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Karen Armstrong's concise yet compelling investigation into the history of myth takes us from

the Palaeolithic period and the mythology of the hunters right up to the 'Great Western

Transformation' of the last 500 years. She shows us that the history of myth is the history of

humanity, and our stories and beliefs, our curiosity and attempts to understand the world, link

us to our ancestors and each other. Myths help us make sense of the universe, and of

ourselves. Armstrong's characteristically insightful and eloquent book serves as a brilliant and

thought-provoking introduction to myth in the broadest sense - and why we dismiss it only at

our peril.

Elegantly argued and consistently thought-provoking  � TelegraphWitty, informative and

contemplative  � New York TimesRemarkable  � The TimesWhat Armstrong does in her skid over

the millennia is make comparisons, connections and contrasts in a way that cannot fail to

enlighten the general reader . . . Myths are narratives: as she eloquently says, we shouldn't be

done with them yet -- NICHOLAS LEZARD  � GuardianValiant and readable . . . clearly and

concisely written  � IndependentWith characteristic incisiveness, Armstrong explores the

development of myth from prehistory to the present day  � Daily MailBrilliant . . . Succinct and

thoughtfully elucidated  � ElleKaren Armstrong is a genius -- AN WILSONKaren Armstrong is

one of our most perceptive and thoughtful writers on religion -- JOHN GRAYOne of the handful

of wise and supremely intelligent commentators on religion -- ALAIN DE BOTTON --This text

refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorKaren Armstrong is one of the world's leading

commentators on religious affairs, and has been described by the Financial Times as 'one of

our best living writers on religion'. She spent seven years as a Roman Catholic nun in the

1960s, before leaving for a career as a writer and broadcaster. Armstrong is the best-selling

author of over 20 books and a passionate campaigner for religious liberty, and has addressed

members of the United States Congress and the Senate and has participated in the World

Economic Forum. --This text refers to the paperback edition.From Publishers WeeklyThis is an

pedestrian study from the noted and popular religion scholar, in which Armstrong takes a

historical approach to myth, tracing its evolution through a series of periods, from the

Paleolithic to the postmyth Great Western Transformation. Each period developed myths

reflecting its major concerns: images of hunting and the huntress dominated the myths of the

Paleolithic, while the myths of Persephone and Demeter, Isis and Osiris developed in the

agricultural Neolithic period. By the Axial Age (200 B.C. through A.D. 1500), myths became

internalized, so that they no longer needed to be acted out. Reason, says Armstrong, largely

supplanted myth in the Post-Axial Period, which she sees as a source of cultural and spiritual

impoverishment; she even appears, simplistically, to attribute genocide to the loss of "the sense

of sacredness" myth offers. Armstrong goes on to relate that in the 20th century, a number of

writers, such as Eliot, Joyce, Mann and Rushdie, recovered the power of myth for

contemporary culture. Although the book offers no new perspectives or information on the

history of myth, it does provide a functional survey of mythology's history. But a more engaging

choice would be Kenneth Davis's Don't Know Much About Mythology (Reviews, Sept. 5).

(Nov.)Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights

reserved. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From AudioFileThis analysis of

the role that myth has played in human history from Paleolithic times to the present is short



and, depending on your response to the author's writing, dull or witty. This listener falls in the

middle, although she does wish the author's point--that the rise of reason and loss of myth are

causing havoc in modern society--were presented with more verve. Sandra Burr tries her best

to make the book listenable by infusing energy into her reading. While enthusiastic, her efforts

are delivered at a consistently high pitch, which is tiring on the ear. Nonetheless, Burr's pacing

is strong, which helps makes Armstrong's serious subject easier to follow. A.C.S. © AudioFile

2006, Portland, Maine-- Copyright © AudioFile, Portland, Maine --This text refers to an

alternate kindle_edition edition.Review"The most ambitious simultaneous worldwide

publication ever undertaken." The Times" --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition

edition.From BooklistIn this essay, superpopular religion historian Armstrong (Islam: A Short

History, 2000) fastens the attributes of myth to the major chronological categories of human

history. At each transition from the Paleolithic to scientific eras, she argues that a mythical

conception of natural forces has drifted ever further from interpretation in pragmatic and logical

terms, such that myth in modern times is a beleaguered species of fiction. To Armstrong this

state reflects a profound misunderstanding of what myth is and does. Defining it as an art form

that, on the assumption of the existence of an invisible realm of reality, protects one against the

despair arising from the limitations of the tactile world (death in particular), Armstrong relates

how mythology has historically been reformulated. She traces a theogony, illustrating it with

examples from Chinese, Middle Eastern, Egyptian, and Greek cultures, as sky worship phased

into anthropomorphic gods and then into ethical systems such as those of Confucius or Jesus.

