words, it’s a comic strip, from a time before the term “comic strip” existed.


ANIME AND VIDEO GAMES

Because Kintaro is a legendary folk hero—and has been for a very long time—he has appeared in a few anime series and video games over the past few decades.



The anime series Otogi Zoshi is a historical fantasy-drama which spans several centuries and sometimes takes its cues from Japanese history and mythology. One of the main characters, Hikaru, has a friend named Kintaro, and the series implies that the Kintaro we see in this series might have been inspired the Kintaro from Japanese folklore.

There’s also an anime series called Golden Boy, which has very little to do with the legend of Kintaro, except for the fact that the main character of this series is named Kintaro and the series itself is called Golden Boy (Kintaro’s nickname in the legend). Also, a word of warning: Golden Boy is about the lead character’s love life, and—not unlike the Pantheon graphic novel by Hamish Steele— Golden Boy is very NSFW.

And in the video game Power Instinct, there’s a character called Kintaro Kokuin. I couldn’t find any conclusive proof that this character is based on the Kintaro of Japanese folklore; however, the Kintaro in Power Instinct is depicted as a child, and he’s friends with a bear and a fish, a nod to the legend.


KINTARO CANDY AND DOLLS

Kintaro hasn’t just appeared in paintings, woodblock prints, video games, and anime. His face also appears on candy. Perhaps I should explain. Kintaro-ame (Kintaro candy) is a traditional Japanese confection. First, it’s produced as a large cylinder-shaped roll. Then it’s sliced into bite-size individual candies. But when this happens, each slice of the cylinder’s cross section depicts Kintaro’s face. It’s candy, but it’s also beautiful, handmade art!



Because each slice of the cylinder’s cross section shows the exact same image of Kintaro’s face, in Japan, when something is identical or “the same,” it’s referred to as “like Kintaro-ame.”

It’s a bit unclear when the Kintaro-ame began being produced, but some sources say that it originated during the Edo Period (1603–1868). If that’s true, it’s quite impressive that it’s still being produced—and eaten—today!

Kintaro dolls are also fairly common in Japan. In fact, parents of a newborn baby boy will sometimes put Kintaro dolls in the newborn’s room, as a way to help ensure that the child is strong.



LI CHI

This story comes to us from China, in either the fourth or fifth century BCE (accounts vary).

In the ancient state of Yue, in a village by the Yung Mountains, the locals were being menaced by a mighty serpent who ate all the farmers’ sheep and oxen. Shortly afterward, the local soothsayer said that the serpent appeared to him in a dream. It was sick of eating animals and wanted to eat the female children of the village. If the locals sacrificed one young girl to the serpent each year, the monster would leave their livestock alone.

The citizens of the village were horrified. Who would sacrifice their own children? But they selected one little girl each year and left her in the serpent’s cave for the creature to devour. This went on for nine years. Nine children had been sacrificed.

During the tenth year, the time for the sacrifice approached. An impoverished couple had six children, all girls, whom they loved very much. The couple was afraid that the cowardly magistrates would choose one of their daughters as the tenth sacrifice. The youngest daughter, Li Chi, told her parents that she wanted to be the sacrifice. Her parents wouldn’t let her do it. But Li Chi sneaked away under cover of night and went to the magistrates. They were surprised that she volunteered to be the serpent’s latest meal. But all she asked to take with her into the monster’s cave was a sword and a dog. The magistrates gave her these items but didn’t think they would do any good. After all, how could a little girl—even one with a sword and a dog—put up a fight against this ravenous beast?
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On the day of the sacrifice, Li Chi made a batch of delicious rice balls before she left home. As she approached the entrance to the serpent’s cave, she placed the rice balls on the ground right outside the opening. The serpent sniffed the rice balls and emerged from the cave, its mouth watering. Just then, Li Chi ordered the dog to attack the beast. The dog bit into the serpent’s neck—and while the monster was distracted by this brave canine, Li Chi jumped on the creature’s back, slicing into it with her sword until the serpent breathed its last.
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The people of the village celebrated on hearing of Li Chi’s victory over the serpent. Li Chi became the queen of Yue. Her family members were given great wealth and positions in the local government. None of the impoverished villagers had to fear for their daughters’ lives anymore. And all because of Li Chi, the Serpent Slayer.

Sound familiar? The story of Li Chi bears a similarity to certain other myths. Like the story of Scheherazade, the story of Li Chi is about a woman who sees other women being killed and realizes that it’s up to her to stop the cycle of violence from continuing. In both stories, the protagonist knows that she may not make it out of this confrontation alive. But in both cases, she’s protected by her bravery and resourcefulness, which enables her to fulfill her goal.


“SERPENT,” YOU SAY?

In this story, Li Chi faces a serpent, not a dragon. This is most likely because in Chinese mythology, dragons are usually portrayed as kindhearted creatures who help and protect humans (which is something we’ll explore further in Chapter 6). And in some retellings of this myth, I’ve noticed that the authors of those retellings go out of their way to carefully label the massive, bloodthirsty creature in the cave as a serpent, and not a dragon. In the illustrations for those retellings, the artists usually draw the serpent as a giant snake.



But in some of the other retellings, the authors just call the creature a dragon. Nobody knows who originally wrote that initial version of “Li Chi, the Serpent Slayer” all those centuries ago. Did the author who came up with the story mean for the monster to be a serpent or a dragon? This seems to be one of those mythological mysteries we’d need a time machine to answer accurately.



MWANGI

Many of the heroes covered in this chapter, like Mulan or Prince Rama, are famous for helping a whole city full of people or even an entire nation. Ahura Mazda helped a universe’s worth of people by, well, creating the universe. But to be a hero, you don’t necessarily have to be a universe-creating deity or a national icon. All you have to do is to help one person. And that is what Mwangi does, which is why he’s a hero.

Mwangi is the lead character in a story passed down orally for generations by the Kikuyu people of Kenya. According to the story, Mwangi was a young warrior. But the story isn’t just about him. The story is also about a young woman named Wanjiru. She and Mwangi were in love.

But when their community experienced a terrible drought, their shaman consulted the spirits and performed the sacred rites before relaying his unfortunate verdict. Wanjiru would have to be sacrificed to the gods in order to break the drought.

The entire city congregated in the middle of a dry, lifeless field of cracked earth. The people formed a circle around Wanjiru. All except for Mwangi, who watched from afar, angry and upset about what was about to happen. The shaman started the ritual, and as each family brought an offering of a tethered goat to Wanjiru’s parents, Wanjiru sank further into the ground and big, blue, plump storm clouds formed overhead. The sky darkened, only to be punctuated by the drumbeat of thunder and flashes of lightning. Wanjiru’s parents wanted to save their child, but they were helpless to do anything. As more offerings accumulated at her parents’ feet, Wanjiru was fully swallowed up by the Earth. Then a massive glowing lightning bolt ripped the heavens asunder, and torrents of rain poured down on the village, ending the drought.

Weeks later, Wanjiru and her sacrifice seemed to have been forgotten. But Mwangi didn’t forget. Oh, how he remembered. Mwangi considered his fellow villagers cowards for going along with the sacrifice, and he made a pact with himself: he would not rest until he found Wanjiru. So he grabbed his shield and spear and left the village. For a whole year, he wandered the globe looking for the woman he had loved since childhood.

But he had no success. In desperation, Mwangi returned to the exact spot where Wanjiru was swallowed up by the Earth. And he cried.
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He cried a rainstorm of tears, and soon he began to get swallowed up by the ground as well. He vanished into the soil and ended up in a dim twilight world below the Earth’s surface. A solitary figure, in tattered clothes, stood before him—it was Wanjiru. But she looked at him questioningly, as if she’d forgotten her life in the world above.

Mwangi held Wanjiru to him and reminded her that she was sacrificed to bring the rain. He explained that since the rains had come, she could now come back. And he took her with him down the twilight path to the world above. The world of light. They arose there together. Mwangi had found Wanjiru, and he had saved her.



LEGENDARY LORE

UNICORNS

Sailors in medieval Europe no doubt wanted to be seen as heroes when they returned from a long ocean voyage holding magical unicorn horns. But those “unicorn horns” were actually narwhal tusks. Nobody knows where the unicorn myth originally came from. But the ancient Greeks wrote of a one-horned beast called a monoceros, which the Romans later dubbed the unicornus. What they were probably actually talking about was an Indian rhinoceros. Later, medieval European artwork romanticized the unicorn, making it a symbol of purity. And the unicorn-like Qilin, from Chinese mythology, might have been inspired by the Elasmotherium, a rhinoceros ancestor which roamed the Earth ten thousand years ago.





SIMILARITY TO ORPHEUS AND LI CHI

The story of Mwangi and Wanjiru bears a striking resemblance to the ancient Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. In that story, a musician named Orpheus journeys to the Underworld to rescue his wife, Eurydice. But this story has a more tragic ending than the story of Mwangi. You see, Hades, lord of the Underworld, grants Orpheus permission to take his wife’s spirit back to Earth with him. However, there’s one rule Orpheus must not break: he must not look back to make sure Eurydice is behind him. But in a moment of weakness, he does just that, and his wife’s spirit is trapped in the Underworld forever.



