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Myth is from the Greek word mythos, or story. Yet it’s not just any story, for it is a special or sacred story, as in how the world was created, who the gods are, why a grove is sacred, why a trickster gets the last laugh, or why a hero triumphed with volition and divine assistance. “Myth is about the unknown; it is about that for which initially we have no words. Myth therefore looks into the heart of the great silence,” wrote Karen Armstrong (2005, p. 4).

In the modern world, myth lives and, in the USA, it lives more than most places. There’s the continuing “city upon a hill” saga (from John Winthrop’s 1630 speech), Founding Fathers, manifest destiny, the cowboy motif in all its manifestations, urban myths, car obsession, art and science and literary heroes, top cops, sports heroes, cat heroes retrieving kittens from a burning building, mythic films (Star Wars, The Matrix, etc.), Apollo rockets, UFOs and abduction stories, the obsession with New, and more. But this great story known as myth begins long before classical civilizations.  
In ancient Egypt, the Isis and Osiris myth explains creation, the world order and the afterlife; it even has a trickster, the evil brother Seth who cuts up Osiris’ body, only to have Isis, as a soaring kite, gather the pieces and breathe life back into Osiris. The Chinese creation story has the world emerging from an egg, forming into yin and yang. In India, the world comes into being and vanishes eons after, based on Brahma’s direction. Why we suffer cold winter takes us to the story of Demeter and Persephone, but it’s also a death and resurrection story that led to one of the ancient world’s most influential religions: the Eleusinian Mystery, which lives on because of its influence on Christianity. 
Foundation myths are highly significant to society, setting the course for fateful success. Aeneas escapes burning Troy to found Rome. Manco Capac journeys through subterranean caves in order to found the Inca capital, Cusco, another center of the 
world (axis mundi). Civilizations and tribes seem to locate themselves in the center–as with the omphalos at Delphi or the umbilicus at the Roman Forum. Foundation myths, sacredness, destiny, heroism, and nationalism are of one bundle. (Of course, our planet isn’t even in the center of the Milky Way, but that’s another story.) 
The Hero 
The hero is the flame-tip of society and represents the urge to do wondrous deeds, in emulation of past heroes in order to live on in story. Alexander the Great, for example, had a powerful longing (pothos) to conquer, and part of this was based on his emulation of Achilles and even the gods themselves. Mircea Eliade, author of The Myth of the Eternal Return, writes: “We have seen that the warrior, whoever he may be, imitates a hero and seeks to approach this archetypal model as closely as possible,” (1991. p. 37). The hero is generally in the action realm. The hero can quiet his fear center, transforming himself into a weapon: the sword is an extension of his body. The hero is sacrificed or sacrifices others. Hero and blood go together. Heroes have a code and a “band of brothers” mentality, and they often drink alcohol in dangerous amounts, laughing or bragging off their fears (catharsis). They often sneer at women’s culture, but are quite sentimental, even teary, about their own stuff. Women are often heroes of the peaceful sort, but there have been plenty of woman warriors, from Amazons to Mongolians on horseback to Joan of Arc and today’s equivalents, on the spectacular, heroic canvas. 
Of course it’s often easy to dislike the physical hero and prefer the images and realities of more matriarchal cultures, but I think it’s good to keep in mind that without the warrior ideal many cultures would have little defense against intruders. In fact, young men on a mission successfully ended the reign of Osama bin Laden, who had created much mayhem and murder around the globe, and was planning on more of it; this is just one example of a long list to show that it’s sometimes hard to make peace with those out to destroy you…  
Hero myths that especially inspire us concern heroes that go on a journey and, using their new powers and guides, they face the unknown–Gilgamesh, Jason, Beowulf, Siegfried, Bilbo Baggins, Arwen Evenstar, etc. Beowulf, the Geat hero, crosses the sea in order to fight the dangers to the Mead Hall: Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and a dragon. (The modern novel, Grendel, by John Gardner is told wisely from the perspective of Grendel.) And Siegfried kills the dragon and obtains the treasure and the ability to understand the language of birds. These heroes and many others fit into Joseph Campbell’s three part journey of the hero: 

The standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is a magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage: separation—initiation—return: which might be named the nuclear unit of the monomyth” (2008, p. 23).
The First Epic Hero: Gilgamesh 

The first epic colorfully illustrates many of Jung’s archetypes and fits into Campbell’s three-part journey of the hero. The story opens thus: Gilgamesh is a young king who takes the brides to bed and the men off on adventures. The people call upon the goddess Aruru to create his equal and she creates Enkidu, the wild man at home in nature. They go on a series of adventures, culminating in Enkidu’s demise and Gilgamesh’s futile search for immortality. 1.) Gilgamesh can’t remain awake. 2.) Snake steals the rejuvenation plant. Gilgamesh fails both tests; epics don’t do immortality! “The essence of the heroic outlook is the pursuit of honour through action,” wrote classicist Eugene Bowra. “...By prowess and renown he gains an enlarged sense of personality and well-being; through them he has a second existence on the lips of men, which assures him that he has not failed in what matters most” (1957. p. 33). 

The Epic of Gilgamesh, which discloses the journey of its hero, is both compelling and universal. Though it is the most ancient book in the world, the themes it explores–civilization vs. nature, friendship, heroism, divinity, impermanence, the flood story, death, the hope for renewal–resound with life as much today as 4,500 years ago, when the story first arose in Mesopotamia. Toward the end of the epic (after the despair, midlife crisis, and ruin), the divine winemaker Siduri offers this advice:

You, Gilgamesh, fill your belly,

day and night make merry,

daily hold a festival,

dance and make music day and night.

And wear fresh clothes,

and wash your head and bathe.

Look at the child that is holding your hands,

and let your wife delight in your embrace.

These things alone are the concern of man. (Jacobsen, 1999, p. 205).

It’s a simple and brilliant message, seemingly too good to be true, but wise to follow, as Gilgamesh finds out after his lengthy “underworld” journey. Enjoy life, be happy, follow the cycles of live and find what life offers now, by living in the moment. It’s also the message in Ecclesiastes or the Epicurean philosophy of the Greeks and Romans: don’t struggle. Avoid pain and seek pleasure. Go with the flow. In Taoism, this is in accord with wu wei. It’s the laughter and spontaneity of Zorba the Greek. Enjoy life. 

Opening up to the Message
In my first year of college, I felt enchanted with literary epics, Arthurian sagas, Herman Hesse’s novels, Hollywood epics, and more. They spoke with the voice of my favorite teachers, as well as my fears and hopes, the voice of my inner being--the voice so surprising with its stumbling onto truth. (The great poet Rilke was also enchanted with The Epic of Gilgamesh and told his friends about it, saying it was about death.) 

The inner voices say to go out and explore. The world beckons, it’s an open road. Yet it also said a few things about staying around, being a packed donkey, obtaining handed-down knowledge. It all seems like the hero’s quest versus the village compound theme addressed by Jung and Campbell. So these themes, these truths, are part of the timeless currents of life. Nothing in epics is alien to the contemporary mind. Its archetypes–products of universal consciousness–are those we share, in suffering and triumph. In Breakfast at the Victory, philosopher James Carse writes: “We cannot have an identity of our own until we have our own story. But it is also by way of story that we know we need an identity” (1994. p. 170).


How are ancient epics constructed? A lot like people–over time. Most epics are oral: spoken first and much later written down. The epic begins as an inspiration from one person, but it’s also, like many cathedrals, a massive collective enterprise over centuries. Much has been written about The Epic of Gilgamesh’s construction. Some of this can be known, but much will remain a mystery. It’s too far back to know such things and one of the hallmarks of a myth is that it has no author. A myth has, as its creators, a tree of storytellers, or bards, those who knew a fascinating tale. 
It’s the same with Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, The Bhagavad Gita, and Beowulf. Many bards recited these epics, until they were put in final written form by a redactor or editor. Bards repeat themselves with a host of memory devices. Bauls (minstrels or bards) in India also use music and words to reach our sacred chords. So, maybe Homer was the final editor, or even a committee. I recall that scholars say about a quarter of Homer’s epics is repetition, and that the Greeks formulated their written language around the time of Homer. Homer and written language—that’s a good basis for a civilization. Those at the beginning of The Epic of Gilgamesh’s creation have more freedom than those who came later–myth’s law of diminishing creation. And the numberless listeners, brightened by its illumination, also played a role in its creation by their oohs and ahs. 