Written with great explanatory clarity, Armstrong's review of mythology is an efficient,

fascinating experience. Gilbert TaylorCopyright © American Library Association. All rights

reserved --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From The Washington PostThe

most ballyhooed event at this year's Frankfurt Book Fair was the launch of Canongate's "The

Myths," retellings of classic myths by 100 internationally renowned writers, including Chinua

Achebe, A.S. Byatt and Alexander McCall Smith, among many others. The first three books in

the series -- fictions by Margaret Atwood and Jeanette Winterson and an introductory volume

by Karen Armstrong -- have recently appeared in 28 languages from 33 publishers (there are

five English language editions) in the biggest simultaneous publication ever.It's difficult not to

recast this achievement in pop-culture terms -- Monster Mythology Smackdown! -- and just as

difficult not to add one's own mythic subtext, that of David and Goliath. Canongate was

established in 1973, a small Edinburgh publisher specializing in Scottish titles such as Escape

From Loch Leven and Scottish Love Poems. Still, even in its early years, Canongate showed a

taste for the offbeat, publishing the Glaswegian author Alasdair Gray and the first UK edition of

Edward Abbey's seminal The Monkey Wrench Gang. But by the early 1990s, the foundering

house was in receivership.Enter Jamie Byng. The youngest son of the Earl of Stafford and the

stepson of a former chairman of the BBC, Byng studied literature at Edinburgh University and

worked as a publicist at Canongate when he was 24. In 1994, at the ripe old age of 26, he

masterminded a buyout of the company. Byng has since transformed Canongate from the

publisher of Traditional Scottish Dyes and How To Make Them into a powerhouse, 2003's

British Book Awards Publisher of the Year. He's done this through a winning combination of

prescience, irreverence and boldness. For instance, in 1998 he started releasing inexpensive

paperbacks of the books of the Bible under the series title Pocket Canons, each introduced by

a different author: Fay Weldon on Corinthians, Bono on the Psalms, Ruth Rendell on Romans

and Will Self on Revelations.In 2002, Canongate published Michel Faber's bestselling The

Crimson Petal and the White; the previous year, Byng bought the British rights to Yann Martel's

Life Of Pi. Martel's novel subsequently won the Man Booker Prize, cementing Byng's reputation



as a visionary maverick. It also, presumably, lined Canongate's coffers so that Byng could

begin publishing "The Myths."Which brings us to the books themselves. These are novellas

rather than full-blown novels, but Jeanette Winterson's contribution in particular feels wispy,

despite its title. Weight is a retelling of the myth of Atlas. As Winterson puts it in her

introduction, "I have written this personal story in the First Person . . . and this leads to

questions of autobiography. Autobiography is not important. Authenticity is important. The writer

must fire herself through the text, be the molten stuff that welds together disparate elements. I

believe there is always exposure, vulnerability, in the writing process, which is not to say it is

either confessional or memoir. Simply, it is real."Unfortunately, Weight doesn't make good on

this promise (or threat) of authorial alchemy. Despite narrative shifts from first- and third-

person, and among Atlas, Heracles and the author, Weight is a fairly straightforward account of

one of the 12 labors of Heracles. Atlas was "born one of the Titans, half man, half god, a giant

of a giant race."Punished by the Olympian gods for rebelling against them, he is sentenced to

carry the Kosmos upon his back. Heracles has also fallen afoul of the gods, but through an

accident of birth. He is Zeus's son by a mortal woman, and has long suffered the enmity of

Zeus's wife, Hera. Hera first maddens Heracles so that he slays his own children, then helps

engineer the Labors as atonement for his crime. His penultimate task is to obtain the Golden

Apples from the Garden of the Hesperides (Atlas's daughters), guarded by the hundred-

headed serpent Ladon. Heracles offers to hold up the Kosmos while Atlas obtains the fruit for

him. Atlas very sensibly decides to leave Heracles with the weight, but Heracles tricks Atlas

into taking the world back onto his shoulders.It's a poignant story -- who doesn't sympathize

with Atlas, especially when he's contrasted with the bullying, bragging Heracles? -- but despite

occasional glints of humor, Weight is a leaden retelling of it. Only in its last pages does

Winterson's book finally soar, when she introduces Atlas to Laika, the Russian dog sent into

space in 1957. "Atlas had long ago ceased to feel the weight of the world he carried, but he felt

the skin and bone of this little dog. Now he was carrying something he wanted to keep, and

that changed everything." In this brief, sweet sequence, we glimpse a new myth being born. "I

want to tell the story again," Winterson repeats at the end of Weight. Her account of Atlas and

Laika made me wish she would.Margaret Atwood's distaff take on The Odyssey -- The

Penelopiad -- is more successful, if not terribly surprising. A feminist perspective on Homer

from Margaret Atwood? We're shocked. Penelope has for eons been the poster girl for feminine

fidelity. Intelligent, yes, but also rather dull, and slightly maddening by 21st-century standards --

she waited how long? For him? While he was sleeping with them? Atwood doesn't exactly give

her a makeover, but she gives her a voice, at once plaintive and wise, as well as a long view:

Penelope narrates her tale from the "gloomy halls of Hades.""Well, yes, it is dark, but there are

advantages -- for instance, if you see someone you'd rather not speak to you can always

pretend you haven't recognised them."The events dovetail with those in The Odyssey; the

narrative shifts are in emphasis more than execution. So we get Penelope's curt commentary

on her beautiful cousin Helen, as well as her clear-eyed assessment of marriage:"Marriages

were for having children, and children were not toys and pets. Children were vehicles for

passing things along. These things could be kingdoms, rich wedding gifts, stories, grudges,

blood feuds. . . . To have a child was to set loose a force in the world."We also see Penelope's

grief, well-salted with guilt, for the 12 serving maidens who were slain upon her husband's

return home. In The Odyssey, the maids are hanged by Telemachus, son of Odysseus and