There are also parallels between the story of Mwangi and the myth of Li Chi. Both tales involve a town forced to enact a human sacrifice. And in both stories, the sacrifices of others are what spurs the hero into action. Of course, the main difference is that in the story of Mwangi, the lead character can essentially undo (or reverse) the human sacrifice.



A HEROIC EXIT

In this chapter, we’ve met heroes from many cultures, and we’ve borne witness to their boldness and bravery in the face of seemingly unending obstacles. Most of these heroes are mortals who embark on a heroic path, like King Arthur and Mulan. Some are deities, like Prince Rama and Ahura Mazda. One of the heroes we’ve discussed, Heracles, is a demigod. All of the above are national or cultural icons. And then there’s Mwangi, a relatively obscure hero who nevertheless pulls off a smaller-scale, yet just as important, rescue, helping the woman he loves to escape an eternity in a shadow realm below the Earth’s surface. But his story exemplifies the notion that the only thing that makes someone a hero is selflessness, whether you’re selflessly defending an entire country or helping to bring one single person back toward the light.

One thing you’ve probably also noticed is that many of the heroes in this chapter are men. Only three of them are women. This unfortunately says a lot about many ancient cultures’ attitudes about women. We’ll talk more about that in the next chapter.

And since we’ve finished this chapter on heroes, can you guess what types of mythic characters we’re going to explore next? If you said “villains,” then you’re right!

It’s time to get our hands dirty in the world of legendary villains.
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CHAPTER 5

TRICKSTERS, VILLAINS, AND MISUNDERSTOOD MISCREANTS
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They say that in fiction, a hero is only as good as their villain. In other words, if you’re writing a story and its villain is underdeveloped, this negatively impacts the hero character and the story as a whole. Fortunately, in the world of myths and legends, there are a whole host of tremendous villains to choose from. Well, not all of them are villains, per se. Some are trickster gods, who can be villainous one day and heroic the next. Others are your garden-variety rogues, there to terrorize and hamper the hero. And some “villains” are actually not villainous at all—but since they were dreamed up in an age when social mores were markedly different than they are currently, they were seen as villains back then, and have undergone a radical reassessment in recent years. But no matter whether you’re talking about tricksters, evildoers, or misunderstood pariahs, the people we’ll meet in this chapter have one thing in common: they’re all fascinating, and they tell us much about the societies in which they were created.
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COLORFUL CHARACTERS

Welcome to the world of mythic villains. But what makes a villain a villain?

Well, let’s analyze this a little bit. Most heroes are protagonists. That is, they drive the story forward, usually by embarking on a quest of some sort. They have a noble goal in mind, and try to accomplish it. Or perhaps they’ve done something awful and are seeking redemption. The story of Heracles, for instance, is a little bit of both. But you can remember protagonists because they’re proactive.

And as the heroes are proactively pushing the story forward and, well, making said story happen, the villain is standing there blocking their path. The villain is the antagonist, an obstacle to the hero.

That’s the way screenwriters usually define antagonists, anyway. But it’s also a pretty accurate depiction of the way villain characters are often deployed in myths and legends. And why am I calling them “villain characters”? Because, similarly to what I said about heroes in the previous chapter, it’s a good idea to think of the villains in myths as characters, so that we can study them most objectively.

In so many myths from so many cultures all over the world, if you’re hearing a myth told out loud by a storyteller or if you’re watching it dramatized and performed theatrically by a troupe of actors, you’re supposed to yell “BOO!” when the villain does something particularly awful. And when you think about it, that’s true of villain characters in movies and TV shows, even today. The role of the classic villain really hasn’t changed very much in thousands of years.

However! Sometimes, these mythic villains aren’t that simplistic or easy to categorize. Some of them are trickster gods who alternate between heroic acts and dastardly deeds, depending on their mood. Other villain characters are just misunderstood. Are they even truly villainous? Maybe, maybe not.

There. Now it’s not so easy to “BOO” them, is it? Makes things more complex and interesting.

With that said, let’s dive in and meet some villains, shall we? Just one word of warning: Keep your hands and feet inside the ride at all times! You really can’t trust these folks, especially the first subcategory we’re about to explore . . .



TRICKSTER GODS

Trickster gods are rebellious and irreverent. They often act like clowns and have no respect for the authority of their fellow gods. They’re the closest thing mythology has to a stand-up comedian. Sometimes they’re there to hold a mirror up to society and function as a vehicle for social satire. Other times, they’re just there to add comic relief to an otherwise serious, solemn myth or legend. Either way, they’re often characters the audience can’t wait to see because they know that when the trickster shows up, that’s when the myth really comes alive.

The trickster characters also serve another function, though: they give the audience permission to indulge their own wicked, subversive thoughts. To laugh at things that society holds sacred. I wasn’t joking when I said that they’re the closest thing mythology has to a stand-up comic. Like a comedian in a comedy club, trickster gods give you the permission to break through the boundaries of polite society and—temporarily, at least—to break the rules. Or at least, to question those rules. Think of trickster gods as a societal release valve. They’re doing the awful, hilarious things you wish you could get away with. In that way, they’re the ultimate audience identification characters. And that’s why we love them so much.


LOKI

Oh, I know what you’re thinking: Didn’t we already do a deep dive on Loki a couple of chapters ago? Yes. Yes, we did. But we didn’t really get to explore one of the most important aspects of Loki’s character. In addition to being one of the most well-known and iconic figures in Norse mythology, Loki is also a classic trickster god.



The ultimate story about Loki in classic trickster mode appeared in the poem called ”Lokasenna” (“Loki’s Quarrel”), which appeared in the Poetic Edda, a collection of Old Norse narrative poems whose author is unknown.
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“Lokasenna” began in the halls of the god of the sea, Aegir, where the gods were having a feast. The assembled gods praised Aegir’s servants, Fimafeng and Eldir. Loki, unable to stand it when someone else is the center of attention, murdered Fimafeng. Kicked out of the banquet for his violent act, Loki soon returned and caused chaos by spreading rumors and gossip about his fellow deities. For instance, he accused Frigg of cheating on her husband Odin. He claimed that Odin was a heretic and called Thor a coward. He claimed that he had fathered a child with another deity’s wife. After hurling insults at some of the other gods, Loki morphed into a salmon and jumped into the river to escape the gods’ vengeance.

In this story, Loki only left Aegir’s banquet for good once he’d turned the peaceful feast into a chaotic nightmare and left his fellow deities riddled with doubts and suspicions about each other. And while many gods were shape-shifters, Zeus (for instance) didn’t change shape in order to prank his fellow deities or steal their belongings—whereas that’s often why Loki changed shape. And think about this: unlike his fellow deities, Loki didn’t have any weapons. He had no magic thunderbolt, enchanted sword, or all-powerful hammer. Why? Because his biggest weapons were his brains and his mouth.

So whose side was Loki on? The side of the gods? The giants? Some other force entirely? In truth, he was on nobody’s side. Like the trickster gods of various other cultures, Loki was not good or evil. Instead, he was an avatar of chaos and disorder who challenged conventions, busted taboos, and did things you simply weren’t supposed to do in polite society. Loki’s antics made the ancient Norse people alternately gasp in shock and laugh uproariously. Most importantly, he reminded them that the simple binary of “good” and “evil” was something of a myth itself, as the dividing line between the two was exceedingly thin. It absolutely makes sense that Loki was a fire god since fire creates but it also destroys. Just like Loki himself.


LEGBA

Legba was a trickster god of the Fon people of ancient Dahomey. The youngest child of Fon creator goddess Mawu (aka Mawu-Lisa, the two-in-one composite god we discussed in Chapter 2), Legba could appear to mortals as a frail old man. But this was just one of Legba’s many tricks, for he was in fact very powerful.



And in polytheistic religions, most deities have very specific jobs. So, for lack of a better way of putting it, what did Legba do for a living? He was the translator, linguist, and mediator for Mawu, since he was fluent in the cosmic language she spoke as well as the Earthly language mortals spoke. He delivered Mawu’s messages to mortals who would have been otherwise unable to decipher her cryptic missives. And it’s not just humans who relied on Legba for their communication needs. Legba’s fellow deities had to go through Legba if they wanted to get a message to the creator goddess. But since Legba was a trickster god, he sometimes liked to confuse his fellow gods—as well as mortals—so his messages may have lacked accuracy.



Have you ever tried to call a corporate executive on the phone, and you couldn’t get past their personal assistant, who said their boss was very busy, but that you could leave a message? Well, that was essentially what Legba did. Not literally, but the parallels are definitely there.




