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The Invention of Mythic Truth in Antiquity

Abstract

It is commonly understood that the Greek term mythos means something entirely different from the modern
definitions of 'myth’. Liddell and Scott tells the most authoritative version of the story: in Homer the term is a
rather generic word for speech, and by the classical period it comes to mean something like a tall tale, usually a
false and absurd one. Plato in the Gorgias opposes a mythos to a logos (a rational account) and to speaking
truthfully: "Listen, then, as they say, to a beautiful story, which you will consider a myth, I think, but which I
consider an actual accont (logon); for the things which I am about to tell, I will tell as the truth" (Plat. Gorg.
523a). Aristotle later coins it to mean the plot of a tragedy, and there the story seems to end. Though I have of
course streamlined a bit, there are no other major developments. The ancient traditions of mythography do
very little to challenge this narrative, since they display mostly antiquarian interest, where the concern for any
truth-value is bracketed.
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The Invention of Mythic Truth in Antiquity

PETER T. STRUCK

Introduction

It is commonly understood that the Greek term mythos means something
entirely different from modern definitions of ‘myth’. Liddell and Scott tells
the most authotitative version of the story: in Homer the term is a rather
genetic word for speech, and by the classical petiod it comes to mean some-
thing like a tall tale, usually a false and absurd one. Plato in the Gorgias op-
poses a zythos to a logos (a rational account) and to speaking truthfully: “Lis-
ten, then, as they say, to a beautiful story, which you will considet a myth,
I think, but which I consider an actual account (Jogon); for the things which 1
am about to tell, T will tell as the truth” (Plat. Gorg. 523a). Aristotle later coins
it to mean the plot of a tragedy, and thete the story seems to end. Though
I have of coutse streamlined a bit, there are no other major developments.
The ancient traditions of mythography do very little to challenge this nar-
rative, since they display mostly antiquarian interest, where the concern for
any ttuth-value is bracketed.

We see nothing like the consequential intellectual movements in recent
centuties that have attended to the idea of ‘myth’ (or mythe, Mythos, ot mito).
As Fritz Graf has shown in his Greek Mythology, the great German philologist
and scholat Christian Gottlob Heyne (1729-1812) re-coined the term for
the modern world'. He meant to dignify the kind of tale his predecessots
had known by the Latin term fzbula, which, as Graf has pointed out, car-
ried a sense of absurdity and even a hint of derision. The Greek term was
pulled back into modern Eutope as part of a salvage operation. No longer
are we Latin Churchmen looking down our noses at ancient fables, we are
now scientific observers inspired by the Greeks’ love of wisdom. It is very
much a piece of Heyne’s effort to persuade his contemporaties that these
ancient stories were not simply indecorous fanciful tales told by primitive

1 Graf (1996) 9-12.
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people. There was something to them. Heyne’s thetorical levering helped

ly new realm to a set of scholars from Herder, to Max

open up an entire
Miillet, to Harrison, to Jung, to Iévi-Strauss, and beyond, for whom myth

was tesolutely not frivolous or absutd, and was in fact a kind of well-spring
of deep truth about what it means to be human. This is quite a tarnaround.
Graf has charted a robust set of modern thoughts atound the notion of

what T am here calling ‘mythic truth’ — that is, the idea that myths are cer-
ts, painters, sculptors, and parents to their

tain ancient stories, re-told by poe
deep insight on the wotld and the human

children, that contain nuggets of
place in it*,
Consideting the common narrative of the Greek term mythos, it seems
ironic that an ancient word that itself carties a hint of derision, as Plato
has already shown, should have been re-awakened in order to #rdo a sense
of derision. Of coutse, the aura of Greek, just since it is Greek, conveys a
legitimizing gravitas (one could compare what modetn psychoanalysts were
able to do with psyché). But 1 will hete be proposing that Heyne’s reviving of
the Greek term is not so ironic as we might suspect. There are ancient Greek
precutsors to the idea that a mythos is a story defined by 2 unique claim to 2
deeper truth. To appreciate this, one needs to take a closer look at certain
less well-known evidence that reveals the ancient notion of myth to be mote
multiform than we have fully appreciated up untl now. While many surely
saw mythoi as tall tales (as Plato almost always did, Thucydides too?), other
ancient authors claim, in a way analogous to Heyne and his successots, that
myths contain a certain kind of profound knowledge.