Penelope, for the crime of sleeping with the suitors who had taken up residence in Odysseus's

halls. Atwood makes them a loopily postmodern Greek chorus, with mixed results. Penelope's

story is strong stuff: Introducing chapters with titles such as "The Chorus Line: Kiddie Mourn, A



Lament by the Maids" gives these sections the air of a failed Monty Python sketch.Finally,

Karen Armstrong provides A Short History of Myth, an introductory volume to Canongate's

series. Armstrong is the bestselling author of A History of God, Islam: A Short History and

Buddha, among other titles. Her essay here is serviceable. She relies heavily on the usual

suspects -- Mircea Eliade, Joseph Campbell, Walter Burkert -- and has a lamentable tendency

to make sweeping pronouncements that sound trite: "In the pre-modern world, mythology was

indispensable. . . . It was an early form of psychology." "People were becoming disillusioned

with the old mythical vision that had nourished their ancestors." "The Neanderthal graves show

that when these early people became conscious of their mortality, they created some sort of

counter-narrative that enabled them to come to terms with it."Perhaps in future volumes

Canongate could give equal time to scholars such as Jack Zipes and Marina Warner, and

historians like Italy's Carlo Ginzburg or South Africa's David Lewis-Williams, whose work has

more provocatively explored the boundaries and evolution of myths and storytelling.Still, these

first three books are a tantalizing start to an ambitious project, with intriguing works to come:

Israeli author David Grossman's version of Samson, the Russian Victor Pelevin's Theseus and

the American Donna Tartt's take on Daedalus and Icarus. All mythology is a work-in-progress.

New myths are being born right now, and old ones reinvented, in decaying buildings, on laptop

computers, in hushed rooms around the globe. Canongate is to be applauded for serving as

midwife to some of them.Reviewed by Elizabeth HandCopyright 2005, The Washington Post.

All Rights Reserved.--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Excerpt. ©

Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.What is a Myth?Human beings have always been

mythmakers. Archaeologists have unearthed Neanderthal graves containing weapons, tools

and the bones of a sacrificed animal, all of which suggest some kind of belief in a future world

that was similar to their own. The Neanderthals may have told each other stories about the life

that their dead companion now enjoyed. They were certainly reflecting about death in a way

that their fellow-creatures did not. Animals watch each other die but, as far as we know, they

give the matter no further consideration. But the Neanderthal graves show that when these

early people became conscious of their mortality, they created some sort of counter-narrative

that enabled them to come to terms with it. The Neanderthals who buried their companions

with such care seem to have imagined that the visible, material world was not the only reality.

From a very early date, therefore, it appears that human beings were distinguished by their

ability to have ideas that went beyond their everyday experience.We are meaning-seeking

creatures. Dogs, as far as we know, do not agonise about the canine condition, worry about the

plight of dogs in other parts of the world, or try to see their lives from a different perspective.

But human beings fall easily into despair, and from the very beginning we invented stories that

enabled us to place our lives in a larger setting, that revealed an underlying pattern, and gave

us a sense that, against all the depressing and chaotic evidence to the contrary, life had

meaning and value.Another peculiar characteristic of the human mind is its ability to have ideas

and experiences that we cannot explain rationally. We have imagination, a faculty that enables

us to think of something that is not immediately present, and that, when we first conceive it,

has no objective existence. The imagination is the faculty that produces religion and

mythology. Today mythical thinking has fallen into disrepute; we often dismiss it as irrational

and self-indulgent. But the imagination is also the faculty that has enabled scientists to bring

new knowledge to light and to invent technology that has made us immeasurably more

effective. The imagination of scientists has enabled us to travel through outer space and walk

on the moon, feats that were once only possible in the realm of myth. Mythology and science

both extend the scope of human beings. Like science and technology, mythology, as we shall



see, is not about opting out of this world, but about enabling us to live more intensely within

it.The Neanderthal graves tell us five important things about myth. First, it is nearly always

rooted in the experience of death and the fear of extinction. Second, the animal bones indicate

that the burial was accompanied by a sacrifice. Mythology is usually inseparable from ritual.

Many myths make no sense outside a liturgical drama that brings them to life, and are

incomprehensible in a profane setting. Third, the Neanderthal myth was in some way recalled

beside a grave, at the limit of human life. The most powerful myths are about extremity; they

force us to go beyond our experience. There are moments when we all, in one way or another,

have to go to a place that we have never seen, and do what we have never done before. Myth

is about the unknown; it is about that for which initially we have no words. Myth therefore looks

into the heart of a great silence. Fourth, myth is not a story told for its own sake. It shows us

how we should behave. In the Neanderthal graves, the corpse has sometimes been placed in a

foetal position, as though for rebirth: the deceased had to take the next step himself. Correctly

understood, mythology puts us in the correct spiritual or psychological posture for right action,

in this world or the next.Finally, all mythology speaks of another plane that exists alongside our

own world, and that in some sense supports it. Belief in this invisible but more powerful reality,

sometimes called the world of the gods, is a basic theme of mythology. It has been called the

‘perennial philosophy’ because it informed the mythology, ritual and social organisation of all

societies before the advent of our scientific modernity, and continues to influence more

traditional societies today. According to the perennial philosophy, everything that happens in

this world, everything that we can hear and see here below has its counterpart in the divine

realm, which is richer, stronger and more enduring than our own.1 And every earthly reality is

only a pale shadow of its archetype, the original pattern, of which it is simply an imperfect copy.