To the Fon people, Legba was an avatar of hope, because through this clever messenger deity, mortals could communicate with the gods (and the gods could speak with us). But he also symbolized chaos, because he had a tendency to play tricks with the information at his fingertips. Therefore, his role as the overseer of communication could be quite anxiety-provoking, and his nickname was Aflakete, which means “I have tricked you.”


ESHU, PAPA LEGBA, AND HERMES

Legba is associated with a couple of other deities. For instance, Eshu, the trickster god of the Yoruba people of Nigeria, is like Legba in many ways. Eshu is the god of spiritual language and communication. And both Legba and Eshu are funny, deceitful, and lawless beings. Because of this, some scholars think that Eshu evolved into Legba in the Dahomey kingdom. Even if that’s not true, there’s no denying that the two deities are quite similar.



And then there’s Papa Legba. In the Haitian Vodou religion and folk beliefs, Papa Legba is one of the loa, or spirits, who are the most respected. Papa Legba was believed to have started out as Legba in the kingdom of Dahomey. When the people of Africa were captured, enslaved, and brought to North America and the Caribbean, they brought many of their deities with them. One of those deities was Legba.

Shortly afterward, Papa Legba became a welcome presence in the spiritual lives of enslaved people of African descent in Haiti and the other islands of the Caribbean, as well as in the American colonies.

Not unlike his namesake, who was the intermediary between mortals and gods, Papa Legba serves as the mediator between mortals and the loa (also spelled Iwa), a group of spirits who oversee numerous aspects of everyday life.

And I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention the similarities between Legba and the ancient Greek god Hermes. Both Legba and Hermes were messengers of the gods, they both relied on their wits for survival, and they were both mischievous tricksters.

As I mentioned briefly in Chapter 3, Hermes was also a trickster god. For one thing, he was the patron god of thieves, a very trickster-like quality. For another thing, when Hermes stole Apollo’s herd of cattle (which we also discussed in Chapter 3), the messenger god showed another talent typical of tricksters: the ability to weasel his way out of sticky situations. And aside from that, Hermes often demonstrated another trickster-like attribute: he was the bestower of good fortune to those lucky enough to receive it.

In Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey, Hermes takes the form of a young boy and shows the hero, Odysseus, a magic plant to protect him from the sorceress Circe. And so we see that—not unlike Legba—Hermes was a trickster who could dole out good luck . . . but he did so at random. You didn’t know whether you’d receive good or bad luck from him. Like Legba, Hermes was a being of both hope and chaos.


ANANSI THE SPIDER

Anansi is a trickster figure who appears in myths and legends all over West Africa, but the Anansi stories are believed to have originated in Ghana (most likely with the Ashanti people). In some myths, Anansi is a man who assumes a spiderlike form. But in most stories, Anansi is simply a spider, albeit a clever, quick-thinking one.



And here’s a fun fact: Anansi is the owner of all the stories in the world. But what makes him a trickster? Simple: He wouldn’t have secured ownership of all the world’s stories if he hadn’t been a trickster in the first place.

You see, the world’s storehouse of stories used to belong to the all-seeing sky god Nyame. Anansi, however, wanted to own them, so the hard-working spider approached Nyame and asked to buy the stories from him. The sky god didn’t really want to part with his bank of tales, and so he gave Anansi a task he thought nobody could accomplish, and said that if Anansi did indeed accomplish it, he could have all the stories. And what was this task? Anansi had to capture the four most dangerous creatures in the world: Onini the python, Osebo the leopard, a hive of Mmoboro Hornets, and Mmoatia the fairy.

To accomplish his task, Anansi decided to use trickery and deceit. So when approaching Onini the python, Anansi brought a palm tree branch and told the serpent that he was shorter than the branch.

Onini thought this was absurd, and in trying to prove Anansi wrong, the python stretched his narrow body beside the branch to compare the two. That gave Anansi the chance to tie the snake to the branch!
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Then when Anansi approached Osebo the leopard, the clever spider captured the leopard in a pit. Although Anansi offered to help Osebo to get out, instead the spider knocked Osebo unconscious.

Anansi also knew that the Mmoboro Hornets were frightened of rain. So, he filled a gourd full of water, came to their home, and poured the water on the leaves around them. When they saw the wet leaves, Anansi told them that it had rained. They grew nervous, and he told them that they could find refuge in his now-empty gourd. They flew inside, and he corked the lid behind them, trapping them.

As for Mmoatia the fairy, Anansi covered a doll in goopy tar and tied strings around its waist, so that he could puppeteer the doll and make it appear to move. Then he went to the fairy’s abode in the forest. Manipulating the doll, Anansi made it seem like the doll was being very rude to Mmoatia. Mmoatia angrily punched the doll with both of her hands. But because of the tar, Mmoatia's hands were glued to the sticky surface, and she was unable to pry herself free. When Anansi gave all these creatures to Nyame, the latter was suitably impressed, and as promised, he gave all the stories to the spider. From then on, every story belonged to Anansi.


ANANSI BOYS

In author Neil Gaiman’s 2005 novel Anansi Boys, Mr. Nancy, an incarnation of the trickster god Anansi, dies. He leaves behind two adult children, Charlie and Spider. Because Mr. Nancy’s sons were separated as children, they don’t learn of each other’s existence until after their father’s death. The novel is about the boys’ adventures.





MYTHIC MASTERS

NEIL GAIMAN

Author, screenwriter, and graphic novelist Neil Gaiman has embraced mythic subject matter since the very beginning of his career, when he cocreated the comic book series The Sandman. The title character was Dream, who was both the lord and personification of dreams, known to the ancient Greeks as the god Morpheus. Characters from various world mythologies, like Lucifer, Orpheus, and Loki, showed up as supporting characters in the series. In other works, like the 2001 novel American Gods and its 2017 television incarnation (for which he was executive producer), Gaiman has continued to explore the inner lives of deities in the contemporary world.




And in 2017, a six-part radio series version of Anansi Boys was produced, adapted by Dirk Maggs, and featuring an acclaimed cast, including Jacob Anderson as Charlie, Nathan Stewart-Jarrett as Spider, and Sir Lenny Henry as Anansi.


SET, EGYPTIAN GOD OF CHAOS

In Chapter 3, we discussed Set—the conniving, wicked Egyptian god who killed his brother Osiris. A brief recap: After literally getting away with murder, Set ruled Egypt for a brief period, before Osiris’s son Horus avenged his father and Set was exiled by his fellow deities. This description may make you feel like you already know Set. But I left out one very important nugget of information in Chapter 3: Set was also a trickster god.



Now it all makes sense, doesn’t it? The one Egyptian god who’s famous for his evil schemes and deceitfulness—that’s the one who’s a trickster deity.

A little bit more about Set: He was lord of the desert and a sky god in Egyptian mythology. But he was a very particular type of sky god; he was a master of storms. Think about that for a moment. Set was associated with both the desert and storms because in ancient Egypt, sandstorms were a very real danger, and so it makes sense for the Egyptians to associate the desert with a trickster god.

What else is there to know about Set? He was a master of warfare. And disorder. The word “disorder” is key here. Because like Loki, Legba, and Hermes, Set is a being of chaos.

There’s one way in which Set differs from many other trickster gods, however. Loki, Legba, Eshu, and Hermes can be your friend one day and your enemy the next. They can give you good fortune or bad luck. Anansi is often deceitful, but most of the time he’s the hero of the story. Even when he isn’t the hero, he’s rarely malicious. But Set is always up to no good. He’s just a villain, 100 percent of the time. The myths are straightforward about it.



STRAIGHT-UP VILLAINS

Because Set is so irrefutably irredeemable and sadistic, I was honestly agonizing over whether to put him in the trickster category or in this next category, for characters who are just straight-up villains. These are characters who are definitely intended to be viewed as evildoers and antagonists, no two ways about it.

But as you’ll see, even characters who have the “villain” label aren’t always so simplistic. Some of these so-called “evildoers” are layered and misunderstood, even though they may do bad things. Others are more uncomplicated, and deserve the villainous label, like this gloomy gus . . .


HADES, THE NON-OLYMPIAN

The brother of Zeus, Poseidon, Hera, Hestia, and Demeter, Hades was the god of the Underworld in ancient Greek mythology. He had a three-headed dog named Cerberus (also spelled Kerberos). Hades’s servants included Thanatos (the personification of death).



However, Hades didn’t live on Mount Olympus. He lived in the Underworld. For that reason, he was not considered an Olympian, and that’s why he didn’t get his own entry in the Olympians section of Chapter 3.

But in that chapter, I also mentioned that Hades once abducted Demeter’s daughter Persephone and was quite reluctant to let her go free. Even with Zeus as mediator between Hades and Demeter, the only concession the god of the Underworld was willing to make was to release Persephone for half of the year. He would still keep her trapped with him in the Underworld during the fall and winter. Does that sound like something a good, kindhearted person would do? Or does that sound like something a supervillain would do? Because that’s the way Hades is usually portrayed in Greek mythology; as a villain.
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In Chapter 4, we discussed the myth of Mwangi and Wanjiru, and the fact that it’s somewhat similar to the ancient Greek story of Orpheus and Eurydice. In that myth, Orpheus travels to the Underworld, where Hades allows him to rescue the spirit of his wife, Eurydice. But as the two lovers are on their way back to Earth, Orpheus disobeys Hades’s cardinal rule and turns around to look at Eurydice, at which point her spirit becomes locked in the Underworld for all time.

