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In glamour and ancient renown, Athenian mythology can scarcely
compete with several other regional mythologies of Greece. Few
Athenian heroes appear in early sources, and perhaps the only
ancient Attic geste of the first quality was that of Theseus with the
Minotaur. Attic mythology has none the less a distinctive interest
for the mythographer, for several reasons. Rare though Attic
stories may be in Homer or Hesiod, in Apollodorus and Ovid they
abound. In the fifth and fourth centuries Athens and Athenians
increasingly dominated literary and artistic culture, while there
emerged in Atthidography a distinctive literary genre specifically
concerned with the country’s antiquities, including its mythology.
As a result many existing local stories were dignified with a place
in high art and literature, and not a few others were told for the
first time. Thus the development of Attic mythology is a notable
instance of the ‘invention of tradition’.! Most of these stories have
public and sometimes political themes. While the myth of
Oedipus, say, is only coincidentally Theban, the Attic myths are
almost all intrinsically Attic, in that the city’s origins and institu-
tions form their subject. Only two cycles treat that most charac-
teristic theme of Greek mythology as a whole, the tensiens and
traumas of domestic life.2 Attic mythology is therefore a distinc-
tively ‘political mythology’,® through which the Athenians forged
a sense of their identity as a people. The quite extraordinary
development that the figure of Theseus underwent in the fifth
century is a glittering example of an ‘invention of tradition’ which
was also the forging of a ‘political myth’.*

A final attraction of Attic mythology is the opportunity it offers
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of observing a set of myths in a specific social and historical con-
text. A myth is an item of shared cultural property, and has no
intrinsic or essential meaning. Even if one could find what Mr
Casaubon® and so many others have sought, a ‘Key to {(all)
Mythologies’, it would only turn to reveal an empty room. To
speak of 2 myth’s ‘meaning’ is legitimate only as a shorthand way
of referring to the sum of the qualities that cause people to listen to
it with interest and remember it. And that is all that the interpreter
needs to or can explain, the source of a myth’s appeal for a particu-
lar society at a particular time. (This is not, of course, to deny that
a myth may continue to appeal to many different societies for
broadly the same reasons.) Myths ought therefore to be
approached through a study of ‘hearer/viewer response’ and
‘reception’, if we may borrow and adapt these terms of contem-
porary literary theory.® Of course, we can almost never in the
ancient world study the ‘reception’ of a myth with proper pre-
cision, and often we are reduced to guessing about possible
responses from a mere summary of the plot. But the Attic myths
are an unusually favourable case, because rich and diverse con-
temporary evidence is often available, from vase painting and
sculpture as well as from literature.

In myths as in organisms, the capacity for change seems to be
almost a condition of life. One of the striking characteristics of
Greek mythology as a whole is the way in which it retained that
life-giving mutability long after the introduction of writing.” Of
the approaches to mythology that are familiar today, the one that
seems most old-fashioned is in some respects the most soundly
based theoretically: for the painstaking historical analysis of the
variants and development of a myth does justice to this power of
change, as well as being a kind of study of ‘reception’. The weak-
ness of that method, which received its classic expression in the
work of Carl Robert,? was the lurking presumption that in mytho-
logy as in textual criticism the point of studying the variants is to
get back to the uncorrupted original, where meaning resides. But
it is obviously unsatisfactory to ‘explain’ the myth of Oedipus by
reference to a (as it happens, hypothetical) ritual origin, an origin
unknown to the millions of people who have heard the myth with
fascination. There is perhaps no helpful discrimination to be
drawn in terms of ‘authenticity’ between different variants of a
myth or stages in its development, or between ‘real myth’ and
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‘hterary myths’ or the like. Certainly, very drastic alterations do
take place in the character of the mythological tradition. Important
variables include the social context in which myths are repro-
duced, the literary or artistic form in which they are embodied, the
principles by which they are organised, the toleration of super-
natural elements within them, the competition that they undergo
from accounts of the past based on different principles, the esteemn
in which they are held, and, simply but crucially, the extent to
which they are widely familiar. But it is always the same river that
flows through this changing landscape. There are developments in
the tradition but no breaks; no point can be located where myth
ceases, as it were, to be itself.? Even the extensive effort by fourth-
century writers to systematise and rationalise received mythology,
which was doubtless the most significant single reshaping of the
tradition, did not lack antecedents;'? and in attempting to preserve
the myths as history rather than jettison them as fable these writers
perpetuated one of mythology’s ancient functions, that of pro-
viding an account of the past. Perhaps we should consider the
history of mythology not as a decline from myth into non-myth but
as a succession of periods or styles, developing out of one another,
as in art. That metaphor, however, does not remove but empha-
sises the need to distinguish between the products of different
periods.

The period chosen for this essay is the second half of the fifth
century, for which the evidence is most abundant. The stories will
be presented according to their rough chronology in mythological
time. It is unlikely, though, that many Athenians at this date
thought of them in this way. Many people doubtless knew some-
thing of the order of the kings, but the important point about most
of the stories was surely not their place in a chronological
sequence. Who even now can say offhand whether Demeter or
Dionysos arrived in Attica first? (There is an answer to that
question; but one puzzles in vain whether the rape of Cephalus
came before or after that of Orithyia.) The systematisation of the
tradition was the work of the Atthidographers, beginning with
Hellanicus at the end of the fifth century. They introduced new
kings to the king-list,!! to make the chronology of Attic myth
match better with that of Greece as a whole, and must have been
obliged to assign every floating story to a specific reign. In the fifth
century there were already one or two works that grouped Attic
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myths together,'? but probably most Athenians learnt them not in
that form, as a cycle, but one by one as they were portrayed in
particular works of art or poems or told in relation to particular
cults or shrines. What really mattered chronologically about the
myths was that they described events of the ‘generation of heroes’
(Hdt. 3.122) and not of men.

Not every Athenian myth can be discussed in the space available.
Since the later traditions, largely dominated by Theseus, have been
much and well studied of late, we will concentrate on the earlier
ones, those that fall in mythological time before the death of
Erechtheus. The Eleusinian myth of Demeter’s arrival and the
largely apolitical myth of Cepbalus and Procris are deliberately
excluded; other omissions will probably be accidental.!® With these
preliminaries completed, Athenian history can commence. '*

It begins, one might say, with the birth of Athena.!> She was
one of several Olympians whose birth was miraculous; this was a
mark of their high destiny as well as a symptom of the unsettled
conditions of a young world. She was born, without a mother,
from Zeus’ head; she leapt forth, fully mature in all but size and
heavily armed, to the wonder and terror of the attendant gods.
That much is common to virtually all the descriptions and repre-
sentations of the birth. There is evidently a connection between
Athena’s strange origin and her strange nature. The goddess who
‘loves din and war and battle’ (Hes. Thesg. 926) has wholly
escaped from feminine influence and is in the most literal sense a
“father’s child’ (Aesch. £wm. 738; cf. Pearson on Soph. fr. 564).
The weakness of infancy, when even men are womanly, is not for
her; and there is a metaliic brilliance about her epiphany appro-
priate to one who never lurked in ‘the darkness of the womb’
(Aesch. Eum. 665). As a female who ‘sided with the male in every-
thing (short of accepting marriage)’ (Aesch. Eum. 737), the
friendly helper of male heroes, she was the ideal patroness for
patriarchal Athens. At the same time, her origin from the most
dignified part, indeed almost the ‘self of Zeus, explains her
unique and for Athenians most welcome closeness to the lord of the
universe (e.g. Aesch. Eum. 826-8, 997-1102).!% In many vase
paintings, Hephaestus has helped the birth by cleaving Zeus’ head
with an axe (cf. Pind. Ol. 7.35-8) and is shown hurrying away,
alarmed no doubt by the exuberant creature who has emerged. It
was right that one god of crafts should assist at the birth of another,
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and the Athenians, for whom the association of Athena and
Hephaestus was particularly important, evidently relished the
motif.}’

It is not clear whether certain more elaborate accounts, which
set the birth in a broader mythological context, were well known at
Athens. For Hesiod, it was associated with a threat to Zeus’ newly
established sovereignty, and with the power of mets, wiliness,
‘cunning intelligence’. Metis (personified), Zeus’ first wife, was to
have borne first Athena, then a son mightier than its father. Zeus
therefore swallowed her; Athena emerged from his head, the son
remained unborn (Hes. Theog. 886-900; cf. ‘Hes.” fr. 343).!® The
myth explained the unique resourcefulness of Zeus, who had
assimilated Metis, and of Athena, whose mother she was. It also
confirmed that there were to be no more revolutions in heaven.
Metis was now under control, shared with the loving daughter, the
father’s child, but not with an independent threatening son. A
further elaboration (already partially present in Hesiod Theog.
927-9; cf. fr. 343.1) made the birth part of a contest in asexual
generation between Zeus and the jealous Hera. This ended in
decisive humiliation for the woman, since Zeus without Hera
could produce splendid Athena, Hera without Zeus merely
crippled Hephaestus and the monster Typhoeus (Hom. H. Ap.
305-55). The respective role of the two parents in generation was
long to be controversial in Greek thought, and the myth reads like
a comic anticipation of Aristotle’s doctrine that the child’s form
derives from the father, the mother providing merely the less
honourable matter.!? Thus Athena’s lack uf a mother became less
a way of describing her unique nature than of making a point
about the relation of the sexes. We do not know how many Athe-
nians drew this conclusion from the myth, but Aeschylus’ Apollo
certainly does, in a famous passage in Eumenides (658 - 66).2°

As it happens, there is more artistic than literary evidence for
the myth’s popularity at Athens, and so the nuances of its recep-
tion there remain uncertain. From about 570-530 it was a
favourite subject for vase painters. It then declined in popularity
and had almost disappeared by 460, but remained such a central
Athenian myth that it could not be omitted from the Parthenon: in
a somewhat rationalised iconography, with Athena standing
beside Zeus rather than emerging from his head, it occupied the
important east pediment.?! The association between Athena and
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Zeus was probably the most important single source of the myth’s
appeal for the Athenians. It meant that they too had contact along
a chain of patronage with the ruler of the world. As we shall see,
‘dearness to the gods’ (theophilia) is a central concern of many of
these myths,? and ‘dearness to Zeus’ is of course its most desirable
form.

