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A Note About Greek Myths

Greek mythology was told and retold for centuries. Ancient poets, playwrights and storytellers
did not always give exactly the same version of every myth. Names, details and even the endings
can differ from one ancient source to another.

These short stories follow well-known traditional versions while keeping the language clear and
engaging for children. Where an important variation matters, it is mentioned briefly in the story.

Some Greek myths contain violence, death, kidnapping and other difficult subjects. These
versions keep the important events of the myths but present them in an age-appropriate way for
young readers.

The myths were part of the religious and cultural world of the ancient Greeks. Today they are
also studied as literature, history and storytelling, and their characters still appear in books,
movies, games and everyday language.
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STORY 1

King Midas and the Golden Touch

King Midas had more treasure than most people could imagine, yet somehow it never seemed
enough. He loved the glitter of gold so much that he spent hours counting coins and admiring
cups, statues, and ornaments in his palace.

One day, Midas was offered a reward for an act of kindness. He could choose almost anything
he wished for. Without stopping to think, he said, “I want everything I touch to turn to gold.”

At first, the wish seemed wonderful. Midas touched a branch, and its leaves flashed into gold.
He picked up a stone, and it became a shining nugget. He hurried through the palace, laughing as
chairs, doors, and bowls changed beneath his fingers.

Then he sat down to eat. The bread became hard gold the moment he lifted it. The fruit turned
to metal between his fingers. Even the water he tried to drink became useless.

Midas finally understood what his wish truly meant. Gold could not satisfy hunger or thirst.
Wealth was no use if he could not enjoy the ordinary things that kept him alive.

Horrified, Midas begged for the gift to be taken away. In the best-known version of the myth,
he was told to wash in the River Pactolus. As he entered the water, the strange power flowed out
of him and into the river sands.

Midas returned home grateful to eat simple food again. He had wished for endless riches, but
learned that some of life’s greatest treasures cannot be bought, counted, or turned into gold.
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STORY 2

Pandora's Box

Long ago, according to Greek myth, the world of humans was very different. Zeus, king of the
gods, was angry because the Titan Prometheus had stolen fire from the gods and given it to
people.

Zeus decided that humans would receive a mysterious gift. He ordered the gods to create
Pandora, the first woman in this story. Each god gave her a different quality. Athena taught her
useful skills, Aphrodite gave her beauty, and Hermes gave her curiosity and clever speech.

Pandora was sent to live among mortals. With her came a sealed container. In ancient Greek
versions it was actually a large storage jar, although later retellings made it famous as “Pandora’s
box.” She was warned not to open it.

For a long time, Pandora obeyed. But the jar was always there. What could possibly be inside?
Why had she been forbidden to look?

At last, curiosity overcame her. Pandora lifted the lid.

Immediately, troubles escaped into the world: sickness, sorrow, jealousy, hardship, and
countless other miseries. Startled, Pandora slammed the lid shut, but it was too late. The troubles
had already flown away.

Then Pandora heard something still inside. She opened the container once more, carefully this
time. One thing remained: Hope.

The myth does not explain hope in exactly the same way in every ancient source. Some people
understand it as comfort that stays with humans even in difficult times. Others see the story as a
warning about curiosity and consequences.

Either way, Pandora’s story has lasted for thousands of years because it asks a question people
still think about today: when trouble enters the world, what helps us carry on?
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STORY 3

Icarus and Daedalus

Daedalus was the most famous inventor in ancient Greece. He could design clever machines,
build extraordinary structures, and solve problems that seemed impossible.

But even the greatest inventor could become trapped.

King Minos of Crete kept Daedalus and his young son, Icarus, from leaving the island. The sea
was guarded, so Daedalus looked upward. If they could not escape by land or water, perhaps
they could escape through the sky.

He collected feathers of different sizes and arranged them like the wings of a bird. He fastened
them together with thread and wax, then made a pair for himself and another for Icarus.

Before they left, Daedalus gave his son an important warning. “Do not fly too low, or the sea
will soak your wings. Do not fly too high, or the sun’s heat will soften the wax. Stay close to me
and follow the middle path.”

At first, Icarus obeyed. The two rose over the sea, and the island of Crete grew smaller below
them. Icarus had never felt such freedom. Birds flew beside him. The bright sky stretched
endlessly overhead.

Soon, excitement made him forget his father’s warning. Icarus climbed higher and higher.

The sun warmed the wax. Feathers began to loosen. One drifted away, then another. Suddenly
the wings could no longer hold him.

Daedalus called out, but he could not save his son. Icarus fell into the sea below.

The story of Icarus is a tragic cautionary tale about excitement, pride, and ignoring wise
advice. It also reminds us that courage and curiosity can be wonderful, but even the boldest
adventure needs good judgment.
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STORY 4

Theseus and the Minotaur

On the island of Crete stood a twisting maze called the Labyrinth. It had been built by
Daedalus for King Minos, and deep inside lived the Minotaur, a terrifying creature that was half
man and half bull.

Athens was forced to send young people to Crete as a terrible payment to King Minos. They
were placed inside the Labyrinth, where finding the way out was nearly impossible.

Theseus, a young hero from Athens, decided the cruelty had to end. He volunteered to sail to
Crete and face the Minotaur himself.

When Theseus arrived, Ariadne, daughter of King Minos, learned of his plan. She wanted to
help him. She gave Theseus a ball of thread and told him to tie one end near the entrance to the
Labyrinth. As he walked deeper inside, he could unwind the thread behind him and use it to find
his way back.

Theseus entered the maze. Passage after passage twisted around him. At last, he heard the
heavy footsteps of the Minotaur.

The creature charged. Theseus fought with all his strength and defeated it. But winning the
battle was only half the problem. Without Ariadne’s thread, he might still have wandered
through the Labyrinth forever.

Following the thread, Theseus found his way back to the entrance and escaped with the other
Athenians.

The story did not end happily in every respect. On his journey home, Theseus forgot to change
the dark sails of his ship to white, the signal that he had survived. His father, King Aegeus, saw
the black sails and believed Theseus was dead. In grief, he threw himself into the sea that,
according to legend, became known as the Aegean Sea.

Theseus had defeated a monster, but the myth also shows that even heroes can make costly
mistakes.
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STORY 5

Perseus and Medusa

Perseus was given a task that sounded impossible: bring back the head of Medusa.

