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Thor the Thunderer. Maui r-.· _ :,: :f_J 
the Great. Athena the Wise. 
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All over the world, people :. 

tell stories about the mighty 

deeds of gods and heroes 

like these. Such stories are 

called myths-but what, 

really, is a myth? 

0 ur English word "myth" comes 
from the ancient Greek word 
mythos, which means "a spoken or 

written story:' Myths aren.'t just any 
stories, though. They may be entertaining, 
but they also carry messages. Unlike 
legends, which often have some link to 
historical fact, myths belong to the 
timeless world of "once-was-and-always­
is." They are stories that try to answer 
questions people have asked themselves 
from the beginning of time:yYhat is the 
nature of the world? Where did people 
come from? What should I do to live a 
good life? 

Creation Myths -------
Around the world, myths give many 

different explanations of how the world 
was created. Ancient Egyptian myths tell 
how Nun, the Sleeping Ocean, was 
surrounded by Chaos. From Nun was 
born Ra-Atum, the Complete One, who 
created the world as we know it. On the 
west coast of North America, Haida 
myths tell how Raven was thrown out of 
heaven and made land rise from the sea 
by flapping his wings. In Japanese myth, 
the god Izanagi and the goddess Izanami 
brought land up out of the sea by stirring 
it with a spear. 

How, then, did people come to be? A 
myth from Papua-New Guinea says that 
Kambel, the sky god, heard voices inside a 
great tree trunk and opened it, releasing 
the first people. In Peruvian myth, the 
Creator god Viracoc�a first modelled 
human beings out of stone, and painted 
them just as they would appear in life-

■ men, women, and children. A Yoruba myth
from Africa tells how the first people
were formed out of clay before Olorun,
the Creator, breathed life into them.

Where did other living things come
from? A myth of the Aboriginal People of
Australia tells how Yulunggur, the
Rainbow Serpent, came to Earth and
went on a rampage. He scared the first
people so badly that some stood stock­
still and turned into trees. Others hid
under rocks and became tortoises, or
bounded off as kangaroos, or fluttered
away as birds. As Yulunggur thrashed
about on the ground, he shaped the
landscape into hills and valleys, then he
rose into the sky again where he can still
be seen as the rainbow.

Myths That Explain the Nature 

of the World 

Many myths explain natural events in 
beautiful ;md powerful ways. A Siberian 
myth explains day and night by telling 
how a giant elk captures the sun each day 
and carries it off in its antlers. In the old 
Norse myths of Scandinavia, Thor's mighty 
hammer caused lightning, and the 
rumbling of his chariot was thunder. In 
North America, the Kiowa People told 
how tornadoes came from the flapping of 
the wings of a giant sky horse. 

Other myths are "why" stories that 
explain animal characteristics. For 
example, a myth of the Galla People in 
Ethiopia tells how the Maker once wished 
to give a gift to human beings. He sent 
them the power to exchange their old 
skins for new youthful ones, but a snake 

5 