Athena took an active part in the War of the Gods and Giants,
another Panhellenic myth that had been so thoroughly assimilated
by the Athenians that it must be included here.?® There are indeed
hints of specific Athenian variants or offshoots,?* among them one
that cast Theseus’ cousins the Pallantids as giants, but there is no
doubt that the dominant version even in Athens was the Panhel-
lenic one. The battle was portrayed on countless vases (from about
365), on the pediment of the sixth-century temple of Athena, and,
in the Parthenon, both on the metopes and inside the shield of
Pheidias’ cult-statue. Above all, it was the traditional decoration of
perhaps the most important symbolic object of Athenian religion,
the robe offered to Athena every four years at the greater
Panathenaea. The central significance of the myth must have been
the same for the Athenians as for the Greeks at large. It told how
Zeus had been confirmed in his sovereignty, how therefore the
present world-order had been made secure, by a display of
tempered force against enemies who were the embodiment of
hybris, lawless violence. Unlike the earlier war against the Titans
(with which, though, it had become confused by the time of
Euripides), this was a collective act of all the Olympians, and one
undertaken in defence of the existing order and not in rebellion
against it. Such a myth of the establishment of divine and cosmic
order was fit emblem for the Panathenaea, the great festival of
social unity and order.?3

There was particular significance for Athenians in the glorious
part played by their own warrior-goddess, second only to that of
Zeus himself. It established that she was, for all time to come,
Athena Victory (Eur. fon 1528-9). Though won in war, this title
was equally appropriate to her as patroness of the sporting com-
petitions of the Panathenaea: for Victory in whatever sphere
derived from the same golden goddess. Perhaps in the fifth century
victory over the giants came to be seen as a prefiguration of the
Greeks’ famous victories over the barbarians. That symbolism is
certainly found in the hellenistic period; and already in the first
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Pythian Ode of 470 (15-28, 71-5) Pindar pointedly juxtaposes
Typhoeus, a Giant-like figure, with barbarian enemies. (It was
even possible to deploy the imagery against other Greeks, if we
accept that the hybristic giants of Pindar’s eighth Pythian embody a
victims’ view of Athenian imperialism.)?® At all events, Athena’s
irtumph over Enceladus, laboriously woven on her robe every four
years by the Athenian women, helped to guarantee the strength of
their menfolk’s spears.

From gods we turn to men. Whatever certain antiquarians
might say, the general belief among Athenians was that their first
king had been Cecrops.?’” Cecrops had no parents, but had
emerged from the earth itself. No myth described the circum-
stances of this strange birth, but the most familiar fact about
Cecrops was that he bore the mark of it in his ‘double form’: above
the waist he was a man, below a curling snake (e.g. Eur. lon
1163 -4; Ar. Vesp. 438). Having emerged from the earth, he still in
part resembled the creature that slips to and fro between the upper
and lower worlds.

The next Attic king Erichthonius/Erechtheus was also earth-
born, and vase painters often show Cecrops as a witness of his suc-
cessor’s birth.? The juxtaposition suggests that the two legends
should be taken together, as a pair. Cecrops in these scenes always
has his semi-serpentine form, whereas the baby is fully human. .
The effect of this contrasted juxtaposition of the two earth-born
kings is twofold: on the one hand it emphasises the idea of autoch-
thony, since the Athenian royal line proves to be earth-born twice
over, while on the other differentiation and progress are revealed,
with Cecrops representing an intermediate stage between wholly
earthy and wholly human.?® Upon Cecrops are unloaded all the
sinister connotations of pre-human birth.

The birth of Erichthonius/Erechtheus is one of the earliest-
attested Athenian legends. It is mentioned in a passage in the
Catalogue of Ships in the Iliad which will surely go back at least to
the sixth century, even if it is an ‘Attic interpolation’.3 The
passage speaks of

great-spirited Erechtheus, whom once Athena

daughter of Zeus reared, but the grain-giving soil bore him,
and Athena set him down in Athens, in her rich temple
(2.547-9).
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The future king is born from the ground, but taken at once by a
goddess into her care. This central idea is illustrated on the fifth-
century vases: a goddess emerges from the ground and hands to
the waiting Athena a baby, which stretches eagerly to meet its new
nurse. By the end of the sixth century the child had been given a
father, Hephaestus, who is sometimes shown attending the birth.
Hephaestus had been seeking to rape Athena but the virgin evaded
him, his seed fell on the ground, and from it sprung Erichthonius/
Erechtheus.?! This story of amorous mischance suited the mytho-
logical Hephaestus, constantly subject to ludicrous indignities, but
the substantial point of the invention was surely to put the proto-
Athenian under the joint patronage of Athena and Hephaestus.

Erichthonius/Erechtheus has sometimes been identified as an
instance of a figure characteristic of Minoan-Mycenaean religion,
the ‘divine child’ growing up in the care of foster-nurses. But,
however things may have been in early times, post-Mycenaean
Greeks must surely have felt a difference between, say, baby Zeus,
a god in exile, and baby Erechtheus, a child of the earth protected
by a powerful goddess. All the Athenians accessible to us seem to
have understood the birth of Erichthonius/Erechtheus as a myth of
naticnal origins. There was no separate tradition about the
Athenians at large: the two earth-born kings are mythical repre-
sentatives of the whole Athenian people in their claim to autoch-
thony. Indeed in poetry (particularly) the Athenians were some-
times spoken of as actual descendants of their first kings, as
‘Cecropids’ or ‘Erechtheids’.3?2

What then did this myth of national origins say? It put the
proto-Athenian in the closest possible relation with Athena, while
respecting her virginity; in its developed form it introduced
Athena’s regular associate Hephaestus as a kind of father for the
child. Thus the Athenians were ‘children of blessed gods’ (Eur.
Med. 825), living in ‘a land most dear to the gods’ (Aesch. Eum.
869). There was no more important guarantee of prosperity than
this.?® As ‘children of Hephaestus’ the Athenians were marked,
intriguingly, as a technological people (Aesch. Eum. 13). One
wonders whether that conception was more popular outside Attica
or within it, and whether in Athens it was as dear to the knights,
say, as to the potters.3*

The myth also, of course, endorses the Athenians’ claim to the
prized ‘autochthony’. Indeed it shows a lawyer’s cunning in
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insisting that the Athenians are ‘born from the earth’, while reserv-
ing their title as ‘children of blessed gods’. In ordinary language
‘autochthonous’ meant little more than ‘native’ as opposed to
‘immigrant’: the myth interprets the idea of ‘nativeness’ with
drastic if logical literalism, as physical birth from the native soil.
The Athenians were probably correct in believing that they had
occupied the same territory for longer than most of the Greek states
around them. From this historical reality they created what every
state requires, a myth to make its citizens glad that they were born
in that state and no other. The ideal of autochthony was a form of
collective snobbery. Athenians en masse were invited to despise
other states (Dorians above all) just as an aristocrat might despise a
metic. Athenians were, so to speak, the only authentic citizens of
Greece, all other groups being mere immigrants, a motley rabble
tainted with foreign blood.* No patriotic orator could neglect the
theme, and many new twists were discovered: only the Athenians
had a truly filial relation to their native land; they were juster than
other Greeks, because they held their land by birthright and not
seizure; they were even born egalitarians, being all sprung from the
same earth.3¢

These hyper-patriotic interpretations are first attested in the
420s (Hdt. 7.161.3; Eur. Erechtheus fr. 50.6—13), at a time when
anti-Dorian sentiment was no doubt particularly strong because of
the Peloponnesian war (cf. Thuc. 6.77.1, with K. J. Dover’s
note). They are applied, then and later, to the general notion of
Athenian autochthony, not to the particular myths of Cecrops and
Erichthonius. We cannot strictly prove that these latter had
originally been understood in the same way; they might in theory
have been merely myths of origin, answering the question ‘where
do Athenians come from?’, rather than myths of an origin superior
to that other states. An increase in patriotic emphasis there no

- doubt was, in the heyday of the funeral orations; in all probability,

though, some association between autochthony and ‘true birth’
(cf. Ar. Vesp. 1076) had always been present.
Erichthonius/Erechtheus’ childhood did not pass off without
incident. Athena hid the child in a chest with a snake or snakes to
guard him, and gave the chest to the daughters of Cecrops,
Pandrosus, Aglaurus and Herse, to keep, with instructions not to
open it. But they did, and, terrified by the sight of the snakes, they
hurled themselves from the Acropolis, where they lived, to their
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death on the rocks below (Eur. fon 214, 271 -4). Most accounts
add that one daughter, normally Pandrosus, remained obedient to
Athena and escaped her sisters’ fate.’” As has long been recog-
nised, this myth very probably has its origin in ritual performed by
the Arrephoroi, young girls in the service of Athena who lived on
the Acropolis for a period, at the end of which they made a ritual
descent (perhaps from the Acropolis) carrying sacred objects, the
nature of which they were forbidden to know.® But since the
story, a popular one with vase painters (Eur. Jon 271), had clearly
escaped from the narrow sacral context, we need to consider the
source of its more general appeal.

It is based upon two popular narrative motifs, the ‘disobeyed
command’ and ‘good and bad sisters’. Into this frame it fits
characters who were of intrinsic interest to Athenians: Aglaurus
and Pandrosus (though not Herse) were prominent figures in cult,
and, like so many heroes of Athens’ earliest myths, had precincts on
or near the Acropolis. Indeed the story to some extent explains
familiar topographical facts, since the survivor Pandrosus had her
precinct on the heights of the Acropolis, while that of Aglaurus who
leapt to her death was on the slopes below it.?® Even more interest-
ing than the sisters perhaps was the snake associated with the young
Erichthonius/Erechtheus: for the most famous inhabitant of the
Acropolis was the sacred snake that lived, very suitably, in the
precinct of Erichthonius/Erechtheus, and was believed to guard the
city (Hdt. 8.41) just as its mythical predecessor had guarded the
wonder-child. Is it coincidence that a recently discovered vase
which portrays this myth introduces the figure of Soterta, ‘safety,
salvation’? Possibly the myth evoked indirectly quite powerful
feelings about the safety of the city.*® And whether or not this public
association was present, it certainly established a link between
Erichthonius/Erechtheus, the exemplary proto-Athenian, the
nursling of Athena, and any Atherian woman’s own child: for
Athenian women put gold amulets in the form of snakes around
their own babies, ‘observing the custom of their forefathers and of
earth-born Erichthonius’ (Eur. Ion 206, 1427-9).

Apollodorus introduces a detail absent from other accounts.
Athena was rearing Erichthonius in secret from the gods because
she hoped to make him immortal; and that, it seems, was why she
hid him in a box and entrusted him to the Cecropids (B:bl. 3.14.6).
Presumably the girls’ meddling spoilt the goddess’s plans. This is a
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motif more familiar from the Homeric Hymn to Demeter, where
Demeter’s attempt to immortalise the FEleusinian prince
Demophon fails through human weakness (226-74). It perhaps
better suits the Eleusinian context, since the story of immortality
(inevitably) lost seems there to prepare for a second best, the insti-
tution of Mysteries that help mortals to secure a better lot in the
afterlife (Hymn 2704, 470-82). In relation to the bright hope of
early Athens, by contrast, the tragic note jars. It may none the less
have been heard by some; there is no way of telling when the assim-
ilation of Erichthonius to Demophon may have first occurred.*!

In one respect, there was something unsatisfactory about the
myth even in its famihar form. In cult Aglaurus was patroness of
the ephebes, the city’s future warriors, and yet the myth showed
her first disobedient, then panic-stricken. The anomaly was
removed in a probably fourth-century version by a characteristic
procedure of adaptation and conflation.#? In this account Aglaurus
did indeed hurl herself to her death from the Acropolis — but in
response to an oracle declaring that the war against Eleusis would
only end when an Athenian sacrificed himself for the city. The
motif of a saving sacrificial death is obviously borrowed from the
older Athenian legends of the daughters of Leos and Erechtheus;
with the help of it, the patroness of the ephebes became a true
model for them to follow.