Medusa was one of the Gorgons. In the most famous versions of the myth, venomous snakes
twisted around her head, and anyone who looked directly at her face was turned to stone.

Perseus could not succeed through strength alone. Fortunately, the gods offered help. Athena
gave him a polished shield, and Hermes guided him on his journey. Other magical gifts in later
tellings included winged sandals, a special bag, and a helmet that made its wearer unseen.

When Perseus finally reached the Gorgons, Medusa was sleeping. He knew he must never look
straight at her. Instead, he watched her reflection in Athena’s shining shield.

Step by careful step, Perseus approached. Using the reflection to guide him, he struck Medusa
without meeting her deadly gaze.

From Medusa’s blood sprang Pegasus, the famous winged horse, and the warrior Chrysaor.
Perseus placed Medusa’s head safely inside the magical bag and hurried away before the other
Gorgons could catch him.

His adventure was not over. On his travels, Perseus found the princess Andromeda chained
near the sea as an offering to a sea monster. Perseus rescued her, and the two later married.

Medusa’s story has been told in several different ways over the centuries. Some ancient
writers described her simply as a monster, while later versions gave her a more complicated and
tragic past.

For young readers, Perseus’s adventure is a reminder that great heroes do not always win
with muscles. Perseus survives because he listens, plans carefully, accepts help, and finds a
clever way to face a danger he cannot safely look at directly.
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STORY 6

Heracles and the Nemean Lion

Heracles was famous for his enormous strength, but his greatest adventures began when King
Eurystheus ordered him to complete a series of impossible tasks.

The first was to defeat the Nemean Lion.

This was no ordinary lion. Its golden-brown hide could not be pierced by swords, spears, or
arrows. It terrorized the countryside around Nemea, and no hunter had been able to stop it.

Heracles tracked the lion to its cave. At first, he tried using his bow, but the arrows bounced
uselessly from the creature’s skin. His club was powerful, but even that was not enough to defeat
the lion in the usual way.

So Heracles changed his plan.

The cave had two entrances. He blocked one and entered through the other, trapping the lion
inside with him. When the animal attacked, Heracles fought it at close range. Because weapons
could not pierce its hide, he used his bare hands and extraordinary strength.

At last, the lion was defeated.

Then Heracles faced another problem: how could he remove a hide that no blade could cut?
According to the myth, Athena helped him understand that the lion’s own claw could slice
through its skin.

Heracles wore the Nemean Lion’s hide as a cloak, with its head forming a helmet. It became
one of the great hero’s most recognizable symbols.

But the Nemean Lion was only the beginning. King Eurystheus had many more challenges
waiting, including a many-headed Hydra, a dangerous boar, fearsome birds, and even a journey
to obtain the golden apples of the Hesperides.

The first labor teaches an important lesson about problem-solving: when the obvious method
fails, strength alone may not be enough. Sometimes the solution comes from changing the way
you approach the problem.
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STORY 7

Jason and the Golden Fleece

Jason believed the throne of Iolcus rightfully belonged to him. But King Pelias had taken
power and had no intention of giving it up.

Pelias offered Jason a challenge. If he could travel to the distant land of Colchis and return
with the legendary Golden Fleece, then perhaps his claim would be considered.

It was an almost impossible task.

Jason gathered a group of famous heroes called the Argonauts, named after their ship, the
Argo. Among them were great fighters, clever sailors, and, in some versions, heroes such as
Heracles and the musician Orpheus.

Their voyage was filled with dangers. They crossed strange seas, met powerful rulers, and
faced creatures and trials that tested their courage.

At last they reached Colchis, where King Aeetes guarded the Golden Fleece. The fleece hung in
a sacred grove and was protected by a dragon that never slept.

The king refused simply to hand it over. Instead, he set Jason several impossible tasks,
including yoking fire-breathing bulls and sowing a field with dragon’s teeth.

Jason survived largely because Medea, the king’s daughter and a skilled user of magic, chose to
help him. She gave him protection and advice, and she helped him overcome the dragon
guarding the fleece.

Jason finally seized the Golden Fleece and escaped aboard the Argo.

The larger myth of Jason and Medea becomes much darker later, and ancient writers told
their story in different ways. But the quest for the Golden Fleece remains one of the great
adventure stories of ancient Greek mythology.

It is a tale filled with sea voyages, impossible tasks, powerful magic, dangerous creatures, and
the reminder that even celebrated heroes often depended on the courage and intelligence of
others.
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STORY 8

Prometheus Steals Fire

In ancient Greek mythology, Prometheus was a Titan who cared deeply about humankind.

The gods possessed fire, but humans did not. Without it, people struggled through cold nights.
They could not cook food, shape metal, fire pottery, or use flames to protect themselves from
darkness and wild animals.

Prometheus believed that humans should have this powerful gift.

Zeus, king of the gods, disagreed. He did not want mortals to possess the same kind of power
that belonged to the gods.

Prometheus decided to act anyway.

According to the myth, he stole fire from the gods and carried it down to Earth, sometimes said
to have been hidden inside a hollow fennel stalk. He gave it to humans and taught them how to
use it.

Everything changed. Fires warmed homes. Food could be cooked. Crafts and technologies
developed. Human life became safer and more capable.

But Zeus was furious that Prometheus had disobeyed him.

As punishment, Prometheus was chained to a remote rock. Each day, an eagle came to torment
him, and each night his body healed so the punishment could begin again the next day. Much
later, the hero Heracles freed him.

The story of Prometheus raises questions that still feel surprisingly modern. Is knowledge
something that should be controlled? When is it right to challenge authority? Can a gift be both
useful and dangerous?

Fire can warm a family or destroy a forest. It can cook a meal or become a weapon. Perhaps
that is one reason the myth has lasted so long.

Prometheus did not simply give humans a flame. In Greek mythology, he gave them a tool that
changed what mortals were capable of doing, and he accepted a terrible price for his choice.
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STORY 9

Persephone and the Underworld

Persephone was the daughter of Demeter, goddess of agriculture and the harvest. Mother and
daughter were deeply close, and wherever Demeter was happy, crops grew and fields flourished.