It is only by participating in this divine life that mortal, fragile human beings fulfil their potential.

The myths gave explicit shape and form to a reality that people sensed intuitively. They told

them how the gods behaved, not out of idle curiosity or because these tales were entertaining,

but to enable men and women to imitate these powerful beings and experience divinity

themselves.In our scientific culture, we often have rather simplistic notions of the divine. In the

ancient world, the ‘gods’ were rarely regarded as supernatural beings with discrete

personalities, living a totally separate metaphysical existence. Mythology was not about

theology, in the modern sense, but about human experience. People thought that gods,

humans, animals and nature were inextricably bound up together, subject to the same laws,

and composed of the same divine substance. There was initially no ontological gulf between

the world of the gods and the world of men and women. When people spoke of the divine, they

were usually talking about an aspect of the mundane. The very existence of the gods was

inseparable from that of a storm, a sea, a river, or from those powerful human emotions —

love, rage or sexual passion — that seemed momentarily to lift men and women onto a

different plane of existence so that they saw the world with new eyes.Mythology was therefore

designed to help us to cope with the problematic human predicament. It helped people to find

their place in the world and their true orientation. We all want to know where we came from, but

because our earliest beginnings are lost in the mists of prehistory, we have created myths

about our forefathers that are not historical but help to explain current attitudes about our

environment, neighbours and customs. We also want to know where we are going, so we have

devised stories that speak of a posthumous existence — though, as we shall see, not many

myths envisage immortality for human beings. And we want to explain those sublime moments,

when we seem to be transported beyond our ordinary concerns. The gods helped to explain

the experience of transcendence. The perennial philosophy expresses our innate sense that



there is more to human beings and to the material world than meets the eye. --This text refers

to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/gayjL/A-Short-History-Of-Myth-Canongate-Myths-series-Book-1


A SHORT HISTORYOF MYTHKaren ArmstrongCONTENTSi What is a Myth?ii The

Palaeolithic Period: The Mythology of the Hunters (c. 20000 to 8000 BCE)iii The Neolithic

Period: The Mythology of the Farmers (c. 8000 to 4000 BCE)iv The Early Civilisations (c. 4000

to 800 BCE)v The Axial Age (c. 800 to 200 BCE)vi The Post-Axial Period (c. 200 BCE to c.

1500 CE)vii The Great Western Transformation (c. 1500 to 2000)ReferencesiWhat is a Myth?

Human beings have always been mythmakers. Archaeologists have unearthed Neanderthal

graves containing weapons, tools and the bones of a sacrificed animal, all of which suggest

some kind of belief in a future world that was similar to their own. The Neanderthals may have

told each other stories about the life that their dead companion now enjoyed. They were

certainly reflecting about death in a way that their fellow-creatures did not. Animals watch each

other die but, as far as we know, they give the matter no further consideration. But the

Neanderthal graves show that when these early people became conscious of their mortality,

they created some sort of counter-narrative that enabled them to come to terms with it. The

Neanderthals who buried their companions with such care seem to have imagined that the

visible, material world was not the only reality. From a very early date, therefore, it appears that

human beings were distinguished by their ability to have ideas that went beyond their everyday

experience.We are meaning-seeking creatures. Dogs, as far as we know, do not agonise about

the canine condition, worry about the plight of dogs in other parts of the world, or try to see

their lives from a different perspective. But human beings fall easily into despair, and from the

very beginning we invented stories that enabled us to place our lives in a larger setting, that

revealed an underlying pattern, and gave us a sense that, against all the depressing and

chaotic evidence to the contrary, life had meaning and value.Another peculiar characteristic of

the human mind is its ability to have ideas and experiences that we cannot explain rationally.

We have imagination, a faculty that enables us to think of something that is not immediately

present, and that, when we first conceive it, has no objective existence. The imagination is the

faculty that produces religion and mythology. Today mythical thinking has fallen into disrepute;

we often dismiss it as irrational and self-indulgent. But the imagination is also the faculty that

has enabled scientists to bring new knowledge to light and to invent technology that has made

us immeasurably more effective. The imagination of scientists has enabled us to travel through

outer space and walk on the moon, feats that were once only possible in the realm of myth.

Mythology and science both extend the scope of human beings. Like science and technology,

mythology, as we shall see, is not about opting out of this world, but about enabling us to live

more intensely within it.The Neanderthal graves tell us five important things about myth. First, it

is nearly always rooted in the experience of death and the fear of extinction. Second, the

animal bones indicate that the burial was accompanied by a sacrifice. Mythology is usually

inseparable from ritual. Many myths make no sense outside a liturgical drama that brings them

to life, and are incomprehensible in a profane setting. Third, the Neanderthal myth was in some

way recalled beside a grave, at the limit of human life. The most powerful myths are about

extremity; they force us to go beyond our experience. There are moments when we all, in one

way or another, have to go to a place that we have never seen, and do what we have never

done before. Myth is about the unknown; it is about that for which initially we have no words.

