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1 
Introduction 

 

Myth is something that never was, but always is. 

– Sallust (1st cent. BCE), by way of Jean Houston 

 

This book is about Making, seen through the kaleidoscopic lens of a 

myth. Hephaistos is the Greek blacksmith god, one of the famous twelve 

Olympians ruled by Zeus. Hephaistos is a maker of excellent things, fit for the 

gods. Their mansions, their jewels, even the massive thunderbolts of Zeus. 

Hephaistos is not the best known of the Olympian gods, nor was he by any 

means the most widely worshipped across Greece; he was best known and loved 

on a small island, Lemnos, considered by the mainland Greeks to be barbaric. 

Later he was revered in Athens, mostly in the reflected glow of his sister, Athena, 

the city’s patron goddess. (Ironically, his small, beautiful temple there is the 

best-preserved that remains in all of Greece and its extensive ancient colonies.) 

Gamers who love mythology likely know Hephaistos better than anyone 

else, from a wide variety of guises and powers, often having to do with fiery 

technologies with massively destructive capabilities. Fans of Xena, Warrior 

Princess, met a buff Hephaistos with a fire-scarred face, who forged the “Armor of 

Hephaestus:” giant suits of armor that could be donned by a warrior to greatly 

enhance his strength and capabilities in battle. Only chains forged by Hephaistos 

could bind and immobilize a god, and only the “Sword of Hephaestus” could cut 

the metal forged by the god. For centuries (eons?) Hephaistos carried a torch for 

Aphrodite until they were united after he trapped her in a throne he rigged up to 

immobilize her long enough to get her attention.1 Most non-geeks know the god 

by his Roman name, Vulcan. Citizens of Birmingham, Alabama gaze up at a 56 

foot high cast-iron statue of Vulcan, standing on a tower on a hilltop overlooking 

the city, commemorating its heavy-industrial past. Vulcan wears only a 

blacksmith’s apron, and “his bare derrière faces a suburb to the south—a feature 
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known locally as ‘Moon over Homewood.’”2 George W. Bush’s “war cabinet” 

Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Colin Powell, Paul Wolfowitz and Condoleeza 

Rice, a native of Birmingham, adopted for themselves the nickname the 

“Vulcans,” denoting ironclad will and steely resolve.3 Which brings us of course 

to the Vulcan himself, Mr. Spock, the epitome of unshakable logic and 

emotionless rationality, continually bemused by the illogic of Earthlings. 

The much-beloved mythology dictionaries and printed compendia have 

relatively little to say about this god, whose career may seem somewhat limited 

until one looks more deeply. Far more information is now available on the 

Internet, but the pieces of story remain fragmentary. Hephaistos is busy, helpful, 

working at the forge all day, playing a minor role amid the colorful careers of the 

better-known Olympian gods. Most of what we know about him comes 

originally from Homer’s Iliad. There we learn that he is lame, and was thrown 

from Olympus at birth because his weakness embarrassed his mother, Hera. 

And, confusingly, that he was also thrown from Olympus by Zeus when he took 

his mother Hera’s part in a quarrel between the King and Queen of the gods. He 

is crippled and imperfect, a wounded god, unique among the perfect Olympians. 

Homer gives us a scene in which Hephaistos deflects yet another quarrel 

between Zeus and Hera, and makes the other Olympians who only moments 

before quaked in their boots at the prospect of the wholesale punishment 

threatened by Zeus laugh with relief and sudden blissful forgetfulness as he 

clownishly mimes, drawing humor out of the vast difference between the 

graceful gait of Ganymede the cup-bearer and his own club-footed blundering. 