One day, Persephone was gathering flowers when the earth opened. Hades, god of the
Underworld, appeared and carried her away to his shadowy kingdom.

When Demeter discovered that Persephone was missing, she searched everywhere. Her grief
was so great that she stopped caring for the earth. Seeds would not grow. Fields became empty.
Humans began to face terrible hunger.

At last, Zeus understood that something had to change. He ordered that Persephone be allowed
to return.

But there was a problem. Persephone had eaten pomegranate seeds in the Underworld. In
Greek myth, eating food there bound a person to that realm.

A compromise was made. Persephone would spend part of the year with her mother and part
of the year in the Underworld with Hades.

When Persephone returned, Demeter rejoiced. Plants pushed through the soil, flowers opened,
and the world became green. But when the time came for Persephone to descend again, Demeter
mourned and the earth grew cold and barren.

The ancient Greeks used this myth to help explain the changing seasons and the mysterious
cycle of growth, death, and return in nature.

There are different ancient versions of Persephone’s story, and modern retellings often change
the relationship between Persephone and Hades. In the oldest well-known account, however,
Persephone is taken against her will and Demeter’s search for her daughter is at the heart of the
tale.

It is both an origin story for the seasons and a powerful myth about love, separation, grief, and
reunion.
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STORY 10

Athena and the Olive Tree

Long ago, a growing city in Greece needed a protector. Two powerful Olympian gods wanted
the honor: Athena, goddess of wisdom, and Poseidon, god of the sea.

Rather than fight for the city, they agreed to offer gifts. The people would decide which gift
was more useful.

Poseidon went first. He struck the ground with his trident. In some versions of the myth, a
spring burst from the rock. In others, he produced a magnificent horse. The spring, however, was
salty like the sea and could not easily be used as drinking water.

Then Athena stepped forward.
She planted an olive tree.

At first, her gift may not have looked as dramatic as Poseidon’s. It did not crash from the earth
with the force of the sea. But the people understood how valuable it could be.

Olives could be eaten. Their oil could be used for cooking, lamps, medicines, and perfumes.
The wood could be used for building and carving. An olive tree could live for generations and
continue producing fruit year after year.

The people chose Athena’s gift, and the city became known as Athens in her honor.

Poseidon was not pleased to lose, and different versions of the myth describe his anger in
different ways. Yet Athena became the city’s special protector, and the olive tree became deeply
connected with Greek life and culture.

The story reflects something important about the ancient Greeks. A useful gift did not have to
be the loudest or most impressive. Athena won through wisdom and by thinking about what
people would need in the long term.

The myth also connects the gods to the real landscape of ancient Greece, where olives were
one of the most important crops and olive oil was valuable in everyday life, trade, religion, and
sport.
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STORY 11

Arachne and Athena

Arachne was a young woman famous for weaving. Her cloth was so beautiful that people
traveled from far away just to watch her work.

Soon, admiration turned into pride.

Arachne began telling everyone that no one could weave as well as she could, not even
Athena, goddess of wisdom and crafts.

Athena heard the boast. Disguised as an old woman, she visited Arachne and warned her to
show respect to the gods.

Arachne refused. “If Athena thinks she is better than I am, let her prove it.”
The goddess revealed herself, and a weaving contest began.

Athena created a magnificent tapestry showing the gods in their power and glory. Arachne’s
work was also astonishingly skillful. In a famous later version told by the Roman poet Ovid,
Arachne used her tapestry to show examples of gods behaving badly toward mortals.

Her weaving was so accomplished that Athena could find no fault with the craftsmanship.

But Athena was furious at Arachne’s challenge and the disrespect shown in her work. The
story becomes tragic. Arachne is eventually transformed into a spider, destined to spin and
weave for the rest of her life.

That transformation explains why the scientific group containing spiders is called the
arachnids, a word connected to Arachne’s name.

The myth is often described as a warning against excessive pride, especially the kind of pride
the ancient Greeks called hubris. Yet it is also more complicated than a simple lesson about
boasting. Arachne truly was extraordinarily talented.

Her story asks an interesting question: what happens when talent becomes arrogance, and
what happens when someone powerful cannot bear to be challenged?

Like many Greek myths, Arachne’s tale has survived because there is more than one way to
think about who was right, who was wrong, and what the story means.
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STORY 12

Narcissus and Echo

Echo was a mountain nymph who loved to talk. But after angering the goddess Hera, she was
cursed so that she could no longer begin her own conversations. She could only repeat the last
words spoken by someone else.

One day, Echo saw a beautiful young man named Narcissus walking through the forest. She
wanted to speak to him, but the curse made it almost impossible.

When Narcissus called, “Is anyone here?” Echo could only answer, “Here!”

At last she stepped out and tried to show him how she felt. Narcissus rejected her coldly.
Heartbroken, Echo hid herself away until, according to the myth, only her voice remained. That
was how the ancient story explained the strange echo that answers a shout among mountains
and caves.

Narcissus had rejected many people, and his pride did not go unnoticed. Eventually he came to
a clear pool of water and bent down to drink.

There he saw the most beautiful face he had ever known.

Narcissus did not realize he was looking at his own reflection. He became completely
fascinated by the image in the water. Whenever he reached toward it, the surface rippled and the
face disappeared. When the water became still, it returned.

He could not pull himself away.

Narcissus remained beside the pool until his strength faded. In the place where he died, a
flower grew. It became known as the narcissus.

The myth explains both the echo and the name of a flower, but it also explores human nature.
Narcissus is not punished simply for being handsome. His problem is that he is unable to care
about anyone beyond himself.

The story has become so famous that the word “narcissism” is still used today when talking
about extreme self-absorption.
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STORY 13

Orpheus and Eurydice

Orpheus was the greatest musician in Greek myth. When he played his lyre, people stopped to
listen. Wild animals became calm. Even trees and rocks were said to move closer to hear his
music.

Orpheus loved Eurydice, and the two were married. But their happiness lasted only a short
time. Eurydice was bitten by a snake and died.

Orpheus was overcome with grief. He decided to attempt something no ordinary mortal would
dare: he would travel to the Underworld and ask for her back.

He passed into the kingdom of Hades and began to play.

His music was so beautiful that the spirits listened in silence. Even Hades, god of the
Underworld, and Persephone were moved by his sorrow.

