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Marine Mythical Stories

Introduction

The Greek myths, telling of the deeds of gods and heroes, as
well as of their relationships with mortals, are an amalgam of
folk tales, legends with a kernel of historical truth and explan-
atory-causal traditions, enriched with large doses of creative
fantasy, which were transmitted within the ancient societies
and helped men to respond to the natural world as well as
to the achievements and/or artifacts of their ancestors.' The
Greeks of historical times attached great importance to their
heroic past, that is, to the period we now call the Bronze Age.
Their “mythical history” is not confined to Mainland Greece
but extends to all the shores of the Mediterranean Sea and
the Euxine Pontos, to the Northern Balkan Peninsula, to the
coasts of the Atlantic Ocean and reaches to the Baltic Sea,
North Africa, Syria and even Central Asia. The coasts of the
Mediterranean Sea and the Euxine Pontos were particularly
well known because various Greek cities had founded empo-
ria and colonies there between the 8th and the 6th century
BC, while it is certain that at least some sites had been ex-
plored from as early as the Bronze Age.” In the remaining,
even more distant regions, mythology sets individual inci-
dents and actions.

In the framework of an archaeological exhibition on Greek
colonisation, it is worth referring briefly to myths that seem
to echo,’ in diverse ways, elements of the “mythical history”
of the voyages, the explorations, the trade, the colonisation
and the seafaring skills of the Greeks in general, as well as
of their contact and coexistence with the local populations
in the Mediterranean Sea and the Euxine Pontos, which had

a particular impact on their self-determination and the for-

I. See indicatively with bibliography as well: Kakridis, |.Th. (gen.
supervision), 1986, vol. |, passim, Bremmer, J., 1990, Forbes-Irving,
P.M.C., 1990, I-6 and passim, Calame, C., 2003, I-34, Buxton, R.,
2002, 21-41, 247-294 and passim, Boardman, J., 2007.

2. See the relevant terms “colonisation”,“pre-colonisation”, “proto-
colonisation”: Malkin, ., 1998, 10-14, 74-93, Greco, E., 200I, 31-43.

3. See also the careful formulation by Buxton, R.,2002, [41: Myths
process, shrink, clarify and magnify the empirical reality, but they do not
“mirror” it in the narrow sense.

mation of the Hellenic national identity.® Of course, many
myths are linked, to a greater or lesser degree, with the sea,
which is only to be expected from a people and a civilisation
surrounded and influenced by the watery element in multi-
farious ways.® For this reason, the “marine mythical stories”
should not be considered as a separate and concrete corpus
of myths; after all, the myths were “living” narratives that had
collective significance for a specific social group or groups
and, consequently, they were changed or adapted or enriched
each time they were recounted, either in oral discourse or in
literature or in the visual arts.

Marine Mythical Stories

Bearing the aforesaid in mind and without endeavouring a
strict classification, we shall mention here certain myths that
place particular emphasis on maritime departures and arriv-
als, voyages, adventures and wanderings, as well as on settle-
ment in new homelands and contact or coexistence with dif-
ferent peoples and cultures.® Specifically, these are:

A. Myths recounting the sudden transportation by sea (or
over the sea) of one or more mortals to a new homeland,
always with some kind of divine intervention. Very often
they involve women, children or young persons, who either
come to Greece from distant lands or leave Greece, and
usually remain in their new homeland for a long period of
time or until the end of their days. Indeed, when the ab-

duction rather than the voluntary departure of a person is

4. On myths with a kernel of historical truth: Kakridis, [.Th. (gen.
supervision), 1986, vol. |, 78-79, 98-99, 141-144. On the function of
certain myths in the process of forming national identity: Malkin,
., 1998, 5-7 and passim, Boardman, J., 2007. On voyaging and wan-
dering in antiquity: Casson, L., 1994, 44-127, Montiglio, S., 2005.
Generally on colonisation: Cook, J.M., 1970, Roebuck, C., 1984,
Boardman, J., 1999, Tsetskhladze, G.R. (ed.), 2006, Tsetskhladze,
G.R. (ed.), 2008. Specifically on the Euxine Pontos: Maslennikov,
A.A., 2000, Greek Sites on NW Black Sea 2001, Greek Sites in
Crimea 2004, Petropoulos, E.K., 2005, Petropoulos, E.K., 20ll.

5. On the multiple functions of the sea in myth: Buxton, R., 2002, 142-
150.

6. Collected in the relevant entries in LIMC are most of the represen-
tations of the myths referred to here. See also Samara-Kauffmann,
A. (ed.),2008.
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concerned, the relatives may embark on a quest for the vic-
tim and thus a myth of pursuit may follow. In each case, the
lands of provenance or destination, to the degree that their
identification is possible, coincide with regions where Greek
emporia and/or colonies are located.