Myth therefore looks into the heart of a great silence. Fourth, myth is not a story told for its own

sake. It shows us how we should behave. In the Neanderthal graves, the corpse has

sometimes been placed in a foetal position, as though for rebirth: the deceased had to take the

next step himself. Correctly understood, mythology puts us in the correct spiritual or



psychological posture for right action, in this world or the next.Finally, all mythology speaks of

another plane that exists alongside our own world, and that in some sense supports it. Belief in

this invisible but more powerful reality, sometimes called the world of the gods, is a basic

theme of mythology. It has been called the ‘perennial philosophy’ because it informed the

mythology, ritual and social organisation of all societies before the advent of our scientific

modernity, and continues to influence more traditional societies today. According to the

perennial philosophy, everything that happens in this world, everything that we can hear and

see here below has its counterpart in the divine realm, which is richer, stronger and more

enduring than our own.1And every earthly reality is only a pale shadow of its archetype, the

original pattern, of which it is simply an imperfect copy. It is only by participating in this divine

life that mortal, fragile human beings fulfil their potential. The myths gave explicit shape and

form to a reality that people sensed intuitively. They told them how the gods behaved, not out of

idle curiosity or because these tales were entertaining, but to enable men and women to

imitate these powerful beings and experience divinity themselves.In our scientific culture, we

often have rather simplistic notions of the divine. In the ancient world, the ‘gods’ were rarely

regarded as supernatural beings with discrete personalities, living a totally separate

metaphysical existence. Mythology was not about theology, in the modern sense, but about

human experience. People thought that gods, humans, animals and nature were inextricably

bound up together, subject to the same laws, and composed of the same divine substance.

There was initially no ontological gulf between the world of the gods and the world of men and

women. When people spoke of the divine, they were usually talking about an aspect of the

mundane. The very existence of the gods was inseparable from that of a storm, a sea, a river,

or from those powerful human emotions – love, rage or sexual passion – that seemed

momentarily to lift men and women onto a different plane of existence so that they saw the

world with new eyes.Mythology was therefore designed to help us to cope with the problematic

human predicament. It helped people to find their place in the world and their true orientation.

We all want to know where we came from, but because our earliest beginnings are lost in the

mists of prehistory, we have created myths about our forefathers that are not historical but help

to explain current attitudes about our environment, neighbours and customs. We also want to

know where we are going, so we have devised stories that speak of a posthumous existence –

though, as we shall see, not many myths envisage immortality for human beings. And we want

to explain those sublime moments, when we seem to be transported beyond our ordinary

concerns. The gods helped to explain the experience of transcendence. The perennial

philosophy expresses our innate sense that there is more to human beings and to the material

world than meets the eye.Today the word ‘myth’ is often used to describe something that is

simply not true. A politician accused of a peccadillo will say that it is a ‘myth’, that it never

happened. When we hear of gods walking the earth, of dead men striding out of tombs, or of

seas miraculously parting to let a favoured people escape from their enemies, we dismiss

these stories as incredible and demonstrably untrue. Since the eighteenth century, we have

developed a scientific view of history; we are concerned above all with what actually happened.

But in the pre-modern world, when people wrote about the past they were more concerned

with what an event had meant. A myth was an event which, in some sense, had happened

once, but which also happened all the time. Because of our strictly chronological view of

history, we have no word for such an occurrence, but mythology is an art form that points

beyond history to what is timeless in human existence, helping us to get beyond the chaotic

flux of random events, and glimpse the core of reality.An experience of transcendence has

always been part of the human experience. We seek out moments of ecstasy, when we feel



deeply touched within and lifted momentarily beyond ourselves. At such times, it seems that we

are living more intensely than usual, firing on all cylinders, and inhabiting the whole of our

humanity. Religion has been one of the most traditional ways of attaining ecstasy, but if people

no longer find it in temples, synagogues, churches or mosques, they look for it elsewhere: in

art, music, poetry, rock, dance, drugs, sex or sport. Like poetry and music, mythology should

awaken us to rapture, even in the face of death and the despair we may feel at the prospect of

annihilation. If a myth ceases to do that, it has died and outlived its usefulness.It is, therefore, a

mistake to regard myth as an inferior mode of thought, which can be cast aside when human

beings have attained the age of reason. Mythology is not an early attempt at history, and does

not claim that its tales are objective fact. Like a novel, an opera or a ballet, myth is make-

believe; it is a game that transfigures our fragmented, tragic world, and helps us to glimpse

new possibilities by asking ‘what if?’ – a question which has also provoked some of our most

important discoveries in philosophy, science and technology. The Neanderthals who prepared

their dead companion for a new life were, perhaps, engaged in the same game of spiritual

make-believe that is common to all mythmakers: ‘What if this world were not all that there is?

How would this affect our lives – psychologically, practically or socially? Would we become

different? More complete? And, if we did find that we were so transformed, would that not show

that our mythical belief was true in some way, that it was telling us something important about

our humanity, even though we could not prove this rationally?’Human beings are unique in

retaining the capacity for play.2Unless they are living in the artificial conditions of captivity,

other animals lose their early sense of fun when they encounter the harsh realities of life in the

wild. Human adults, however, continue to enjoy playing with different possibilities, and, like

children, we go on creating imaginary worlds. In art, liberated from the constraints of reason

and logic, we conceive and combine new forms that enrich our lives, and which we believe tell

us something important and profoundly ‘true’. In mythology too, we entertain a hypothesis,

bring it to life by means of ritual, act upon it, contemplate its effect upon our lives, and discover

that we have achieved new insight into the disturbing puzzle of our world.A myth, therefore, is

true because it is effective, not because it gives us factual information. If, however, it does not