They agreed to let Eurydice return to the world above, but there was one condition.

Orpheus must walk ahead of her and never look back until both of them had completely left
the Underworld.

Orpheus began the long climb. He could not hear Eurydice clearly behind him. What if she
was not there? What if the gods had tricked him?

The entrance to the living world finally appeared ahead. Orpheus stepped into the light.
Unable to bear the uncertainty for another moment, he turned around.
Eurydice was still just inside the Underworld.

For one brief instant they saw each other. Then she was pulled away, lost to him a second
time.

Orpheus begged to return, but he was not given another chance.

The myth is a heartbreaking story about love, grief, patience, and doubt. Orpheus had done
what seemed impossible. He had softened the hearts of the rulers of the dead. Yet at the final
moment, he could not trust what he had been told.

Sometimes the hardest part of a challenge is not beginning bravely. It is holding on until the
very end.
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STORY 14

Bellerophon and Pegasus

Pegasus was a magnificent winged horse born from the blood of Medusa when Perseus
defeated the Gorgon. Many people dreamed of riding him, but Pegasus was wild and impossible
to catch.

A young hero named Bellerophon wanted to tame him.

According to one famous tradition, the goddess Athena helped Bellerophon by giving him a
golden bridle. With it, he approached Pegasus carefully and finally succeeded in climbing onto
the horse’s back.

Soon Bellerophon was given a deadly challenge: defeat the Chimera.

The Chimera was one of the strangest mythical creatures in Greek legend. It was usually
described as having the head and body of a lion, a goat’s head rising from its back, and a snake or
serpent for a tail. Even worse, it breathed fire.

Fighting it from the ground would have been almost impossible.
But Bellerophon had Pegasus.

The winged horse carried him high above the Chimera’s flames. From the air, Bellerophon
attacked until at last the monster was defeated.

Bellerophon became celebrated as a great hero. Unfortunately, success changed him. He began
to believe that he deserved a place among the gods themselves.

He mounted Pegasus and attempted to fly to Mount Olympus.

The gods would not allow it. In the best-known version, Zeus sent a gadfly that stung Pegasus.
Bellerophon fell back to Earth and spent the rest of his life far less proudly than before.

Pegasus, however, continued upward and became connected with the gods.

Bellerophon’s myth follows a pattern found again and again in Greek stories. A young hero
shows courage and achieves something extraordinary, but his greatest danger arrives after his
victory.

Defeating a monster made Bellerophon famous. Learning how to handle fame proved much
harder.
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STORY 15

Apollo and Daphne

Apollo was one of the most powerful Olympian gods, associated with music, prophecy, healing,
and the sun in later tradition. But even a powerful god could behave foolishly.

After boasting about his skill with a bow, Apollo mocked Eros, the god of love, for carrying
such a small weapon.

Eros decided to teach him a lesson.

He shot Apollo with a golden arrow that caused overwhelming love. Then he shot the nymph
Daphne with an arrow that made her want to avoid love entirely.

Apollo soon saw Daphne and became enchanted by her. He followed her through the woods,
calling for her to stop.

But Daphne did not want him to catch her.

She ran faster and faster. Apollo, being a god, kept gaining ground. Desperate to escape,
Daphne called for help from her river-god father, usually named Peneus in the best-known
version.

Suddenly her feet seemed rooted to the earth. Bark spread across her body. Her arms
stretched into branches. Leaves opened where her fingers had been.

Daphne had become a laurel tree.

Apollo could no longer pursue her as a woman. He declared that the laurel would be sacred to
him. In the ancient Greek and Roman worlds, laurel wreaths later became symbols of victory,
poetry, and achievement.

The myth is sometimes presented simply as the origin of the laurel tree, but modern readers
often notice something else very clearly: Daphne repeatedly does not want Apollo’s attention,
and her transformation is an escape.

That makes the story an important example of how old myths can be read in more than one
way.

It also shows a common feature of Greek mythology. Natural things - flowers, trees, rivers,
stars - were often given memorable origin stories that connected the landscape to gods and
human emotions.
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STORY 16

The Birth of Athena

Athena had one of the strangest births in all of Greek mythology.

Before she was born, Zeus learned of a prophecy. Metis, a goddess known for wisdom and
cleverness, was expecting a child. The prophecy warned that after giving birth to a daughter,
Metis might one day have a son powerful enough to overthrow Zeus.

Zeus was alarmed. He remembered how he himself had overthrown his father, Cronus. He did
not want history to repeat itself.

So Zeus swallowed Metis.

For a while, everything seemed normal. Then Zeus developed a terrible pain in his head. The
pounding became so unbearable that he demanded help.

Ancient versions disagree about exactly who assisted him. In some, Hephaestus split open
Zeus’s head with an axe. In others, another god performed the task.

Out sprang Athena.

She did not appear as a helpless baby. Athena emerged fully grown and armed, wearing a
helmet and carrying weapons, ready for battle.

The gods of Mount Olympus were amazed.

Athena became one of the most important Olympian gods. She was the goddess of wisdom,
strategy, crafts, and skilled warfare. Unlike Ares, who often represented the wild violence of
battle, Athena was associated with careful planning and intelligent strategy.

She later became the special protector of Athens, where one of the most famous temples in the
ancient world, the Parthenon, was built in her honor.

Athena’s unusual birth also fits her character. She springs from the head of Zeus, already wise
and prepared, as though she were literally born from thought.

Greek myths often contained strange and impossible events, but those events helped ancient
storytellers express ideas. Athena’s birth linked her forever with intelligence, power, and the
mind of the king of the gods himself.
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STORY 17

Aphrodite and the Golden Apple

One small golden apple helped begin one of the greatest wars in Greek mythology.

The trouble started at the wedding of Peleus and Thetis. Nearly all the gods had been invited,
but Eris, goddess of discord, had been left out.

Eris arrived anyway.
Into the celebration she threw a golden apple marked with a message: “For the fairest.”

Immediately three powerful goddesses claimed it: Hera, queen of the gods; Athena, goddess of
wisdom; and Aphrodite, goddess of love and beauty.

None of the gods wanted to choose between them, so the decision was eventually given to
Paris, a prince of Troy.

Each goddess tried to persuade him.

Hera offered power and kingship. Athena offered wisdom and success in battle. Aphrodite
promised Paris the love of the most beautiful woman in the world.