As the most prominent female Athenians of the earliest times,
the daughters of Cecrops were credited with descendants.®® In
particular, one of them, variously identified, was seduced by
Hermes and gave birth to Keryx, founding father of the Eleusinian
family of the Kerykes. This simple and appropriate aetiological
tradition is doubtless ancient, but there is as yet no trace in classi-
cal sources of the complex story of greed, erotic intrigue and
jealousy that was later spun out of it.**

About the doings of Cecrops himself there is little to be said.
When in the fourth century the Atthidographers constructed a
systematic account of the growth of civilisation in Attica, he
became a key figure who introduced the first basic institutions of a
way of life removed from barbarism. He brought the Attic people
together into the first twelve townships and established the earliest
Athenian rituals, those that were conducted in the innocent
ancient way without blood sacrifice and that honoured the old gods
who ruled before Zeus. Cecrops is seen, as it were, as Kronos to
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Erichthonius/Erechtheus’ Zeus, and his reign takes on certain
tinges of the golden age. He was eventually credited with the foun-
dation of many institutions, including that of marriage. A kind of
mythographic imagination was, certainly, still at work in shaping
the image of Cecrops as a ‘culture hero’; but there is no trace of
this conception in the fifth century, and even in the fourth century
perhaps not before Philochorus.#

In the early tradition the one great event of his reign was the
contest of Athena and Poseidon for Attica. This was the subject of
the west pediment of the Parthenon,* and very appropriately,
since two familiar sights of the Acropolis were the central items of
evidence in the gods’ dispute. Poseidon asserted his claim to the
land by striking the rock with his trident and bringing forth a salt
spring, the famous ‘sea’ of the Erechtheum; Athena planted the
first of all olive-trees, that which still grew in the fifth century in
the Pandroseum. One picture of the scene even emphasises these
local associations by introducing the sacred snake of the
Erechtheum.* For want of an early narrative account, several
details are obscure. Cecrops was certainly involved in the dispute,
either as actual judge, appointed ‘because of his virtue’, or as a
witness, the judges being the twelve gods.*® In late versions the
land was to belong to the god who could offer the greater benefits
to Attica. Accordingly, they caused their respective symbols, the
olive-tree and the ‘sea’ (or a horse), to spring from the ground
during the actual trial. It looks as if in the classical legend the issue
was merely one of priority.* Immediately on arrival in Attica,
Poseidon brought forth the sea, and Athena planted the olive, as
ways of staking their respective claims to the land. A quarrel
ensued, during which Poseidon possibly threatened the sacred
olive with his trident, and Zeus possibly hurled a thunderbolt to
separate the disputants.’® In the ensuing trial, both gods appealed
to the tokens as ‘evidence’ of their prior claim (Hdt. 8.55). Athena
prevailed, strangely to our ears, because she had called Cecrops to
witness her act of planting, while Poseidon who had in fact arrived
first lacked witnesses (Apollod. Bibl. 3.14.1).5! Enraged at the
verdict, Poseidon began to flood the Thriasian plain, until ordered
by Zeus to desist (Apollod.; Hyg. Fab. 164).32

Several features of this myth are clear. It explains Athena’s
primacy in the city’s pantheon, brings drama to the familiar
monuments of the Acropolis, and depicts the origin of one of
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Attica’s most characteristic products and most venerable religious
symbols:>® for, whatever the goddess’s exact motives may have
been, it was a great moment when Athena ‘revealed the first shoot
of the grey olive, a heavenly crown and a glory for bright Athens’
(Eur. Tro. 802; cf. Jon 1433). If an attack on the olive-iree by
Poseidon was indeed stayed by the thunderbolt, that would be a
further most apposite detail, since Athenians apparently believed
that Zeus wielded his thunderbolt in defence of the sacred olives of
Attica (Soph. OC 705 with schol.). And this is pre-eminently
another myth that illustrates Athens’ dearness to the gods. ‘All
men should praise our land . . . first and above all because it is
dear to the gods. The quarrel and trial of the gods who disputed for
it bear witness to what I say. Ought not a land which gods com-
mended to be praised by all mortals?’ (Pl. Menex. 237c~-d). It was
a high tribute, too, to Cecrops’ qualities that he was permitted to
judge between the gods (Xen. Mem. i1i.5.10).

But the myth perhaps has another and less comfortable aspect.
It is one of a group of myths that describe the disputes of gods for
particular territories. In these stories, the victor is the city’s chief
god, while the loser is always Poseidon, except in Sicily where it is
Hephaestus.’* The loser too is commonly worshipped by the com-
munity in question, but he is not just their second most important
god. Poseidon is the most fearsome of the Olympians, the sender
of storms and earthquakes, and Hephaestus in Sicily had his home
in the volcano Etna. There is an implicit connection tetween the
terrifying powers of the god, and his anger at defeat; the myth
explains the uncomfortable presence within the state of a
dangerous god. In Attica, as we have already noted, the resentful
Poseidon threatened floods, while in Argos he took an opposite
revenge and left the great plain waterless (Paus. 2.15.5). This
Poseidon is the malevolent god of the Odyssey; there too, of course,
he is opposed to Athena.

It has recently been suggested that our myth was first invented
in or near the 470s, as a way of acknowledging mythologically
through the figure of Poseidon the new importance of sea-power in
Athenian life.?® That suggestion fits ill with the analysis just given,
which was based on the broader type to which the Attic myth
belongs; for angry Poseidon might be more likely to thwart than to
favour Athenian endeavours at sea. That consideration, though, is
decisive only for those who put their faith in the fixed meaning of
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a myth, rather than in its historically varying meanings. The
Athenians could have adopted the old mythical pattern but chosen
to stress within it Poseidon’s interest in Attica rather than his
lasting resentment. Certainly, we find later in Plutarch and
Aristides the conception of a sporting Poseidon who bears no
grudge for defeat (Plut. Quaest. Conv. 741a; Aristid. Panath. 41
Lenz-Behr). Poseidon could have been appeased and brought
round to favour Athens much like the Eumenides of Aeschylus.
This is a case where we must practise the art of not knowing. The
evidence is just not available that would have shown how the
Athenians responded to Poseidon’s role in the myth.5¢ The related
problem of the myth’s date of introduction is similarly insoluble.

Cecrops” only son Erysichthon ‘died childless’, apparently
before his father (Apollod. Bibl. 3.14.2). He was remembered as
little more than a name, and as (presumably) eponym of the his-
torical Athenian genos of the Erysichthonidai. The few traditions
about him almost all relate to Delos, and were probably for the
most part invented by the propagandist Phanodemus in the fourth
century, to prove the antiquity of Athens’ interest in that island.%
Erysichthon being dead, Erichthonius/Erechtheus probably suc-
ceeded Cecrops. (In the fourth-century king-lists, two shadowy
kings intruded between them, Cranaus and Amphictyon. Both
had been known as names in the fifth century, but there is no indi-
cation that they already had a fixed place in the royal genealogy.)%®
There was no tradition either about the old king’s death or about
his successor’s title to the throne. Such lacunae are wholly charac-
teristic of this early Attic mythology, which had never been put
into order in a continuous poetic narrative but existed in frag-
ments associated with particular monuments and cults. Indeed, for
Plato, Cecrops, Erechtheus, Erichthonius and Erysichthon are all
figures ‘whose names have been preserved without their deeds’
(Criti. 110a). Of Erichthonius/Erechtheus in particular one might
say that ‘magni stat nominis umbra’. His pre-eminent role in early
Athenian cult is clear from Homer (1l. 2.547-51; Od. 7.81), and
he continued to have great genealogical importance,’ but in the
fifth century only one heroic deed was recorded of him. Before
mentioning that, though, we must touch on the issue of his double
name.

In sources of the fifth century and earlier, Erechtheus is much
the commoner form. Erichthonius is not securely attested until
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about 440/30. According to a tradition first found at the same
time, they were distinct figures, Erichthonius being the father or
grandfather of Erechtheus.®¢ Their deeds too are to some extent
distinguished: Erichthonius is never credited with Erechtheus’ war
against Eleusis, or with his children, while it is he and not Erech-
theus who in fourth-century sources founds the Panathenaea. But
one crucial myth is shared between the two. In Homer the earth-
born nursling of Athena is Erechtheus (/l. 2.547-8); on vase
paintings, in fon (267 -70) and in most later sources Erichthonius
supplants him, though the older tradition still lingers on in
Herodotus (8.55). It has often been inferred that Erechtheus and
Erichthonius were simply alternative forms of the same name, and
that the single figure with two names came to be divided into two
figures. The actual development was perhaps more complex,5! but
it certainly seems to be true that we are dealing with joint-heirs to a
single mythological inheritance. Erichthonius has no substantial
myths of his own, but borrows and usurps from Erechtheus.
Erechtheus indeed is forced to yield up his childhood to the older
man. This is, of course, another indication of the fragmentation of
these traditions, which work with isolated incidents rather than a
continuous conception of a whole heroic career.

Erichthonius’ only independent action was to found the Pana-
thenaea, and to make certain inventions associated with the
festival. These are fourth-century traditions, and must derive from
Erichthonius’ by then canonical status as nursling of the goddess
whom the great festival honoured.®? Erechtheus’ great exploit was
the war against Eumolpus and his Eleusinian or Thracian allies. It -
was to become the first of what one might call the ‘four labours of
the Athenians’. This canon was established by the speakers of the
public funeral orations that were so distinctive a vehicle of
Athenian ideology from about the middle of the fifth century.
From the wide existing range of Athenian myths, some of them
concerned with individual and domestic life, they selected four that
could be reshaped as paradigms of a distinctively Athenian blend
of righteousness and valour in the communal enterprise of war-
fare. Two of the chosen myths celebrated the Athenian heroism
that had always in the last resort proved sufficient to repel the
threatening incursions of barbarians. Two presented Athens as the
common refuge of the oppressed, the state that had both the will
and the power to stand up for sacred rights. Characteristically, it
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was a new social institution, the public funeral, that stimulated this
new development in mythology.%

Our first knowledge of the myth comes, appropriately, from
Euripides’ Erechiheus, a work deeply imbued with the patriotic
values of the funeral speeches. It was almost certainly produced
while work was at progress on the new Erechtheum, the founda-
tion myth of which it told. Eumolpus was the son of Poseidon and
of Chione, a Thracian princess who, at least in later tradition, was
born of an Athenian mother. After many adventures, he led an
army of Thracians into Attica to help the Eleusinians in a war
against Athens. He hoped to install his father Poseidon on the
Acropolis in place of Athena, and so reverse the unjust outcome of
the famous dispute. Erechtheus consulted Delphi, and was told
that victory would be his if he sacrificed one of his daughters before
the battle. With the consent of his wife Praxithea he did this,
and two further daughters sacrificed themselves voluntarily.
Erechtheus duly killed Eumolpus and expelled the Thracians, but
at the moment of victory vengeful Poseidon slew him in turn, or
persuaded Zeus to do so. On Athena’s orders Erechtheus is now
worshipped in a fine temple on the Acropolis, bearing the name
‘Erechtheus-Poseidon’, ‘because of him who killed him’. His
daughters too receive cult at the place of their death, particularly
when invasion threatens, while Praxithea was chosen by the
goddess herself to become the first priestess of Athena Polias. And
a descendant of Eumolpus in perhaps the fifth generation, again
called Eumolpus, founded the Mysteries at Eleusis. Such in
outline seems to have been the plot of Euripides’ play.® The pro-
logue was probably spoken by Poseidon, the exodos by Athena, so
that as in Hippolytus the two competing gods ringed the human
action of the play.