give us new insight into the deeper meaning of life, it has failed. If it works, that is, if it forces us

to change our minds and hearts, gives us new hope, and compels us to live more fully, it is a

valid myth. Mythology will only transform us if we follow its directives. A myth is essentially a

guide; it tells us what we must do in order to live more richly. If we do not apply it to our own

situation and make the myth a reality in our own lives, it will remain as incomprehensible and

remote as the rules of a board game, which often seem confusing and boring until we start to

play.Our modern alienation from myth is unprecedented. In the pre-modern world, mythology

was indispensable. It not only helped people to make sense of their lives but also revealed

regions of the human mind that would otherwise have remained inaccessible. It was an early

form of psychology. The stories of gods or heroes descending into the underworld, threading

through labyrinths and fighting with monsters, brought to light the mysterious workings of the

psyche, showing people how to cope with their own interior crises. When Freud and Jung

began to chart the modern quest for the soul, they instinctively turned to classical mythology to

explain their insights, and gave the old myths a new interpretation.There was nothing new in

this. There is never a single, orthodox version of a myth. As our circumstances change, we

need to tell our stories differently in order to bring out their timeless truth. In this short history of

mythology, we shall see that every time men and women took a major step forward, they

reviewed their mythology and made it speak to the new conditions. But we shall also see that

human nature does not change much, and that many of these myths, devised in societies that



could not be more different from our own, still address our most essential fears and

desires.iiThe Palaeolithic Period: The Mythology of the Hunters (c. 20000 to 8000 BCE)The

period in which human beings completed their biological evolution is one of the longest and

most formative in their history. It was in many ways a frightening and desperate time. These

early people had not yet developed agriculture. They could not grow their own food, but

depended entirely on hunting and gathering. Mythology was as essential to their survival as the

hunting weapons and skills that they evolved in order to kill their prey and achieve a degree of

control over their environment. Like the Neanderthals, Palaeolithic men and women could leave

no written record of their myths, but these stories proved to be so crucial to the way that human

beings understood themselves and their predicament that they survived, in fragmented form, in

the mythologies of later literate cultures. We can also learn a great deal about the experience

and preoccupations of these primal human beings from such indigenous peoples as the

Pygmies or the Australian aborigines who, like the people of the Palaeolithic age, live in

hunting societies and have not undergone an agricultural revolution.It is natural for these

indigenous peoples to think in terms of myth and symbol because, ethnologists and

anthropologists tell us, they are highly conscious of a spiritual dimension in their daily lives.

The experience of what we call the sacred or the divine has become at best a distant reality to

men and women in industrialised, urban societies, but to the Australians, for example, it is not

only self-evident but more real than the material world. ‘Dreamtime’ – which Australians

experience in sleep and in moments of vision – is timeless and ‘everywhen’. It forms a stable

backdrop to ordinary life, which is dominated by death, flux, the endless succession of events,

and the cycle of the seasons. Dreamtime is inhabited by the Ancestors – powerful, archetypal

beings who taught humans the skills that are essential to their lives, such as hunting, war, sex,

weaving and basket-making. These are, therefore, not profane but sacred activities, which

bring mortal men and women into contact with Dreamtime. When an Australian goes hunting,

for example, he models his behaviour so closely on that of the First Hunter that he feels totally

at one with him, caught up in that more powerful archetypal world. It is only when he

experiences this mystical unity with Dreamtime that his life has meaning. Afterwards, he falls

away from that primal richness and back into the world of time, which, he fears, will devour him

and reduce all that he does to nothingness.3The spiritual world is such an immediate and

compelling reality that, the indigenous peoples believe, it must once have been more

accessible to human beings. In every culture, we find the myth of a lost paradise, in which

humans lived in close and daily contact with the divine. They were immortal, and lived in

harmony with one another, with animals and with nature. At the centre of the world there was a

tree, a mountain, or a pole, linking earth and heaven, which people could easily climb to reach

the realm of the gods. Then there was a catastrophe: the mountain collapsed, the tree was cut

down, and it became more difficult to reach heaven. The story of the Golden Age, a very early

and almost universal myth, was never intended to be historical. It springs from a strong

experience of the sacred that is natural to human beings, and expresses their tantalising sense

of a reality that is almost tangible and only just out of reach. Most of the religions and

mythologies of archaic societies are imbued with longing for the lost paradise.4The myth was

not simply an exercise in nostalgia, however. Its primary purpose was to show people how they

could return to this archetypal world, not only in moments of visionary rapture but in the regular

duties of their daily lives.Today we separate the religious from the secular. This would have

been incomprehensible to the Palaeolithic hunters, for whom nothing was profane. Everything

they saw or experienced was transparent to its counterpart in the divine world. Anything,

however lowly, could embody the sacred.5Everything they did was a sacrament that put them



in touch with the gods. The most ordinary actions were ceremonies that enabled mortal beings

to participate in the timeless world of ‘everywhen’. For us moderns, a symbol is essentially

separate from the unseen reality to which it directs our attention, but the Greek symballein

means ‘to throw together’: two hitherto disparate objects become inseparable – like gin and

tonic in a cocktail. When you contemplated any earthly object, you were therefore in the

presence of its heavenly counterpart. This sense of participation in the divine was essential to

the mythical world-view: the purpose of a myth was to make people more fully conscious of the