Thus he is a peacemaker who uses his own weakness as a strength. Later, we see 

him in his forge, assisted by intelligent girls made of gold and giving orders to 

wheeled, animated bellows that follow his commands like robots (and, as we 

learn from another very ancient author, Hesiod, he makes Pandora, the first 

woman, from clay). Hephaistos forges the shield and armor that Achilles wears 

when he finally steps onto the battlefield of Troy, and which astounds and 

frightens his own men when they first see its uncanny magnificence. He is a 

maker of objects of both beauty and fateful power. When his mother Hera 

summons him to subdue the raging river god who threatens to overwhelm the 



An excerpt from: The Return of Hephaistos: Reconstructing the Mythos of the Maker 
Forthcoming 2015 from Tangent Publishers, an imprint of Integral Publishers 

 
 

© 2014 Cheryl De Ciantis, all rights reserved; DO NOT REPRODUCE WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION  

/ page 3 

Greek fighters at Troy, Hephaistos, with little effort, turns it to harmless steam. 

He is the god of fire, not only of the forge but also of telluric powers of volcanic 

scope. Homer brings him on stage again in the Odyssey, where he forges a crafty 

net to snare his wife, Aphrodite and his brother-god Ares in adultery, then calls 

the rest of the Olympians to witness the shame. They laugh, and Hermes offers to 

take his turn under the net with golden-skinned Aphrodite. But Hephaistos gets 

his revenge through trickery, as he does too when his abandoning mother Hera 

sits proudly in the golden throne he has sent her, which instantly entraps her 

and she is suspended helplessly in the air. Zeus can find no one to free her until 

Dionysos succeeds in bringing its maker back to Olympus, helplessly drunk, on 

the back of a mule and flanked by satyrs.4 Though he generally seems a 

straightforward, awkwardly plodding geek focused on his introverted craft, 

Hephaistos is also a trickster (who, very occasionally, can be tricked). 

Pieces of the god’s story come from other ancient authors over the 

centuries, from the time of the writings of Homer, among the earliest known in 

written Greek, well into the Roman era. Hephaistos makes a sexual advance on 

the goddess Athena, she brushes him off—and the semen he ejaculates 

intemperately onto her thigh. It falls to the earth and mother Gaia conceives a 

snake-tailed child who becomes the hero-founder of the city of Athens. This 

rejection together with his cuckholding by Aphrodite makes his reputation 

sexually suspect. He is a bungler. But Homer assures us too that he is 

nevertheless (later?) happily married to one of the three Graces, ugliness 

successfully married to beauty. He is beloved in Athens as the patron of the 

craftsmen whose powerful guilds are a bulwark to the city’s reputation and 

economy—the Olympic torch race originates in his honor, its fire lit at the 

symbolic forge in his temple in Athens for the festival known as the Panathenia. 

He is a culture hero, praised for the good things he has taught humankind to 

make their lives better. He is an anti-hero, a maker of unbreakable bonds who 

himself holds an ambivalent relationship with power, reluctantly carrying out 

Zeus’s orders to restrain Prometheus with unbreakable chains—and he carries 

out the work with consummate craftsmanship as always. He is a magus who 

marries the nymph Kabeiro and fathers a race of blacksmith-godlings who 
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establish little-known mystery cults at Lemnos and Samothrace.5 He is an 

emblem of the conundrums and ambiguities of human embodiment, of material 

existence, of creativity and suffering, of life and death. 

We know the names and stories of Creator gods. Hephaistos is not one 

of these. He is not a cosmic originator like them, who are emergent from Chaos 

but still abstract, birthers of gods and demons and all the visible phenomena of 

the world. There is a difference, and a significant one, between the Creators and 

other, younger gods. Hephaistos too is not one of the Ruler gods, often children 

of the first Creators, who impose ordered structures and hierarchies of being 

onto Creation. Greek mythology has many sharings with other mythologies, the 

products of generations of migrations which spread words and ideas in waves of 

walking and riding, warring and trading, and the threads of the pattern from 

creation to order, held by different gods and goddesses, are more or less distinct. 

Hephaistos is of a different divine classification. He is a Maker. 