Again: really nice guy, that Hades.



HADESTOWN

Hades is the antagonist in the wildly inventive Broadway musical Hadestown, written and composed by musician and songwriter Anaïs Mitchell. Hadestown is a retelling of the story of Orpheus and Eurydice. As in ancient mythology, the version of Hades seen in this musical is a dastardly villain. Throughout the course of the show, he’s always scheming and plotting, trying to think of a way to keep Eurydice and (later) Orpheus as his prisoners in the Underworld. And the only time he ever relents even just a little bit is after Persephone—who during the events of Hadestown is Hades’s estranged lover—appeals to his sense of mercy, which just barely exists.

Toward the end of the play, Hades does indeed allow Orpheus to leave his domain with Eurydice in tow. However, just as in the original Greek myth, Hades sets down that one unbreakable rule: Orpheus cannot turn around to see if Eurydice is behind him. If he does, she becomes Hades’s prisoner forever. As Orpheus and Eurydice begin their long march home, Orpheus’s self-doubt eats away at him. What if Eurydice isn’t really there? He turns around. She is snatched away, trapped in the Underworld forever. And then . . .

The story starts all over again, implying that this narrative is stuck in a continuous loop, forever and ever for all time, doomed to repeat itself ad infinitum.
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THANATOS, MEET THANOS

As mentioned earlier, in ancient Greek mythology, Hades had a servant named Thanatos, the personification of death. In fact, in ancient Greek, the word Thanatos means “death.” In terms of his place in the Greek pantheon, Thanatos is the son of Nyx (night) and Erebus (darkness), and he is the twin brother of Hypnos (sleep). Thanatos is often depicted as being a physically beautiful man with angelic wings, but he’s also considered an imposing figure whose presence inspired fear in others.



In 1920, when famed neurologist Sigmund Freud came up with his concept of the “human death drive,” or the compulsion towards self-destruction, he called that compulsion Thanatos—naming it after the Greek god of death.

Decades later, in 1973, comic book artist and writer Jim Starlin was inspired by Freud’s “human death drive” concept of Thanatos when he created the Marvel supervillain Thanos. You may know Thanos from his appearances in various Marvel comic books like The Infinity Gauntlet (1991), or from his appearances in numerous movies and television shows set in the MCU, like Avengers: Endgame (2019) and What If . . . ? (2021–present). In those movies and TV shows, Thanos is portrayed by Josh Brolin. And it’s very fitting for Thanos—a creature who leaves death and destruction in his wake—to be named after both the Greek god of death and a self-destructive impulse.


THE MINOTAUR

In Chapter 4, I briefly mentioned the similarity between the story of Theseus and the Minotaur and “Li Chi, the Serpent Slayer.” Now it’s time to get to know the Minotaur a little bit better. He was one of the most horrifying, villainous monsters in all of ancient Greek mythology. He had the head of a bull and the body of a man. Like a boss character in a video game, he was relentless and violent.



Where did he come from? Well, when Queen Pasiphaë of Athens fell in love with a majestic snow-white bull, the product of their union was the Minotaur. But the snow-white bull wasn’t Queen Pasiphaë’s husband; King Minos was. This raised the question of what to do with the Minotaur. The king locked the beast away in the center of a complex maze called the labyrinth. After all, he had plans for the brutal beast.

You see, King Minos was a very cruel man who forced the Athenians to deliver several youths to him as tribute every nine years. They were then sent into the labyrinth, where they inevitably met and were murdered by the Minotaur. This went on for quite some time, until the hero Theseus entered the labyrinth as part of the latest group of tributes and slew the Minotaur. If we keep using the video game metaphor, this was the ultimate boss battle. After Theseus’s victory against the Minotaur, no more tributes were sent into the labyrinth to die.

There’s not that much to the Minotaur as a character. He’s pretty one-note. On one hand, he didn’t ask to be born and made to lurk inside a maze goring people to death his whole life. On the other hand, uh . . . well, he frankly didn’t seem to mind that this was his job.

He’s one of the most iconic figures in ancient mythology, just because of his distinctive look. And as a remarkably uncomplicated and malevolent figure, he fits our “straight-up villain” category perfectly.


THE MINOTAUR IN THE MEDIA

In the 1981 fantasy-comedy film Time Bandits, the main characters meet King Agamemnon (played by Sean Connery) when he’s battling the Minotaur. While never specifically name-checked as the Minotaur, the creature Agamemnon is fighting is a monster with the head of a bull and the body of a man. And Agamemnon is a character from Greek mythology. Could it be that the bull-man he’s fighting is also a character from Greek mythology? I think the filmmakers are telling us to put two and two together here.
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The story of Theseus and the Minotaur was the inspiration for the Hunger Games books (written by Suzanne Collins) and the film adaptations of those books. In the Hunger Games franchise, Katniss Everdeen is one of a group of youths—tributes, as in the story of Theseus—who are forced to enter a deadly series of games where they must fight each other to the death. Also as in the story of Theseus, the deadly games are overseen by a cruel despot, President Coriolanus Snow, leader of the nation of Panem. Snow is the King Minos of the Hunger Games franchise, a dictatorial madman who believes the ends justify the means. And it’s quite fitting that his name is Snow, since a snow-white bull was the father of the Minotaur in the myth that influenced the Hunger Games books in the first place.



SO-CALLED “VILLAINS”

Some villains in ancient mythology, like Hades and the Minotaur, are pretty much what they appear to be. Others are manipulated or victimized by the heroes of the story.


MEDUSA THE MISUNDERSTOOD

Medusa belongs in the latter category. According to ancient Greek mythology, Medusa was once a beautiful woman and a priestess of Athena. In fact, Medusa was so beautiful, she caught the eye of Poseidon. Athena—jealous that Poseidon was attracted to Medusa—transformed her into a hideous creature with snakes for hair, a monster whose gaze transformed people into stone.



In the previous chapter, we discussed the story of Perseus, and how he undertook a quest to slay Medusa. A heroic quest, I might add. The story of Perseus wants you to think that he’s doing a righteous thing by vanquishing that vile beast, Medusa. But that’s the way the ancient Greeks looked at her. Clearly, in that very patriarchal society, they didn’t question the fact that Medusa’s only “crime” was being strong, independent, and beautiful. She didn’t deserve to be transformed into a monster. She deserved to be left alone.

So while perhaps Medusa was seen as no more than a horrible monster to the ancient Greeks, when viewed through a modern lens, it’s very clear that Medusa isn’t the real villain of the story: Athena is. Medusa, on the other hand, is unfairly objectified and demonized. After being turned into a snake-haired creature, Medusa lives out her remaining years on an island until she’s slain by Perseus.


CHANGING THE NARRATIVE

You know how in the previous chapter, the one on heroes, most of the heroes were men? Well, most of the heroes also belonged to cultures in the ancient world, cultures that didn’t question the idea of an all-powerful patriarchy.



But if the myth of Medusa were told for the first time today, she would be seen as the real hero of the story. How could she not be? One day she’s minding her own business and the next she’s transformed into a monster. And she still comes out of the experience as a fierce and powerful and independent person, even if she dies in the end. In fact, in recent years, essays, nonfiction books, and novels have been written discussing the fact that Medusa is the victim of her own story and that she’s unfairly maligned and denigrated.

In 2016, Elizabeth Johnson penned an essay for The Atlantic on Medusa. In the essay, she wrote, “Medusa has since haunted Western imagination, materializing whenever male authority feels threatened by female agency.” And in 2018, at the pinnacle of the #metoo movement, the hashtag #me(dusa)too began trending, popularized by contemporary artist Judy Takacs and underlining how Medusa’s experience is, sadly, all too relatable.
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In 2021, author Rosie Hewlett wrote an award-winning novel called Medusa, in which the misunderstood Gorgon, sick of being labeled a villain, courageously faces her tragic past and retells her story on her own terms.


PERCY JACKSON VS. MEDUSA

The recontextualization and interrogation of the myth of Medusa isn’t limited to the printed page or social media. In season 1, episode 3 of the 2023 Disney+ series Percy Jackson and the Olympians, titled “We Visit the Garden Gnome Emporium,” the lead character, Percy Jackson (played by Walker Scobell), meets with Medusa (played by Jessica Parker Kennedy). The writers of the show give her a strong, defiant voice. She tells Percy that she’s not a monster, and he asks what she is. She replies, “A survivor.” Furthermore, Medusa tells Percy, very pointedly, “I don’t like bullies. When one shows up on my doorstep, they end up spending a lot more time there than they planned for.”