spiritual dimension that surrounded them on all sides and was a natural part of life.The earliest

mythologies taught people to see through the tangible world to a reality that seemed to

embody something else.6But this required no leap of faith, because at this stage there seemed

to be no metaphysical gulf between the sacred and the profane. When these early people

looked at a stone, they did not see an inert, unpromising rock. It embodied strength,

permanence, solidity and an absolute mode of being that was quite different from the

vulnerable human state. Its very otherness made it holy. A stone was a common hierophany –

revelation of the sacred – in the ancient world. Again, a tree, which had the power effortlessly

to renew itself, incarnated and made visible a miraculous vitality denied to mortal men and

women. When they watched the waning and waxing of the moon, people saw yet another

instance of sacred powers of regeneration,7evidence of a law that was harsh and merciful, and

frightening as well as consoling. Trees, stones and heavenly bodies were never objects of

worship in themselves but were revered because they were epiphanies of a hidden force that

could be seen powerfully at work in all natural phenomena, giving people intimations of

another, more potent reality.Some of the very earliest myths, probably dating back to the

Palaeolithic period, were associated with the sky, which seems to have given people their first

notion of the divine. When they gazed at the sky – infinite, remote and existing quite apart from

their puny lives – people had a religious experience.8The sky towered above them,

inconceivably immense, inaccessible and eternal. It was the very essence of transcendence

and otherness. Human beings could do nothing to affect it. The endless drama of its

thunderbolts, eclipses, storms, sunsets, rainbows and meteors spoke of another endlessly

active dimension, which had a dynamic life of its own. Contemplating the sky filled people with

dread and delight, with awe and fear. The sky attracted them and repelled them. It was by its

very nature numinous, in the way described by the great historian of religion, Rudolf Otto. In

itself, without any imaginary deity behind it, the sky was mysterium tremendum, terribile et

fascinans.9This introduces us to an essential element of both the mythical and the religious

consciousness. In our sceptical age, it is often assumed that people are religious because they

want something from the gods they worship. They are trying to get the Powers That Be on their

side. They want long life, freedom from sickness, and immortality, and think that the gods can

be persuaded to grant them these favours. But in fact this very early hierophany shows that

worship does not necessarily have a self-serving agenda. People did not want anything from

the sky, and knew perfectly well that they could not affect it in any way. From the very earliest

times, we have experienced our world as profoundly mysterious; it holds us in an attitude of

awe and wonder, which is the essence of worship. Later the people of Israel would use the

word qaddosh to denote the sacred. It was ‘separate, other’. The experience of pure

transcendence was in itself profoundly satisfying. It gave people an ecstatic experience by

making them aware of an existence that utterly transcended their own, and lifted them

emotionally and imaginatively beyond their own limited circumstances. It was inconceivable

that the sky could be ‘persuaded’ to do the will of poor, weak human beings.
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Ebook Tops Reader, “Believe. I believe... but I'm not sure... the gravitational pull of myth to

explain what we don't know or understand or both. Or there's no difference. Writers as priests

rather than priests as writers. If there is an ounce of curiosity left uncaptured by cynicism...

then be brave...without prejudice...risk.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Karen has courage. The book is vital to your whole western culture

because we have moved to reading of the scared books as fact instead of realizing that they

serve us only if we understand it to be the myth that they are. It also vital for us to understand

that they are a revelation of humanities desire to be better human being and therefore give us

guidance on ways to become better.  Very important reading for all of us.+”

Gator Guy, “Ms. Armstrong produces another winner!. I purchased this book because an

abiding interest in mythology and theology. Mr. Armstrong is one of the best authors in the field

of theology. From her modest beginnings to being invited by the Bush White House as a

counselor for the military intervention in Iraq. She has demonstrated a remarkably balanced

view of the religions of the world. With Ms. Armstrong as your guide she explains to us the

purpose and the development of mythology from its prehistoric origins to its involvement in

more modern times. In an easy-to-read direct fashion. She explains complex concepts so that

even a novice reader would enjoy this book. I believe I'm going to hand this book onto my 10-

year-old niece who's expressed an interest in Greek and Roman mythology. Mr. Armstrong is a

first-rate scholar and a first-rate author. I thoroughly enjoyed every book of hers that I've read.”

Linda Brockett, “The heart of the matter explored. Karen Armstrong, as always, explores

another of man’sattempts to achieve transcendent experience; in this case by exploring the

traditions of myth.”

Reval, “Powerful step into mature thinking. Karen walks us through the evaluation of religious

thought. She leaves us at the junction of myth and basic truth for modern life.As in other of her

works I was informed and challenged.”

Abner Rosenweig, “Short in length, Long in perspective. In a swift 149 pages, Karen Armstrong

covers a lot of ground. She communicates the importance of myth. She shows how myth has

evolved through history, moving through different phases (the Paleolithic; the Neolithic; Early

Civilization; the Axial Age; the Post-Axial Period; and, the Great Western Transformation

[encompassing the scientific revolution leading to the enlightenment, modernism, and post-

modernism]). In each of these periods, we get a strong sense of how mythology shaped the

fabric of society, and how social, intellectual, political, and economic factors in turn shaped



mythology. One of the strongest sections of the book is the final 15 pages, where Armstrong

depicts modern society in tatters due to its inability to formulate a coherent myth. This is an

excellent overview of the subject, one that I'll return to.”