Myth, fable, and poetry — some initial delimitations

Most, though not all, of this story is contained within the vatious traditions
of ancient allegorism*. The idea that the poems of Homer, Hesiod, Orpheus,
and few others are full of extractable wisdom is a commonplace in allegori-
cal commentaries from the likes of the Derveni commentatos, Metrodorus
of Lampsacus, Stoics like Chrysippus and Cotnutus, thetotical scholats like
Heraclitus the Allegorist and the author of the Life of Homer, and the Neo-
platonists of Late Antiquity like Porphyry and Proclus. Within this hetero-
geneous corpus we find a subtle distinction at the outset, one that makes
salient an important limitation of the idea here being scrutinized.

2 Graf (1996) 35¢

See, e.g., Thuc. 1.21.
4  On allegory in general, see David Konstan’s very lucid “Introduction” in Russell/

Konstan (2005) xi—xxx; Lamberton (1986); Struck (2004) 149-151, where some of
the ideas in this paper were tentatively explored.

w
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_Several of t.he allegorical commentators give us well-developed ideas of
poef‘zc truth, Whlle fewer of them help us get at the question of what Isa(t)n
callmg mythic truth. It is not uncommon that an allegotical commentat
exphcrfly venerates the poet as the inspired font of wisdom. Heraclitus rl(l) .
allegons.t, the Derveni Commentator, and Proclus, for exampie leave behincel
§u§h a vle\y5. .Here.: the poetis understood to have been gifted \x;ith rofound
insight. ”[jhis isa kmd.of ‘truth’ that belongs to the poetic craft andpwe could
trace a.hlstory of this idea in antiquity. It would contain a p,lace for these
allegorists, reckon with the very different forms of insight that Aristarch
thought great poets wete capable of mustering, and consider Aristotle’ ubS
servation in the Poez‘m that poetry is weightier and more philosophical thO !
history because it deals with what could happen ot might happen rathzm
than the narrower terrain of what did happen (Aristot. poer, 1351’b) \XZ
would need to survey all the ways in which the ancients imaginéd their ‘oet
to use the poetic craft to convey insights. But in antiquity, as in the mfde S
petiod, several r.eaders drew distinctions between ancient’authoritative t lrn
WhoAse authgrshlp is not clear, and famous poets’ iterations of them Iwﬂ? }:S,
particularly interested in these attestations of a split between the t\.xzo in .
they make clear that there was an understanding in antiquity that the ’ﬂj z‘/yce'
tbemselves contain truths, irrespective of the poets’ intentional reconsjt}ruaé—
tions of ‘Fhern. Thls is a more apposite precursor to the modern study of
igy]_d:l" wl;ltcth seezlt as distinct from the study of poetry. Figures from szne

évi-Strauss de-coupled the truths myth i i
poet’s intepﬁon. This separates out the ggldnslgc szlaéno?zr?marg afizrttlcmaé
kmvzs Eeznllid §omething that specifically belongs to myth itseélgf -

nal limitation, attendant upon the first: i iqui

Aesopic fables to have a kind of gdy truth biﬂ?izrg lt?leanri?q';lhti}; i}cigicileld
form of a gene.ralizable gnomic sentiment that would have s.ome direct g

pragmatic apphcation in the context in which the fable was told. Withi i?l
T:hetopcgl tra@@on, these kinds of tales are known by many na‘mes intllug
$§e¢rzm'oz and fngw.oz — they someﬂmes also travel under the name of’myz‘boz' g
doese rl1s tsure y a kn}d of. truth in Qle tale, but again the source of the truth
: ot rest precisely in 4 mythic frame, but rathet in the intention of
esop. Further, the narrowness of the message in Aesopic truths sets them
f[l‘%art from thev modem' developments for which I am tracing antecedents
ey tend to give local insight into how to navigate one’s life rather th .
global overview of the cosmos and the human place in it .

S c Russeﬂ/Konstan 20 5 3 i y >
( ) ( ) Erve: I ap s, COlS. ;, 12 (Lﬁ.kS/M( ) ) f()]'fI IOCIUS

g See, recently, Kutke (2003); Lefkowitz (2009).
See Theon Rhetor, Progymnasmata 3 (Spengel).
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Mythic truth in Plato and Atistotle

Plato famously warns against looking to the ancient myths for knowledge
(Plat. 7ep. 3; 10). This is often taken, fightly, as a gauge for how much authot-
ity myths had for his contemporaries. His general warnings don’t prevent
him from, on occasion, appealing to myth when he finds something in it
that supports a general point he is making, always leaving hints that he isn’t
entirely serious®. He also produces his own myths, presumably with the idea
that they will replace deficient myths then in circulation. The story of Ex,
which closes the Republic, for example, shows us a myth conveying escha-
tological information on the fate of souls, which he sets up in competition
with Homer’s nekyia (Plat. rep. 614b).