But there’s too much mistrust between her and Percy for them to find common ground, and eventually, like his namesake, Percy beheads Medusa. And although he does so in self-defense, it’s a somewhat bittersweet moment, because this version of Medusa is depicted as a more layered, complex character than she was in the original ancient Greek myth.


THE MUCH-MALIGNED MORGAN LE FAY

Morgan le Fay was the Big Bad of the Arthurian legend. A powerful sorceress, Morgan was King Arthur’s half-sister and eventual nemesis. At a certain point in the story, she seduces Arthur—in many versions of the tale, she does so under false pretenses, pretending to be someone else—and she gives birth to their son, Mordred. Then when Mordred grows up, Morgan sends the enraged boy to try to take the throne from his father. After a lengthy battle, Arthur and Mordred mortally wound one another. Either before or after that battle—depending on the version of the story—Morgan also dies at Arthur’s hands. So that’s it, right? Morgan le Fay is a manipulative, wicked supervillain, she got what was coming to her, and that’s all there is to it, right?



Not quite . . .

You see, the version of Morgan le Fay that I’ve presented above is the one that’s been most popular in literature from the thirteenth century onward, and it’s the version of Morgan that’s most often portrayed in recent movies, television shows, comic books, and other media.

However . . .

When the earliest version of Morgan’s narrative appeared in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Vita Merlini, written in 1150 CE, she was presented as a famous scholar and healer, an ethereal being with shape-changing powers who was known and loved for her creativity and power. She lived with her nine sisters on the mystical island of Avalon, and she tended to King Arthur when he was gravely injured. She was most likely based on earlier figures from Celtic mythology, and her last name, le Fay, points to the possibility that she was associated in some way with the otherworldly faeries, or “fae,” so popular in British and Celtic folklore. But notice how kindhearted she is in the Vita Merlini! There, she is a force for good, helping Arthur and securing the future of Britain.

So you see, when the first tales of Morgan le Fay were written down by Geoffrey of Monmouth, she was presented as a hero. And if she had continued to be portrayed this way, she’d have belonged in the chapter on heroes, alongside King Arthur. But sadly, she did not continue to be portrayed this way.

In the thirteenth century, a cluster of stories about King Arthur were written by various writers in France. Concentrating on the love affair between Guinevere and Lancelot, these stories are now collectively known as the Vulgate Cycle. And it’s here that Morgan begins to be depicted in a more villainous way. In these stories, she starts using magic because of her own deep-seated hatred and jealousy. In some of the stories, she is jealous of Guinevere because she wants Lancelot for herself, and so she schemes to expose the illicit lovers. In another story, she uses magic to trap Lancelot in a dark realm called The Valley of No Return.



LEGENDARY LORE

THE SPHINX

You may have heard that the sphinx is a villainous creature. This is both accurate and inaccurate, depending on which type of sphinx you’re talking about. In both Egyptian and Greek mythology, a sphinx is a creature with the body of a lion and the head of a human. Egyptian sphinxes are spiritual guardians. By contrast, the Greek sphinx has a snake’s tail and wings, and is quite deadly. If you’re unable to answer the sphinx’s riddle, the creature eats you. Some statues of both types of sphinx are still around today, including the Great Sphinx in Giza, Egypt.




And Morgan’s reputation never bounced back from this. Starting with the Vulgate Cycle, Morgan’s magical powers were seen as threatening and corrupt, rather than good-natured healing abilities. And if you’re thinking that these medieval male writers—beginning in the thirteenth century—were being misogynistic by equating a strong woman’s powerful abilities with pure evil, you’re definitely on the right track. This is absolutely in line with many beliefs about women that were unfortunately all too common during the medieval era in Europe.

Over the past few decades, there have been some attempts to return Morgan le Fay to her more heroic roots, or at least to cast her in a more relatable and sympathetic light. Marion Zimmer Bradley’s 1983 novel The Mists of Avalon portrays Morgan as a Celtic priestess bravely fighting to preserve her way of life. The 2008 BBC television series Merlin depicts Morgan as a villain, but it gives her villainy context, painting her as multidimensional.

Will Morgan le Fay get even more of a character overhaul in the coming decades? Will she be more commonly depicted as a hero going forward? Time will tell.



VILLAINS BEGONE!

And that just about does it for our look into the wily, wicked world of mythological tricksters and villains. As you’ve seen, many of the tricksters are capable of being very cruel and very kind, sometimes in the same story.

Also, some adversaries who are presented as evil villains in very popular myths are actually misunderstood heroes who are feared due to the power and agency they possess.

In other words, most of the antagonists in this chapter—with the exception of Set, Hades, and the Minotaur—are complex and multifaceted, steadfastly refusing to conform to the strict good/evil binary. And that’s what makes them such iconic figures!

Up next: a look at the greatest monsters in mythological history!






CHAPTER 6

HERE BE MONSTERS
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In the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries, when the nations of the world were still being explored and charted, maps contained an element of the mythic. This was, after all, the era when a map would show you where the sea monsters were, so you could avoid them. But what are monsters in general? Are they the hidden part of us that we don’t show to anyone else? The things we find scary and foreboding in this world? A symbol of our collective guilt and anxiety? Or perhaps they’re simply (and hear me out here) frightening creatures of myth and legend with magical powers. In this chapter, we’ll take a look at some of the most iconic—and universal—mythical monsters. We’ll look at how the same monsters are depicted in various cultures. We’ll discuss the fact that in one country, a dragon might symbolize something totally different than what it symbolizes in another country. We’ll explore how the myths surrounding these monsters developed over time. And as I’m sure you’ll notice; some monsters aren’t at all what you’d expect them to be.
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FEARSOME CREATURES

Monsters are an integral part of ancient mythology. Heroes go on quests to vanquish them. Innocent people are frightened by them. But just as the “villains” in Chapter 5 weren’t always so villainous, sometimes the monsters in these stories aren’t quite so . . . monstrous. In some myths, the monsters are actually on the side of the angels. Sometimes, mortals and monsters work together in harmony.

A quick word about how this chapter is structured. We’re mostly going to explore three general categories of monster: dragons, vampires, and demons. That’s because these are three of the most archetypal monsters one can find when studying world mythology, there being versions of these three types of monsters in almost every culture. And we’re going to look at different examples of each type of monster, to see how different cultures portray them.



DRAGONS

Dragons of some sort are found in many cultures on Earth. Depending on the culture you’re talking about, dragons might symbolize the health and fertility of the land, the majesty of the animal kingdom, the sacred nature of wildlife, or the natural world and its relationship to the human race. Of course, in some stories, dragons don’t symbolize anything; they’re just big angry beasts waiting to be defeated (not that there’s anything wrong with that).


MWINDO AND THE DRAGON

Remember way back in Chapter 2, when we examined the creation myth of the Fon People of Dahomey? As you’ll recall, that story involved a rainbow serpent—or dragon—named Aido-Hwedo. And as I mentioned back in that chapter, Aido-Hwedo wasn’t the only dragon to be found in African mythology. And he isn’t because the Nyanga people of the Democratic Republic of the Congo also tell a story about a dragon.
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However, this dragon is merely a supporting character in a myth involving Mwindo, one of the heroes we met in Chapter 4. Remember him?

It seems that at one point during Mwindo’s adventures, the superpowered hero was on a hunting trip with some friends. Suddenly, a dragon snarled into view and swallowed Mwindo’s friends! Understandably upset, Mwindo murdered the dragon and freed his friends from the beast’s belly. But right after he did that, a spirit called Lightning Master appeared. A friend to both Mwindo and the dragon, Lightning Master was upset at the dragon’s death. The spirit carried Mwindo into the sky and forced the hero to endure many trials as punishment for committing this heinous act. Then Lightning Master told Mwindo never to mistreat any animal ever again, since they’re all equally sacred to the gods. From then on, Mwindo spread the message that every animal deserves respect and should be treated with care.

The story of Mwindo and the dragon isn’t just an entertaining yarn. It conveys the ethics and values of the Nyanga people. It’s all about the fact that animals are sacred creatures and should be respected.


MUŠHUŠŠU THE MESOPOTAMIAN DRAGON

In the mythology of ancient Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq), a mighty dragon called Mušhuššu was sacred to the hero-deity Marduk, one of the most important gods in the Mesopotamian pantheon. Also known as Sirrush, the Marduk dragon, and the Mesopotamian dragon, Mušhuššu was typically depicted as a large creature with a very scaly, skinny body, a long neck, the arms of a lion, the legs of an eagle, and a massive tail. Mušhuššu also had horns, ears, and (in some Mesopotamian art) wings.



In the Mesopotamian myth known as “The Legend of the Enuma Elish,” Marduk battles Mušhuššu, eventually defeating the dragon and making the creature his servant. Mušhuššu was considered a sacred animal in Mesopotamian culture, and he was seen as a creature that protected the people of Mesopotamia from their enemies. He was also a symbol of good luck.