We have, then, a story of a threatening barbarian invasion that
could only be checked by a king’s willingness to subordinate his
dearest personal interests to the public good. (In later allusions it is
the king’s attitude rather than that of his wife or hapless daughters
that is stressed.) A leader’s daughter-sacrifice had been an
abomination for Aeschylus, but the theme is here suffused in a
warm patriotic glow, and the horror is mitigated as often in
Euripides by the victims’ ready submission to their fate.5 There
was, of course, an example in all this for every citizen. On the
divine level the war was a re-enactment of the old quarrel between

202

Myths of Early Athens

Athena and Poseidon, in yet more threatening terms; for the ever-
dangerous god was now aligned with a barbarian horde. In the
event Athens remained a Greek and not 2 barbarian city, Athens
and not Poseidonia; and from this victory emerged a whole series
of the city’s cults, including several of the most celebrated. The
play showed the religious order of the city created or confirmed by
the patriotism of the citizens.

How much of this complex of motifs antedated Euripides? There
are no certain earlier allusions; but passing references in almost
contemporary works that are unlikely to be dependent on Erechtheus
suggest that several features of Euripides’ myth — the Eleusinian
war, the maiden sacrifice, the destruction of Erechtheus through
Poseidon — were already familiar.% One feature that is not
attested before Euripides is Eumolpus’ Thracian origin. It is
thoroughly unexpected, since Eumolpus is evidently the eponym of
the Eleusinian priestly genos of the Eumolpids, and duly appears as
a respectable Eleusinian prince in the Homeric Hymn to Demeter
(154). His descent from Poseidon, too, well suits an Eleusinian,
since the god was worshipped there under the title ‘father’ (Paus.
1.38.6). Euripides’ version retains the association with Eleusis, but
reserves the foundation of the Mysteries for a second Eumolpus five
generations later; by then, no doubt, the Thracian blood would
have been diluted to an acceptable level.®” There has clearly been
an innovation here at some date; but it is hard to believe that
Euripides had no semblance of authority for changing a war against
Eleusinians into a war against Thracians, and so transforming one
of the most honoured religious families of all Greece into
descendants of a barbarian war-lord. It was probably the prestige at
Eleusis of Thracian Orpheus that first made Eumolpus into a
Thracian,% that Orpheus who himself came to be seen as founder
of the Mysteries. But Thrace in Athenian mythology had a double
significance. It was the home of Orpheus and thus a source of
religious revelation, but it was also the first fully barbarian land
abutting the Greek mainland. Eumolpus probably became a
Thracian because of the first set of associations, only to be trans-
formed by the patriotic tradition into the scapegrace embodiment
of the second. There is some evidence that perhaps points to an
earlier independent tradition of a war between Erechtheus and the
Thracians.® If one existed, it will have eased the transformation of
an Atheno-Eleusinian into an Atheno-Thracian conflict. At all

203



Mpyihs of Early Athens

events, the fourth-century tradition had almost forgotten that this
war had anything to do with Eleusis, and remembered it only as
the prototype of the Persian wars, the first incursion of barbarian
arms into Greece (e.g. Dem. 60.8).

Probably, therefore, the earlier myth used similar motifs in
describing a conflict between Athens and Eleusis. (How far the
process of transformation had gone before Euripides we cannot
say.) Since Poseidon was a prominent Eleusinian god, the divine
conflict would have been appropriate in this version too. It used to
be thought that the myth in this form reflected an actual historical
conflict; but the archaeological support for that view has collapsed,
with the demonstration that the supposedly ‘archaic’ defensive
wall between Athens and Eleusis belongs to the fourth century.”
There is no independent evidence to suggest that Eleusis was
incorporated into the Athenian state later than other of the ‘cities’
of Attica, or with any more difficulty. The area in which the
relation of Eleusis to Athens was unique was, of course, that of
religion. The myth emphasises this special relationship by a
technique of contrast (since the war led to peace). Pausanias’
account perhaps suggests the spirit, at least, of the original denoue-
ment: ‘They settled the war on the terms that the Eleusinians
should be subject to the Athenians in other respects but should
conduct the ceremonies themselves.” (1.38.3). The myth of the
war was also no doubt very closely associated with the several
rituals that involved processions from Athens to Eleusis (or vice
versa), or places en route; most particularly, at the Skirophoria, the
priest of Poseidon/Erechtheus and the priestess of Athena Polias,
in this context a most significant combination, walked out west-
wards to Skiron, the spot where according to one tradition the
decisive battle occurred.” The old myth probably dramatised such
local (though by no means trivial) themes and concerns; but the
struggle between neighbouring Attic communities that it por-
trayed could be seen as disreputable, and it had to give way to the
great saga of the barbarian repelled.

Erechtheus had several further daughters. One was Orithyia,
the bride of Boreas the North Wind. Whether the bearer of such a
name (‘she who races in the mountains’?)’? had always been a
royal princess must be doubtful, but that is how the only myth we
know portrays her. Orithyia was not the only girl to have been
swept away by a storm (cf. Hom. Od. 20.66-78), and at one level
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the myth expresses the frightening power of a force of nature. But
Boreas was a god as well as a wind, and it also illustrates the ‘rough
favour’ (Aesch. 4g. 182-3) of the Olympians in their dealings
with mortals. The rape of mortal by god has two aspects. On the
one hand it is a frightening and irresistit'e incursion, a seigneurial
act of power; but it is also a contact of rare intimacy between the
two worlds, which gives the victim’s family and community almost
unique claims upon the condescending god. This is a theme upon
which, in a different context, Euripides plays poignantly in one of
his loveliest choral odes (Troades 820-58). Appropriately, there-
fore, the rape often takes place amid an assemblage of early Attic
heroes; Cecrops and his three daughters as well as Erechtheus are
all present and named, in defiance of chronology, on an amphora
by the Orithyia painter, and Athena, too, often watches the scene
without obvious disapproval. Boreas was rough and alien enough
(witness the vase paintings), but he knew how to be grateful, as the
help he gave against the Mede in 492 and again in 480 well
showed, when the Athenians accepted the advice of an oracle
(Hdt. 7.189) to “call on their son-in-law’ for aid. (The Athenians
at large are conceived, revealingly, as sharing in relationships con-
tracted by Erechtheus). This display of divine gratitude in a crisis
was the source of the myth’s great popularity in the fifth century.
The many vase paintings, the monumental sculptures, the play by
Aeschylus, the new temple of Orithyia by the Ilissus all served to
remind the Athenians of how they overcame the Mede through the
help of friends in high places.”> When they decorated their temple
of Apollo on Delos with two scenes of Athenians raped by immor-
tals, they were proclaiming to the world the gods’ great love for
Athens.’*

Orithyia’s marriage was not without issue; and some of her
children, Zetes and Calais and Cleopatra, wife of Phineus, were to
achieve fame in the mythological world. Through them Attica
acquired a rather distant connection with the glamorous Argo-
nautic expedition. The origin of this association is uncertain, but it
was certainly known to Sophocles: the chorus in Antigone ponder
the melancholy fate that befell Cleopatra, daughter of a god and
grand-daughter of an Athenian though she was (966 -87).7%

Another daughter of Erechtheus made an influential marriage
in the early time, when mankind had only existed for three genera-
tions and was still being divided into its racial groups. We
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encounter here a central concern of Greek political mythology, the
genealogicai relations of peoples. In this case, a controversy about
the origins and thus the obligations of the Ionians is fought out
through the person of the hero Ion. A recently published fragment
of the Hesiodic Catalogue’® has confirmed that the following
sternma is ancient:

Hellen {son of Deucalion) Erechtheus
Aeolus Dorus Xuthus = Creusa
Achaeus fon

So juxtaposed, Ion and Achaeus are evidently patrons of Achaea
in the northwest Peloponnese, which was recognised by the nine
Ionian cities of Asia Minor as their homeland and according to
tradition had once been called Ionia (Diod. Sic. 15.49.1).
Numerous sources duly associate the heroes with this region, from
Herodotus (7.94) onwards. But Athens too claimed to be ‘the most
ancient land of Ionia’ (Solon fr. 4a.2 West), and her status as such
is recognised in the choice of an Athenian mother (a daughter of
Erechtheus, naturally) for Ion. Pseudo-Hesiod’s genealogy is
perhaps a compromise between two beliefs or claims about the site
of the true primeval Ionia. Certainly Ion himself is connected by
Herodotos with Athens (8.44) as well as with Achaea, and is
repeatedly forced to migrate physically from the one place to the
other in more elaborate later accounts.”’

Thus Athenians of the fifth century inherited a tradition which
associated Ion with Athens, but a little precariously, through his
mother only. It was therefore a problem to explain how he had
achieved such prominence at Athens that the four Attic tribes were
named after his sons (Hdt. 5.66; Eur. Ion 1575-81), as in terms of
mythological genealogy they necessarily were: for these tribe
names were also found in Ionia proper, and so were a prime part
of that heritage of Jon which was transmitted through Athens to
the broader Ionic world.”® The best that could be done was to say
that Ion was summoned to serve as ‘general’ in a dangerous war
(Erechtheus’ against the Thracians, when it is identified), and
owed his influence to military success.’”” An exception bad of
course to be made here, in Ion’s favour, to the normal mythological
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rule that kings are their own generals. It was perhaps Euripides in
fon who first adopted the radical solution of eliminating the boy’s
foreign father in favour of Apollo.8® As Ion was now of pure
Athenian blood (with a dash of ichor), he became a fit heir to the
throne of Erechtheus (fon 1573-4). Euripides duly installs him
there,®! in defiance of tradition, and without explaining how the
throne passed back from Ion’s line to Erechtheus’ normal succes-
sor, Pandion. Athens’ relations with her Ionian allies were at this
date crucial for her very survival (cf. Jon 1584-5), and it was not
inopportune to place the Ionians’ ancestor at the very centre of
primitive Athenian society.?2 Nor will Athenians have resented the
notion that after conceiving Ion by a god, Creusa went on to bear
Dorus and Achaeus to a mortal (fon 1589-94): Ion’s uncle Dorus
was thus reduced to his younger half-brother, born of inferior and,
to boot, half-Athenian stock. But Euripides’ innovation (if such
indeed it was) was too bold to be taken up by the subsequent tradi-
tion, and Ion remained a general and an immigrant. And this was,
perhaps, not an inappropriate expression of the Athenians’ own
sense of their Ionian identity. An Athenian was of course an
Ionian, and at certain times it was important to insist on the point;
but in general being an Ionian was very much secondary to the
central business of being an Athenian. :

Erechtheus was succeeded by . .. . But we must leave the
Athenians as Bacchylides portrays them in his eighteenth ode,
Waiting for Theseus.83

