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‘It’s about time someone called him out on all this’

– Hera, goddess of marriage, wife of Zeus

 

‘Worst. Father. Ever.’

– Artemis, goddess of the hunt, daughter of Zeus

 

‘Oh yeah, focus on him. I never did anything wrong. Nothing to see here’

– Poseidon, god of the seas, brother of Zeus

 

‘Remind me why he’s in charge? I’ve met gnats with a higher IQ’

– Athena, goddess of wisdom, daughter of Zeus

 

‘Okay, I get why everyone wants to rant about Dad, I’m not his biggest fan either. I just think a book about me would hold far more appeal – these cheekbones on the cover? A bestseller!’

– Apollo, god of prophecy, son of Zeus

 

‘What do you mean, there’s a whole chapter on me? I didn’t do anything!’

– Hades, god of the underworld, brother of Zeus

 

‘A book? Are you serious? We don’t need a book! We need a trial, a restraining order, some very sharp weapons . . .’

– Every person Zeus has ever slept with

 

‘Just a real dick, honestly’

– Many, many people
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Introduction

For some reason, modern society likes to look back at Greek myths with reverence. They are a hallmark of culture, epitomised by cold marble works of art, regal paintings and daunting temples. Even light-hearted books about myths are written by intellectual heavyweights like Stephen Fry. Because Greek myths throw light on the religious and political institutions of ancient Greece and its civilisation, right? Right. Except this book is different. No previous classical knowledge is required whatsoever. You don’t even need to know who Percy Jackson is.

Because back in the 18th century BC, yes, that’s 1800 years BC, Greek myths were performed by poets and singers. The ancient-Greek equivalent of Maya Angelou or Harry Styles. And they were funny and rude and really great stories – they had to be, otherwise no one would bother retelling them. Most of the ones we know were painted in the ninth century BC and written even later. So that’s 900 years of speaking them aloud at parties, festivals and socially distant raves. It’s also a lot of time for myths to change and be adapted to suit political means, but we won’t get into all that – although if ever there was a president who was a shoo-in for Zeus, well . . .

There are lots of versions of these myths, too, because of course if you went back to ancient Greece and told people they were Greek, you’d probably leave with an arrow in your eye. Greece was no unified nation, but multiple cities often at war with each other – they only really came together to fight the Persians. Think the people of Sparta and Athens lived similar lives or had the same values? Nope – Athenian women weren’t even allowed to leave the house, yet in Sparta women were warriors – and the myths from their regions reflect this diversity. Especially when each city had their own personal favourite icons, with Apollo and Artemis (the ultimate huntress) reigning supreme in Sparta and Athens naming itself after the goddess of wisdom herself (to be fair, Poseidon gave them such a terrible gift it’s like he wasn’t even trying to win). Most cities had a patron god or two: Olympia had Zeus, Corinth had Poseidon, Argos had Hera – and then there are way more fun-sounding cities like Thespiae where they worshipped Eros, god of desire, or Thebes, where people chose Apollo (we’ll get to him) and Dionysus, god of madness, wine and theatre. Party central.

These myths were supposed to be entertainment: can you imagine the ancient Greeks huddled around a campfire, freezing their tits off, and telling stories of the magnificence of Zeus in hushed tones? Absolutely not. They’ve run out of sausages, exhausted all the gossip, and so to pass the time, they poke fun at the gods. Which was pretty easy to do, because they were a pretty ridiculous bunch. These weren’t gods who kept an aloof distance, these were larger-than-life characters who mixed with humans and indulged in the best and worst of what humanity had to offer. Honour and glory? The only glory most of them enjoyed was in the morning. Gods were fallible. Just like us.

In this book I’ve chosen the funniest stories: the ones where the gods really screw up, the times their egos (and sex drive) get the better of them and we see them for what they are – horny, insecure, conniving, paranoid, vain and petty. In other words, profoundly human – but with a few godly add-ons like winged sandals and immortality. So let’s stop revering them and start laughing at them – as the ancient Greeks intended.
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