THE DRAGON ON THE ISHTAR GATE

One of the most culturally significant Mesopotamian cities was Babylon, which eventually expanded into its own empire. During the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar’s reign, in the sixth century BCE, a glazed-brick relief painting of Mušhuššu decorated the famed Ishtar Gate of Babylon.



After the fall of Babylon in 539 BCE, the empire came under Persian control. A couple of millennia later, in 1902, fragments of the Ishtar Gate were unearthed in Iraq. And in Berlin in the 1930s, the gate was reconstructed. Today, tourists from all over the world can see the Ishtar Gate, complete with its painting of Mušhuššu, at the Vorderasiatisches Museum in Berlin.


CHINESE DRAGONS

In general, most Chinese dragons are benevolent towards humans, as opposed to dragons from some other cultures. Dragons have positive connotations in China, where they symbolize things like prosperity, health, protection, and wisdom. These majestic, ancient creatures are omnipresent in China, appearing in art, astrology, idioms, festivals, people’s names, and mythology.



In the myths of many European cultures, dragons breathe fire. But in Chinese myths, dragons breathe clouds or other water-based substances. Chinese dragons are big on water in general, and they’re usually presented as having control of watery phenomena. For instance, in some stories, they can create rain to break a drought.

Why are dragons so closely associated with water in China? Because for many centuries, rivers were vital for many aspects of daily life, including irrigation and transportation. And as a measure of the importance of rivers, Chinese myths made the connection between water and dragons. That gave water a sort of mythic, almost magical quality in Chinese mythology. In fact, the Min River (in central Sichuan province, China) is said to resemble the shape of a dragon when viewed from above.


THE DRAGON’S PEARL

The Min River is the central location for a very old Chinese myth about dragons. The myth is called “The Dragon’s Pearl.”



Once, long ago, a poor boy and his mother lived in a small hut near the Min River, in a village which was governed by a miserly landlord. The boy had a job that wasn’t very profitable. He hacked away at large swaths of lush green grass—but when he sold the grass, he would only get a tiny amount of rice in return. Then the dark times began. Thanks to a drought, the land and river dried up. The River Dragon must have lost the ability to summon the rain.

Out of money and food, the boy walked for hours until he finally found a patch of tall, thick, healthy green grass. He cut it and showed it to his mother, vowing to return to that same spot the next day. When he did, he found that the patch of grass had regrown, as if by magic. It didn’t seem possible, but he dutifully harvested the grass.

But it was such a long walk to get to the patch of grass each day. Acting on advice from his mother, the boy decided to dig up the patch so he could replant it right in front of his house. However, when the boy dug up the patch, he found a white, shiny pearl in the soil underneath. Excited, he took the pearl to his mother, who hid it in the family’s rice jar and said that they must not let the greedy landlord see it.

The next day, when the boy went to check on the patch of grass, it was now brown and withered. Thinking that his good fortune had ended, he headed home where his mother showed him that her rice jar was overflowing with rice! The pearl was magic. They put the magic pearl in their money box, and by the following morning they heard the tinkling of gold coins as they too overflowed.

Soon everyone in the village had enough money and enough food. But the landlord snooped on the mother and son and saw them using the pearl. He demanded that they turn it over. Thinking quickly, the boy put the pearl in his mouth. But as he did so, his throat burned with thirst. Running outside, the boy gulped up water from the Min River. And as he drank up the entire river, the boy’s body grew larger and longer, his eyes turned yellow, horns grew on his head, and his skin grew tougher and covered with scales. He was now a dragon! The boy’s mother realized the pearl must have belonged to the River Dragon, who had lost it—and with it, his power. Now her son had found it and had become the new River Dragon.
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The River Dragon, who was formerly her son, opened his mouth, and the water poured back out, filling up the river once more. He was about to dive into the river, but his mother pleaded with him not to go. He turned back to look at her one last time before disappearing into the river for eternity.

As he swam underwater and got used to his new dragon body, the boy heard his mother sitting on the riverbank, advising him through tear-stained lips. She told him that he ended the drought caused when his predecessor lost the pearl. She also said that now, as the new River Dragon, he must protect the village, watch over it, and make sure that everyone in it will prosper. Which is exactly what he did.

Not unlike Mwindo’s dragon story, “The Dragon’s Pearl” isn’t just light entertainment. It’s also about a mother and a son, and their love for one another. A love that is separated by a river but knows no bounds.


SHANG-CHI

Chinese dragons have been seen in movies and television shows for decades. To give but one recent example, the 2021 Marvel Studios film Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings featured a Chinese dragon which—not unlike the monster in “The Dragon’s Pearl”—was portrayed as a kindhearted protector. In fact, the dragon in Shang-Chi is even called “the Great Protector,” and at one point in the film, Shang-Chi (played by Simu Liu) rides the Great Protector like a steed. That film also depicted other creatures from Chinese mythology, such as the Dijiang, a cuddly little fuzzball with six legs, four wings, and no facial features. In the movie, one of the characters nicknames it Morris.




NORTH EUROPEAN DRAGONS

Like Chinese dragons, Japanese dragons are usually presented as benign. There are some indigenous dragon legends relayed in ancient Japanese texts (for example, the Nihon shoki, compiled in the eighth century CE). But it is also believed that perhaps some Buddhist monks from all over Asia—while traveling to other countries—passed on dragon legends from Hindu and Buddhist mythology to Japan. In that way, Chinese dragon stories influenced Japanese ones.



But unlike the dragons depicted in the folklore of many Asian countries, European dragons are not benign at all. They tend to be fierce and irredeemable. Far from a source of prosperity or a symbol of wisdom, they are generally presented as a blunt instrument, an obstacle to be overcome.

Take the dragons found in Norse mythology, for instance. They lurked or nested in caves or in underground areas. They guarded treasure. They were not friendly. In fact, they were symbols of chaos and destruction. Norse dragons were serpent-like in appearance. Their arrival meant that violence was in the offing. This is why Viking raiders affixed figureheads shaped like dragons to their longships when they terrorized the Northern European coastlines. They wanted their victims to know that there was a storm coming, and it was coming quickly.


NIDHOGG

In Norse mythology, the dragon Nidhogg was wrapped around the roots of the world tree known as Yggdrasil. Boasting claws, horns, and a body covered in scales, Nidhogg spent his time slithering to and fro, scarfing up human corpses and snacking on them. But don’t worry. He mostly ate the corpses of bad people—murderers, thieves, and the like. He would also gnaw on the roots of Yggdrasil. Nidhogg was symbolic of the Norse view of the universe, and the concept of balance. If there was good and lawfulness and order, the Norse people reasoned, there was also evil and chaos, represented by Nidhogg.



Nidhogg’s realm was a place where one might find great gifts, but also great peril. Three magical wells lay at the base of the tree. If you drank from one of them, the well of Mimir, your wisdom would increase. But the well of fate was . . . creepier. It was guarded by the Norns, who controlled how long people live. And the third one was the well of poison, which is honestly what it sounds like, and you probably don’t want to drink from that one. It was the source of the rivers of the Norse Underworld.


FAFNIR

In Scandinavian mythology, Fafnir is one of the most well-known dragons. Fafnir started out as a human; however, he was obsessed with a magic ring that was cursed to bring its owner misery. First, Fafnir slew his father Heidmar to get the ring, as well as Heidmar’s other riches. Then, Fafnir turned himself into a mighty dragon to prevent his brother Regin from stealing his treasure.



Eventually, the hero Sigurd fought and defeated Fafnir. Once Sigurd had slain the dragon, he bathed in the beast’s blood to achieve immortality. But Sigurd missed a spot and was vulnerable in that one area. In this way, Sigurd is similar to the hero Achilles, from Greek mythology.



MYTHIC MASTERS

GEORGE LUCAS

As mentioned earlier in this book, when filmmaker George Lucas was developing the story for the original Star Wars trilogy in the late 1970s and early 1980s, he was very inspired by myths and legends from around the world. And those movies are full of monsters and villains that owe a debt to folklore, like Darth Vader with his Dracula-style cape, or Jabba the Hutt, a big green space slug who abducts Princess Leia. Think about what I just said: Jabba is a massive wormlike alien creature who kidnaps a princess. In other words, he’s a sci-fi version of a dragon.





TOLKIEN’S DRAGONS

Legendary fantasy author J. R. R. Tolkien included dragons in some of his works, such as the 1937 bookThe Hobbit, in which the main character, Bilbo Baggins, is tasked with stealing the treasure of a fearsome dragon named Smaug. Tolkien was a scholar of Norse mythology, and the dragons in his stories bear much resemblance to the dragons in Norse myths. For instance, Smaug is described as a “great worm,” and is portrayed as serpent-like, which makes him sound very much like a Norse dragon (they were usually described the same way). Like Nidhogg, Smaug has wings. And like Fafnir, Smaug hoards a great treasure.
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Also, the story of Fafnir—who is corrupted by a magical ring—is very similar to some of the story elements in Tolkien’s fantasy trilogy The Lord of the Rings, which is also about a magic ring that brings its owner nothing but pain and misery. Many of Tolkien’s characters who encounter the ring, like Gollum and Frodo Baggins and even Bilbo Baggins, become obsessed with it. Gollum kills many people because he fears they may take the ring from him. Sound familiar?