Paris chose Aphrodite and gave her the golden apple.

There was a serious problem. The woman Aphrodite had promised him was Helen, and Helen
was already married to Menelaus, king of Sparta.

What happened next is told differently in different ancient sources. Some say Paris abducted
Helen. Others make her more willing to leave with him. Either way, Helen went to Troy, and
Menelaus demanded her return.

Greek kings and warriors gathered an enormous army and sailed toward Troy.
The Trojan War had begun.

The myth shows how the Greeks connected huge events to personal choices, pride, rivalry, and
desire. A war involving thousands of soldiers begins, in the story, with hurt feelings at a wedding
and a contest over a golden apple.

It also introduces many figures who appear in later legendary stories: Helen, Paris, Menelaus,
Achilles, Odysseus, and the gods who take different sides in the war.
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STORY 18

The Trojan Horse

For ten long years, the Greeks fought the Trojans outside the walls of Troy.

The city was strongly defended. Again and again the Greeks attacked, but they could not break
through.

At last, they tried something different.

Odysseus, famous for his cleverness, helped devise a plan. The Greeks built an enormous
wooden horse. A group of warriors hid inside it while the rest of the Greek army sailed away
from the shore, pretending to abandon the war.

When the Trojans came outside, they discovered the strange horse.

Some were suspicious. The Trojan priest Laocoon warned them not to trust gifts from their
enemies. Cassandra, who had the gift of prophecy but was cursed never to be believed, also
warned that disaster was coming.

But the Trojans decided to drag the horse inside their city as a victory prize.

That night, while Troy slept, the hidden Greek warriors climbed out. They opened the city
gates, and the Greek army, which had secretly returned under cover of darkness, entered.

Troy fell.

The Trojan Horse is one of the most famous episodes connected with the Trojan War, although
it is worth knowing that the full story is not told in Homer’s Iliad. The Iliad focuses on a shorter
period near the end of the war. The horse appears in other ancient works and later retellings.

The story became so famous that the phrase “Trojan horse” is still used today for something
that appears harmless but secretly allows danger inside. In computing, a “Trojan” is a type of
malicious program disguised as something safe.

The ancient story survives because the Greeks do not win through greater force. After years of
fighting, they succeed by using deception, patience, and strategy.

The strongest walls in the world could keep an army out. They could not protect Troy from a
threat the people themselves chose to bring inside.
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STORY 19

Odysseus and the Cyclops

After the Trojan War, the Greek hero Odysseus began the long voyage home to Ithaca. One of
his most dangerous stops was an island inhabited by the Cyclopes, enormous one-eyed giants.

Odysseus and several sailors entered a cave filled with sheep, milk, and cheese. They waited
for the owner to return.

That was a mistake.

The cave belonged to Polyphemus, a huge Cyclops and son of Poseidon. When he came home,
he rolled a massive stone across the entrance, trapping everyone inside.

Polyphemus was not a friendly host. Odysseus quickly realized that strength would not get
them out. Even if they defeated the giant, they could never move the enormous stone blocking
the cave.

So he made a plan.

Odysseus offered Polyphemus strong wine. When the Cyclops asked his name, Odysseus
replied, “Nobody.”

After Polyphemus fell asleep, Odysseus and his men heated a sharpened wooden stake and
blinded his single eye.

The giant roared for help. Other Cyclopes called from outside, asking who was hurting him.
“Nobody!” Polyphemus shouted.
Believing there was no attacker, they went away.

The next morning, Polyphemus moved the stone so his sheep could leave. He felt each animal’s
back to make sure no human escaped. But Odysseus had tied his men beneath the sheep. Hidden
under their woolly bodies, they slipped safely out of the cave.

It was a brilliant escape - until Odysseus made one final mistake.

As his ship sailed away, he proudly shouted his real name to the Cyclops. Polyphemus called
on his father Poseidon to punish Odysseus, bringing even more trouble to the hero’s journey.

Odysseus escaped because of cleverness, but his pride made the road home far harder than it
needed to be.
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STORY 20

The Great Flood: Deucalion and Pyrrha

Many ancient cultures told stories about a great flood. The ancient Greeks had one too.

According to the myth, Zeus became angry with the behavior of humankind and decided to
send a terrible flood over the world.

But Prometheus warned his son Deucalion that disaster was coming.

Deucalion and his wife, Pyrrha, prepared a large chest or vessel and climbed inside. Rain fell
for days. Rivers burst over their banks. The sea covered the land until almost everything
disappeared beneath the water.

At last the flood began to fall.

Deucalion and Pyrrha survived and came to rest on a mountain, usually said to be Mount
Parnassus in the best-known tradition. They looked around at the empty world and wondered
how human life could begin again.

They asked the gods for guidance.

An oracle gave them a puzzling instruction: they must cover their heads and throw “the bones
of their mother” behind them.

At first, the message sounded shocking. Then they understood that “mother” meant Mother
Earth, and her “bones” were the stones of the ground.

Deucalion and Pyrrha gathered stones and threw them behind their backs.

The stones thrown by Deucalion became men. Those thrown by Pyrrha became women. In this
way, according to the story, the human race began again.

The myth is not a historical account of an actual worldwide flood. It belongs to a family of
ancient flood stories told in different cultures.

For the Greeks, the tale of Deucalion and Pyrrha was an origin story about destruction,
survival, and renewal.

It also celebrates intelligence. The couple survive not by fighting Zeus or performing a great
feat of strength, but by listening to a warning and solving the strange riddle they are given
afterward.

Even after a disaster that seems to end everything, the story imagines life beginning again
from the simplest things beneath their feet.
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STORY 21

Dionysus and the Pirates

A group of pirates once spotted a richly dressed young man standing near the sea. He looked
important, perhaps even a prince.

The pirates saw an opportunity.

They seized him and dragged him aboard their ship, planning to demand a ransom. They tied
ropes around his hands and feet.

But something strange happened.

The ropes would not stay tied. They slipped away from the young man as though they had
never been knotted at all.

The ship’s helmsman became frightened. “This is no ordinary human,” he warned. “We should
release him.”

The captain refused.