Even more interesting, he also leaves behind more general statements
about myths and whete they come from — adding up to a myth about myth,
if you will. In the Statesman, as he articulates the myth of the divine shep-
herd, he explicitly includes discussion of its premises, giving us a fascinat-
ing commentary on myth in general that runs alongside his telling of the
myth itself. The dialogue spends some effort building up a portrait of the
ideal political leader, and then Plato’s main discussant, the Stranget, suggests
that the picture they have developed, while fit for an ideal wotld, may not
be possible to attain in the messy wotld such as it is. To Jlustrate his atgu-
ment, the Stranger digs through the ancient myths. Plato has him forward
the caveat that such a path of discussion is a kind of childish entertainment
(roudrcw), nevertheless he feels it necessary to make reference to a “oreat
myth” (3¢l peydioy uUBou Tpooyphoacda), because it conveys a message
congruent to the one that he is developing (Plat. polit. 268d). He collects
pieces of several different famous myths: he looks at the myth of the sun
rising in the West as patt of the struggle between Atreus and Thyestes; he
mentions the reign of Kronos, understood as a kind of Edenic existence;
and various stories of autochthonos birth. He claims that all of these ate
vestiges from a massive cosmological event of longago. They tell of a time
when the world turned on its axis in the other direction from the way it
does now. This is why we have handed down to us a myth of the sun sising
in the West. And since at these times, time passed in the other direction as
well, human lives began in the earth and arced their way through old age to
middle age and to infancy, ending in birth. And since there were no families
(the earth was everyone’s mother) neither were thete any clans or nations,
and so no need for conflict. And further, at that time the whole wotld it-
self was ditectly guided in this opposite direction by a divine shepherd who
tended to all the needs of humans. Eventually the divine shepherd drops the

8  For a recent treatment and summary of the background, see Morgan (2000).
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tiller gnd the wotld, left to its own devices, spins the other way (in it

rent dlrecﬁqn) like a recalcitrant child. While both Plato’s and thSc:, Strans Srl’r_
investment in this story about myth remains unclear, it lays out a fascinai—
ing scenario for where mythic truths come from. Plato summarizes the idea

(Plat. polit. 269b—c):

All these stories then come from the same experience, and in addition to th
thogsand others still mote wonderful than them, but orjl account of the ma ?t?leda
of time some of them have vanished, others have been related in se arategmi s
with each of the parts scattered from each other. But the experiencepw}ﬁchp CE}?S
cause of all these no one has told, and just now it ought to be; for the tal 1is]l be
suited to an expositdon on the nature of the king®. ’ T
To(\u‘rcx ,Toivuy g0l piv oUptravTa £k TaToU Tdous, kal rpds TouTols ETepal pupl
xad ToUTGy ETt BavuaoTdTEpa, B1d BE Ypdvou TAfBos T& uev aUTéY é(TréGFE-B ::s PTE
8§ Sle,crrrapL{svcx glpnTal ywpls ExaoTa &’ dAMPAwY. & 8’ toTiv ot Tox’JTolncd”

70 T&Bos oUBels elpnkey, vOv 8¢ 81 Aektéov: els y&p ThHY ToU Paciiéws & ¢ o
T ot o s &mdGelbv

A very slmll?r proposal is placed in the mouth of Solon’s Egyptian interlocu:
tor in t.he szaem. There we also hear of succeeding generations, wiped out—
by petiodic cataclysm, and the suggestion that the oldest tales ':u:e arbled
fragmentary records from formative events of verylong ago. The Ph%lethon
tale preserves a ‘truth’ in the form of a ‘myth’ about the shifting of the he
enly bodies that orbit the earth, and a destruction of the thingsz,g on the eargtl;rl~
b}\f a gr}eat ﬁ,re :chat recurs at intervals (toUrto pubou pév oxfjua Exov Myera
76 SSNoO\n@e’g gom 6OV Trepl Yy kat’ olpavov idvtwv Tapdhiagis KO)(/‘l 616(’
HOKPEV YXpOVwV yryvouévn Tév &l yfis Tupl TToAAGD @bopd. Tim. 22c—d)
Bec.ause the‘ Egyptians are safe from these destructions by fire (o‘win to‘
their low altitude and the Nile), and because they are safe from deluges ﬁ%om
jche sea, they keep actual records of what happened, whereas ever Z%)ne els
including the Greeks, have their records wiped out (and even the kl}lfowled Z’
of how to keep records) and so they have only incomplete memories%
wotk from, that are “hardly different from childish myths” (Tai8cov 0
Tl S}O(q)ép&:}l wubwv. Plat. Tim. 23b). e
n both the Statesman and the Timaens, th
about. great leaders and Atlantis, but also whaf r\lx’zewceoll;lﬁrec:;ﬁl 3:1;51 ltll?;gnly
myth itself. He speaks of an eatly time, almost unimaginably lon Z o Wk(l):rf
ancient men witnessed monumental and formative events ar;gd iv,er suc-
c:lsswe epochs of history, remnants of the human race sur’vive to tell the
tale. But due to .rhe massive time elapsed, punctuated by calamities of vari-
ous kinds, apd mcorpplete technologies to record, the legends are mixed
up and survive only in fragments. Of course, given Plato’s low opinion of

