
MYTH AND PHILOSOPHY
Ancient Greek Philosophy



Before philosophy

Even before the Presocratic philosophers came on the scene, 
mythology was setting the conceptual stage for philosophical 
speculation.

Myths (stories) were shaping views of human nature and the cosmos.



Before philosophy

Two most important 
Greek myth tellers were
Homer (750 BCE) and
Hesiod (700 BCE).



Before philosophy

Homer was the famed author of the Iliad and the 
Odyssey, which chronicle the Trojan war and 
adventures of Odysseus.

Throughout his journeys to the underworld and 
other parts of the mythological universe, 
Odysseus regularly encounters gods and strange 
creatures, sometimes appeasing them, other 
times battling them.



Before philosophy

Hesiod is the author 
of the Theogony, a 
work that describes 
the origins of 
hundreds of deities 
at the beginning of 
the world.



Family tree



Primordial deities
Protogonoi (Πρωτογόνος, Protogónos –
first-born), are the first gods and goddesses 
born from primordial Chaos.

In other sources these primordial deities 
were born from Chronos and Ananke.

Ananke is the personification of the 
necessity and inevitability. She was seen as 
the most powerful ruler of all fate which 
meant that mortals, as well as the Gods, 
respected her.

Ἀνάγκη



Ananke



Primordial deities

According to Hesiod, Chaos was the first 
thing to exist, but next (possibly out of 
Chaos) came the five primordial deities: 
Gaia, Tartarus, Eros, Erebus and Nyx.



Primordial deities
Chaos

(Χάος, from χάος, kháos –
yawning or gap) is a divine 
primordial condition, the origin 
of the gods and all things, that 
appeared like a bottomless 
depth. But what, if anything, 
was located on either side of 
this chasm is unclear. “In truth 
at first Chaos came to be”

Chaos is the origin of cosmos.



Primordial deities
Gaia (Γαῖα, Gaĩa, a poetical 
form of Γῆ, Gē – land or earth) 
or Gaea is the personification of 
the Earth. She is the ancestral 
mother of all life: the primal 
Mother Earth goddess. “but 
next wide-bosomed Earth 
(Gaia), the ever-sure foundation 
of all the deathless ones who 
hold the peaks of snowy 
Olympus”

Earth, in the cosmology of Hesiod, is a disk surrounded by the river Oceanus and 
floating upon a waste of waters. It is called the foundation of all, because not 
only trees, men, and animals, but even the hills and seas are supported by it.



Primordial deities
Tartarus (Τάρταρος, Tártaros –
probably a word of imaginative 
origin, suggestive of something 
frightful) was the third of the 
primordial deities, following after 
Chaos and Gaia and preceding Eros. 
Hesiod asserts that a bronze anvil 
falling from heaven would fall nine 
days before it reached the earth. The 
anvil would take nine more days to 
fall from earth to Tartarus. Later in 
Greek it was almost synonymous 
with Hades. “and dim Tartarus in the 
depth of the wide-pathed Earth”



Primordial deities
Eros (Ἔρως, Eros – desire), is one of 
the primordial gods involved in the 
coming into being of the cosmos (in 
the earliest sources – the 
cosmogonies, the earliest 
philosophers, and texts referring to 
the mystery religions);

but in later sources, Eros is 
represented as the son of Aphrodite. 
“and Eros (Love), fairest among the 
deathless gods, who unnerves the 
limbs and overcomes the mind and 
wise counsels of all gods and all men 
within them.”

Primordial Eros-Phanes hatched from the 
world egg



Primordial deities

Erebus (Ἔρεβος, Erebos – deep 
darkness, shadow), was born 
from Chaos and was often 
conceived as a personification 
of darkness. “From Chaos 
came forth Erebus and black 
Night”



Primordial deities

Nyx (Νύξ, Núx – night) was a 
shadowy figure, who stood at 
or near the beginning of 
creation and mothered some 
other personified deities. “but 
of Night were born Aether and 
Day, whom she conceived and 
bore from union in love with 
Erebus.”



