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There are many facets to the work of Robert Graves: he was a love poet,
critic, and essayist; an autobiographer of the Great War in Goodbye to All
That (1929); a re-interpreter of Roman history in 1, Claudius (1934); and a
mystagogue of ancient lore in The White Goddess (1948). Of his many audi-
ences, however, one of the largest — perhaps even one of the youngest — com-
prises readers who may know Graves only as a mythographer. For the last five
decades, anyone wishing to learn the origins of the legends of ancient Greece,
to discover their significance and symbolism, has been just as likely to consult
The Greek Myths (1955) as a translation of Homer’s I/iad and Odyssey, or of
Ovid’s Metamorphoses.

That Graves believed he was breaking new ground is clear from a passage
in his Introduction to The Greek Myths (omitted from the revised version of
1958), where he lamented that ‘the standard work in English, Smith’s Diction-
ary of Classical Mythology and Biography, first published in 1844, has not
been brought up to date since archaeology and anthropology were both in their
cradles’ (‘Introduction’ [Braziller] 22). Graves refers to the work of William
Smith, whose massive tomes remain on the study shelves at Canellufi, Graves’s
home in Deyd, Mallorca: the three-volume Dictionary of Greek and Roman
Biography (1844, 1846, 1849), the two-volume Dictionary of Greek and Roman
Geography (1856, 1857), and the Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities
(1869). In fact, Graves could have gone back further than 1844, to the elaborate
classifications of John Lempriere’s popular Classical Dictionary (1788).

In any event, it was time for a more scientific ‘standard work in English’,
and the two Penguin paperbacks of The Greek Myths appeared when relatively
few guides to classical mythology were available to non-specialists. Granted,
Sir James Frazer’s twelve-volume The Golden Bough (1890-1915) had been
abridged to one hefty volume in 1922, but its discussions of the anthropological
context for ancient beliefs and rituals ranged far beyond classical myths. Even
H.J. Rose’s influential Handbook of Greek Mythology (1928), in its fifth edition
by the time Graves was researching The Greek Myths, had drawbacks, as we
shall see. In effect, few since Lempriére and Smith had attempted the encyclo-
pedic task of cataloguing, recounting, and explaining the vast corpus of Greek
mythology.

Despite the book’s ongoing popularity, however, some classicists and schol-
ars of comparative religion dismissed The Greek Myths as a compendium of
misinterpretations. In 1962, Michael Grant singled out Graves as one of those
poets who ‘have often brilliantly re-fashioned Greek myths after their own im-
ages’ (279). In 1970, G.S. Kirk was critical of ‘the erratic Harrison, the factual
Rose, the Jungian Kerényi, the repetitive Eliade, [and] even the brilliant but in
this field totally misguided Robert Graves’ (Myth 5)." Four years later, Kirk
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summed up The Greek Myths as ‘extensive paraphrases adorned by interpreta-
tions of unusual idiosyncrasy’ (Nature 15). In his 1973 comparative study of
reference works in classical mythology, John Peradotto was amused by Graves’s
comments on ambrosia and Maenads in the Foreword to the 1960 edition of
The Greek Myths: ‘grist for those parts of the collegiate mill driven by inter-
est in drugs and women’s liberation’. On the other hand, he detected behind
H.J. Rose’s ‘cautious and tentative’ approach ‘a refusal to confront the darker,
irrational strata of Greek thought” — which cannot be said about Graves — citing
Rose’s ‘by now notorious’ assertion that the Greeks were ‘high-spirited, clear-
headed, beauty-loving optimists, and not in the least other-worldly’ (10-11). In
1985, a survey in the Yale Review of works useful to classicists advised readers
to avoid Thomas Bulfinch [The Age of Fable 1855], Edith Hamilton [Mythol-
0gy 1942], and the ‘more pernicious’ Greek Myths, with its ‘ludicrous etymolo-
gies and general unreliability’ (Bers 373). We shall see that earlier reviewers

of The Greek Myths were no kinder. One should note in passing that those who
preferred Rose’s Handbook did so probably because, as Patrick Grant puts it,
Rose’s ‘careful weighing of evidence and tentative conclusions [...] are a model
of positivist restraint and critical discrimination’ (144). Yet, as Herbert Weis-
inger observed, ‘even Rose falls into the error of multiple quotation from a vari-
ety of unequal sources’ (149), a recurring criticism of The Greek Myths.

The fact remains that some specialists resisted Graves’s interpretations, whose
rationale he outlined quite lucidly in his Introduction to the Larousse Encyclo-
pedia of Mythology (1959): ‘One constant rule of mythology is that whatever
happens among the gods above reflects events on earth,” one function of myth
being ‘to justify an existing social system and account for traditional rites and
customs.” Hence all mythology is ‘a dramatic shorthand record of such mat-
ters as invasions, migrations, dynastic changes, admission of foreign cults, and
social reforms’ (vii, viii, v). In his Introduction to The Greek Myths, he had
written similarly about ‘true myth’ being ‘the reduction to narrative shorthand
of ritual mime [...] recorded pictorially on temple walls, vases, seals, bowls,
mirrors, chests, shields, tapestries, and the like’ (Introduction [Braziller] 12).

Many readers thought these views wide of the mark. Those expecting
accuracy or consistency were frustrated by Graves’s eclectic, imaginative
approach. Katherine Snipes found a problem in the way Graves combined or
juxtaposed ‘issues classifiable as ritualistic, semantic, iconotropic, anthropo-
logical, euhemerist. The purist steeped in a particular methodology cannot
abide such miscellaneous possibilities’ (104). Yet if ‘purists’ were unhappy with
his unorthodoxy, Graves blamed academic elitism: in The Listener (23 Septem-
ber 1948), in a rebuttal to a review of The White Goddess, he pointed out that
‘the liaison between [...] mythology, archaeology and theology, is so weak that
many of the conclusions separately reached are logically irreconcilable’ (quoted
in Lindop 487). Seven years later, however, scholars in those disciplines were
writing in a similar vein about the conclusions of The Greek Myths.