9. All translations my own.
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the epistemological powet of myth, one should be cautious about claim-
ing that he actually endorses his story of the origins of myth. But he may
be capturing a genetal sense of his time, and in any case, Plato’s vetsion is
the first attestation of several recurrent ideas in the story of ‘mythic truth’
in antiquity.

When we turn to Aristotle, we find a neatly identical picture in his Meta-
physics, book Lambda. This is a powetful and consequential tract, in which he
looks at the primary soutces of motion in the cosmos. He hete proposes the
idea of a multiplicity of unmoved movets to account for the motions of the
heavenly bodies, with the prime mover, which is behind the motion of the

sphete of fixed stars, being the ptimary unmoved mover. At Aristot. meaph.
1072b this prime mover is identified with god, and after he articulates the
choir of unmoved movers below it, he says the following (Afistot. metaph.

1074b1-15):

It has been handed down by ancient men from very eatly times, and left behind to
posterity in the form of a myth, that these heavenly bodies are gods and that the
divine surrounds the whole of nature. The rest of it has been added, up to the pres-
ent time, with an eye to the persuasion of the masses and expedience in relation to
the laws and general advantage. They say that these gods have 2 human form and
are similar to certain other animals, and the othet things that follow from and are at-
tendant upon these statements. 1f, from these statements, someone should separate
out and accept only the first, that they supposed the primary substances to be gods,
we would consider it an inspited statement, and might think that, while each of the
arts and sciences likely has been recovered many times to the degree possible and
then perished again, these ate the teachings of those arts and sciences preserved
like remnants up to the present day. And so to this extent alone an ancestral lote
from the eatliest men is visible to us.
MopadidoTon B¢ Trapd TéW dpyaioov kot TrauTrohatdeov B uUBou oXHPaTL KATA-
AeAeippéva Tols UoTEPOV &1 Bsof T elow obTor kal TepiEyel TO Bgiov THv SANY QUOW.
& B Norrd pubikéds AN TpooTikTal Tpos THY Tretfdd 6V TONAGY Kol TTpodS THY
el ToUs vOpROUS kad TO CUPQEPOV xphow: é(v@pcm‘ro&tﬁﬁ; TE Yap ToUTous Kol TV
ENwv Locov duotous Tiot Ayouot, kal ToUTolS grepa dkdhoubor kol TapaTAioIol
Tois elpnuévols, &v € Tis ywploas aUTd MPor udvov & TpdyTOVY, OTL Beovus GovTo
T&s TpTas odotas elvon, Oetors &v elpfioban vouloeiey, Kol KaTd TO £ixos TTOAAAKIS
epmuévns &g 6 Suvartov Ek&ons kol TEXVTS xod prhocogios kod TrdAW @Belpouéveov
ko TowrTas Tés SéEas Eketvoov olov Aelyava meplogoddofol péypr ToU VOV. ) pé&v olv
T&rpios 86a Kal 1 Tropd TGV TPAWTWY tmrl ToooUTov AUV avepd udvov.

