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ANT2800 (Classical Mythology): Home Exam, Spring 2020 (11 May 2020) 
Sensorveiledning 

Course description: https://www.uio.no/studier/emner/hf/ifikk/ANT2800/index-eng.html  

Course content: ANT2800 offers an introduction to the mythology of the Graeco-Roman 
world through an examination of its divinities and heroes in the textual and iconographic 
sources of Greek and Roman culture. It looks at the role of mythology in the cultural and 
religious milieu of antiquity, the relationship between humanity and the supernatural/divine, 
the moral questions posed by these stories, and the reception of classical mythology in post-
ancient media (literature, art, film, etc.). The course also looks into the historical development 
of the study of mythology and gives an overview of the most influential theories of myth. 

In Spring 2020 the course was taught by Prof. Silvio Bär in lecture format (13 lectures; 
the last lecture was replaced by a quiz). One of the ordinary lectures was a guest lecture by Dr 
Elise Kleivane (ILN), who gave an introduction to Old Norse Mythology. The textbooks used 
were: Jenny March, The Penguin Book of Classical Myths (London 2009), and Fritz Graf, 
Greek Mythology: An Introduction (Baltimore 1996). This principal reading was supple-
mented by several pieces of primary and secondary reading (e.g. excerpts from texts such as 
Homer’s Iliad and the Odyssey, Hesiod’s Theogony, Livy’s Ab urbe condita, and articles and 
chapters from introductory volumes such as e.g. A Companion to Greek Mythology, ed. by K. 
Dowden and N. Livingstone, Malden 2011). For all lessons, a PPP was produced, and all lec-
tures were podcasted. All lecture material was made available on Canvas and was relevant to 
the exam (except for some extra further reading that was explicitly marked as optional). 

The teaching language was English. For the compulsory mid-term essay and for the 
exam, the students could choose between English and Norwegian. 

The exam was originally planned as a four-hours school exam, but because of the outbreak of 
the corona virus and the subsequent measures taken against it, the format had to be changed to 
a four-hours home exam. An originally planned multiple choice part was therefore omitted. 
The exam thus consisted of two parts that both counted 50%. In the first part, the students had 
to write four short essays; in the second part, they had to write a long essay. A separate 
character was given for part I and for part II; the final grading was based on the mean. 

The following general exam instructions were given: 
Ø The students had to write full and coherent sentences. 
Ø The students had to adhere to the required word range. A deduction was applied for 

texts that were either too short or too long. 
Ø The students had to use strictly their own wording. It was pointed out to them that 

unacknowledged adoption from other sources was going to count as plagiarism and 
could have severe consequences. 

Part I: 4 short essays 

Here the students had to choose four out of six topics (if someone wrote on more than that, 
only the first four texts were read and marked). The word range was 200 to 400 words per 
essay. There is no fixed template here, but the following points may give an indication as to 
what a good answer should encompass: 
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1) In which ways are the Graeco-Roman gods fundamentally different from God in the 
three Abrahamic religions? 
Ø The Graeco-Roman gods are born, and often have a childhood/youth, like humans 

(viz., they have not just always existed like God). 
Ø Unlike God in the Abrahamic religions, the Graeco-Roman gods are not fair and 

just, loving and caring towards humans, omniscient and all-seing, omnipotent and 
invulnerable, and they are not the creators of the world/universe and of humanity. 

Ø Due to the polytheistic nature of Graeco-Roman religion, all deities had their own 
sphere of influence, and the gods would not interfer with one another’s domains.  

2) Give a sketch of the role of Zeus in Hesiod’s Theogony. 
Ø The Theogony is a Greek epic poem about the creation of the world and the gods 

and the establishment of the world order. The supremacy of Zeus as the ruler of the 
world is the teleological goal of the entire epic. 

Ø Important events are 1) Zeus’ seizure of power and 2) Prometheus tricking Zeus.  
Ø NB: since this was a home exam and the Theogony had been a compulsory reading 

assignment in the semester, it is expected that the students give concrete references 
to the text in order to support their claims.  

