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Week 13  

Mythology in the Modern World

The Meaning and Function of Myth

Myth and Story

Myth and History

Functional Definitions

The ritual myth

------------------------

· folktales 

· fairy tales 

· legends

· history? 

----------------------------

· a myth is a product of human imagination arising out of a definite situation and intended to do something, explain something, illustrate something

· But that’s not the whole story…
-------------------------------

right question to ask about a myth:
· not 
is it true?

· but 
what is it intended to do?

-------------------------------

Functional Definitions
· The ritual myth

· The myth of origin

· The prestige myth

· The eschatological myth

--------------------------------------

History describes the past 

Myth secures the future

-------------------------------
2 patterns of ritual which survive in mythology and drama

1.

a conflict between god and his enemy

a death or disaster (particularly a tearing-in-pieces)

a narrative by a messenger

a lamentation

a discovery of some sort

a Theophany  (bringing comfort)

(examples:  Osiris, Odysseus, Ouranos, Kronos, Zeus cycle)

-------------------------

2.
God loves a mortal woman

God impregnates mortal woman

Child is a son (or sometimes twins)

The child is abandoned and left to die

-----time passes sadly----

The son is rediscovered

Son discovers his divinity

He is established as king

(Examples:   Star Wars, Mithra, Christ (minus the abandonment part), Oedipus)

Not perfect fits, but obviously containing remnants of powerful ritual

---------------------------------------------------------------

Functional Definitions
· The ritual myth

· The myth of origin

· The prestige myth

· The eschatological myth

---------------------------------------------

Aetiological myth …
· provides an explanation of the origin of something

--------------------------------

Functional Definitions
· The ritual myth

· The myth of origin

· The prestige myth

· The eschatological myth

-----------------------------------
Functional Definitions
· The ritual myth

· The myth of origin

· The prestige myth

· The eschatological myth

---------------------------------

Explaining the similarity of myth across cultures…
· Diffusion:

· travel, trade, migration, invasion    all carry myth from one place to another 
 

· Independent working of imagination:
· similar situations beget similar results

--------------------------------

Mythical dragons…

· Hercules slaying the hydra

· Siegfried and Fafnir
-----------------------------

The Origin of Myth…
· It is probable that mythology has existed as long as man has had language

· to be sure, the outward trappings are often different, but underneath are similar 
themes --- similar answers to similar questions

--------------------------

Joseph Campbell:   “Myths are the dreams of the world.”

----------------------------

Why myth?   Campbell says…

We mythologize because…

1. we alone are aware of our own mortality

2. we alone realize that the world existed before we lived and will continue to exist when we have died 

3. we alone question the mystery in the world around us

---------------------------------

The similarity of language for basic things




Ainu                Basque
Hand       

aske

esku


Sleep      

mokor

makar

----------------------------------

The Ainu…

The ceremony of returning…
-------------------------------------

Neanderthals…

---------------------------------

Joseph Campbell writes:

Whether we listen with aloof amusement to the dreamlike mumbo-jumbo of some red-eyed witch doctor of the Congo, or read with cultivated rapture thin translations from the sonnets of the mystic Lao-Tse; now and again crack the hard nutshell of argument of Aquinas, or catch suddenly the shining meaning of a bizarre Eskimo fairy tale:  it will be always the one, shapeshifting yet marvelously constant story that we find, together with a challengingly persistent suggestion of more remaining to be experienced than will ever be known or told. 

Throughout the inhabited world, in all times and under every circumstance, the myths of man have flourished: and they have been the living inspiration of whatever else may have appeared out of the activities of the human body and mind.  It would not be too much to say that myth is the secret opening through which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into human cultural manifestation.  Religions, philosophies, arts, the social forms of primitive and historic man, prime discoveries in science and technology, the very dreams that blister sleep, boil up from the basic, magic ring of truth.


Joseph Campbell  The Hero with a Thousand Faces   p. 3

--------------------------------------
Neitzsche said:  

In our sleep and in our dreams we pass through the whole thought of earlier humanity.  I mean, in the same way that man reasons in his dreams, he reasoned when in the waking state many thousands of years.  .  .  The dream carries us back into earlier states of human culture, and affords us a means of understanding it better.

Nietzsche quoted in Campbell's The Hero with a Thousand Faces   p. 18 (note)

--------------------------------------

Carl Jung, psychoanalyst

· developed the theory of "archetypal images“
 

· felt that dreams are messages from our subconscious 

-----------------------------------

"The archetypes to be discovered and assimilated are precisely those that have inspired, throughout the annals of human culture, the basic images of ritual, mythology, and vision."  

                                                        JC  p 18

-----------------------------------

Mythological heroes have a very specific two-fold task to perform

1. they must go forth and face the inner monster made manifest 

2. they must be reborn through privation and struggle 

----------------------------------

The first, most basic, message of all

mythological systems -- of all religions

· there is a dangerous journey to be taken and

· the reward is worth the risk

Salvador Dali    Christ

----------------------------
Campbell calls these motifs "the everlastingly recurrent themes of the wonderful song of the soul's high adventure."

-----------------------------------

Mythology Today?
--------------------------------

Religion and Mythology

------------------------------

To read for Lecture 14…
· Genesis,   Chapters 1, 2 and 3

· Memphite Theology of Creation 

· The Creation Epic  --   Enuma Elish

Links to all of these are on the web page…
[image: image1.png]