Once again Asistotle’s investment in the idea is not whole-hearted, since
the prospect is considered conditionally, and he does not take up the notion
with vigor in any of the rest of the corpus. Howevet, he seems to think a
scenario very similar to the one Plato set out is possible. Here again, we have
observations from extremely ancient peoples that have sutvived in garbled
form through successive cataclysms. Aristotle’s statement contains some
subtle but unmistakable diffetences and additions as well.
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. Her.e the insight preserved in the myth is not attributed to these ancients
witnessing some formative event. Instead, they just, preternaturally, seem to
have understood something that to our (Aristotle’s) contemporar’ science
hkel.y proves to be true. The scenario credits them with an uncanny insight
Again, we ne§dn’t hold Aristotle entirely to this, especially consideZin t%at.
he says the direct opposite of these ancient folk at Atistot. pol. 2 1269ga4—8
More likely they just made a lucky guess. But as was the case Wi';h Plato, h .
is probably referencing a more widely held idea that these ancient men ,dicel
in fact have some special apprehension of the way of things. One might
even point to a degree of poignancy in the notion of an ‘ancestral lore’ t% t
is just bately visible to us. Second, the changes in the myth over time Whi;l
due. partly to frggmentation caused by epochal convulsions, is also ’due t(:
social and pohﬁcal imperatives. The stories are distorted to’ serve the pur
poses of mgmpulating the masses of people to follow laws and enga fI: in_
goo;ll behavior. Aristotle reveals here an undesstanding that myths %ergve a
183(1);10 }ilngrzz,d ;nrcl atllilzegd{have the power to instill social values, something
. Furthermore, Aristotle’s way of making this obsetvati

illuminating frame around the relative Vahgle of the k;;(?so rcl)fa lisr?fgiir(i:‘iigﬁ
myths are thought to convey. Ideas about the shape of the cosmos and th

nature of the divine are most prominent, and the mythic elements that arisz
to accommodate a given social imperative are seen to be distortions that
need to be weeded out to reach the real truth of the myth. There is a ﬁil
contrast here. to certain modern ideas. Some more recent .thinkers onurif th
value most highly the information that myths convey about the societies t}}Z t
tell them. .Already in the 19th century K. O. Miller noticed that the sha ae
of an anc1ent.tale reflects the political and social values of the socie t}]lp t
tells it, and this was a core idea behind different forms of funcﬂonalzm iz
the 20'(.11 century. But it does not even occur to Aristotle that such informa
tion might be particulatly useful. Such accretions can only be seen to t_
in the way of the real truths behind the myths, which are understood togbe

connected to large questions about cosmology and theology. Thete is, in facft:
general agreement in antiquity on what is the wheat and what is the’chaff ,

Stoicism and beyond

S;Shn; Elarfl:(sleisesiriy atftestanons in the phﬂosophers, who are dealing directly
win grandis Ofs a(; ;:osmqlogy, the general idea that myths are the distilled
obserat cient wise men becomes I’dthC.I' widely diffuse. For ex-

ple, it occurs to the erudite, but hardly systematic, travel writer Pausanias.

In his discussi i
Pue 853 )s:s on of legends around Poseidon, Zeus, and Kronos, he tells us
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i i f
When I started out, I used to see 1k these tales of the Gr;fks ;i }?ghertdg%re}elocid
’ i o
i in i i but on getting as far as Arcadia | starte
simple-mindedness in their authors, : ¢
rhispsort of view of them: In ancient times those among t.he Greeks1 thh Wlereecri)ds
sidered wise spoke their sayings not straight out but in emgmaz and so the leg
about Kronos I conjectured to be a certain sort of Greek wisdom.
. — o Bl C BUELOV
Toutos EAMvwv Ey® Tois Adyols &pXOMEVOS PEV THs Guyypo«png, e;n?;\o{;g“é\; ‘L;OV.
) 5 1 0T &vBe &
tov, &5 Bt T& ApkS AnAUBCs TIpOVOIaY TEPT AUTWY TOL ,
TAEov, &5 St T& Apkddwv TPoE ; ; ’ o
) v ¢ s 1 adviyuaTwv TéAat Kal oUK
EAMV@V TOUs VORGOUEVOUS SOPOUS OL XIViyr , : U ¢ cubios
Aéy:w ToUs Adyous, kol T& glpnpéva oUv & TOV Kpbvov copiay eival Tva €lk £

‘EANA VOV, . .
j i is idea as coming to him as part

i thy that Pausanias mentions this 1 .
o s approad ion already associated, through

i ach to Atcadia. This is a regt y as! ;
(C)}fre};i ;Eg)trooral poetry and the Roman bucolic .irp.agn.lauon, with gn :(l)di
order, and a time when fewet complexities of ¢ vﬂlzatlonl szpa;ate Sch pzm
from their gods. He also sees in the my‘rhs a particular kin t(})1 'Sptiuth’s to
enigmatic form, that is the vehicle by which myths convey helr e s
us. We will see this idea of mythic language expressed elsew’ er:lz. Quie &
bit has intervened between Aristoﬂeban? Pa\(listam;ts, .oi;cl)urse, and the

