Mythology (Edith Hamilton)

A Study Guide

Who is Edith Hamilton? 

Despite her death many years ago, Edith Hamilton remains the “guru” of Greek (Roman) mythology. She was a scholar who read the ancient works in their original languages and then attempted to share her knowledge with the general public who may or may not have any knowledge concerning what she calls the “Greek Miracle.” Made an honorary citizen of Athens in 1957, Hamilton is a spirited writer who shares facts and humor throughout this book.

Why do we read this?
Mythology is a cultural base for much of Western literature. The rediscovery of ancient writings propelled the Renaissance where man once again discovered his uniqueness in the cosmos and his seemingly limitless gifts from God. Students of British literature often read a variety of allusions to these early writings. It’s like our own allusions to “He who must not be named” or “Dumbledore” which open vaults of memories and stories that entertain, question good versus evil, and allow our imagination to soar. The tale of “Pyramus and Thisbe” was not only one of the inspirations for Romeo and Juliet, but also a poignant theatrical device when used as the “comical/tragedy” of a play within a play in Midsummer Night’s Dream. To know the deities and the universal stories of our own lives provides a richer context offering deeper meaning.

Is there any part of the book we do not have to read?
Yes! Before every tale and most sections there is a paragraph of italicized writing which is Hamilton telling you who wrote the piece, who added to it, or how she made adaptations. These are not essential.

Where do I begin? 
Begin with the Introduction. Many of our books will not have an introduction of great merit. Those books are cheaper, but this book has an intro written by our author and so it is essential. It contains a lot of information that may surprise you regarding what we do and do not know about Greek culture. Despite all of our science and technology, there is much we do not know. These intriguing mysteries may be eternal.

What kinds of questions/ideas should I focus on?
That really depends on your own background and familiarity with this topic. The following should boost you off the launch pad. 

The “Introduction”

1. What is the first written record of Greece? Who wrote it?

2.  Essentially how does the world change due to Greek culture?

3. How are the deities (gods and goddesses) like/different from other early deities (Egyptian, etc.)

4. Who are the early witches and how are they different from the crones of northern Europe and colonial America?

5. What science is profoundly developed?

6. What were the Greeks not afraid of?

7. What are “the dark spots”?

8. Can you name the two basic types of myths?

9. How and why do the myths themselves change?

10. Who was the most prolific writer of mythology?

11. Who was the first writer of mythology?

12. Who appears to be the first writer who seems to care about “how things happened?

13. Name the writing that is the ancient Greek account of creation.

14. Who does Hamilton say is the greatest lyric poet?

15. Name the three major tragic poets.

16. Who was the great comedic writer?

17. Who was the prose historian of Europe?

Part One

1. Know the major Titans and their “realms”.

2. Know the twelve great “Olympians” (both their Greek and Roman names)

a. Consider their relationship to one another

b. Each is the god or goddess of?

c. How is each alike/different?

3. Follow the directions in #2 for the lesser gods (Skip “Roman gods pp.44-47).

4. Name the two great gods of the earth. (Why special? How alike/ different)

5. Know the different creation stories. How were the world and mankind created?

The remainder of the book highlights the many tales. You should read these for their enjoyment. There is a Norse Mythology at the end that is helpful in identifying Pagan/Christian themes in Beowulf. It is not essential that you spend much time here during your summer perusal.

We’ll kick off the fall with a two-week review, test, do our project and dive into our course. Most of you will not be able to adequately cover this material if you wait until then, so please start now…(read by the pool, set up a thirty minute per day uninterrupted read time, in your car while you wait for siblings you have transported to activities, …anywhere you can!)

I look forward to seeing you in the fall.

Sincerely,

Mrs. Wilson  