Before philosophy – Hesiod

• Earth, in the cosmology of Hesiod, is a disk surrounded by the river Oceanus and 
floating upon a waste of waters. It is called the foundation of all (the qualification 
“the deathless ones...” etc. is an interpolation), because not only trees, men, and 
animals, but even the hills and seas (ll. 129, 131) are supported by it.

• Aether is the bright, untainted upper atmosphere, as distinguished from Aer, the 
lower atmosphere of the earth.

• In other sources these primordial deities were born from Chronos and Ananke.

• Hesiod. The Homeric Hymns and Homerica with an English Translation by Hugh 
G. Evelyn-White. Theogony. Cambridge, MA.,Harvard University Press; London, 
William Heinemann Ltd. 1914.

• http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.01
30%3Acard%3D104

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.01.0130:card%3D104


Before philosophy – Aristophanes

According to Aristophanes Eros was born 
from an egg created by Nyx and placed in the 
boundless lap of Erebus. After which he 
mates with Chaos and creates the birds. This 
passage seeks to demonstrate that the birds 
are considered older than all other living 
creatures, even older than the other gods.



Aristophanes – Birds
The Chorus turns and faces the audience.

Leader of the Chorus
[685] Weak mortals, chained to the earth, creatures of clay as frail as the foliage of the woods, you unfortunate 
race, whose life is but darkness, as unreal as a shadow, the illusion of a dream, hearken to us, who are immortal 
beings, ethereal, ever young and occupied with eternal thoughts, for we shall teach you about all celestial 
matters; [690] you shall know thoroughly what is the nature of the birds, what the origin of the gods, of the rivers, 
of Erebus, and Chaos; thanks to us, even Prodicus will envy you your knowledge.

At the beginning there was only Chaos, Night, dark Erebus, and deep Tartarus. Earth, the air and heaven had no 
existence. [695] Firstly, blackwinged Night laid a germless egg in the bosom of the infinite deeps of Erebus, and 
from this, after the revolution of long ages, sprang the graceful Eros with his glittering golden wings, swift as the 
whirlwinds of the tempest. He mated in deep Tartarus with dark Chaos, winged like himself, and thus hatched 
forth our race, which was the first to see the light. [700] That of the Immortals did not exist until Eros had brought 
together all the ingredients of the world, and from their marriage Heaven, Ocean, Earth and the imperishable race 
of blessed gods sprang into being. Thus our origin is very much older than that of the dwellers in Olympus. We are 
the offspring of Eros; there are a thousand proofs to show it. We have wings and we lend assistance to lovers. 
[705] How many handsome youths, who had sworn to remain insensible, have opened their thighs because of our 
power and have yielded themselves to their lovers when almost at the end of their youth, being led away by the 
gift of a quail, a waterfowl, a goose, or a cock.

Aristophanes. Birds. The Complete Greek Drama, vol. 2. Eugene O'Neill, Jr. New York. Random House. 1938. 

The Annenberg CPB/Project provided support for entering this text.

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.01.0026%3Acard%3D685



Before philosophy – Orphic cosmogony

In the Orphic cosmogony, the unaging Chronos produced 
Aether and Chaos, and made a silvery egg in the divine 
Aether. It produced the hermaphroditic god Phanes and 
Hydros who gave birth to the first generation of gods 
and is the ultimate creator of the cosmos. Phanes
(Φάνης), or Protogonos (Πρωτογόνος, “First-born”), was 
the mystic primeval deity of procreation and the 
generation of new life, who was introduced into Greek 
mythology by the Orphic tradition; other names for this 
Classical Greek Orphic concept included Ericapaeus 
(Ἠρικαπαῖος or Ἠρικεπαῖος “power”) and Metis 
(“thought”).



