Greek Hero Cults

Overview:

The Greek hero-cults, to the extent they were practiced, are unique to the ancient world. Like all myth/legend/religion, these tales are not “stand-alone”, and were developed over periods of time (sometimes long periods of time), and often from separate, disparate material. 

Like with the later stories of Robin Hood and King Arthur, there may be a kernel of historicity to some of the tales. Like them as well, there is a strong likelihood that what has come down in its “final form” is the product of various tales about various heroes in various places having been amalgamated and assimilated into one whole (i.e. tales accredited to Heracles from lesser figures). 

The worship of Greek heroes held a special and important place in Greek society. They were seen as “superstars” and ideals to be replicated, especially in terms of “manhood”, coming mostly out of the Greek heroic age – that of the Mycenaeans, such as Achilles, Agamemnon, and Odysseus, and Ajax; and even later, with figures such as Heracles, Jason, Perseus, Theseus, and Bellerophon.  
Common Motifs:

Motif = a recurring subject, theme, idea, etc., especially in a literary, artistic, or musical work. 

· The use of tricks to surmount difficulties
· Transformations of physical shape
· Fulfillment of quest or task, usually involving a giant or monster
· Accidentally killing a friend or relative
· Attempting to dispose of an enemy by setting him on an apparently impossible task
· Winning a contest for a bride

· Being punished in various dramatic ways for impiety (lack of faith in the gods)

· Killing one’s own child for various reasons

· Displacing a parent or an old king

· Taking revenge by seducing a wife or killing children

· Defending one’s mother against oppressor

· Circumventing the wiles of a lecherous or an ambitious woman

· Founding a city or an institution

· Making use of special weapons/tools to overcome impossible tasks
· Journeying to the underworld and trying to overcome death

· Falling in love with a god or goddess

· Prophecy and curses

The various mixtures of these motifs can create a distinct feeling and effect, but when reduced it can be seen that they all pull from a decidedly small and repetitious number of elements.