Then the air filled with the scent of wine. Vines began to curl around the mast and spread
across the sails. Ivy twisted over the ship. The mysterious prisoner revealed himself as Dionysus,
god of wine, theatre, and ecstatic celebration.

In one famous version, Dionysus transformed into a terrifying lion. The sailors panicked and
leapt into the sea.

As they hit the water, they changed into dolphins.
Only the helmsman, who had recognized the god and argued for his release, was spared.

The Hymn to Dionysus that tells this story is one of the ancient works known as the Homeric
Hymns. Despite the name, scholars do not think all of these hymns were actually written by
Homer.

Like many Greek myths, the story warns mortals to be careful when dealing with strangers. A
person who seems powerless may not be what they appear to be.

The myth also explains a connection between Dionysus and the sea and gives a legendary
origin for dolphins.

Most importantly, it tells its lesson with unforgettable images: a captive whose ropes fall away,
a ship suddenly covered in growing vines, and terrified pirates diving overboard only to emerge
as creatures of the sea.
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STORY 22

The Birth of Zeus and the Defeat of Cronus

Before Zeus ruled Mount Olympus, the Titans were the great powers of the world.
Their ruler was Cronus.

Cronus had once overthrown his own father, and he was warned that one of his children
would someday overthrow him in the same way.

Determined to prevent the prophecy, Cronus swallowed each child born to his wife, Rhea:
Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Hades, and Poseidon.

Rhea was heartbroken. When her youngest child, Zeus, was born, she decided to save him.

She secretly hid the baby, usually said to have been raised on the island of Crete. Then Rhea
wrapped a stone in baby blankets and handed it to Cronus.

Without looking carefully, Cronus swallowed it.
Zeus grew up in safety. When he became strong enough, he returned to challenge his father.

With help from Metis, Zeus caused Cronus to bring back the children he had swallowed.
Because they were gods, they emerged alive.

Zeus and his brothers and sisters then fought Cronus and the Titans in a tremendous war
called the Titanomachy.

The struggle lasted for years. Zeus eventually freed the Cyclopes and other imprisoned beings,
who gave him his thunderbolts. Poseidon received his trident, and Hades received a helmet
connected with invisibility.

At last, Zeus and his allies defeated the Titans.

The three brothers divided important realms among themselves. Zeus ruled the sky, Poseidon
the sea, and Hades the Underworld. The Earth itself was shared.

Zeus became king of the gods, and the Olympians became the most famous divine family in
Greek mythology.

Yet the story contains an interesting pattern. Cronus tried to escape a prophecy through fear
and violence, but those very actions helped bring about the future he feared.

In Greek myth, trying too hard to avoid fate often leads characters directly toward it.
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STORY 23

The Twelve Labors of Heracles

Heracles was the strongest hero in Greek mythology, but strength did not make his life easy.
After a terrible event brought about by the goddess Hera, Heracles sought a way to make
amends. He was ordered to serve King Eurystheus and complete a series of tasks that seemed
impossible.

At first there were meant to be ten labors. Eurystheus later refused to count two of them, so
the number grew to twelve.

Heracles defeated the Nemean Lion, whose hide could not be pierced by ordinary weapons.
Next came the Hydra, a serpent-like monster with many heads. When one head was cut off, more
could grow in its place.

He captured the Ceryneian Hind without killing it, brought back the enormous Erymanthian
Boar, and cleaned the filthy stables of King Augeas in a single day by redirecting rivers through
them.

He drove away the dangerous Stymphalian Birds, captured the Cretan Bull, and brought back
the man-eating horses of Diomedes. He obtained the belt of Hippolyta, queen of the Amazons,
and traveled far west to take the cattle of the giant Geryon.

For his eleventh labor, Heracles had to find the golden apples of the Hesperides. For the
twelfth, he descended into the Underworld and brought back Cerberus, the three-headed guard
dog of Hades, without using weapons to harm him.

The labors took Heracles across the known world and even beyond it. Some required force,
but others demanded patience, cleverness, endurance, or help from other people and gods.

That is one reason these legendary stories remained so popular. Heracles may be remembered
for his muscles, but the Twelve Labors show that even the strongest hero cannot solve every
problem in exactly the same way.
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STORY 24

Heracles and the Golden Apples

One of the final tasks given to Heracles by King Eurystheus sounded simple: bring back the
golden apples of the Hesperides.

Of course, nothing about the task was simple.

The apples grew in a distant garden belonging to the gods. They were guarded by the
Hesperides, mysterious nymphs of the evening, and by a great serpent or dragon that never slept.
Heracles did not even know exactly where the garden was.

His search carried him across a huge distance. Along the way he faced dangers, asked for
directions, and eventually met Atlas, the mighty Titan who held up the heavens.

Heracles realized that Atlas might be able to get the apples more easily than he could. He
offered to hold up the heavens while Atlas went to the garden.

Atlas agreed.

For a moment, the impossible weight of the sky rested on Heracles’s shoulders. Atlas returned
carrying the golden apples, but then decided he quite liked being free of his burden. He offered
to deliver the apples to King Eurystheus himself, leaving Heracles to stand in his place forever.

Heracles pretended to agree.

“Before you go,” he said, “could you hold the heavens for just a moment while I adjust my
cloak and make the weight more comfortable?”

Atlas took the sky back onto his shoulders.
Heracles immediately picked up the apples and left.

Different ancient writers told the adventure differently. In another version, Heracles himself
defeats the dragon and takes the fruit. But the story involving Atlas is especially memorable
because Heracles wins through quick thinking rather than force.

He had already fought lions, monsters, and giants. This time, the most important weapon he
carried was his mind.
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STORY 25

Demeter and the Changing Seasons

Demeter was the goddess of grain, farming, and the harvest. To the ancient Greeks, her
happiness mattered to everyone, because crops depended on the earth being fertile.

Demeter’s beloved daughter was Persephone.

When Persephone disappeared into the Underworld, Demeter searched for her across the
earth. She wandered from place to place carrying torches, refusing to rest while her daughter
was missing.

As Demeter’s grief deepened, the earth changed with her. Seeds stayed hidden in the ground.
Crops stopped growing. Trees produced no fruit. The world that had once been green became
barren.

Humans began to go hungry.

The gods realized that if nothing grew, people could no longer survive or make offerings to
them. Zeus finally intervened and arranged for Persephone to return from the Underworld.