i ts are to be found 1n StOICISM. .
Conscﬁi‘;ig’:ﬂ})je;?;i’?;?”m is a particularly rich source for the idea that
myths contain profound hidden truths. This Work, which .stagest; dSetbzil(t:eS
between different philosophical schools, particularly associates the S(; s
with this view. As he investigates the nature of _the godg, C1§r(i S koth
spokesman Balbus draws from many sources of information. e doof sth !
abstract arguments about the petfection of the shape of Sph}e)ﬁ; and o e
heavenly bodies, he argues from created nature ar}d hpw it behaves % o
dentially, from cultic practices, and from etymological mvgsnga}t:ofns (})ﬁm <
names of the gods themselves. Anothet potent source of insig ; or hi -
the ancient myths, which he calls fabulae. The fabulae reveal that € hie ancie N
had insights with an uncanfiy resemblance to .the rgtal truth of2t63ng752 (3111;i :
as contemporary Stoic physics has digcovered it) ’(CIC. nat. deor. .‘d ~ ).OOd
reading of the succession myth behind Hesiod’s Theogony provi efs ?h g od
example. Balbus sees the myth as a code for Fhe deep structure of t e‘1 16
mos. That Outanos is castrated is an indlcamgn that the hlghest prmz1 IE r,

the fiery divine aether, produces all things on its ownl and without need hci)s
union with anything else. Kronos is associated W1th chronos (tlrrée) an i
swallowing of his children is an allegory for the idea that ime devours

i indi at time cannot be un-
ages. When Zeus binds Kronos, the myth indicates th

imi according to delimited cycles.
hm?i;zgirizisgfloeﬁ lays out %m explic_it theoty for Where 'rhfes;1 trutgs
come from, he gives some hints. He examines whete our ideas of the goas
come from and after a short consi
gests that scientific insight is ano
deor. 2.63):

deration of Euhemerism he then sug-
thet soutce behind the myths (Cic. nat.
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Also, from another line of thinking, indeed a powetful science, a large number of
gods springs, gods who are clothed in human guise and have supplied an abun-
dance of myths to the poets, but have crammed human life with every kind of
superstition.

Alia quoque ex ratione et quidem physica magna fluxit multitudo deorum qui induti specie
bumana fabulas poetis suppeditaversnt, homtinum autem vitam superstitione omni referserunt.

This passage treats myth as a theological expression produced by some
unknown earlier group of people. They are presumably ancient (though
we have no fulsome discussion of successive eons of time interrupted by
cataclysm) and further must have had a science that was well ahead of their
time. They make myths out of their special knowledge and provide them
to poets, who then embellish the divinities into anthropomorphic forms.
In this passage Balbus makes a distinction between the myths on the one
hand and what poets do with them on another (though he will nuance this
distinction later, as we will see). This is similar to Atistotle’s discussion of
an early time when the ancients encode wisdom in their tales, followed by
a later time of embellishment. In Aristotle’s evidence, the embellishment
happens for political expedience. Cicero here has Balbus attribute the devia-
tions from the early true forms specifically to the poets and presumably to
their urge to tell an entertaining tale. We also see a distinct mark of disdain
in his saying the poetic fabrications have provoked all kinds of supersti-
tions. He makes a finer point of this detision later on in the dialogue (Cic.
nat. deor. 2.701):

And so, don’t you see how a scientific sense has been pulled from the good and
useful study of physics, as it has been discovered, over to fabricated and fictitious
gods? And this gave birth to false opinions and confused errors and superstitions
that are nearly old wive’s tales. For we know the appearance of the gods and their
ages, dress, and accoutrements, and moreover their lineages, marriages, and familial
relations, and all of it is transferred into an image of human weakness. For they are
shown even with troubled souls: we observe the desires, sorrows, and rage of the
gods. And truly, as the myths relate, they are not free from wars and battles. And not
only as in Homer when there are two opposing armies and particular gods protect
one of them from the other side, but even, as in the case of the Titans and Giants,
the gods fight their own wars. These things are discussed and believed in by the sil-
liest people and they are full of emptiness and extreme insignificance. Nevertheless,
while the myths are despised and rejected, the divine extends through the nature
of each thing, through earth it is Ceres, through the sea it is Neptune, and so on
for the rest, and what sort of natures they have is able to be understood, so too
tradition has called them that name.

