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The Adoption of Hero Myth in the Periphery of Ancient Greece
by
SHOJI Daisuke

Ancient Greeks explained the origins of the barbarians in the periphery of
Greece by Greek hero myths, and some heroes were worshipped by the
barbarians. This paper examines the meaning of the creation and acceptance of
such myths.

From the 8th century B. C. on, Greeks colonized the coasts all over the
Mediterranean Sea. Greeks explored the new lands and encountered many
barbarians, and articulated their origins with Greek heroes. That is, Greeks
conceptualized the new lands and the barbarians in the framework of hero myth
that formed the Greek view of the world.

Etruscans in Italy traded with Greeks and introduced Greek culture willingly
especially between the 7th and 6th centuries B. C., and Latium was also
influenced by Greek culture through Etruria. In these areas, some kings or
aristocrats accepted the Greek hero Odysseus as the founder of their cities, or
they regarded themselves as descendants of Odysseus. By the adoption, they
defined their new identity in relation to Greece.

The people of Epirus in the northeast of Greece were considered to be
barbarians by the Greek polis dwellers. But the Molossians of Epirus participated
in the Peloponnesian War in the latter half of the 5th century B. C. and they
keenly realized the necessity to define their identity in the Greek world.
Therefore, the royal family of the Molossians actively claimed themselves to be
descendants of the Greek hero Achilles and confirmed their identity as belonging
to Greek world.

Such acceptance of the Greek hero myth intensified the relation to Greece and
promoted the introduction of Greek Culture. That meaning of the hero myth is
the important factor in understanding why Greek culture penetrated deeply into
Etruria and Latium, Epirus, moreover Rome.
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