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What is mythology?

Illustration of the Greek god Zeus. He was called Jupiter by the Romans. Illustration from Wikimedia

Mythology is the rich collection of tales from cultures all over the world. Such stories, called

myths, date back to ancient times. Some explain how the world was created and why certain things

happen. Others tell of adventures of gods and heroes, and contain useful wisdom.

Background

Thousands of years ago people did not have the sciences to help them understand the world. For

instance, they did not yet know why the sun rises each morning or the process of how seasons

change. Ancient people experienced sickness, death and natural disasters. However, they did not

always understand what caused them.

Cultures developed stories to help make sense of an unpredictable world. These tales were usually

not written down, but became part of oral traditions. They were passed from one generation to the

next through storytelling. In this way, myths became beliefs, and mythology became closely

associated with religion.
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Mythology differs from culture to culture. Each group of people developed in unique environments

and created their own views of the world. But all myths try to answer some basic questions: How

was the world created? How did life begin? Why is there evil in the world?

Different cultures explain the origins of Earth in various ways. Some stories say an all-powerful

god created it. For example, a myth of the Polynesian people tells that the god Io formed the world

out of water and darkness. Other cultures thought of humans as descendants of a sun god. These

groups include the Arapaho nation of North America as well as civilizations in Egypt and Japan. 

To explain the origin of human beings, an ancient story from India described a being called the

Self. When the Self became lonely, it divided into two parts, creating man and woman. Their

children became the human race. Many myths from western Africa tell that the first beings were a

pair of twins. The Sumerians are an ancient Middle Eastern people. According to their myths, the

water god told his mother to mold bits of clay into the shapes of people.

Many cultures also have myths explaining why there is evil in the world. For example, one famous

Greek myth tells the story of Pandora. Out of curiosity, she opened a dangerous jar and released all

kinds of evil into the world. Other myths explain the origins of animals, plants and natural events.

Collection Of Myths

Many cultures developed rich stories about groups of

supernatural beings, or gods. The ancient Egyptians

had many gods, with some looking like humans and

others resembling animals. The doglike god Anubis

was the god of the dead. Re was the sun god, who

stood like a man but had a falcon's head. For a time, a

ruler named Amenhotep made the sun god the only

god. But after he died the other gods were worshiped

again.

Norse mythology developed later in northern Europe. Odin and Thor were two of its main gods.

They and the other gods lived in a place called Asgard. If warriors died bravely in battle, they were

taken to Valhalla.

The ancient Greeks also worshiped many gods. They believed that a group of major gods lived on

Mount Olympus. Zeus was always their king and Hera their queen.

The Greeks eventually wrote down their myths, retelling them in poems and plays. They describe

the adventures of the gods and great human heroes. The Greeks viewed their myths as timeless

truths. Their ideas influenced not only literature, but the thinking of Greek philosophers as well.

The ancient Romans borrowed much of their mythology from the Greeks. They gave many of the

Greek gods new names. For example, Zeus became Jupiter and Athena was renamed Minerva. The

great Roman poet Ovid preserved these myths in his works. The stories became the source of

poetry, drama, painting and other art forms. They continue to influence our stories and art today.
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Quiz

1 Read the section "Types Of Myths." Select the paragraph from the section that shows why the Greeks thought there were bad
things in the world.

(A) Mythology differs from culture to culture. Each group of people developed in unique environments and
created their own views of the world. But all myths try to answer some basic questions: How was the
world created? How did life begin? Why is there evil in the world?

(B) Different cultures explain the origins of Earth in various ways. Some stories say an all-powerful god
created it. For example, a myth of the Polynesian people tells that the god Io formed the world out of
water and darkness. Other cultures thought of humans as descendants of a sun god. These groups
include the Arapaho nation of North America as well as civilizations in Egypt and Japan.

(C) To explain the origin of human beings, an ancient story from India described a being called the Self.
When the Self became lonely, it divided into two parts, creating man and woman. Their children became
the human race. Many myths from western Africa tell that the first beings were a pair of twins. The
Sumerians are an ancient Middle Eastern people. According to their myths, the water god told his
mother to mold bits of clay into the shapes of people.

(D) Many cultures also have myths explaining why there is evil in the world. For example, one famous
Greek myth tells the story of Pandora. Out of curiosity, she opened a dangerous jar and released all
kinds of evil into the world. Other myths explain the origins of animals, plants and natural events.

2 Read the section "Collection Of Myths." Which sentence from the section shows how myths affected many people in the cultures
that developed them?

(A) Norse mythology developed later in northern Europe.

(B) They believed that a group of major gods lived on Mount Olympus.

(C) Their ideas influenced not only literature, but the thinking of Greek philosophers as well.

(D) The ancient Romans borrowed much of their mythology from the Greeks.

3 One main idea of the article is that different cultures developed their own myths to help explain the world around them.

What is another main idea of the article?

(A) There was a Roman poet named Ovid who preserved myths in his famous works.

(B) The Greeks developed a home for their gods to live, and they called it Mount Olympus.

(C) In some African myths, a water god made people from molding small bits of clay.

(D) Some cultures were able to develop their myths based on other cultures before them.

4 Read the sentences summarizing the main ideas of the article.

Myths were originally created to explain things about the world that ancient people could not.
They were passed down for years and changed as different cultures developed similar ideas.

Which answer choice would complete this summary?

(A) An example of a myth is one where Egyptians believed that the sun god was the ruler of all gods.

(B) Ancient mythology continues to influence our entertainment and stories in modern culture.

(C) Romans developed their myths based very similarly on the myths of the Greeks.

(D) The Polynesian people believe that the world was originally created out of water and darkness.