Videtisne igitur ut a physicis rebus bene atqne utiliter inventis tracta ratio sit ad commenticios et
[ictos deos. Quae res genuit falsas opiniones erroresque turbulentos et superstitiones paene antles.
Et formae enim nobis deorum et actates et vestitus ornatusque noti sunt, genera prasterea coningia
cognationes, omniaque traducta ad similitudinem inbecillitatis bumanae. nam et perturbatis ani-
mis inducuntuy: accepimns enin deornm cupiditates aegritudines iracundiasy nec vero, ut fabulae
Jerunt, bellis proeliisque carnernnt, nec solum ut apnd Fomerum cum duo exercitus contrarios
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alii dei ex: alia parte defenderent, sed etiam ut cum Titanis ut cumt Gigantibus sua propria bella
gesserunt. haec et dicuntar et creduntur stultissime et plena sunt Suttilitatis summacqie levitatis.

Sed tamen is fabulis spretis ac repudiatis dens pertinens per naturan cuinsque rei, per 1erras

Ceres per maria Neptunus alii per alia, poternnt intellegi qui qualesgue sint quoque eos nomne

consuetudo nuncupaverdt.

This very rich passage builds on the first one from Balbus and clarifies a few
things. The idea of ‘myth’ here is more tightly bound to what the poets do
and so is also caught up in the derision that seemed t0 be mainly directed
toward the poetic Eabrications of the earlier passage. Certain fabnlae are tO
be despised and r¢j ected. What truth there is in the mythical material seems
mainly to dwell at the level of individual deities’ chatacters and thelr asso-
ciations with particulat parts of the cosmos. The narratives are embellish-

ly fot entertainment value, and are to be rejected in

ments, again presumab
their literal form. But as the reading of the succession myth from Ouranos
d back through these myths, un-

to Kronos to Zeus has shown, one can rea

doing the salacious flights of fancy, and one will arrive at the true insight
that was the initial spark for the tale. There remains a kind of scientific
observation at the core of the myths, then. In the end, myths are enlighten-
ing, insofar as they are accretions on core scientific observations. So, while
there is no reverence for myth in Balbus’ account, there is an idea that they
ated by, and built around true observations about the structure

are precipit
Attentive reading of them will allow one to recover scien-

of the cosmos.
tific insight.
Finally, we turn to the work of a Roman Stoic, Cornutus, whose Compen-
dinm of Greek Theology is among the richest allegotical tracts O survive from
antiquity. He develops Stoic ideas of the traditional pantheon as 2 collec-
tion of expressions of undetlying cosmological truths. This tract also puts

on display an approach to the ancient tales that we saw attested in Plato

and Aristotle, but Cornutus has developed it further. His closing statement,
which outlines his overall stance toward the myths, is a good place t0 begin

(75.18—76.5):
now be able in this way to take the rest of the things

And so, my child, you may
handed down to us in mythical form, ostensibly about the gods, and refer them

to the elementary models that have been pointed out, having been ¢
the men of antiquity were [0 COMMON men, but
to understand the natute
statements about it through symbols and enigma
OUre &' &v 7191 kol TEAAS TGOV LUBIKES Trapc(’ﬁsSécyem Tepl
Svoryory€ly Etl & TropodederyMEvat orotygia, & T,

510,

TUYXOVTES EyEvovTo ol T
Tpds TO S1& oUPPOALY kol odvrypaToV phocophioal mepl TS eUeTTipopor.

- —

10 Citations are to the still standard edition by Lang (1881).

onvinced that
that they wete both competent
of the cosmos and wete inclined to make phjlosophical

Be6yv SoKOUVTOV
Suvaio, welodels Ot oUy of

Actiof, GAAY Kol ouviEvel T ToU kdoUOU QUOW fxawvol kal
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lSaor, rif ;engfer;ts had _extraordlpary powerts of insight, and they had a particu-
far moc Pausailpress?g these insights — an oblique, enigmatic code, akin to
the one ™ Currezst ufy .erdsltands. ~Tha‘t the;e is an eatlier age of greatness from
which the curren tp;tzlno has §hppgd is in some tension with a Stoic empha-
T oot alL h e wotld is getting better and knowledge is expanding'
e P 2]71 e ne lifes the notion of an advancing cosmic fire, coextensive.
with the div Ei:;e ,fthat over great cycles of time consumes the world. This
advance Isa o o lreveahng of the cosmos, and so one would associate
carlir times 2 flsser d.egrf_:e of this ‘revealing’. In any case, it is clear
o the deap Stnllr:: ttULI i e;LEhte;etlrEe there were extraordinary men who saw
cosm . L