When I first encountered Hephaistos, his myth began working on me. I 

make this remark in the spirit of two of C. G. Jung’s reflections. One is a 

question: “So, what is the myth in which you do live?”6 Jung asked himself this 

question at a time in his life he felt he might be going mad, with unsolicited 

dreams and worse, hallucinations: sudden, waking mystical visions of a Europe 

running in blood on the eve of an as-yet unmanifested war of unforeseen scope 

and horror, the First World War. No analytic technique, no interpretation, no 

memory, no knowledge, no received religion or faith seemed to answer the 

mystery of these disturbances, and finally he surrendered, in effect asking his 

unconscious to lead him back to some state of wholeness. The second is a 

statement, no less enigmatic than the question: Vocatus atque non vocatus, deus 

aderit: “Called or not, the god will come.” Jung himself carved these words in a 

block of stone, the lintel over the doorway of his house in Küsnacht, 

Switzerland.7 Another Greek god, Hermes, the messenger god, the god of 

doorways and of interpretation, no doubt led his hand, but Jung was also a 
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Maker whose research was fueled by art as well as by experiment and therefore 

inspirited also by Hephaistos. By this time, Jung had befriended his own worst 

demons and in that spirit, placed a reminder to himself and his patients that the 

doorway into the unconscious is a doorway into the presence, not of religion or 

any systematized ways of knowing and believing, but of the unfathomable 

mystery of divinity itself. 

I mention this question and statement now because they are guidelines 

for the work of this book. So are the ancient texts, as well as the interpretations 

and studies of their contents, contexts and myriad possible meanings 

philologically, philosophically, psychologically, culturally, politically—you name 

it. The myths of Hephaistos and his brother and sister gods, daemons and 

monsters and their generations of offspring have a great deal to say, right up to 

today. That a myth survives says something about its power to hold the 

imagination, and for our ability to see into it as if holding a mirror. Or, holding 

many mirrors. Once you start to look, the reflections are endless. 

What I first saw in the myths of Hephaistos was that they depicted a 

wounded god, a god whose sexual potency was questionable, a buffoon and 

amorous bungler; a god who had been abused and damaged by both parents; a 

god who in fact had only one parent, his mother Hera, who conceived him 

without needing the participation of a father. I began quickly to see deeper 

dimensions, of a god who was indeed wounded but also maligned; a master of 

fire and the powers of the earth, whose connection with the mythic feminine 

was deep and strong; an artist-god, a magician-god, whose story could explain a 

great deal to me about the mystery, a sort of double-edged sword, I have always 

felt about being an artist; a shaman-god, whose myth could speak to the 

mysteries of what it is to be human and occupy a body made of meat, a bag of 

chemicals existing in a material yet ineffably mysterious world, seeking comfort 

and dealing with pain and aging, making the efforts to create good things for 

living and, ultimately, dying. 

Always, Hephaistos has represented technology. Metallurgy in the 

ancient Mediterranean was more than a craft. It was a mystery to most, who 

superstitiously and deeply feared the power of the smith’s dangerous fire and his 
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(virtually always his) ability to make the hardest substances flow like water and 

re-form them into unbreakable implements of both beauty and utility; the 

plowshare for the farmer to provide sustenance, the weapons and armor for the 

warrior in battle, jewelry to satisfy the need for beauty and to embellish natural 

beauty both mortal and divine, the scepter and emblems of office to signify the 

puissance of the king, and coinage, money, the lifeblood of burgeoning 

economies. The mortal possessors of technê —that is, craft, technology, art— 

moved freely among the highest bidders and were wooed by kings and city-

states hoping to increase their wealth and their reputations and extend their 

influence and power. Their skills became the stuff of legend. The crafts of 

Hephaistos were game-changing, world-changing, on a level directly comparable 

to digital and biotechnologies today. Yes, Virginia, it was rocket science. 

Technology then, as now, was an ample screen for projecting the greatest hopes 

and the greatest fears of humankind. And, then as now, the possessor of technê 

was regarded with both awe and suspicion. We want what the Makers make 

but also instinctively fear the Wise Ones who hold such awesome knowledge 

and skill. Who knows what mischief they could be up to! 