Among the myths included in this group are those of the
Abduction of Europa, a princess from Phoenicia,” of Phrixos
and Helle,® of the miraculous transfer of Iphigenia to Taurike
(modern Crimea), as well as of the most famous abduction
(or, rather, voluntary departure) by sea, that of Helen by Paris,
which took place by ship but also with the aid of the gods
who sent favourable winds.’? Finally, hurried also was the de-
parture (on the advice of the goddess Athena) of Poseidon’s
son, Danaus, and of his fifty daughters, from Libya to Argos."
B. Myths that narrate — in the main — maritime wanderings
of important heroes who, either alone or as heads of a group,
voyaged to far-off lands in order to acquire and to bring
home rare and valuable goods. In the course of their travels,
they might meet well-disposed indigenes or, more commonly,
confront various obstacles and difficulties. Furthermore, the
acquisition of the goods, that was also the original aim of the
voyage, usually demanded a final contest or a cunning ruse.
In the end, everything is overcome successfully, although not
without losses. Directly articulated with these myths are the
Nostoi, which narrate the wanderings of the heroes during
their journey home, usually after a long stay in far-away places.
This group of myths includes the narrations of some of the
Labours of Heracles, the most emblematic of the ancient he-
roes, who reached the marches of the Euxine Pontos, as far
as the plains of Skythia and the Caucasus mountains, North
Africa and various regions of the Central and Western Medi-
terranean Sea, even to the coasts of the Atlantic Ocean." The
Argonauts as well, who responded to Jason’s call to mount an
expedition to Kolchis and to take the famous Golden Fleece
of the ram that had carried Phrixus and Helle, reached many
regions of the Euxine Pontos and the Mediterranean Sea.”
On the way to Kolchis, they passed through the Clashing
Rocks (Symplegades Petres) of the Bosporos and continued by

sailing along the coastline, while on the return they sailed up

7. Kakridis, 1.Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. 3, 69-74, 259-266. On
a recent review of relations between Greeks and Phoenicians:
Adam-Veleni, P. - Stefani, E. (eds.), 2012.

8. Kakridis, I.Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. 3, 119-122, Kakridis,
|.Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. 5, 27-28, 193-198.

9. Kakridis, .Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. 5, 15-22.

10. Kakridis, I.Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. 3, 172-178.

IIl. Kakridis, I.Th. (gen. supervision), 986, vol. 4, 48-92.

12. Kakridis, I.Th. (gen. supervision), 986, vol. 4, 142-166.

PART A: COLONISATION

the River Istros (modern Danube) as far as the Adriatic Sea,
as in those times this great river was believed to link the two
seas. From there, they were carried off course to Italy, sailed
up the rivers Eridanos (modern Po) and Rhodanos (modern
Rhéne, in Southwest France), came out again into the Medi-
terranean Sea, roved around various regions and eventually
reached Crete and subsequently lolkos in Thessaly.
Odysseus, a “proto-colonial” hero par excellence, came to
Troy with twelve ships and returned to his homeland of Itha-
ka, twenty years later, in a ship borrowed from the Phaia-
kians, having lost all his companions.”® During his ten-year
nostos (voyage home), the hero and his companions wan-
dered successively on various shores of the Mediterranean
Sea. Attempts to identify on the map the regions that were
home to the Lotus-Eaters, the Cyclops, Aeolus, the Laist-
rygonians, Circe, the Sirens, Calypso, and so on, have led,
already since antiquity, to various proposals and hypotheses,
frequently highly imaginative and totally undocumented."
Suffice it to say here that the poet of the Odyssey imagined
most of these adventures in the Western Mediterranean
Sea, on the North African coast and in the lonian Sea.

C. Foundation myths of cities, many of which are contained
in the narratives of the two previous groups, as collateral or
concluding episodes.” Without doubt a suitable ancestor can
add greater prestige or reinforce a demand for land or for power.'®
Thus, for example, Heracles is said to have founded the city
of Abdera, several cities are considered to have been founded
by the Argonauts (Kios, Sinope and others), while many Italian
cities trace back their foundation to descendants of Odys-
seus.” Last, particularly interesting are the myths relating the
arrival of foreign founders of cities in Greece.Therefore, Cad-
mus, Phoenix and Cilix (or Thasus), who were searching for
their sister Europa, founded cities in various places (Phoeni-
cia, Cilicia, Rhodes, Thera, Thasos, Thrace and Thebes),"® while
the daughters of Danaus founded the sanctuary of Athena
Lindia on Rhodes.

13. Kakridis, .Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. 5, 204-250, Malkin, I.,
1998, 3-5 and passim.

14. Kakridis, I.Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. 5, 251-256, Malkin, I.,
1998, 7-9, 62-74, Lane-Fox, R., 2008, passim.

15. Kakridis, .Th. (gen. supervision), 1986, vol. |, 78-79, Calame, C.,
2003 (foundation myths of Kyrene), Mac Sweeny, N., 2013 (foun-
dation myths of lonian cities). On the foundation myths of the
cities presented in the exhibition see the relevant entries in this
volume.