The Epic of Gilgamesh was originally a Sumerian tale based on an actual king, Gilgamesh, listed as the fifth king of Uruk (circa 2,700 BC). A scribe named Sin-liqe-unninni is credited with editing the standard version. The Epic of Gilgamesh was lost for centuries, but in 1853, it was rediscovered by Austen Henry Layard and Hormuzd Rassam on baked clay tablets in the Library of Ashurbanipal, the Assyrian king whose martial images grace museums around the world. The puzzle of Gilgamesh is still being completed as more is discovered and holes are filled. One place, among others, that archaeologists find the tablets is in the homes of teachers where diligent students, long ago, pressed a stylus on clay tablets to form cuneiform, perhaps the world’s first written language, which was invented around 3,200 BC (George, 1999. p. xxii-xxiv). 

Like most heroes (Han Solo in Star Wars or the many roles of Clint Eastwood), Gilgamesh was something of a hero, something of a rogue. Sometime in his life, or soon after his death, the Sumerians began telling stories about this special king. Much later, the story was embellished by Akkadians, Babylonians, Assyrians and others over many centuries. To the original tale, the authors fitted in the prologue, the character Enkidu, the flood story, wisdom; some of this ended up in the Old Testament. 

The Epic of Gilgamesh, like other epics, is a mélange of hymns, creation stories, love poems, sacred marriage texts, rituals, curses, folklore, imagination, the wild man and other archetypes, flood story, the wish for more than a human lifespan, etc. Long ago, the epic got lost, well not forever. Parts of it made their way into the personal and national conscience of ancient peoples, perhaps meandering into works as diverse as Homer’s Odyssey and the tales from One Thousand and One Nights, where Scheherazade saves other women and herself from certain death by reciting tantalizing stories to the king. She is one of the most heroic and creative heroes in literature. 
Epics offer hard choices and life lessons—sometimes even yoga lessons. Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita (this Indian epic was largely introduced to America by Ralph Waldo Emerson) becomes a spiritual hero. Arjuna looks across the battlefield and sees his teachers, friends and uncles, whom he must immolate. He feels dread and his knees grow weak. It is fortunate that the god Krishna, disguised as the charioteer, gives Arjuna lessons on life, explaining that we must follow our duty (dharma) without an eye toward reward. Krishna says:
Self-possessed, resolute, act

without any thought of results,

open to success or failure.

This equanimity is yoga (2011, p. 55).

In Sophocles’ classic tragedy, Antigone, the title character is a heroine who fights the “ship of state” (King Creon) in order to do the right thing: bury her brother properly so that his soul finds peace. Antigone, as opposed to the parochial values of the king, adheres to universal values. Now, in real life today, that’s a lot like Aung San Suu Kyi, who will not stand down in the face of the violent dictatorship in Burma during the last few decades. Instead this winner of the Nobel Prize for Peace faces harassment, imprisonment, and danger. Another hero of democracy is the unknown man in China who stood before a tank rolling ominously toward him during the Tiananmen Square Protests of 1989. Thousands were killed by the government, which was, among other things, following an imperial mythology based on the Mandate of Heaven. 
During the writing of this essay, spring 2011, heroes in Libya, Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, and other places face thugs in their fight for social justice and jobs. They stand in the light of Thoreau, Tolstoy, Gandhi, King, Mandela, Wangari Maathai… If the list ever ends, society will truly be an Orwellian machine. The new world needs new heroes. The old ones speak to different circumstances. Each person is capable of being heroic; saving society or the planet itself requires the hero in each of us to fight individual and collective shadows. 
So it takes courage to be a hero. That’s something we’ve all known since childhood. One’s actions can lead to pain and early death, but also transformation, journey, and great gifts. Campbell seems to imply this when he writes that “the multitude of men and women choose the less adventurous way of the comparatively unconscious civic and tribal routines” (2008. p. 17). Of course there is a very dark side to the physical hero, who is often elitist, hierarchical and lethal. The greatest heroes are those who have woken up from the nightmare of history and have become guides, demonstrating wisdom and wholeness and the quest for meaning. 