But Persephone had eaten pomegranate seeds there, which meant she could not leave forever.
A compromise was made: she would spend part of the year above ground with Demeter and part
below with Hades.

When mother and daughter were reunited, Demeter’s joy brought life back to the earth.
Shoots pushed through the soil. Flowers bloomed. Grain ripened in the fields.

When Persephone had to leave again, Demeter mourned and the growing world faded.

In this way, Greek storytellers connected a family story to the cycle of the seasons. The myth
helped explain why plants seem to die or disappear for part of the year and return later.

The exact number of months Persephone spends in each realm differs between retellings, and
Greece does not have the same seasonal pattern as colder northern countries. The myth is best
understood as a story about the agricultural cycle: growth, loss, waiting, and return.

For farming communities in ancient Greece, that cycle was not just beautiful. It was essential
to life.
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STORY 26

Pegasus and the Chimera

Pegasus was no ordinary horse. He had great white wings and could fly through the sky.

According to Greek myth, Pegasus sprang into existence when Perseus defeated Medusa. Later,
the winged horse became part of another hero’s adventure: the story of Bellerophon and the
Chimera.

The Chimera was a terrifying creature made from parts of several animals. Ancient
descriptions vary, but it was usually said to have a lion’s body, a goat connected to its back, and a
serpent for a tail. Worst of all, it breathed fire.

People feared that no warrior could get close enough to defeat it.

Bellerophon needed an advantage that no ordinary fighter possessed. With help from Athena
in a well-known version of the story, he was able to tame Pegasus using a golden bridle.

Together, horse and rider rose into the air.

The Chimera breathed flames upward, but Pegasus could swoop, climb, and turn beyond the
monster’s reach. Bellerophon attacked from above until the creature was finally defeated.

Some later tellings add an ingenious detail: Bellerophon placed lead on the end of his spear.
When he thrust it into the Chimera’s fiery mouth, the heat melted the lead and helped kill the
monster. Ancient sources do not all describe the battle in exactly the same way, but the image of
the hero fighting from Pegasus’s back became famous.

Pegasus later became connected with poetry and inspiration as well as heroic adventure.
Stories linked his hoof to the creation of the spring Hippocrene on Mount Helicon, a place sacred
to the Muses.

A creature born from a frightening myth became one of the most beautiful and recognizable
beings in Greek legend.

Even today, the winged horse remains a symbol of imagination: something powerful enough
to lift a story right off the ground.
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STORY 27

The Birth of Apollo and Artemis

Zeus and the goddess Leto were expecting twin children, but Leto had a powerful enemy:
Hera, queen of the gods.

Angry with Zeus, Hera made it difficult for Leto to find a safe place to give birth. Leto
wandered from land to land until she finally reached the island of Delos.

There, the twins were born.

Ancient sources give different details and even different birth orders, but Artemis and Apollo
became two of the most important Olympian gods.

Artemis was strongly connected with the wilderness, hunting, wild animals, and young people.
She was usually shown carrying a bow and was later widely associated with the moon.

Apollo became the god of music, prophecy, healing, archery, and plague. In later Greek and
Roman tradition he also became closely associated with the sun.

One of Apollo’s most famous sacred places was Delphi. According to myth, Apollo defeated the
great serpent Python there and took control of the oracle. People traveled from across the Greek
world to ask questions at Delphi, where a priestess known as the Pythia delivered prophetic
answers.

The twins appear in many other myths. Artemis protects her independence fiercely and can
punish those who disrespect her. Apollo plays beautiful music, gives prophecies, and sometimes
causes trouble when his pride or desires get the better of him.

Their story reminds us that the Greek gods were not simply symbols with one job each. They
had families, rivalries, favorite places, sacred animals, festivals, and complicated personalities.

For the ancient Greeks, stories about the gods were woven into real landscapes. Delos was not
just a mythical birthplace. It became an important sacred island visited by worshippers for
centuries.
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Paris and the Golden Apple

Paris was a prince of Troy, although he had been raised away from the royal palace. One day
he was given an extraordinary task: choose which of three goddesses deserved a golden apple
meant “for the fairest.”

The three were Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite.

Paris knew that choosing one would anger the other two, but the goddesses made his decision
even harder by offering rewards.

Hera promised royal power. Athena offered wisdom and greatness in war. Aphrodite
promised Paris the love of the most beautiful woman in the world.

Paris chose Aphrodite.

The woman she had promised him was Helen of Sparta, famous for her beauty. But Helen was
already married to King Menelaus.

Paris traveled to Sparta. What happened next depends on which ancient story you read. In
some accounts, Paris carried Helen away by force. In others, Aphrodite caused Helen to fall in
love with him and she left willingly. Some later traditions even claimed the real Helen never
went to Troy at all.

The best-known version places Helen in Troy with Paris.

Menelaus was furious. Greek rulers who had once sworn to protect Helen’s marriage were
called upon, and a great fleet sailed toward Troy.

The choice Paris made in a beauty contest had helped set the Trojan War in motion.

Greek myths often show enormous consequences growing from seemingly personal decisions.
Paris wants love and chooses the reward that appeals to him most, but his decision affects cities,
families, soldiers, and even the gods.

It is also worth remembering that ancient storytellers disagreed about Helen’s role. Was she a
victim, a willing participant, a prize fought over by powerful men, or something else entirely?

The fact that those questions were already being argued about in the ancient world is part of
what makes the story so interesting to read today.
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Odysseus and the Sirens

During his long voyage home from Troy, Odysseus was warned about the Sirens.

These dangerous beings lived near the sea and sang with voices so beautiful that sailors forgot
everything else. Anyone who steered toward the music risked wrecking their ship and never
returning home.

Odysseus was curious. He wanted to hear the famous song, but he also wanted his crew to
survive.

So he created a plan.

Following advice from the sorceress Circe, Odysseus ordered his sailors to soften beeswax and
press it into their ears. That way, they would not hear the Sirens at all.

Odysseus did something different.

He told the crew to tie him tightly to the ship’s mast. No matter what he said or how
desperately he begged, they were not to release him until the danger had passed.

The ship sailed closer to the Sirens’ island.
Then Odysseus heard the song.