16. Boardman, J., 2007, 9.

17. On the figure of Odysseus in Etruria and in Italy in general: Mal-
kin, 1., 1998, 156-209.

18. See the interesting commentary by Buxton, R., 2002, 250-261.
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General remarks

The myths of the maritime adventures echo in diverse ways
the empirical reality of voyages, of colonisation and of Hel-
lenic seafaring prowess in general. The ships of myths have
sails but also oarsmen, essential for the manoeuvres of en-
tering harbours or when the wind drops or for crossing
straits against crosswinds and counter currents (like the Ar-
gonauts in the Symplegades Petres).”” The sea routes seem to
correspond to the reality of navigating with sails, which de-
pends on the winds and the currents, which, as recent re-
search has shown, have not changed since antiquity.?’ Thus,
for example, the usual route from Egypt to the Aegean Sea
passed along the coasts of Phoenicia, Syria and Cyprus, given
that the strong north winds that blow mainly in the South-
east Mediterranean Sea obliged ships to follow a zigzag
course. Furthermore, the fact that Lemnos is an important
port of call on voyages from the Western Aegean Sea to the
Euxine Pontos corresponds to the nautical reality, as the is-
land lies at the beginning of the “great diagonal” of the Ae-
gean Sea.” Of course, due to the prevailing north winds, it is
easier to sail southwards than northwards; with fair winds
during the long days of summertime, a ship that set off at
dawn from Lemnos would reach Cape Caphereus of Euboia
(Cavo D’Oro) by dusk. Indeed, on a clear day, the coastline
of Southern Euboia is visible from Chios.?>? When sailing in
the opposite direction, and depending on the direction of
the winds, ships must make a rather zigzag course, with in-
termediate stops on the Aegean islands or on the Asia Mi-
nor coast.”

The strong north winds of the Aegean Sea make zigzagging
northwards difficult, as was the case for Paris and Helen,
who, according to one version of the myth, reached Phoe-
nicia first, then Cyprus and after that Troas. However,
with the help of the south winds, ships quite easily reach
the entrance to the Euxine Pontos and, thus, the version
that their voyage from the Peloponnese to Troy lasted only
three days could be close to reality. Whatever the case may

be, these diagonal routes were made mainly in the Aegean

19. The texts reveal details of nautical practice, such as the sudden
cutting of the rope holding the ship close to the land, in order to
depart in haste (see Odysseus’ ship on the island of the Laistrygo-
nians). The anchors found in moorings may be related to sudden
departures of ships: Koutsouflakis, G.V., 2013, 281, 299-300.

20.Pohlmann, E., 1999 (the map of fig. 3 is printed upside down),
Koutsouflakis, G.V., 2013, 57.

2l. Koutsouflakis, G.V., 2013, 327-333.

22.Lane-Fox, R., 2008, 64.

23.Koutsouflakis, G.V,, 2013, 334.

Sea, whereas in the Euxine Pontos, where there are no dis-
persed islands (which is perhaps why the island of Leuke in
the northwest was so important),? the ships follow princi-
pally coastal routes, calling in for supplies at the successive
harbours (see the routes of Heracles and of the Argonauts).
Protracted calm at sea creates major problems, trapping the
ships in the harbours, characteristic examples of which are
the myth of Iphigenia and the catastrophic sojourn of Odys-
seus’ companions on the island of Helios. The dangerous sea
currents of the Mediterranean Sea and the Euxine Pontos
were also well-known, particularly those generated in straits,
where there was the additional hazard of dashing against
rocks or reefs. Indeed, as recent studies have shown, the dan-
ger of shipwreck is greater near the coast than in the open
sea, because ships, as a rule, sink when water enters the hull
after hitting a reef or a rock.” Thus, even though the mythi-
cal voyagers used these perilous crossings, sometimes out of
necessity (entrance to the Euxine Pontos) and sometimes
to save time (strait between Rhegion and Messene, in order
to avoid circumnavigating Sicily), the dangers are projected
vividly in the narratives, in the form either of clashing rocks
(Symplegades Petres in the Euxine Pontos) or of menacing
monsters (Scylla and Charybdes in the Sicilian straits).

The ports of call in the mythical wanderings coincide in gen-
eral (and to the degree that we can identify them) with im-
portant harbours of the Mediterranean Sea and the Euxine
Pontos. Dangerous harbours, such as the Syrtis Major and the
Syrtis Minor on the north coast of Africa, with the treach-
erous shifting sandbanks (see Argonauts), are well-known as
well. Caution was the keynote when dropping anchor in un-
known waters: Odysseus’ ships moor at an islet opposite the
land of the Cyclops and only one of these approaches the
opposite coast for reconnaissance, while “fact-finding mis-
sions” are sent into the interior of the isles of Circe and
the Laistrygonians.?® Particularly important is the utilisation
of the large navigable rivers, such as the Istros (Danube), the
Eridanos (Po) and the Rhodanos (Rhéne), as points of entry

and access to the hinterland.

24.Maslennikov, A.A., 2000, 47.

25.Koutsouflakis, G.V., 2013, 345-349.

26.Cf. the frequent choice of “safe” points, mainly on islands and
peninsulas, as sites of initial settlement, such as the island of
Berezan in the North Euxine Pontos, which must have been
united with the land in that period (Maslennikov, A.A., 2000, 41),
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