How about George Soros, the progressive billionaire and philanthropist? And Bill Gates? Aren’t they heroes on a large scale? A hero of science and compassion is Jane Goodall, who made breathtaking discoveries about chimps, especially their ability to make tools. Her tools were honesty and compassion and, unlike previous scientists, she used names (not numbers) to refer to the chimps. The modern hero is an integral, peaceful person of multiple qualities, not cut-off from nature by dualism, greed, ego, and industrialization. In Fire in the Belly, Sam Keen writes

His courage, the essence of the ecological ethic, is his willingness to fit in, to be part of the whole, to live in harmonious intercourse with his surroundings. He is not a creature of the spotlight. A new, more democratic ideal of heroism seems to be emerging (1992. p. 153).
With the modern hero, we expect someone who is beyond fighting monsters or leaving town on a horse. We look to a more spiritual, non-tribal hero, someone who fights for social justice and the whole planet, not a part of it. Higher consciousness is the Holy Grail. The modern hero, in contrast to the archaic one, is compassionate. Since this is the case, this is a journey we can all go on. The hero is you, or that stifled part of you. The brilliant teacher of Tibetan Buddhism who exemplified the Crazy Wisdom tradition, Chogyam Trungpa, believed that “In fact, you can start with yourself. The important point is to realize that you are never off duty. You can never relax, because the whole world needs help” (2007. p. 10).

Where do heroes begin? Is the creation of a hero an automatic response in the face of corruption or evil? Is heroism part of our biology? C. G. Jung and others believe that heroes are a fundamental archetype. “For Jung and Campbell, myth originates and functions not, as for Freud and Rank, to satisfy neurotic urges that cannot be manifested openly but to express normal sides of the personality that have not yet had a chance at realization” (Segal, 2000. p. 20). There are various heroes for different stages of civilization and individual life. For Jung, the culmination of the hero is the search for individuation or wholeness. This notion has much in common with the Buddhist ideal, for the eight-fold path leads to an integrated, fully awake existence. 
Myth and Time
Myths offer us answers to life’s big questions, but also show us (as in the Oedipus tale or the even darker, no exit tragedy Trojan Women) that for much of life there is chaos and heart-stealing tragedy. After the assassination of John F. Kennedy, his brother Robert found some solace in reading these tragedies. Life is a shock and paradox. Its solidity is lost so quickly in the flow of impermanence. And we often get what we don’t want, or want what we can’t have. Isn’t Gilgamesh (king, journeyer, wretched soul) each of us? Who isn’t afraid of the dark? The Sumerians pondered the afterlife, just as we do today; Gilgamesh couldn’t help clinging to the body of his dead friend Enkidu. And the Greeks, who built so many magnificent temples, never built one to Hades, Lord of the Dead. Even the courageous Achilles had a bad time in the underworld. In The Odyssey, Achilles says to the wanderer Odysseus: 
Don’t try to sell me on death, Odysseus,

I’d rather be a hired hand back up on earth,

Slaving away for some poor dirt farmer,

Than lord it over all these withered dead (2000, p. 172).
Say it ain’t so Achilles! So what does myth say to us? Are we open to its messages? Myths help us get in touch with ourselves and open roads of potential. Myths bring us back to origins and models of behavior--Camelots of the mind. We may be following a myth that gives us joy and freedom, or limits and vexes us to no end. Many myths and stories are full of patriarchal propaganda. Carl Jung has brilliantly shown how the projections of one’s shadow can turn into ugly myths and general dangers.
Jung writes: “To become conscious of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the personality as present and real. This act is the essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge, and it therefore, as a rule, meets with considerable resistance” (Portable Jung, 1976. p. 145).