Notes
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Théseus

King Pandién, Erechtheus’ grandson, was driven out of his kingdom by the sons of
Metién and took refuge in Megara [v Megardch], where four sons were born to him,
Aigeus, Pallds, Nisos and Lykos. After his death these reconquered Attica, of which
Aigeus became king, not greatly to the content of his brothers. He was without
children, and on consulting Delfy was given a mysterious-sounding oracle, the
interpretation of which was that he was to touch no woman until he returned home.
However, the wording puzzled him, and he went to consult Pittheus, king of Troizen
and son of Pelops. Pittheus saw what was meant, made Aigeus drunk, and
introduced him to his daughter Aithra. So runs the common story, but almost as
common is the tale that Poseidon was Aithra’s lover. The probable solution is that
Aigeus, the eponym of the Aegean Sea, is none other than a local form of Poseidon
himself. At all events, Aigeus left behind him at Troizen [v Troizén¢] a sword and a
pair of sandals, which he put under a great rock, and bade Aithra send him the son
he was confident that she would bear, as soon as he was old enough to shift the rock
and get these tokens of his father.*

A child was born, and named Théseus. On reaching young manhood, he
fulfilled his father’s behest, but refused to take the easy sea route to Athens,
insisting on going by land, because that offered more prospect of adventures. Hence
he met and conquered the brigand Perifétés, surnamed Korynétés or the Club-man,
near Epidauros; he took his club and henceforth used it (one of the many traits in his
legend manifestly imitated from Héraklés). Next came the turn of Sinis, surnamed
Pityokamptés, or Pine-bender, because he used to tie those whom he caught to two
pine-trees, bent to the ground, and let them fly up, tearing the victim in two.
Théseus gave him the same death. After staying to hunt and kill the Grey Sow of
Krommyén, he entered the Megarid, where he met another brigand, Skeirén, who
used to compel passers-by to wash his feet, and as they did so, kick them into the
sea. Flinging him from a cliff, he next encountered, at Eleusis, a formidable
wrestler, one Kerkyén of Arkadia, whom also he overcame and killed. Next, as he
approached Athens, he met Damastés, otherwise Prokrustés (the Stretcher), whose
notion of humour was to lay all comers on a bed and then lop them or rack them out

to make them fit it. Théseus meted out the same measure to him, and without further
adventures arrived in Athens.

Here Médeia, who had taken refuge with Aigeus, prepared a cup of poison
for him, pointing him out to Aigeus as a likely pretender to the throne. But Aigeus
recognized his son in the nick of time and dashed the poison away; Médeia took
refuge in flight, and her son Médos became the eponym of the Médes, after
murdering, with the aid of his mother, Persés son of Helios.

Athens was just then in a state of turmoil, as Pallds and his strong sons
were plotting against Aigeus. Théseus, however, met and overthrew them. He next
hunted and caught the Marathonian bull (the one Heraklés had brought from
Crete—another contact between the two heroes) and sacrificed it to Apollo.

Now came a more serious and dangerous contest. Minds had reduced
Athens to the position of a tributary state, under hard terms. His son Androgeds had
been murdered in Attica, and he prepared an expedition against it. Athens made
terms with Minds; a yearly tribute of seven youths and seven maidens was to be
sent, whom he shut up in the Labyrinth, to lose their way and die of hunger, or be
killed and eaten by the Mindtauros. Théseus volunteered to be one of the number.
On the way to Crete, Minds insulted one of the virgins, and Théseus interfered.
Minés bragged of his sonship to Zeus, who in response to his prayer thundered out
of a clear sky. Théseus, to counter this, jumped overboard at Minds’ challenge and
brought back, by the help of Amfitrité, a gold ring which Minds threw overboard.
Reaching Crete, he met Ariadné, daughter of Minds, who fell in love with him and
provided him with a clue of thread by the help of which he could find his way out of
the Labyrinth; he met and killed the Minétaur, found his way back by following the
clue, which he had fastened near the entrance, and sailed away in safety, taking with
him his fellow-victims and Ariadné. Why Minés did not pursue was a question
which exercised some of the ancients. In any case, Théseus got safely away, and
sailed as far as Naxos, where, according to the usual form of the story, he
treacherously left Ariadné behind; Deserted, Ariadné was found by Dionysos, who
wedded her. A number of rites observed in historical Athens were popularly
supposed to commemorate incidents in this adventure.

Théseus, on starting, had promised that if he returned safely he would
change the black sails of the ship which bore the human tribute for white ones. But
he forgot to do this, and Aigeus, seeing the black-sailed vessel approach, naturally
thought that his son had perished, and so flung himself into the sea and was



drowned. Théseus was now king, and instituted reforms, the most notable being the
synoikismos, or union of the scattered Attic communities into one political centre,
Athens. Here we touch sober history; such a union certainly did take place, and
likely enough as the result of the constructive policy of some early statesman or
statesmen, not by mere spontaneous development. He soon had to face a serious
war; the Amazons (provoked, in some accounts, by Théseus, who had joined in
Héraklés’ campaign against them) invaded Attica, but were defeated, and their
leader, Hippolyté or Antiopé, became his wife. They had a son Hippolytos, who is
the chief figure of a tragic story.

After the death of the boy’s mother, Théseus married again, this time
Ariadné’s sister Faidra. She fell passionately in love with her stepson, and in the
absence of Théseus, at last let him know of her affection. He repulsed her, and she
hanged herself, first writing a letter incriminating him. Théseus, returning, read the
letter and cursed his son; now Poseidén had granted him three wishes, and the curse
was one of them. Hippolytos, therefore, as he drove away from his father, who had
banished him, was met by a huge sea-monster which frightened his horses; they
bolted, threw him from the chariot, and dragged him to death. Too late, Théseus
perceived his error.
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Théseus was credited, like Héraklés, with several amatory adventures, for
example, with the daughters of all or most of the brigands whom he killed on his
way to Athens. This is but one of the many resemblances between the legends of the
two heroes, largely due, no doubt, to deliberate imitation by Attic saga-men of the
better known tale.

Théseus is represented as having been the constant friend of Héraklés,
whom he sheltered after the killing of Megara and her children. In the end, he left
Athens in consequence of rebellions against him, took refuge in Skyros, and was
there murdered by Lykomédés, or died by accident.

Théseovy prdce na atické cervenofigurové ¢isi (440 pr. n. l.). Seshora doprava:
Kerkyon, Prokriistés, Skeiron, marathonsky byk, Sinis, krommyonskd svine.
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ports to be more rational; it has a different purpose—namely,
to illustrate unforeseeable change in human affairs. Around a
historical event, the capture of the Lydian king by the Persians
in the summer of 547 B.c., have grown up two stories, the exact
details of which are beyond our grasp. The stories became tradi-
tional: even before Bacchylides wrote his poetic account of the
event, an Attic painter had represented the king offering a liba-
tion to Zeus. That was the myth as Bacchylides knew it (fig. 6).

If no line was drawn between myth and history, myth re-
mained adaptable to new conditions, so long as it retained its
vitality. The myths that dealt with Theseus’s visit to Delos were
created to legitimate Athenian claims to the island (see Chapter
5). Our authorities for myths about Theseus as an Attic hero are
relatively numerous and illustrate how myth was changed to
meet the requirements of the day.

Theseus and Athens

In the archaic period Theseus was one hero among others, and
some of his adventures were narrated quite often.”? He is men-
tioned several times in the Homeric poems. Nestor tells how
Theseus fought beside Perithous against the Centaurs (Iliad
1.263—70). Odysseus says that he saw Ariadne, Minos’s daugh-
ter, in the underworld; Theseus, he continues, wanted to bring
her from Crete to Athens, but Artemis, at the recommendation
of Dionysus, killed the girl on the island of Dia (Odyssey
11.321-25). That presupposes the Minotaur adventure. Odys-
seus would have seen Theseus and Perithous, too, during his

-visit in Hades, had he stayed there longer (Odyssey 11.631). The

mention of Theseus and Perithous presupposes the tale ac-
cording to which the two heroes descended into the lower world
to abduct Persephone, the queen of that realm, but were detained
there and punished for the attempt. In another Homeric passage
Theseus’s mother Aethra is listed among the maidservants of
Helen (Iliad 3.144). That presupposes the tale of Theseus’s ab-
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duction of Helen, according to which Helen’s brothers, the Di-
oscuri, later came to their sister’s rescue and not only freed her
but also carried off Theseus’s mother, who had been keeping
Helen hidden.

The abduction of women and the slaying of monsters: these
are the deeds of the Homeric Theseus, and these are also the
deeds of Theseus as he is represented again and again in early
lyric poetry and in archaic art. The oldest surviving depiction of
the slaying of the Minotaur is Corinthian and dates from the
seventh century. There is nothing specifically Athenian about
Theseus here.

In the last quarter of the sixth century, there was a startling
change in the iconography of the hero. Attic vase paintings
showing Theseus suddenly begin to appear, and in the metopes
on the treasury of the Athenians at Delphi (ca. 500 B.c.) Thes-
eus’s exploits are juxtaposed with those of Heracles. Signifi-
cantly, there are no scandalous abductions of women here, no
battles with half-human monsters; instead, Theseus is repre-
sented as, above all, a civilizer, who made the road from Troezen
to Athens safe for travelers. He is shown clearing the road of all
sorts of bandits—among these were Sciron, who hurled wayfar-
ers over a cliff; Sinis, who tore them to pieces by fastening them
to young pine trees, which he bent to the ground and then re-
leased; Procrustes, who forced them to fit into his bed by stretch-
ing them or lopping off their extremities; and Cercyon, a power-
ful wrestler who crushed his victims (Plutarch, Theseus 8—11).
Apparently, Theseus’s civilizing feats were meant to contrast
with Heracles’ encounters with wild animals and monsters from
foreign lands. Theseus’s popularity among the Athenians seems
to have reached its peak when, in 476 B.c., the hero’s bones were
unearthed on the island of Scyros and returned to Athens by
Cimon, the son of the Miltiades who led the Athenians to vic-
tory at Marathon (Plutarch, Theseus 36.1-3; Cimon 8.5-7).
Theseus was even said to have intervened personally on behalf
of the Athenians at Marathon (Plutarch, Theseus 35.8).
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Theseus's popularity as the slayer of villains on the road from
Troezen probably stemmed from an epic poem, the Theseid.
Composed, at the latest, in the last quarter of the sixth century,
the purpose of the poem was to make Theseus into an Athenian
hero. There was much to recommend Theseus, whose exploits
had been widely known from the time of Homer—at all events,
Theseus was a much more attractive nominee for the role than
Menestheus, Athens’s rather pale representative at Troy (Iliad
2.552). ’ ’

Whether the Theseid was written at the suggestion of Peisis-
tratus, the Athenian tyrant, or Cleisthenes, the founder of the
Athenian democracy, is a matter of dispute and, in any case, of
little importance here. The important point is that, for political
reasons, certain episodes in Theseus’s mythical career were de-
veloped into an epic poem representing the Athenian self-
concept.”®

For the Athenians, Theseus was not, like other heroes, just a
doer of prodigious deeds; he was one of their early kings. His
adventures vexed the Greeks of later times, in particular the
fourth-century Atthidographers. These writers of early Attic
history attempted quite recklessly to rationalize the tale, so pop-
ular in the archaic period, of Theseus’s struggle with the Mino-
taur. The monster was explained away as a real person, Taurus,
an officer of Minos, conquered by Theseus in a sea battle
(Demon, FGrH 327 F 5) or in single combat (Philochorus, FGrH
328 F 17). Cleidemus understood Theseus’s Cretan adventure as
an invasion, with Athenian support, by Cretan exiles whose pur-
pose was to overthrow the tyrant Minos (FGrH 323 F 17). Thes-
eus, thus demythologized and historicized, could no longer be
represented as a slayer of monsters.