3) Give a sketch of the cultural importance of the Hercules Farnese statue in antiquity 
and beyond. 
Ø The Hercules Farnese type was the most popular Herakles statue in antiquity (it is 

estimated that several hundred copies may have existed). 
Ø The statue encompasses the beginning and the ending of Herakles’ dodekathlos: the 

Nemean Lion and (on the back) the Apples of the Hesperides.  
Ø The statue captures several aspects of Herakles (several ‘Herakles types’): Herakles 

the great hero; the resting/tired Herakles; Herakles the sufferer; Herakles the philo-
sopher/Stoic. 

4) Explain the term interpretatio Romana and give some examples. 
Ø The term stands for the identification of foreign gods with existing Roman gods by 

the Romans. 
Ø The Romans identified and harmonized their twelve Dii consentes with the twelve 

Greek Olympians (but they kept their original Latin names). 
Ø On a larger scale, the term can also be applied to the appropration of Greek myths 

by the Romans (e.g. the Aeneas myth that is turned into a political myth by Vergil). 

5) Give a sketch of the theories of myth that existed in antiquity. 
Ø The main theories of myth in antiquity were 1) allegorization and 2) rationalization 

(Euhemerism). 
Ø The philosophers (especially the sophists) were the first ones to fundamentally 

question the validity of mythology (see e.g. Xenophanes). 
Ø Unlike today, there was no clear-cut differentiation between mythology and (early) 

history in antiquity (e.g. the Trojan War was regarded as a historical fact). 

6) In her book about the Amazons, Adrienne Mayor writes this sentence: “Overwhelming 
evidence now shows that the Amazon traditions of the Greeks derived in large part 
from historical facts.” Comment on this statement. 
Ø This quote represents a possible view, but it is not communis opinio. 
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Ø Scholars like Mayor argue that the Amazon myth reflects Greek encounters with 
foreign matriarchal societies, but there is no definite evidence that such contacts 
existed – and if so, it does not automatically mean that the Amazons mirror them.  

Ø There are many attempts at etymologizing the name of the Amazons (which is sup-
posed to prove their provenance), but these attempts are linguistically problematic. 

Part II: long essay 

Here the students were given a textual excerpt from Homer’s Odyssey (Book 12, lines 73–
100) and an image from a Greek vase (from a red-figure bell-krater from c. 450–425, showing 
Skylla). (NB: Odyssey 9–12 had been a compulsory reading assignment in the semester, and 
the vase depiction had been part of a PPP on the Trojan War.) They were asked to write an 
essay that should cover the following aspects: 

Ø A commentary on the origin and the context of both sources. 
Ø A comparison between text and image. 
Ø A conclusion that goes beyond this concrete example. 

The word range was 800 to 1400 words (here a little more tolerance was applied to answers 
that were slightly too long if their content was relevant). There is no fixed template here 
either, but the following points may indicate what a good answer should encompass: 

Ø The commentary on Od. 12.73–100 should include information about the author 
and the provenance of the Odyssey (viz., a very brief sketch of the Homeric ques-
tion and its oral background) and about the narrative situation (it is Circe talking to 
Odysseus, giving him advice about his trip to the Underworld). The commentary 
on the vase painting should include some basics about the vase and about the 
popularity of scenes from the Homeric epics on Greek vases. 

Ø The main point of the comparison is that the depiction of Skylla on the vase 
painting is completely different from her description in the Odyssey: according to 
the Odyssey, Skylla has six heads with three rows of teeth each, and her lower body 
is sunk in a hollow cave. On the vase, in turn, she has one head, and her lower body 
is composed of a huge fish-tail and two dogs. The latter depiction was common 
practice in Greek pottery despite the highly canonical value of the Odyssey.  

Ø A broad conclusion should view this result in the context of two general truths 
about ancient mythology: 1) There were canonical texts like the Homeric epics, but 
there was no such thing as the ‘right’ version of a myth. 2) Visual depictions of 
myths could often differ from the textual tradition. – A good conclusion will not 
just state these facts, but it will come with some concrete further examples. 

Prof. Silvio Bär 
19.03.2020 

 