matillc{:d the most advanced scientiﬁco Zégefjg(z?sugfg Zizhcgythelr nsights
o tz Eiajti(l) s?dkAﬂEtode, Cornutus also hands on the idea that the myths
o o g en form. He looks at the famous scene at the opening of
" her, gv Ere Zeus berates Hera by reminding her of how he once
punished her yh anfgmg her from the heavens with a golden chain and at-
tac thg o o her feet. He unravels this enigma by reading it as an allegoty
o) o tertaﬁ siclretcbmg down from the upper regions of the aether
(feus) do her;)th e ‘?%wer, denser regions of eatrth and sea (the two anvils)
Hle claims fhere ’zlt:, he [‘)oe:t seems to be handing down this fragment of.
e y26 17(80'%(1.51 Ya&p & ;rrom'rhg uuBoU Trodatol Tapagépey ToUTo
il e.ts b. k). e term fragment’ suggests an idea of some whole
o thengis S ro tir; up .and is then Passed on. What the poets are working
s ,p he \:Vorkorm.ath ng like the situation imagined by Plato in the Statesman
The poet wort es \(xin Ele]%gets of an ancient tradition, and reconfigures them.
T Stoar s eeosf (;1 o ih (;\:;n \;ilzieBut (_]ornutus, more like Balbus, has a
poets play the crucial role in the fragri;cgrrlltzstiiie’lt (21:7(%?321189.2)1'11 bis view the

One must n

e mo;hcoglﬂate the mytbs ot transfer the names from one to another; nor

ought the ¥ Zl e .corlljmdered irrational if something has been plastered ont, th
genealogies by people who do no eate

' . tunderstand the mi indi
e : essage the
R gmatically, but treat them as if they were mere poetic fabricatior%s yindicae
e'i' S‘E Ay O_U o~ \ ’ o3 € I .

e ].—1:1] ° Z;(ew?\",roxés HU9~OUS und’ &€ Etépou T& dvopaTa i@’ ETepov METOPEPEIV
i (5\) &sw’ CIXO‘ 7 Tols Tropadedoptvals kat alToUs yeveahoylais U 56)\)
adviTTovTan, Ke : 'aUTols & i Tol 5
B o , KexpTméveoy 8'alrtols ws kal Tols TAGopaow, ANy wS

Cornutus f3 is di i
ta
e o mes his discussion as a contrast between mere poetic fabrica-
s (e rixot"rot:t)l and truth-bearing ancient myths. He sees the mythic tales
-+ S g t;) ﬁr than the kinds of creations a poet might make. The
p truths about the cosmos, where as poetic tales are made ug
bl

11 See a discussion in Most (1989).
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presumably to please an audie
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handling the truths th
Hesiod (31.12-18):
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genealogy. For
ancients, othet
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It is i i min
o nrlloﬁeworthy th@F in each of the different ideas examined here, we
e }f) cit or exph_c1t valorizing of some period of very remote a;ld -
Congle e tﬁreawiy provn_ies an otigin from where some secure insight mig}?t
. se texts, as in many modern noti i
¢ tex tions, the idea of i
come. I . _ . no \ ea of mythic truth
e ing pﬁun\%ﬂst scheme, in which ancient peoples had some uncann
special sl%1 t. We also see consequential differences in thinking betweez
anclen in and moderns that are made more salient from comparison. While
severs OfoC uelr£ schefines see the my@s as a way into contingent, historical
almos; o interre tag s}i)icm’; Er political organization, the ancients showed
est in this. The kinds of truth
. s that myths are th
amos : v e thought to
0 thenc ngn more CT)rglilu;Wely related to very big questions, about the gshape
os and the human place in it. In both anci

roueh. ame e : : oth ancient and modern ideas

, s what we might call a pre ionist insti :
. : servationist instinct. Th intai
though, . The maintain-
" fgWiSdozrnth;E tt}lth answers to a rather strong need to locate some source
of wisdom atis more than the here and now — a present time and cutrent
thz on that offer us .only tantalizing glimpses of the order of things. Maybe

e is some other time ot place when people knew better. o

ther point in his treatise, which is
licitly blames the poets for mis-
disagreements with

nce. Atano

¢ contain, He expresses

more perfect interpretation than Hesiod’s

has transmitted certain things from the
agination of a mofe mythical
y has been corrupted. But for
ost patt.

from his own im:
f ancient theolog
have been presetved for the mi
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pwV aUTOU TraPE
THS T

i

BpYXOTE

%s Balbus (and
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¢ the idea that there is a full split between
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