CONTEMPORARY DRAGON IMAGERY

The contemporary American image of what a dragon should look and act like—the dragons we see in fantasy films and video games produced in the Western world—largely stems from the dragon imagery developed during the Middle Ages in Europe. Those dragons were a hodgepodge of the following sources:



[image: image]Dragons or dragon-like serpents found in Greek and Roman mythology, like the Hydra

[image: image]Dragons referred to in the Old and New Testament of the Bible, like the dragon Daniel defeats in the story of “Daniel and the Lion’s Den”

[image: image]Dragons in European folklore

And unlike dragons in Asian folklore, which tend to look very graceful and live in harmony with the Earth, these medieval European dragons were usually portrayed as destructive and demonic, with bat-like wings, pointy tails, and enormous fangs.

These are the types of dragons most frequently portrayed in the Dungeons & Dragons series of fantasy tabletop role-playing games (as well as Dungeons & Dragons Online). Heck, the ampersand in the Dungeons & Dragons logo is even designed to resemble a medieval-style European dragon. And in the 2023 movieDungeons & Dragons: Honor Among Thieves, the heroes of the film are at one point attacked by a dragon that fits that description.
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VAMPIRES

A vampire is not just a creature with big fangs from a cheesy horror movie. Vampires are one of the oldest and most prevalent types of monsters in world mythology. Images of vampires have been found on ancient Assyrian and Babylonian pottery from 2,500 years ago. In China, vampire legends have circulated since 600 BCE. As a stark contrast to cinematic vampires, vampires in world folklore tend not to be aristocrats; they’re more often peasants. And unlike the vampires from the Twilight series of Young Adult novels, these vampires aren’t beautiful, and they don’t have sparkly skin. They’re more like the polar opposite of that. Here are some vampires drawn from world folklore and mythology . . .


ASWANG MANANANGGAL

The Aswang Manananggal is a vampire who hails from the Philippines. This monster has been depicted in a couple of different ways in Filipino folklore. Usually, they are portrayed as a head with no body, with entrails hanging from the neck. They feast on flesh, blood, and human organs, and they especially like to prey on babies.



But that’s just one type of creature called “Aswang” (without the “Manananggal” part of the name). These Aswang are depicted in a variety of ways, often as shapeshifters and sometimes as an umbrella term for vampiric bloodsuckers.

Then there are creatures called Manananggal (without the “Aswang” part of the name). The Manananggal present themselves as beautiful women who can separate the top halves of their body from their lower halves, and they also have wings.


TRESE

The 2021 Netflix animated series Trese, about a hero who protects people from supernatural threats, is largely set in the city of Manila, capital of the Philippines. The show is based on the comic book series of the same name created by two Filipino artists, Budjette Tan and Kajo Baldisimo, and some of the characters in the comic come from Filipino folklore. One of the characters on the television series is Dominic, who is an Aswang. In fact, he calls himself “Prince of the Aswang.” Dominic is portrayed as physically attractive, and his fangs and pointy ears are the only exterior hints that suggest that he’s not an average, ordinary human being.




LOOGAROO

In the folklore of the Caribbean, particularly in Trinidad and Tobago, a Loogaroo is a mythical vampiric creature, typically female and sometimes depicted as an old woman. She can shape-shift from a human being into any number of animals, like a pig or a dog. In most versions of Loogaroo lore, the monster in question has made a bargain with the devil, and she is given magical abilities in exchange for providing Lucifer with blood.



But there’s more to the Loogaroo than that. The fact that they’re often portrayed as old women with magical powers in league with Satan, carries the connotations that some Loogaroos are witches.

Then there’s the whole “fire” motif. In some Caribbean communities, it is thought that every time you see a flash of fire, you’re really seeing a Loogaroo. That’s because—according to legend—every night, the Loogaroo gathers at a Devil’s tree to shuck her human skin and transform into a fireball.

The Loogaroo is also representative of two different kinds of vampires: the bloodsucker and the energy vampire, who feeds on the vitality or energy of its victims. So when some people in Trinidad or Tobago wake up in the morning feeling sluggish or listless, they think a Loogaroo is responsible.
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WHAT WE DO IN THE SHADOWS

The 2019 horror-comedy television series What We Do in the Shadows, created by Jemaine Clement (and based on the 2014 film of the same name written and directed by Clement and Taika Waititi) depicts various types of vampires. One of them is an energy vampire named Colin Robinson, played by Mark Proksch. Portrayed as a dull office drone, Colin bores his officemates at work, thereby draining their energy and feeding off that energy. The Colin Robinson character is not specifically based on a Loogaroo per se (for one thing, he’s not female, and for another, he’s not from the Caribbean), but he is inspired by tales and myths of energy vampires from various cultures.




PELESIT AND POLONG

Well, you can’t have the Pelesit without the Polong! What am I talking about? Allow me to explain. You see, the Pelesit is a cricket-like, parasitic Malaysian vampire who burrows into his victim’s head and feeds off the victim’s blood. And however tiny the Pelesit is (and he’s a really little dude), he has an even smaller companion, the Polong. Giving fairies and leprechauns a run for their money in the “teeny-tiny magical creatures” department, the Polong is merely one inch tall, and the Pelesit calls for him by chirping like a cricket. But like its buddy the Pelesit, the Polong craves blood. So once the Pelesit has summoned a Polong, he must feed his diminutive friend blood once a day. Only a Pelesit can destroy a Polong, and they do that by reciting a charm.




VAMPIRES IN POP CULTURE

Where to start? Vampires have been a major part of pop culture for over a century, appearing in every storytelling medium that has ever existed. The general public seems to have an endless fascination with these skulking, undead creatures, evidenced by the avalanche of vampire content available on streaming services and book websites like Amazon or Goodreads.



Dracula, the most famous and iconic vampire of all time, first appeared in the 1897 novel of the same name by Bram Stoker. The character appears in a steady stream of TV shows and movies, with no end in sight. In two examples from 2023 alone, Dracula appeared in two American movies: The Last Voyage of the Demeter (a horror film), and Renfield (a comedy). This is not that hard to believe, since Bram Stoker’s novel lapsed into the public domain decades ago, and anyone is free to adapt it.

It certainly says a lot that there’s a breakfast cereal mascot based on Dracula (Count Chocula), a Sesame Street character who’s based on Dracula (Count von Count, who teaches kids to, you know, count), and that both of those characters are lighthearted parodies of Bela Lugosi’s portrayal of the famed bloodsucker in the 1931 film Dracula, which is over nine decades old. It’s that old and people still use it as a reference point in modern storytelling. What does that mean? Clearly, this character is central to pop culture. People have a fondness for him that transcends age, nationality, and context. They know the iconography and they hunger for it like . . . well, like a vampire hungers for blood. In contemporary pop culture, a black cape, fangs, and bat imagery is how you communicate “vampire.”
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Dracula the character is based very loosely on elements of European vampire folklore, like stories of the Romanian strigoi and the legend (which is most likely untrue) that the Wallachian prince, Vlad the Impaler, drank human blood. And in his novel, Stoker does seem to be using the character to make a commentary on the xenophobia of the London aristocracy. In other words, nobody in London suspects that Dracula is a vampire because they simply associate his more peculiar qualities with his foreignness.

And although Stoker didn’t intend for this to be the case, in recent decades, his king of the undead has been frequently used as a metaphor for sexual repression, homophobia, racism, or other societal issues.



DEMONS

As with dragons and vampires, demons can be found in the myths and folktales of many cultures. But why? What role do they play? Well, the near-universal presence of demons in world folklore might speak to our desire to understand and unpack the concept of evil. To understand why bad things happen to good people, and why good people do bad things.
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Different societies have different concepts of what a demon is, what a demon looks like, and how threatening they are. In some instances, a demon is a disruptive force who will destroy lives and breed chaos. In others, a demon is a puckish mischief-maker who’s not much of a threat. In most cases, though, a demon is usually portrayed as some sort of evil spirit or monster with supernatural powers.

So, without further ado, let’s meet some demons.


THE ONI

Oni demons are a sub-category of yōkai, mystical creatures in Japanese folklore. The term yōkai roughly means “weird mystery” or “strange apparition.” Some yōkai are ghosts, others are demons or other types of monsters. Some are evil, and others are benevolent.
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So what kind of yōkai are the Oni? They’re demons with colorful skin (usually depicted as either green, red, or blue), exaggerated facial expressions, and sometimes, horns. They wield spiked clubs and are somewhat like ogres. The Oni often embody negative character traits or emotions, like cruelty, jealousy, and anger. In some myths, they’re even known for causing earthquakes, famine, and disease.