Before philosophy – Phanes

Time, who was also called Aion, created the 
silver egg of the universe, out of this egg burst 
out the first-born, Phanes. Phanes was a 
uroboric male-female deity of light and 
goodness, whose name means “to bring light” 
or “to shine”; a first-born god of light who 
emerges from a void or a watery abyss and 
gives birth to the universe.



Before philosophy – Orphic, Phanes

In these myths Phanes is often equated with Eros 
and Mithras and has been depicted as a deity 
emerging from a cosmic egg, entwined with a 
serpent. He had a helmet and had broad, golden 
wings. The Orphic cosmogony is bizarre, and quite 
unlike the creation sagas offered by Homer and 
Hesiod. Scholars have suggested that Orphism is 
“un-Greek” even “Asiatic” in conception, because 
of its inherent dualism.



Before philosophy – Phanes, egg

Many threads of earlier myths are apparent in the new 
tradition. Phanes was believed to have been hatched 
from the World-Egg of Chronos (Time) and Ananke 
(Necessity or Fate) or Nyx in the black bird form and 
wind. His older wife Nyx (Night) called him Protogenus. 
As she created nighttime, he created daytime. He also 
created the method of creation by mingling. He was 
made the ruler of the deities and passed the sceptre to 
Nyx. This new Orphic tradition states that Nyx later gave 
the sceptre to her son Uranos before it passed to Cronus 
and then to Zeus, who retained it.



Before philosophy – Phanes

The “Protogonos Theogony” is known through 
the commentary in the Derveni papyrus and 
references in Empedocles and Pindar.

According to Damascius, Phanes was the first 
god “expressible and acceptable to human 
ears” (πρώτης ητόν τι ἐχούσης καὶ σύμμετρον 
πρὸς ἀνθρώπων ἀκοάς ).



Before philosophy – Orphic cosmology

Another orphic hymns states: “ὄσσων ὃς 
σκοτόεσσαν ἀπημαύρωσας ὁμίχλην πάντη 
δινηθεὶς πτερύγων ῥιπαῖς κατὰ κόσμον 
λαμπρὸν ἄγων φάος ἁγνόν , ἀφ ' οὗ σε 
Φάνητα κικλήσκω.” “You scattered the dark 
mist that lay before your eyes and, flapping 
your wings, you whirled about, and 
throughout this world you brought pure light. 
For this I call you Phanes.”



Before philosophy – Phanes

The Derveni Papyrus refers to Phanes: “Πρωτογόνου 
βασιλέως αἰδοίου∙ τῶι δ’ ἄρα πάντες ἀθάνατοι 
προσέφυν μάκαρες θεοὶ ἠδὲ̣ θέαιναι καὶ ποταμοὶ καὶ 
κρῆναι ἐπήρατιο ἄλλα τε πάντα , ἅ̣σσα τότ’ ἦγγεγαῶτ’, 
αὐτὸς δ’ ἄρα μοῦνος ἔγεντο.” “Of the First-born king, 
the reverend one; and upon him all the immortals 
grew, blessed gods and goddesses and rivers and lovely 
springs and everything else that had then been born; 
and he himself became the sole one”.



Before philosophy – Dionysus

Dionysus of the Orphic tradition is intimately connected to Protogonos. 
In the Orphic Hymn 30, he is given a list of epithets that also allude to 
Protogonos: “πρωτόγονον, διφυῆ, τρίγονον, Βακχεῖον ἄνακτα,ἄγριον, 
ἄρρητον, κρύφιον, δικέρωτα, δίμορφον” “Primeval, two-natured, 
thrice-born, Bacchic lord, savage, ineffable, secretive, two-horned, and 
two-shaped”.