K L Anderson, “Where beliefs come from.. K Armstrong informs us about myth and why we

believe what we believe now. A deep thinker of our time. Imagine if her punctilious writing were

in our schools instead of dumbed down chrome(anti)books....”

Paula Aiello, “Excellent source for thinking people & for teaching about mythology. Karen

Armstrong's *A Short History of Myth* is a tour de force. Not limited to a discussion of what

society often thinks of when they think of "myth," Armstrong explains how the mystical/spiritual

dimension of humans has expressed itself. Myth, she shows, is not something "false" but is,

rather a way of expressing deep truths. She describes its beginnnings among earliest

hominids and explains clearly how it was affected by the growth of civilizations up to the

modern day, where it remains an essential human experience. For people who misunderstand

holy scriptures as being literal histories - and for those (like Bill Maher) who disparage religion

because so many religious people have that misunderstanding - this book should be required

reading.”

Book Bonkers, “Hit or Myth?. There's a potent argument underlying this book's central thesis

that myth helps us 'to get beyond the chaotic flux of random events to a reality that embodies

something else.' That 'something else' isn't pinned down too clearly at first, but seems to

become fleshed out as the writer develops her thinking. One aspect of this proposes that linear

and logical modes of thought ever since Newton have disbarred us from discovering our full

humanity. Karen Armstrong diverts the stream of this idea into the writing of Conrad and Eliot

towards the end and it's cleverly worked, apparently tangential but actually central. Her

explanation of Karl Jaspers is deft and accessible with much of interest in the evolution of

mythical ideas through the Axial and Post-Axial Ages. Further, Armstrong's succinct comment

that 'the myth of the hero was not intended to provide us with icons to admire, but was

designed to tap into the vein of heroism within ourselves' is an idea that novelists such as

Madeline Miller take up in their work (my review of Miller's 'Circe' follows this one). Excellent

referencing at the end, easily accessible via the main text in this Kindle edition, reinforces the

vital sense that this is indeed a 'short history' and that a great intellectual adventure is out there

in the vast hinterland of anthropological and theological work already covered. Having a

religious predisposition will help you enjoy this book but Dawkins disciples out there also, stay

with it...you know it makes sense!”

Julie Ryan, “This book does exactly what the title says. This book does exactly what the title

says - it gives a brief overview of the history of myth. Well written this is a brief but studious

account of how myths originated and their relevance in society, both in the past and today.”

RR Waller, “Abridged myths. For such a huge subject, it is a small text but only in

size.Armstrong does try to paint on a broad canvas to deal with an aspect of humanity which is

much overlooked. For as long as humans have been, myth has co-existed with them, an

attempt to explain and control the world in which we live.i What is Myth?ii The Palaeolithic

(2000 to 8000 BCE)iii The Neolithic Period (8000 to 4000 BCE)iv The Early Civilisations

(4000 to 800 BCE)v The Axial Age (800 to 200 BCE)vi The Post-Axial Age (200 to 1500

BCE)v The Great Western Transformation (1500 to 2000 BCE)In a text of only 158 pages, it is



obvious these eras are skimmed, looked at in their generalities rather than great depth.

However, do not let that put off readers. As an introduction to an essential human experience, it

is worth of a few hours' reading, if only to skim a deep subject in its generalities before looking

deeper. For anyone needing further reading, Robert GRAVES, "The White Goddess" (Faber

and Faber, 1975, ISBN 978-0571069613, the 3rd revised edition) is a good option.”

Mrs. K. A. Wheatley, “Accessible. This is a slender tome on a massive subject, so if you're

looking for someone to cover all the bases as regards the life of myth then forget it. If you're

looking for someone to give you a quick gallop through the evolution of mythology, some of its

central preoccupations and some key starting points for a further exploration into the world of

myth, then Armstrong is your woman. Written as the first and introductory tome for the

Canongate Myths series, which invites well known authors to rewrite and refresh their favourite

mythological stories, this is just as useful as a standalone, educational text, and doesn't need

to be read in conjunction with any of the books featured in the series, particularly as each

author prefaces their work with the reasons behind why they wrote what they wrote. This is still

a good book to have. It deals with the broad concepts of what drives and keeps myth alive

rather than the debate over how to study or interpret it, which is fine, as there are hundreds of

books out there by anthropologists and other students of myth, all with their own particular axe

to grind.  It is particularly refreshing here to find a reasonable, coherent argument that just is.”

The book by Karen Armstrong has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 409 people have provided feedback.

A Short History Of Myth Title Page Table of Contents Chapter I: What Is A Myth? Chapter II:

The Palaeolithic Period: The Mythology Of The Hunters (C. To Bce) Chapter III: The Neolithic

Period: The Mythology Of The Farmers (C. To Bce) Chapter IV: The Early Civilisations (C. To

Eight Hundred Bce) Chapter V: The Axial Age (C. Eight Hundred To Two Hundred Bce)

Chapter VI: The Post-Axial Period (C. Two Hundred Bce To C. Ce) Chapter VII: The Great

Western Transformation (C. To 2000) References About the Author Also By Karen Armstrong

Credits Copyright



Language: English

File size: 1698 KB

Text-to-Speech: Enabled

Screen Reader: Supported

Enhanced typesetting: Enabled

X-Ray: Not Enabled

Word Wise: Enabled

Print length: 177 pages

Lending: Not Enabled

Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