However, while the Oni are usually cast as mischievous, they’re not always evil. Sometimes, they’re troublemaking pranksters. Other times, they protect people against dark forces. In other words, they’re not heroic, but they can be seen as anti-heroes. Or you can look at them as the demonic equivalent of trickster gods, agents of chaos who live in the gray area between good and evil.



An oni is a menacing ogre in yōkai, a type of folklore that is a subset of Japanese mythology and dates back to the eighth century.





MOMOTARO THE PEACH BOY

The Oni factor into a well-known Japanese myth, which begins with an elderly couple who found a peach bobbing in the water. They brought it home to eat it, but when they cut the peach open, instead of a pit, they found a baby boy. So they named him Momotaro, which means “peach boy.” The couple raised Momotaro for fifteen years. Then one day, news spread that people from all over the village had been kidnapped by the Oni. These foul creatures were keeping their captives prisoner on an island.



Momotaro embarked on a quest to free the captives. Momotaro’s foster mother didn’t want him to go, but she couldn’t stop him, and so she packed him a bag of dumplings and wished him well. On the way to the island, Momotaro was stopped by a dog, a monkey, and a pheasant. He befriended them all and won their allegiance, just by feeding them dumplings.

At the Oni stronghold, the demons laughed when they saw Momotaro and his companions. How would a mere boy and three animals defeat the mighty Oni? But Momotaro—working in tandem with his animal friends—slew the demons and freed their captives. Momotaro then returned triumphantly. A “mere boy,” indeed!


THE ONI IN JAPANESE CULTURE

The Oni are the resident boogeymen in Japanese culture. And this is not a new trend. For centuries, parents have used stories about these demons to frighten their children into obedience.



In Japan, the final day before spring is called Setsubun, which means “seasonal division.” Every year on Setsubun, families yell out “Oni out! Luck in!” while throwing beans at people wearing Oni masks. It is believed that the throwing of the beans purifies one’s house and drives away evil spirits.

But remember earlier, when I said that the Oni are sometimes seen as friends, rather than foes? Well, in the Tsugaru region of Aomori Prefecture, the Oni are respected, and some households in this region shout “Oni in! Luck in!” on Setsubun.

And that great Oni-buster, Momotaro, is also well-regarded in contemporary Japan. In Okayama City and the surrounding prefecture, the citizens stage an annual summer festival to honor the peach boy. This sometimes involves a street dance with costumed performers representing the Oni.


RAVANA

In Chapter 4, we discussed the Indian epic the Ramayana, in which the hero Rama and his brother Lakshmana are pitted against the evil, ten-headed rakṣhasa (demon) Ravana.



According to Hindu lore, Ravana’s mother was a demon and his father was a sage. In his early days, Ravana was a pious scholar of the Vedas (a large group of Hindu religious texts). He was brave. He was brilliant. He could fly and change shape. With all these abilities, Ravana could’ve done anything in life. He could’ve helped the helpless. We could be talking about Ravana the hero in this section of the book.

But we’re not.

That’s because Ravana didn’t use his powers for altruistic purposes. He used them for selfish reasons, to bring himself pleasure and profit. He was frequently angry and jealous, and he gave in to those negative emotions, letting them fuel much of what he said and did. Soon Ravana was corrupted, and he became a villainous figure. A true monster. His demon army attacked and killed many people in Ravana’s name until Prince Rama and his companions defeated the demon king.


THE DARK SIDE

Of course, there’s a lesson to be learned here. The story of Ravana is about giving in to one’s own anger and frustration. It’s about the danger of looking at life through a cynical, pessimistic lens. It’s about being selfish rather than selfless. And it’s about what that will do to you. To your soul. To your spirit. To your life.



In some press interviews, Star Wars creator George Lucas has said that, when he was first developing his beloved space opera franchise, he was influenced by Hindu mythology. He didn’t name-check the Ramayana specifically, but some scholars have noticed the parallels between Star Wars and the Ramayana. For instance, Ravana’s character arc is quite similar to that of Anakin Skywalker, the kindhearted Jedi knight who eventually becomes the evil Darth Vader. Like Ravana, Anakin is talented, courageous, and full of potential, until he gives in to anger, jealousy, and hatred, becoming corrupt and falling to the dark side.


DIABLO

The video game franchise Diablo has been going strong since its initial launch in 1997. The Diablo games are about a war between angels and demons, and many of the demons depicted in the games are based on ones found in the mythologies of various religions.



For instance, in the Diablo games, the character of Azmodan is the leader of the demonic armies and someone who has launched attacks against both mortals and angels. Azmodan bears more than a passing resemblance to the demon Asmodai from Jewish mythology, who is described in the Book of Tobit, a religious folktale and apocryphal work. The main difference is that Asmodai manipulates people’s romantic desires, their feelings of lust. Azmodan, on the other hand, is an overall Lord of Sin.

Then there’s Tathamet, the demon who spawned all seven Great Evils (the most powerful demons in the Diablo games). It’s unknown if Tathamet was definitely based on a demon from world folklore or mythology, but a popular theory among Diablo fans says that the character’s name was influenced by Tiamat, a demon in Babylonian mythology.

The demon Baal’s name might be a reference to the demon Baal who appears in seventeenth-century European occult writings having to do with Goetia (a type of European witchcraft or sorcery). Or it could be an allusion to Ba’al, the proper title of Hadad, the Mesopotamian god of storms.



LEGENDARY LORE

MERMAIDS

A mermaid is a woman who is half human and half fish, with the fish part usually occupying her lower half. She’s hardly a monster, but she is a mythical creature. Some types of mermaid myths can be found in numerous ancient cultures, such as Syria, Greece, Babylonia, India, and Ireland. Today, mermaids are often linked to and mistaken for sirens (the half bird, half women creatures of Greek mythology). In some cultures, mermaids (and sirens) are seen as demonic creatures that lure men to their death. But what about the mermaids that sailors claim to have seen? For several centuries, in Korea and Japan, there have been small communities of female divers who have seemingly preternatural swimming skills. Explorers like Christopher Columbus and Henry Hudson said that they saw mermaids while at sea. Historians think they just saw manatees. But what if they actually saw these creatures?




Meanwhile, the Diablo character Belial seems to be a mash-up of two mythological demons. He’s named after Belial, a demon from Jewish mythology. However, the Diablo version of Belial is constantly surrounded by insects and flies. This appears to be a very specific reference to Beelzebub, a demon who appears in Christian mythology, and who is described in a similar manner.



SUPERNATURAL

From 2005 to 2020, the television series Supernatural enjoyed fifteen seasons on the air, amassing a legion of passionate fans with its solid writing and fantastic performances. The show was about Sam and Dean Winchester, a pair of siblings who went from town to town hunting monsters and helping people. During the show’s first two seasons, Sam and Dean kept encountering a mysterious demon with yellow eyes. Eventually, that demon revealed himself as Azazel. If that name sounds familiar to you, that’s because Azazel appears in the mythology of three monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

Displaying a talent for corrupting hapless mortals, Azazel is usually portrayed in myths as a fallen angel who eventually became a demon. And if that sounds familiar, it’s because there are a few parallels between Azazel and Lucifer.

Incidentally, the monsters in Supernatural were always intended to be “Google-able.” In other words, one of the rules for the series set by its creator, Eric Kripke, was that each of the monsters the Winchester brothers encountered would be a creature taken from the mythology or folklore of a real-life culture. And if you wanted to, after you watched, for instance, an episode of Supernatural about Azazel, you could then google the legendary demon and learn more about him. This gave the show’s threats an authenticity and “lived-in” quality that other paranormal-themed shows lacked.







CONCLUSION

Dear Reader,

It has been an absolute blast taking you on a journey through the world of mythology, with its gods and monsters, its heroes and villains, its doomed romances and magical quests. By exploring these wonderful old stories, we saw entire universes get built from the ground up. We saw pantheons of deities assemble and fly into battle. We saw gods and goddesses throwing temper tantrums, the kind you’d expect from an infant. We saw bizarre creatures, the likes of which you’ve never seen before. We witnessed sorcery, devilry, and tomfoolery, all on an epic scale. And oftentimes, we got to explore what these myths really mean on a metaphoric or symbolic level. We examined what myths are. What makes them tick. We learned that not all villains are actually villainous, and not all heroes are entirely virtuous. Frequently, we discussed the influence these old stories had on everyday life and pop culture. And we name-checked a whole heck of a lot of superhero movies.

And now, for a confession: I have no idea how to end this book. Because hopefully, reading it has left you with an unquenchable thirst to learn more about mythology. Therefore, I can’t really end this book by saying “The End,” can I? Because perhaps it really isn’t the end of your journey through the world’s myths and legends. Perhaps it’s really the beg . . . oh wait, that’s it! I’ve just thought of the perfect way to end this book. Check it out:

THE BEGINNING

(Pretty cool, eh?)
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