Before philosophy – Dionysus

In the Orphic tradition, Dionysus-Protogonos-Phanes is a dying and 
rising god. Eusebius tell us the story of his death and recreation. The 
Titans boil the dismembered limbs of Dionysus in a kettle, they roast 
him on a spit and eat the roasted “sacrificial meat”, then Athena 
rescues the heart (that still beats) from which (according to 
Olympiodorus) Zeus is able to recreate the god and bring him back to 
life. Kessler has argued that this cult of death and resurrection of 
Dionysus developed the 4th century CE; and together with Mithraism 
and other sects this cult formed, were in direct competition with Early 
Christianity during Late Antiquity.



Philosophy – Presocratics

•What is the relation between chaos and 
cosmos?

•Chaos refers to the formless or void state 
preceding the creation of the universe or 
cosmos. Chaos is the initial “gap” and cosmos 
represents orderly universe.



Philosophy – Presocratics

•What are the main problems of Pre-Socratic 
philosophy?

•Pre-Socratics were primarily concerned with 
cosmology, ontology and mathematics. Unlike 
“non-philosophers” they rejected mythological 
explanations in favor of reasoned discourse.



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• Famed mathematician and philosopher Pythagoras (c.570–c.497 BCE) 
held that mathematical relations underlie reality. Born on the Greek 
island of Samos – part of the Ionian region along the Turkish 
peninsula – as a young man Pythagoras spent much time studying 
religious practices throughout the Mediterranean area, and in time 
formed a colony of followers for both religious and scientific 
purposes. While he wrote nothing, his views were recorded by his 
followers, most of which, though, have not survived.



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• The Pythagorean school itself was a remarkable institution, and the 
level of reverence that Pythagoras’s followers had for him rose to a 
cult-like status, as we see here:

• Pythagoras is said to have been a man of the most dignified 
appearance, and his disciples adopted an opinion about him that he 
was Apollo who had come from [the mythical realm of] 
Hyperborea. It is said, that once when he was stripped naked, he was 
seen to have a golden thigh. There were many people who affirmed 
that, when he was crossing the river Nessus, the river called him by 
his name. [Diogenes, Lives, “Pythagoras”]



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• His students also believed that his teachings were prophesies of the gods. 
There were two groups of followers within the Pythagorean school. First there 
was the privileged inner circle of followers, called the “mathematicians,” who 
could study with him in person. Second, there was an outer circle, called the 
“listeners”, who couldn’t see Pythagoras directly but only received summaries 
of his views and listened to him from behind a curtain. The Pythagoreans also 
had a list of strange rules to follow, which included these:

• Do not stir the fire with a knife. Rub out the mark of a pot in the ashes. Do not 
wear a ring. Do not have swallows in the house. Spit on your nail parings and 
hair trimmings. Abstain from eating beans. Abstain from eating living things. 
Roll up your bedclothes on rising and smooth out the imprint of the body. Do 
not urinate facing the sun. [Ibid]



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• As Pythagoras’ fame spread, legend has it that no fewer than 600 scholars would 
try to visit him each day, “and if any of them had ever been permitted to see him, 
they wrote about it to their friends as if they had gained some great advantage.” 
Pythagoras died, as the story goes, while visiting a friend’s home for dinner; the 
house was set fire by his enemies who feared that he would grow in power, take 
control of the city, and become a tyrant.

• Today Pythagoras’s name is associated with the Pythagorean theorem, and, as 
legend has it, when he discovered it he sacrificed 100 cattle to the gods. He also 
influenced the systematic approach to geometry that was later formalized by 
Euclid. For Pythagoras, though, mathematics was at the center of his philosophy 
insofar as he believed that mathematical relations govern all things. In fact, he 
considered numbers themselves to be sacred. Everything is related to 
mathematics and, through mathematics, everything can be predicted and 
measured in rhythmic patterns. Two types of mathematical ratios were especially 
important for Pythagoras: the Tetractys and musical harmony.