It was irresistible. The Sirens seemed to promise knowledge, wonder, and everything he
wanted to hear. Odysseus shouted at his crew to untie him.

They could not hear his words because of the wax in their ears.
Remembering his orders, they pulled the ropes even tighter and kept rowing.
Slowly, the song faded behind them.

Only when the ship was safely beyond the Sirens did the sailors remove the wax and free
Odysseus.

The adventure is exciting, but it also contains a clever idea about self-control. Odysseus knows
that his future self may make a terrible decision once he hears the song. Instead of trusting
himself to resist, he prepares in advance so that giving in will be impossible.

The Sirens are not defeated in battle. Odysseus survives because he understands the danger,
respects it, and makes a plan before temptation has the chance to take over.
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Phaethon and the Chariot of the Sun

Phaethon was a young man who wanted proof that the sun god was truly his father.

In the best-known version, his father was Helios, the divine driver of the sun. Phaethon
traveled to Helios’s shining palace and asked him to prove their relationship.

Helios promised to grant his son one wish.
Phaethon asked to drive the chariot of the sun across the sky for a single day.
Helios was horrified.

The fiery horses were enormously powerful. Even the gods would struggle to control them.
Helios begged Phaethon to choose anything else, but a promise made by a god could not easily be
taken back.

Phaethon climbed into the chariot.

At first he was thrilled. Then the horses sensed that an inexperienced driver held the reins.
They rushed away from their usual path.

The chariot climbed too high, then plunged too close to Earth. Land burned beneath it. Rivers
dried. The world was in danger.

Zeus finally acted. To prevent even greater destruction, he struck the chariot with a
thunderbolt.

Phaethon fell from the sky and died.

The myth is tragic, but its warning is clear. Phaethon wants to prove himself by taking on a
task he is not ready to control. Courage cannot replace experience, and determination cannot
make every danger safe.

The story also gave ancient storytellers a dramatic explanation for features of the natural
world. Later authors connected Phaethon’s wild ride with scorched lands and other changes to
the Earth.

Today, the myth still feels familiar. Most people know the feeling of wanting to prove that they
are capable of something difficult.

Phaethon’s mistake is not having ambition. It is refusing to listen when someone with greater
experience explains that this particular challenge can have consequences far beyond him.
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The Battle of the Titans

Before the Olympian gods ruled from Mount Olympus, the older generation of divine beings
known as the Titans held power.

Cronus was their ruler.

But Cronus’s son Zeus had survived his father’s attempt to prevent a prophecy and had freed
his swallowed brothers and sisters. Now the younger gods were ready to challenge the Titans.

A tremendous war began.

The conflict was called the Titanomachy, the Battle of the Titans. Ancient tradition said it
lasted for ten years.

At first, neither side could win.

Then Zeus followed advice to free powerful beings whom Cronus had kept imprisoned. Among
them were the Cyclopes and the Hundred-Handers, gigantic figures with incredible strength.

The Cyclopes gave the younger gods extraordinary weapons. Zeus received his thunderbolts.
Poseidon was given his trident. Hades received a helmet associated with invisibility.

The Hundred-Handers hurled enormous rocks against the Titans while Zeus filled the sky with
thunder and lightning.

At last, the Olympians won.

Many of the defeated Titans were imprisoned in Tartarus, a deep and terrible region of the
Underworld, guarded by the Hundred-Handers. Atlas received a different punishment: he was
forced to hold up the heavens.

Not every Titan had fought against Zeus. Some, including Prometheus in important traditions,
sided with the younger gods or avoided the battle.

After the victory, Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades divided the great realms of the cosmos. Zeus took
the sky, Poseidon the sea, and Hades the Underworld.

The Titanomachy is the great origin story of the Olympian order. It explains how Zeus and his
family became the powerful gods who dominate so many later Greek myths.

It also continues one of mythology’s repeating patterns: one generation fears being replaced
by the next, and the attempt to hold onto power leads to the very rebellion it hoped to prevent.
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The Gods of Mount Olympus

High above the human world, Greek mythology imagined the Olympian gods gathered on
Mount Olympus.

There was no single ancient checklist that worked perfectly in every place and period, but a
group known as the Twelve Olympians became especially famous.

Zeus was king of the gods and ruler of the sky, famous for his thunderbolt. Hera, his wife and
sister, was queen of the gods and strongly connected with marriage.

Poseidon ruled the sea and carried a trident. Demeter watched over grain and agriculture.
Athena represented wisdom, skilled crafts, and strategy in war.

Apollo was connected with music, prophecy, healing, and archery. His twin sister Artemis was
associated with hunting and the wilderness. Ares represented the fierce violence of battle.

Aphrodite was goddess of love and beauty. Hermes was the swift messenger of the gods,
protector of travelers and traders, and a famous trickster. Hephaestus was the divine smith and
master craftsman.

The final place among the twelve could vary. Hestia, goddess of the hearth, appears in some
lists, while Dionysus, god of wine and theatre, appears in others.

Hades was one of the most powerful gods and a brother of Zeus, but he was not usually
counted as an Olympian because his kingdom was the Underworld rather than Mount Olympus.

The gods were powerful, but Greek myths did not portray them as perfect. They argued,
became jealous, made mistakes, helped favorite heroes, and sometimes treated mortals unfairly.

That is part of what makes the tales of the gods so dramatic. Their enormous powers are
mixed with emotions that human listeners could recognize.

For the ancient Greeks, these were not merely fictional characters. Gods had temples, festivals,
sacrifices, sacred places, and different local traditions across the Greek world.

The stories we call Greek mythology grew from that much larger living culture - a world in
which gods, heroes, cities, landscapes, and ancient history were all tied together.
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Keep Exploring Ancient Greece

These stories are only a small part of ancient Greek mythology. Other adventures include the rest
of the Twelve Labors of Heracles, the voyage of Odysseus, the story of Atalanta, the birth of
Apollo and Artemis, the adventures of Perseus after Medusa, and the many legends surrounding
the Trojan War.

As you read more myths, look for common themes: courage, pride, cleverness, hospitality, fate,
justice, loyalty, curiosity and the complicated relationships between gods and mortals.

You may also notice that ancient myths often have more than one version. Comparing those
versions is part of the fun. Ask what changed, why a storyteller may have told the story
differently, and what each version seems to say about human nature.
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