The Theseid may have initiated this rationalizing trend by
portraying Theseus as the unifier of Attica and therefore the
founder of the Athenian state. The inhabitants of Attica, it was
said, once lived in scattered villages, without a common political
identity. Under Theseus, they were incorporated into the Athen-
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ian polis, with a common political center in the city of Athens.
Posterity considered this act of unification, known as synoecism,
Theseus’s greatest accomplishment. It was celebrated at the Sy-
noecia, a festival that was thought to have been instituted by
Theseus." The festival took place on the sixteenth day of Heca-
tombaeon, the first month in the Attic calendar, immediately
after the appearance of the full moon. Various rituals of dissolu-
tion and renewal marked Hecatombaeon as the first month of
the new year. At the Synoecia, too, a strange sacrificial ritual
took place. The participants, instead of roasting the meat com-
munally in accordance with normal practice, brought it home
raw: in this way, the Athenians enacted the dissolution of their
political unity, which was followed by a fresh start. The myth,
according to which the Athenians first lived in scattered villages
and then were united under Theseus, traces just this sequence
of events, expressed in the code of political action. Here myth
and ritual did not necessarily preserve the memory of an actual
synoecism from the early history of Attica—even the scholar
who asserts that a myth is “a tale that rests on a historical basis”
must allow that this synoecism was probably the result not of a
single act but of a “long and gradual developmental process.”**
Thus, all that is left of the myth is the basic notion that a great
city arose as a result of the unification of several towns; such a
synoecism is plausible, whether it is historical or not.

Even more important was the late sixth-century transforma-
tion of Theseus from a folktale hero into a quasi-historical poli-
tician acting with absolute authority. Extreme democrats of the
fourth century (who had a forerunner in Euripides) went so far
as to make the king abdicate and introduce the democracy.
Theophrastus, a student of Aristotle, even credits Theseus with
the invention of ostracism, the vote by potsherd, which was fun-
damental to the Athenian democracy—undoubtedly with a po-
lemical and antidemocratic purpose, for he goes on to say that
the first victim of ostracism was none other than its inventor.
Theophrastus’s teacher, with greater historical plausibility, says
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that ostracism was introduced by Cleisthenes, ascribing to Thes-
eus a constitution that “deviated somewhat from monarchy”
(The Constitution of the Athenians 41.2). By contrast, Thucyd-
ides represented him as an absolute monarch who possessed
enough power to divest the individual villages of their sover-
eignty and thus to pave the way for the synoecism (2.15). Plu-
tarch imagined that Theseus went from one aristocratic power
center to the next promoting his idea; while the commoners fol-
lowed him enthusiastically, the nobles did so only with reluc-
tance, in view of his dynastic power (Theseus 24.1-2).

To be sure, not every one of these details is the stuff of which
traditional tales are made, but the starting point—the notion
that Theseus was an Attic king—certainly is, and it is on this
notion that the later additions are based. The Theseus myth is
presented in a form that every Greek could understand as his-
tory. The conception of myth as history goes back at least to the
latter part of the sixth century, unless one assigns an even earlier
date to the etiology of the Synoecia.

Myth as History

The conception of myth as history—to sum up the results of
our survey—was not a late occurrence; nor was it an indication

that myth had become -an empty shell, as some evolutionists, .

unable to see the development of Greek thought as anything but
the triumph of logos over mythos, have been far too ready to
assume. In fact, myth, especially heroic myth, was regarded as
history throughout antiquity. One of the reasons for this atti-
tude was that, in the archaic period, heroic myth took the fixed
form of epic poetry, particularly the Homeric poems. Even in
the Iliad and the Odyssey the mythical universe is structured
in accordance with chronological—"historical”—criteria. This
quasi-historical perspective is consistent with the Homeric ten-
dency toward realism: the realistic Homeric narrator shuns the
fantastic and the fabulous (Chapter 3).
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Realism, which has been disparaged as the mark of an un-
imaginative mind (G. S. Kirk) but also extolled as characteristi-
cally indicative of, and rooted in, a pristinely anthropomorphic
universe (B. Vickers, rightly and convincingly), is a distinctive
feature of Greek mythical narration in general.’® Monsters,
when they appear, are surprisingly tame. Perhaps the most com-
plicated one is the chimaera (“in front a lion, in the middle a
goat, in back a snake”) or Hesiod’s Typhon, with its various ani-
mal heads. More common are animals such as those against
which Heracles fights: a lion with skin that resists iron; a bull
and a boar, both unusually large and savage creatures; man-
eating horses; a hind with golden antlers. Particularly spectacu-
lar are Cerberus with his three heads and the Hydra with its
four serpentine necks. Most of the figures of Greek myth, how-
ever, are human, and so are their actions, which include not only
murder, rape, and cannibalism but also love, friendship, and
marriage. Attic vase painting is also of a preeminently anthropo-
morphic character: monsters are rare (among Heracles’ labors,
the struggle with the lion is depicted most often; among those
of Theseus the struggle with the Minotaur, another not less than
extravagantly fantastic monster). Vases usually show men and
women, and we cannot always be sure, in the absence of inscrip-
tions, whether a scene is from myth or everyday life. Is the part-
ing warrior. in every case Hector, the dead man over whose
corpse others are fighting always Achilles? The human and in-
deed the humane qualities of myth have made epic and tragic
poetry the loftiest achievements of both Greek and other litera-
tures; these qualities explain the immense impact that Greek
myth has had, from antiquity to the present day.



Myth in the Greek City: The Athenian Politics of Myth'

Let us construct a fiction: a city has been founded, a group of citizens settled on its
territory. What is now the most urgent task for the wise legislator? To set up laws,
no doubt? If he takes Plato for a guide, he will start not by creating laws but by
forging myths.

He will persuade the citizens “that in reality they were formed and raised in the
womb of the earth, they themselves as well as their weapons and the rest of their
equipment. And that, when they were entirely formed, the earth, their mother,
delivered them, and now they should regard the earth that they inhabit as their
mother and their nurse, and they ought to defend her against any attack and regard
the other citizens as their brothers, who like them came out of the womb of the
earth” (Plato, The Republic, 414 d—e). Forging myths: if we are to believe Plato,
this is the first thing to be attended to by the founder of a city (but the Sophist
Critias, a “tyrant” of Athens and relative of the philosopher, was saying the same
thing when he founded the political order on the fear of the gods, the clever
invention of a wise man; Critias, fr. 25 Diels-Kranz). We should take the
philosopher in the Republic seriously when he hastens, once the foundations of the
imaginary city are laid, to submit the mythopoetic activity to the all-powerful
authority of an official censor (337 b—c): “bad” myths must immediately be replaced
by good ones, “noble lies” destined for the civic body, because all Greek cities, even
imaginary ones, live on myths.

Dispensing with the fiction of the first inventor and with the problematical side
of the noble lie, let us return to “reality”, to truly existing Greek cities, with their
own history and political life: myth is there, too; it is always there, an ancient
history inscribed in the civic space, repeated in daily practice and in the most
circumstantial decisions, retelling the origins of the polis (the Greek city-state) or
founding its present. We shall attempt to discern this multiform presence within one
city, the prestigious, if not the privileged, exemplar of the Greek politics of myth.

Let there be a city: Athens. A territory and men. A community of citizens, with
their wives (who are entitled to the name of Athenians, but not that of citizens) and
two categories of noncitizens (metics and slaves). An intense civil life, a dynamic
foreign policy, dominated by the imperialist search for power even more than by the
desire for expansion. At Athens, as in other Greek cities, myths speak of necessarily
brilliant beginnings, and the legendary deeds of national heroes are recounted as a
series of exploits in which the citizens can see a prefiguration of their own collective
enterprises.

' Zkrdcend a mirng upravend verze stati Nicole Loraux z Mythologies, vol. L, s. 340-346.

The Social Function of Myth: Athenian Autochthony

As a discourse on the origin and the ordering of the human cosmos, myth narrates to
the city the coming of culture; in every Athenian it nourishes the representation of
Athens that is appropriate both for oneself and for others: that of a polis “beloved of
the gods” and by origin doubly anchored in a close relationship with the divine. The
quarrel of Athena and Poseidon is evidence of this relationship, and the circum-
stances which presided over the birth of Erichthonius are evidence that, as “sons of
the blessed gods, who came out of a sacred ground and never knew conquest, the
descendants of Erechtheus were prosperous at all times” (Euripides, Medea, 824—
28). The mythic origins of masculine democracy, the legendary war against the
Amazons who tried to imitate men and who turned out to be women after all when
danger arose (Lysias, Epitaphios, 4-5), inaugurate the civic order of men as
opposed to women, the passive “half” of the city. The story of the Amazons is
doubly exemplary as it also tells the victory of civilization over barbarity, of the
polis over strangers: at the Stoa Poikilé (painted portico) where citizens can
contemplate the great deeds of Athens painted on the walls, legend and history are
neighbours, and “on the middle wall are the Athenians and Theseus fighting with the
Amazons, then come the Greeks, masters of Troy ... and at the end of the painting
are those who fought at Marathon” (Pausanias, 1.15.2).

Celebrated in word and image, evoked in official speeches, represented in tragic
theatre, illustrated many times over on vases and temple pediments, myth runs the
great risk, having undergone this treatment, of dwindling away into conventional
scenes and rhetorical commonplaces. Its polysemy, reinforced by tragedy, shines
forth, by contrast, when it penetrates the prosaic speech of politics. In the domain of
political representations, however, it does gain by being a necessary mediation
between the Athenians and Athens.

To distinguish the multiple functions assumed by myth and the many levels of
social experience it takes charge of, one example will suffice: that of Athenian
autochthony. It is true that official religion keeps to the strictest orthodoxy as far as
the birth of Erichthonius is concerned. When the tragedians extend the name of
Erechtheids to the entirety of the civic body, they make the Athenians both native
sons and divine offshoots. But, as though the story of Erichthonius were too well
known to be repeated once again, the official orators, those who recite the funeral
oration to the glory of citizens fallen in combat, in general avoid mentioning the
national hero and the divine couple who presided over his birth; instead, they
attribute the privilege of autochthony collectively to all men of Athens. It is not
surprising that this generalized autochthony becomes an essential element of the
ideology of Athenian democracy: not only does it serve to justify Athenian practice
in war — the Athenians are champions of right by virtue of their status as legitimate



sons of the soil of the fatherland (Lysias, Epitaphios, 17) — but the orators go so far
as to derive democracy from autochthony or, to use Platonic terminology, to derive
political equality (isonomid) from the equality of origin (isogonid; see Plato Mene-
xenus, 239 a). Thus law (nomos) finds its basis in nature (fysis), and the power of
the demos thereby gains its certificates of nobility: endowed collectively with good
birth, autochthonous citizens are all equal because they are all noble. One more step
and the speeches will contrast Athens with all other cities, anomalous groupings of
intruders settling in as metics on foreign soil.