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

The Tetractys is a mystical symbol involving ten points arranged in four rows: one, two, three, 
and four points in each row respectively:

*
**
***

****

The four rows represent earth, air, fire and water, and various combinations of the points 
generate important numbers and ratios. The Tetractys is similar to the aesthetic principle of 
the more well-known “Golden Ratio” that was developed later by Euclid and Renaissance 
artists. With both the Tetractys and the Golden Ratio, objects that contain special proportions 
have a natural beauty or balance to them such as, for example, a window opening that is three 
feet wide and four feet tall—where three and four are the bottom two rows of the Tetractys. 



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• The reverence that Pythatoras had for the Tetractys is seen in the 
following Pythagorean prayer:

• Bless us, divine number, you who generated gods and men. O holy, 
holy Tetractys, you that contains the root and source of the eternally 
flowing creation. For the divine number begins with the profound, 
pure unity until it comes to the holy four; then it produces the 
mother of all, the all-comprising, all-bounding, the first-born, the 
never-swerving, the never-tiring holy ten, the keyholder of all. [DK]



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• For Pythagoras, the cosmos itself is arranged in ratios connected to 
the Tetractys, and, as described below, music is a perfect example of 
how ratio and harmonious structure are interrelated:

• The tetractys is a certain number, which being composed of the four 
first numbers produces the most perfect number, ten. For one and 
two and three and four come to ten. This number is the first 
tetractys, and is called the source of ever flowing nature. This is 
because, according to them, the entire cosmos is organized according 
to harmony, and harmony is a system of three intervals: the fourth, 
the fifth, and the octave. The proportions of these three intervals are 
found in the aforementioned four numbers. [Sextus Empiricus, 
Against the Mathematicians, 7.94-95]



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• Musicians, particularly players of stringed instruments, will instantly 
recognize the mathematical basis of the three harmonic intervals 
mentioned above. More precisely they are these:

• Musical 4th: interval of 4:3 (e.g., divide a string at the 1/4 mark)

• Musical 5th: interval of 3:2 (e.g. divide a string at the 1/3 mark)

• Musical octave: interval of 2:1 (e.g., divide a string at the 1/2 mark)



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• Like other Presocratic philosophers, Pythagoras also had theories 
about most everything, including how the cosmos was originally 
formed and then developed. The following passage describes 
Pythagoras’ view of the cyclical nature of the cosmos:

• Pythagoras declared that the soul is immortal, then that it changes 
into other kinds of animals. In addition, the things that happen recur 
at certain intervals, and nothing is absolutely new. Also, all things 
that come to be alive must be thought akin. Pythagoras seems to 
have been the first to introduce these opinions into Greece. 
[Porphyry, Life of Pythagoras, 19]



Pythagoras: Mathematical relations

• There are two cyclical aspects of the cosmos alluded to in the above. The 
first is what we now call reincarnation: upon the death of my body, my 
soul lives on by migrating to the body of a newborn baby, and when that 
body dies I move on to another. The second is that the events in the 
cosmos itself repeat after certain periods of time. Both of these are ideas 
found in Hindu thought, which Pythagoras might have come in contact 
with during his travels. 

• Among his most notable pieces of wisdom is his comparison of life to what 
takes place at Olympic games. There are, he argues, three types of lives 
that we see among people at the games. The lowest is the merchant who 
seeks to make money by selling to the swarm of visitors. Next is the athlete 
who participates in the games to win a prize. The highest, though, is the 
spectator who observes the events, which is a metaphor for the 
philosopher who surveys the world and reflects on it.



Philosophy – Pythagoras

• Describe Tetractys.

• The first four numbers symbolize the musica universalis and the Cosmos 
as:

• (1) Unity – Monad – zero dimensions – a point

• (2) Dyad – Power – Limit/Unlimited (peras/apeiron) – one dimension – a 
line

• (3) Harmony – Triad – two dimensions – a plane – triangle

• (4) Kosmos – Tetrad – three dimensions – a tetrahedron

• The first four rows add up to ten, which was unity of a higher order – The 
Dekad

• Tetractys also symbolizes the four elements.


