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INTRODUCTION

TuE explosion of cultural brilliance in fifth-century Greece has traditionally been
credited to victory in the Persian Wars. From that surprising result came liberation
from foreign domination, confidence in the superiority of Hellenism and the sheer
exhilaration with which the Greeks seized their moment in history. Thus began the
Classical Age. This received myth, like all good myths, has some truth in it, and some
falsehood; but one point which it overlooks is that the cultural explosion was already
well under way in the sixth century. Growing prosperity fed the splendid courts of
tyrants, built shining new temples and agorai, and crowded public spaces with sump-
tuous dedications. People travelled far to attend the newly-founded regional and pan-
Hellenic festivals, where they could be dazzled by the rich offerings, meet Greeks from
cities hitherto known to them only in poetry, struggle to understand the dialects,
watch virtuoso performances and marvel at the kaleidoscopic world they now inhab-
ited. New groups, previously excluded, clamoured to participate in the political process.
Philosophers expounded bold and worrying new theories, questioning even the notion
of god. Passive acceptance gave way everywhere to active challenge. Public places
teemed with talk, argument, inquiry.

The exposure to new information and perspectives afforded by this environment fed
a naturally hungry curiosity; people wanted to find things out. 4i{nous they first called
this spirit of investigation, then {aropin.' If philosophers asked where the cosmos came
from, others inquired about the past of human society. In this they were encouraged by
the strong sense of history the Greeks had always had, as evinced by epic and lyric
poetry. The local nymphs who gave birth to eponymous heroes; the offspring of gods
who first peopled the landscape (some of them sprung from the very earth); the arrival
of immigrants from elsewhere in Greece, or exotic places like Egypt and Phoenicia; the
growth of the great clans; the foundation of civic institutions; the aetiology of cults; the
deeds of the ancestors at Thebes and Troy: these topics could not be absent from any
good account of a city’s past. Locally such knowledge was passed on not only by poets,
but among families and priestly clans. But as soon as the horizon was extended beyond
the boundaries of the polis, specialist knowledge was needed to explain how the
traditions of all the cities went together.

Attendance by the wealthy elite at the international festivals, and their exogamous
marriages, created one network in which stories could pass from city to city; the busy

* Fowler, "Herodotus and his Prose Predecessors’ 29-33 on these terms.
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Introduction XV

distinction was not fully articulated. So, to some extent, the corpus of EGM is compiled
from the retrospective vantage point of the fourth century; that too might seem illegiti-
mate to some readers. Yet this development clearly had its roots in the fifth century, and
one is thus justified, with due qualifications, in speaking of mythography in the period.
In other words it is not a category wrongly imposed by moderns.

One of the early signs of unease about myth is the tactic of rationalization deployed
by many of our writers, beginning with Hekataios. People like Herakleitos objected to
the immoral behaviour of gods in Homer and other poets; he declared the gods (or god)
to be entirely different in nature, whereas others such as Theagenes of Rhegion resorted
to allegory (the gods stand for something entirely wholesome if you know how to decode
the story). Rationalization is rather ditferent, objecting not to immorality but impossi-
bility. When generalized such a principle can only lead to demythification. It is not yet
generalized in Hekataios, but it is by the time of Herodoros. Hekataios does not ration-
alize consistently, and allows that the heroes could perform feats beyond the ability of
ordinary mortals. He still records miracles without apparent demur (fr. 15). A rational
outlook can also make room for gods (in whom Herodotos certainly believed); it can
even allow them to do some amazing things, since by definition gods have such powers.
Yet there must be a limit to the number of times the gods may intervene in one’s narra-
tive, especially if they intervene in spectacular ways, if it is still to retain a rationalistic
spirit. Rationalism implies realism in the sense that a sequence of events should conform
to the expectations of ordinary experience. The question is how far one’s belief may
permit one to argue without embarrassment that divine intervention is a part of ordi-
nary experience. The implication does not run in the other direction, however, from
realism to rationalism. One can tell a story, as Pherekydes often does, with many real-
istic touches, yet still allow gods to play their full, traditional part in the course of
events. Pherekydes himself had no interest in rationalism, though it was hardly new in
his day; Hellanikos too is not so much inclined to use it as Herodoros. There was no
linear progression here, and traditional belief continued to exist alongside rationalistic
alternatives for the rest of antiquity, as it does today.

[f one was not troubled by the scruples of a Hekataios, one could simply tell the stories
straight, gods and all. This does not mean the stories were told uncritically. There were
plenty of other things one might object to. Chief among them (and this is Hekataios’
stated starting-point) was the plenitude of versions. They could not all be right. Really
only one could be right, or some plausible reconciliation of versions. One might object
also to the implications of a story or a genealogy if they did not accord with contempo-
rary experience or perceptions. Whether Telamon was a son of Aiakos, for instance, or
son of Aktaios (Pher. fr. 60) is not a matter to be settled by consulting the parish registry;
it is a construct arising from Athens’ relationship with Salamis in the fifth century, and
assent to one version or the other will follow from one’s take on the contemporary

1S51€8.
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Introduction XiX

poets had long practised instinctively, the mythographers isolated one element in the
poetic compound, and mass-produced it in synthetic, concentrated form.

Within this broad picture there were of course nuances. Not all the writers in the
corpus wrote exactly the same kind of mythography. Some (though few) included
theogony; some were more interested in local than pan-Hellenic history; some were
comprehensive, while others concentrated on specific themes; some, like Hekataios,
Ion, and Metrodoros, wrote other things besides mythography. Some were more ration-
alistic than others; they all made different choices from the methodological toolkit
(etymology, chronology etc.).

In Part B, the Philological Commentary, I provide discussions of each author’s char-
acter as a mythographer, and comments on non-mythological matters such as the
contents of individual books, problems of text and attribution, dates, and so on. The
bulk of this work is, however, taken up with the Mythological Commentary in Part A,
which proceeds topic by topic rather than author by author. This procedure has
produced a somewhat unorthodox commentary, but given the conception of these texts
as a corpus, it seemed recommended. The alternative, to proceed author by author
throughout, would have made it more difficult to assess the significance of variants: one
would need to cross-refer to all the other fragments in any case, so it is easier just to treat
them all together. One can then see what the state of the myth was according to the
early mythographers, and compare that with epic, tragedy, and so on; and this, I
imagine, is what people most often want to know from this material. To assist the reader
looking only for discussion of a single fragment, I have identified through bold type the
principal treatments of each one; these are also identified in the index, along with
secondary references. In a very small number of cases discussion of a fragment is
equally split between two sections; these are both marked in the index. With very few
exceptions I assume the reader has consulted the texts listed in sub-section headings;
that is, I do not take space here to summarize the contents of EGM 1.

Inevitably the commentary is much taken up with establishing who said what, that is
with cataloguing and analysing the variants; in this endeavour I have found certain
books indispensable, and have used them constantly.” Given the gaps in our record one
often has no choice but to make assumptions if one is to make any progress; the number
of conditional expressions in the commentary is unavoidably large. Another very basic
dithculty facing the reconstruction of these lost texts is the deformation inflicted by
their being continually excerpted and paraphrased. Alan Cameron, in his superb Greek
Mythography in the Roman World, has shown just how unreliable the attributions are in
scholiastic sources which preserve these summaries. Unfortunately these constitute the

great majority of the sources in this collection. The surviving handbooks of later

" These are RE; Roscher, Lex. (available online through the Internet Archive); LIMC; Robert, GH; West,
HCW; Gantz; and of course Jacoby, FGrHist. Also invaluable were JACP, LGPN, and the Barrington Atlas.
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