Has the myth been lost by the wayside? To answer yes would be to forget that
in the time of the religious calendar as in the space of civic life, in daily life as in the
festivals of the collectivity, every Athenian is frequently reminded of the myth of
Erichthonius: on the Acropolis and in the celebration of the Panathenaea, in tragic
or comic theatre, in the workshop of the potter whose vases repeat ad infinitum Ge's
holding out the child to Athena. And even if a surfeit of eloquence does weaken the
myth, it is worth wagering that the Athenian audience took it upon itself to refer the
general propositions of discourse to the living context of myth.

Myths therefore do not die because they are politicized. How could they, when
it is they that tell the city its identity, establishing the origin of the name of Athens
or presiding over the education of the defenders of the territory of the fatherland?
Thus it is that in instituting in 508 B.C. the ten tribes which were from thenceforth
to constitute the politico-military officers of Athenian life, Kleisthenes placed them
under the patronage of the ten national heroes, the ten Eponymous Ones, who
include, not surprisingly, Kekrops, Erechtheus, and Aigeus, and whose exploits the
citizens are invited to repeat in an ever-renewed imitation (see Demosthenes, Epi-
taphios, 27-31).

Between the gods and the heroes, between the original kinship which unites
them collectively to Athena and the classificatory kinship which distributes them
into ten tribes, Athenians had no lack of models, inscribed in civic time and space,
to encourage them to root their actions in myth.

Theseus

In the face of other cities, each polis brandishes its own myths and heroes: thus
Theseus owes his remarkably good fortune to the fact that the Peisistratids sought to
counter the Peloponnesians through their hero Heracles. The history of the hero
gives both prefiguration and legitimacy to all territorial expansion: if Theseus
chooses to travel from Troezen to Athens by the most dangerous route, via Megara
and Eleusis, it will provide him with the opportunity to conquer the enemies of
civilization; it is also the case that Athens, after the event or in anticipation, wants
to legitimate the conquest of these cities, a conquest that may be insecure or merely

desired. If the hero, on his way from Crete to Athens, stops at Delos to dance there,
this dance will be a fitting celebration of the victory over the Minotaur, but it also
has its function in the city of Peisistratos, for it provides a kind of filigree of
justification for his ambitions for the Aegean Sea.

More complex, but just as real, is the incidence of myth and heroic legend in
internal political life: here, the vacillation between the then and the now is constant.
The present remodels the legendary past, and at the beginning of the fifth century, in
a city definitively rid of tyrants, the visual representations of Theseus on Attic vases
suddenly start to reproduce the attitudes of the Tyrannoctones (murderers of the
tyrant), as immortalized by two illustrious sculptors for the edification of the people.
Likewise, the Periclean law on citizenship, around 450 B.C., may have given a
resurgence of authority to the myth of autochthony. Inversely, the present can be
made into an imitation of the legendary past: thus, when Kimon repatriates the
“ashes of Theseus” from Skyros in order to install them ceremoniously in the heart
of the polis, at the foot of the Acropolis and near the Agora, it simply means that
Kimon, the politician who wants to be a second Theseus, slips himself adroitly into
the figure of the hero.

A strange destiny, that of Theseus in the democratic city. The tyrants had
exalted Theseus, but Kleisthenes’ reform removed him from view and thus put him
at a distance from the Eponymous Ones, of whom, by contrast, his father Aegeus
was a member. The aristocratic reaction following the Persian wars again made him
a dominant figure, the very incarnation of Athenian greatness: did he not fight at
Marathon on the side of the Athenians? Of course he will be eclipsed again when
democracy is strengthened: his connections with Peisistratos and then with Kimon
are certainly true enough to make him suspect. From the end of the fifth century,
however, he is no longer contested and gradually assumes, in the tragic theatre and
under the influence of moderate politicians, a new and final shape: that of the
democratic king, the ancestor who, back at the time of origin, gave power to the
people, or the less compromising figure of the founder of the constitution of the
ancestors. Who could any longer disentangle legend and history?

Thus, perpetually reactualized, the telling of far-off deeds weighs on the
actions of the present, whether by inspiring them directly or by playing the role of
an interpretive model to be projected onto the action, for the benefit of the actors of
history. To characterize this overlapping of repetition and event, we may perhaps
contend, in parody of Claude Levi-Strauss (“The Structure of Myths,” in Structural
Anthropology), that nothing more closely resembles ideology than myth, when it
becomes political. Or we can simply observe that there is no “noble lie” in which the
liar is not himself implicated, all the more when the narrator is confounded with the
public, when the polis narrates stories to its citizens.



Arrhéforie’

Vztah piirody a kultury nenf tfeba feSit jen v souvislosti s riznymi biologickymi danostmi,
ale také ve spojitosti s hranicemi a statutem vSech socio-politickych uspotfddani jako
takovych. Toto téma dobfe ilustruji Arrhéforie, tajuplny athénsky svatek, jehoZ jediny
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lipIn&jsi popis podava Pausanids (Cesta po Recku 127.3, pt. H. Businskd):

Nedaleko chramu Athény zvané Polias bydli dvé& divky, jimZ Athénané fikaji arrhéforoi. Tyto
travi n&jakou dobu v blizkosti bohyné, ale kdyz nadejde chvile slavnosti, konaji v noci toto:
poloZi si na hlavy véci, které jim vydd Athénina knéZka, ale jak ona sama, jeZ ty véci vydava,
nevi, co jim ddva, tak i ony nositelky nemaji o tom potuchy. V mésté pak je ohrazena prostora
nedaleko chramu Afrodity v Zahradach a ji vede pfirozend podzemni chodba; tamtudy divky
sestupuji a zde také odkladaji to, co nesou, néco jiného pak, zahaleného, vynéseji zase ven.
Potom je ihned propoustéji a misto nich odvadéji na akropoli jiné divky.

Jak vyplyvd z dalSich pramentl, obfad se provad¢l kazdy rok v 1ét€. JelikoZ nové adeptky
byly privadény ihned po propusténi starych, musely zjevné Athén¢ slouZit cely rok. Byly
ve véku mezi sedmi a jedendcti lety a pro svou funkci byly slavnostné vybirdny jednim
z nejvyssich athénskych ufednikd. Béhem roku mély i rizné dalsi tkoly a pomdhaly myj.
s tkanim posvétného peplu, ktery byl Athéné pfindsen pii Velkych Panathénajich.”

Samy o sob¢ jsou Arrhéforie obtiZn¢ srozumitelné, badatelé si vSak zahy povSimli,
7Ze zajimavym zplisobem reaguji na klasicky mytus o pocatcich Athén. U nich nachdzime
hned dva pozoruhodné hrdiny. Prvnim z nich je krdl Kekrops, ktery se narodil ze zem¢ za
bliZze nejasnych okolnosti a od pasu doli mél hadi télo. Druhym je Erichthonios, jehoZz
zrozeni bylo jesté zajimavéjsi. Jeho otcem byl blih Héfaistos, ktery kdysi zatouZil po
Athéné a snaZil se ji zmocnit — ta vSak jeho tutok odrazila a on ji pouze ejakuloval na
stehno. Athéna sperma setfela chomdckem vlny a hodila jej na zem. Tim Zemi oplodnila a
po Case se z ni narodil Erichthonios. Athéna si jej od Zemé vzala na vychovu a hned po
narozeni jej zaviela do koSiku a dala hlidat tfem Kekropovym dcerdm, jimZ piisné
zakézala koSik oteviit. Divky nicméné pfemohla zvédavost, dvé z nich neposlechly a ko-
Sik oteviely. Naskytl se jim hrozivy pohled, ktery rtizni autofi popisuji rizné: vedle
nemluvnéte mély spatfit velkého hada ¢i dva hady, nebo snad mél mit hadi nohy Eri-
chthonios sam. Divky pii pohledu do kosiku zegilely a vrhly se dolii z ttesti Akropole.”

Je ztejmé, Ze piibéh o Erichthoniovi je mytickou piedlohou Arrhéforii a miZeme jej
¢ist jako jejich aition, byt jen provizorni a netplné (chybi piibéh o ustaveni ritudlu). Ve
vztahu mezi mytem a ritudlem se rysuje standardni aitiologicky vzorec. Na pocatku stoji
provinéni, k némuZ dochdzi v prvotni dob¢. Piibéh o ustaveni Arrhéforii se ndm nedocho-

Text je upravenou ¢asti ¢lanku Radka Chlupa ,,/llud tempus v feckém ritualu” publikovaného
Vv Religiu 15 (2007): 185-21.
% Viz Etymologicum Magnum 149.14, 149.19, 362.39; Harpokratién, heslo arrhéforein.
* Mytus li& cel fada autort, viz napf. Apollodéros, Bibliotheca I 14.

val, ritudl sdm nds vSak nenechdva na pochybdch, Ze se plivodni tragickou uddlost snazi
napodobovat, ¢ini tak ovS§em nedoslovné€ a snaZi se napravit, co se v mytu pokazilo. V my-
tu divky konci smrti, v ritudlu vSak svou zvédavost prekonaji a koSiky neoteviou. Ritudl
zjevné myticky archetyp napodobuje proto, aby jej opravil, a zabranil tak jeho opakovani.
Jaky je smysl Arrhéforii? Na tuto otdzku neexistuje jednoznac¢nd odpovéd’, nebot
kazdy ritudl je ze své povahy mnohovyznamovy. Jeden z moZnych vyznamid nicméné
naznacuje mytus, ktery je standardné chapdn jako reakce na problém athénské auto-
chthonie.* Athétiané byli mezi Reky vyjimeeni tim, Ze se jako jedni z méla méli zrodit ze
své vlastni zemé. Zatimco jiné obce si v mytech vypravély o tom, jak jejich davni pred-
kové své tizemi dobyli, Athénané trvali na tom, Ze na své pide Zili odeddvna a meli
k nému pfirozenou vazbu.” Nikdy odnikud nepfisli a uZ jejich predkové — Kekrops a Eri-
chthonios — se zrodili ze zemé. Netieba zdUraznovat, Ze tento mytus mél obrovsky ideo-
logicky vyznam. KdyZ v 5. stoleti Athénané ve svém impériu ovlddali vSechny i6nské
obce na ostrovech a v Malé Asii, opirali svou nadvlddu mj. pravé o svou autochthonii,
kterd z nich méla Cinit matetskou obec nadiazenou vSem ostatnim iénskym komunitdm.
Autochthonie byla pro Athéiany klicovd, zdroven vSak Slo o piedstavu vice nez
nepfirozenou. Autochthonie ptredpokladd, Ze lidé vyrostli ze zemé na zpiisob rostlin,
atedy maji ke svému tzemi pfirozeny vztah. Ve skuteCnosti ale lidé vidy své tzemi
ovladajf kulturné — neexistuje zemé, kterd by nékomu pfirozené patiila. Rekové sami tento
fakt uzndvali a byli si na urcité rovin¢ svého uvaZoviani vidy védomi historické
kontingence vSech tizemnich néroki.® Piesto Athéhané trvali na tom, Ze sami jsou se svou
piidou spjati pfirozen¢ a neoddélitelné. Pro¢ to? Odpoveéd’ souvisi se statutem vSech socio-
politickych usporddéani (jichZ jsou tizemni ndroky jen jednou podmnoZinou). Ani ta nejsou
nikdy ,,pfirozena*“, a stoji naopak k pifrodé v mnoha ohledech v protikladu. Rekové sami
mezi kulturnim a pfirozenym dobfe rozliSovali, pysnili se svymi socidlnimi a politickymi
institucemi a zakladali si na tom, Ze jsou nad pfirodni stav povzneseni. Vedle toho ovSem
védeli, Ze maji-li socio-politické formy dlouhodobé pretrvat a nerozplynout se v nikdy

* Tak napt. Nicole Loraux, The Children of Athena: Athenian Ideas about Citizenship and the
Division between the Sexes, tr. by C. Levine, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993, passim;
Eric Csapo, Theories of Mythology, Malden: Blackwell, 2005, s. 238-244; The Locrian Maidens:
Love and Death in Greek Italy, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003, s. 118-127.