There are big myths out there, many of which have a huge propaganda element, and that’s what makes them dangerous. They largely go unquestioned—such as myths of economic and political systems, myths about science and nuclear energy, the myth of the car, the myth of the new, as well as unquestioned assumptions about good and evil, to name a few. During my studies at New York University, I got the chance to interview E. L. Doctorow, author of Ragtime, The Book of Daniel, and many other books. Doctorow mentioned how important it is to uncover myths and write about them: “If myths aren’t examined and questioned and dealt with constantly they harden and become dangerous. They become a structured belief and they make people insane. Society becomes monolithic and despotic, in one way or another” (Marranca, 1999 p. 211). Doctorow has an important message here about how myths can manipulate people and harden into the bedrock of society. The 20th century saw how insane myths, woven into Nazism and Communism, distorted truth and unleashed demonic energies. 
And so, it’s good to know what urges us on one journey and not another–the gifts of insight and maturity. Heroes such as Gilgamesh, Odysseus, Aeneas, Arjuna, and Dante search the underworld (the one below filled with shades, or the daylight one we, at times, inhabit) in order to reach their real home. 
Cycles of myth amaze us in their depth and variety of archetypes. Myths show why we are here and why a quest must be undertaken. Myth is fundamental to every culture, helping to hold disparate energies together. Myth’s extremes help us crack open the meaning and adventure of life, giving us sparkling inspirations and the tools to seek higher ground. 
Myths have lasted, by way of the written or spoken word, because they feature the hero on a quest, taught by the old man or old woman of wisdom, who traverses great distances on a timeless path. Myth inspires artists, scientists, athletes, bank tellers, and more. They teach boys to be men, and girls to be women. They are entertaining and didactic on many levels. People will always look back to a golden age, or look forward to some place of perfection and destiny. This is where myth and religion (and sometimes politics) conflate. Perhaps there is a miniature Aeneas in each of us, desirous of founding something incredible. 
So myth addresses questions, from the smallest to the most cosmic. All cultures have myths, because they are products of the mind and the result of our immersion in a competitive society on a fertile planet. We fear dark forces and death. The mind that meditates or paints horses on cave walls is the same that writes Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave,” or ventures into outer space. It is the mind that wonders whether it’s good to stay with the lustful goddess or return home and keep the temples fires aglow and one’s palace/home in order. As it is for Odysseus, sea adventure and romance tempt us. Like Arjuna, we are split by choices. Because life is impermanent, we all suffer the woes of Gilgamesh; or Siddhartha Gotama before he became enlightened, before he became the Buddha. 
Today’s heroes, such as Aung San Suu Kyi, show us that individuals can stand up to totalitarianism and regimentation, encouraging others to do so. Rather than be conditioned to the worst aspects of society, the hero looks within, finding stillness amidst the chaos, erupting with courage. The visionary Krishnamurti said that “we have splintered the world into fragments and if we ourselves are broken, fragmented, our relationship with the world will also be broken. But if, when we act, we act totally, then our relationship with the world undergoes a tremendous revolution” (1969. p. 119). 
The modern hero understands the goodness and potential of self and civilization, as well as the destructive shadows within and outside the psyche, knowing the nightmare of history but not living that, instead benefiting from great advances in consciousness. The modern hero recognizes the circle of self, society, and planet. The modern hero is not tribal but universal, bestriding continents, demanding birdsong in forests, peace, and an overall non-destructive way of life for, as Jung wrote, this is the “right moment–for a ‘metamorphosis of the god” (The Undiscovered Self, 1990. p. 60). This is a time of chaos and change, and yet there is more opportunity than ever before to seek that quiet place of wisdom and courage in order to walk the good path.  
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