> Tento narok je z&dsti opravnény, nebot’ Athény se jako jedna z mala obci na konci mykénské
doby tplné nezhroutily a nepodlehly dokonce ani invazi Déri ve 12.-11. stoleti pf. n. 1., pfed niz
ostatni I6nové utekli na ostrovy a do Malé Asie. Tato historickd fakta jsou ovSem jen podkladem pro
mytus o autochthonii, nikoli jeho smyslem, ktery souvisi spiSe s konstruovanim athénské identity v
archaické a klasické dob¢.

6 P&knou ukézku nabizi Thikydidés IV 97-98: Kdyz pii vélce s Boiétany v roce 424 Athéhané
obsadili Apollénovu boidtskou svatyni Délion a opevnili se v ni, Boiétané je obvinili z bezbozZnosti.
Athénané odvétili, Ze se na posvatném okrsku nijak neprohiesili: je pravda, Ze jej obsadili, ale to je
preci ptirozené, Ze v dusledku valek a politickych sporti obcas svatyné méni vlastniky. ,,VZdyt' i Boid-
tané a vétSina ostatnich, ktefi obsadili néjakou zemi, kdyZ z ni vyhnali ndsilim dosavadni obyvatele,
vnikli nejprve jako neptatelé do cizich svatyn a nyni je maji jako vlastni majetek” (98.3, pt. V.
Bahnik).



nekoncicich sporech konkrétnich jedinct, musi si vZdy ¢init ndrok na to, Ze nejsou jen
nahodilym historickym produktem ¢i vysledkem raciondlni dohody. Jinymi slovy, musi se
prezentovat jako kulturni i pfirozené zaroven.

U korend athénské polis tak stoji paradox: obec je kulturnim vytvorem, na urcité
roving se ale musi tvafit, Ze neni jen arbitrdrnim lidskym konstruktem, nybrZ je ddna od
piirozenosti.” Aby se Athéfané s timto paradoxem vyrovnali, musi nalézt stiedni ¢len,
ktery kulturu s ptirodou propoji, ale pfitom mezi nimi vytvoii jasnou hranici. Jako idedlni
prostfednik se opét nabizi mytus. Ten poukazuje k jiné rovin€ skutecnosti, pro niZ zadkon
sporu neplati a kterd prekracuje bézné lidské kategorie. Mytus o Erichthoniovi je toho
peknou ukazkou. Erichthonios je zakladatelem athénského kulturniho fadu, ale zaroven
sdm nepatii ani do sféry kultury, ani do sféry piirody. Pfizna¢né je jiZ jeho zrozeni, které
je sexudlni i asexudlni zaroven: k ejakulaci dojde, k pohlavnimu styku nikoli. Asexudlné
se ostatné zrodili i jeho ,,rodice: Athénu porodil Zeus ze své hlavy, Héfaista pak v reakci
na to pocala Héra na truc samoplozenim. Snad proto je na Erichthoniovi néco désivého, co
Kekropovy dcery vydésilo k smrti. Motiv hadll naznacuje, Ze jeho désivost souvisi s ne-
mistnym miSenim lidského a zviteciho, civilizovaného a chthonického. Erichthonios je
tvorem limindlnim, ktery pravé diky tomu umoZiiuje preklenout nepieklenutelné.®

Stéru ptirody reprezentuji v mytu Kekropovy dcery. V teckém pojeti spadaly divky
od prvni menstruace az do chvile svatby do sféry Artemidy, bohyné divoké, ,,panenské‘
pifrody. Zosobiiovaly nevinnost mladi a Zlaty vék a Rekové je s oblibou nechévali tangit
sborové tance pfi riiznych svatcich.” Zaroveii v sob& ale mély piirodni divokost a nezkrot-
nost (proto byly v n&kterych attickych kultech Artemidy asociovany s medvédici).'’ V my-
tech kon¢i Artemidiny piiznivkyné zpravidla Spatné: chtéji si uchovat svou panenskost, ale
nevyhnutelné¢ se v samém kvétu svého mladi stavaji ter¢em lidského ¢i bozského svidce
a za konfrontaci s muzskou sexualitou zaplati smrti. V praxi tento myticky motiv Casto
souvisel s prechodem divek do ,kulturniho® stavu manZelstvi, na jehoZ prahu musely
nechat zemiit svou ,,ptirodni*, panenskou identitu. Smrt krdsné divky ve véku na vdavani
byla pisobivym obrazem, ktery mezi kulturou a prirodou vytyCoval jasnou hranici
(podobné jako ji vytyCovaly vSechny ostatni vySe probirané mytické krize). V redlném
Zivoté divky onu hranici pochopitelné s pomoci patfi¢nych ritudlli dokdzaly piekrocit a

7 Ne nahodou pievldda i v naii soucasné civilizaci nazor, Ze zdkladni principy, o néZ se opird
(napf. rovnost vSech lidi ¢i existence lidskych prav), jsou pfirozené, a tedy platné i mimo ramec
zapadniho svéta.

8 Srov. John Peradotto, ,,Oedipus and Erichthonius: Some Observations on Paradigmatic and
Syntagmatic Order*, Arethusa 10 (1977): 85-101.

* Viz Redfield, The Locrian Maidens, s. 113-114.

' Viz J.-P. Vernant, ,,The Figure and Functions of Artemis in Myth and Cult®, in Mortals and
Immortals: Collected Essays, ed. by F. 1. Zeitlin, Princeton: Princeton University Press 1991, s. 195—
206, zejm. s. 200.

smutnému tdélu mytickych panen se vyhnout, ale mytus jim neustdle pfipominal, o jak
zasadni prechod se jedna.""

V tomto smyslu miZzeme i smrt Kekropovych dcer chdpat jako nutny konec ptirodni,
»panenské* faze v athénskych déjinach. Arrhéforie tuto zlomovou udédlost napodobuji, ale
¢ini tak jiZ z pozice kultury, a proto se ptivodni selhdni divek snaZi napravit. V mytu jsou
Kekropovy dcery v pubertalnim v&ku, v némZ by mély naleZet Artemids," v ritualu jsou
vSak ve véku 7-11 let, tj. v obdobi, kdy jeSté jejich sexualita neni probuzena a jsou
sluzebnicemi asexudlni Athény. Tajuplné kosiky, které divky v noci nesou tam a zpatky,
evokovaly oproti tomu jiZ v antice sexudlni pfedstavy'"> a neni moZnd ndhodou, Ze cil
jejich cesty je nedaleko od chramu Afrodity. ,,Divky tak opakuji dvojakost mytu, podle
n&jz je piivod Athéhani sexudlni i asexudlni.“'* Oproti svym mytickym predchiidkynim
navic dokdZi prekonat svou zvédavost, ¢imZ naleznou kultivovanéj$i a mén¢ drasticky
zpusob, jak ztvarnit vitézstvi kultury nad ptirodou. ,,Jejich sluZba je obéti, nebot’ vyZaduje
prekonani n&jakého piirozeného pudu — v tomto piipadé pudu zveédavosti, ktery v sexualité
déti hraje tak velkou roli. Divky si od Kekropovych dcer vzaly patfi¢né ponauceni a v po-
&étcich Athén se nehodlaji piili§ §tourat. "

Arrhéforie nds diky tomu v§emu upozoriiuji na dalsi klicovou dimenzi mytu a ritudlu.
Mytus vypovida o pocatcich a kofenech. Nikoli ve smyslu ¢asovém, nybrz metafyzickém.
Mytus vypravi o tom, co stoji za horizontem naSeho svéta, ale o¢ se nds svét vzdy nutné
opird. Pro¢ vSechny kulturni svéty potfebuji mytické zakotveni? ProtoZze kaZdé socio-
kulturni uspotddani je svévolnym konstruktem, ktery je nepfirozeny, ale pfitom se bez
vztahu k pfirodé neobejde. Diky tomu stoji u kotfenil kazdého socio-kulturniho ¥ddu pa-
radox. Mytus je jednim z mdla médif, které paradox dokdzi vstiebat a konstruktivné s nim
pracovat. Athénsky mytus o autochthonii je toho jen jednou ukdzkou a odrdzi obecnéjsi
fakt, Ze nejzazsi koteny socidlnich a politickych fada jsou vZdy tajuplné a monstrézni.
Athénané to pfizndvaji, k monstr6znim kotfenlim své identity se hlasi, ale zdroven ucini
klicovy ritudlni krok: rozhodnou se je zbytecné¢ nezkoumat a nechat je za hranicemi.
Divky pti Arrhéforiich nesou tajemny zdroj athénské moci v kosiku, ale odolaji pokusSeni
a nepodivaji se do n¢j. Tajemstvi prvotniho Casu tak miZe zlstat tajemstvim a zachova si
svou silu. TytéZ divky pak pomdhaji s tkanim peplu, ktery je piimo esenci athénského
socio-politického fadu. Divky jsou tak ritudlnim pojitkem mezi tajemnym pocatecnim
chaosem, ktery je zamérn€é ponechdn pod poklickou, a velkolepou oslavou fadu, jak ji
zosobiuji Panathénaje a jejich peplos.

""" Viz Redfield, The Locrian Maidens, s. 111-118.

12" Jejich adolescence je patrnd nejen z Setnych vazovych maleb, ale i z toho, e u Euripida sborové
tanc¢i na Akropoli (Ion 495-502).

1 Podle scholia k Likidnovi (276.13, ed. Rabe) byly obsahem kosikti modely hadti a pohlavnich
uda vyrobené z tésta. Nenf jist¢ diivod tomuto ddaji veéfit (Pausanids zdiraziuje, Ze ani samy knézky
netusily, co divky nesou), ale je dokladem sexudlnich asociaci, které noseni probouzelo.

" Redfield, The Locrian Maidens, s. 123.

" Ibid., s. 126.