Hephaistos, like all Makers, is first and foremost a divine representative 

of the Earth element and the possibilities of the material world, especially when 

animated by the powers of Fire. Cast at his birth from Olympus into the sea by 

his mother Hera, who was scandalized and disgraced by his shriveled feet, he 

was rescued and fostered by sea nymphs, primordial powers of the Water 

element and representatives of a quality the Greeks called mêtis, after Metis the 

sea nymph, mother of Athena. While technê is at heart straight-gaited: linear, 

replicable, mathematical, and teachable8, mêtis is shape-shifting and twisting, 

opportunistic, relativistic, likely inborn, and above all, crafty. Think Odysseus 

and the Trojan Horse, and his divine protector Athena, herself a notable shape-

shifter and indomitable strategist. Hephaistos too is tricky, and is a master of 

forging invisible snares that cannot be escaped.9 And like his animated bellows, 

he too represents the invisible mentality of the Air element. Known anciently as 

amphigueeis—which can mean “crippled,” “ambidextrous” or both—he is capable 

of using his craft deceitfully, for vengeful ends; he is equally capable of de-fusing 
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conflict and preventing Zeus’s threats of violence toward the other gods by using 

a sort of self-deprecating and highly effective verbal akido. He is crippled, a foot-

dragger whose gait describes a sort of helical pattern. In The Republic, Plato 

compared those whose thinking is “deformed and lame,” which is to say 

divergent from the linear rational mode of Platonic philosophy, to those whose 

patriarchal line of descent is skewed or deformed. In short, he compares those 

whose thinking is divergent—i.e., characterized by the qualities of mêtis—to 

bastards and illegitimates. What makes individuals “well-born” and qualified to 

rule is the straightness and linearity of their thinking as much as the excellence 

and legitimacy of their lineage.10 In this light, it is interesting to note that 

Hephaistos, the crooked-gaited god of technology, whose ambivalent ambit 

lassoes all four elements of the created cosmos, had, at least in Hesiod’s account 

of his parentage, a mother but no father. The god of technology is a bastard and 

his cognitive gifts have no place in the rigorous and legitimate, straight-walking 

order of the Republic. 

It is the project of this book to delve into and occupy all of these spaces. I 

do not restrict myself to a particular methodology. But, I will endeavor to let the 

myths speak, to stay with the story. It is very easy to spin out threads of 

interpretation that eventually lead to superhighways but may have by then 

departed far from the mythic germ. There is nothing wrong with this, no rules 

against it whatsoever. In fact, it is a creative act, and the structure of the cosmos 

being what it is, some fractal element of that germ will have replicated itself, in 

some distantly recognizable form. But, I have found that by staying as close to 

the myths as possible, and allowing side-trips into structurally related myths of 

other smith-gods and their cohorts of related entities, divinities, bogeys and 

additional, sometimes elusive, shadowy forms expands the potentials and 

generative possibilities contained in these stories exponentially, all the while 

tracing the connective tissue that holds the maker archetype together into a 

discernible basin that describes the scope and psychic territory of this particular 

strange attractor. 

Archetypes are imprecise, difficult to capture and impossible to examine 

like a specimen under a microscope. Almost the best we can say is that we know 
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them when we see them. But it helps a great deal to use myth and metaphor to 

describe things that resist the linear inquiry of logical analysis. Categorical 

language, any attempt to capture and press the image under glass is difficult at 

best. But there is a paradoxical precision to myth and metaphor, there is a sort of 

persistence-of-vision effect in story that allows us to begin to grasp the outlines 

of the archetype; then, to use what we gain from myth, story, and metaphor to 

turn our gaze to phenomena in which we recognize similarities. This can be done 

to the extent that myth becomes prognosticatory. Not in detail, but in its larger 

dimensions—this is what it means to say that myth never was but keeps 

happening. Or, as Mark Twain put it, “History never repeats itself, but it surely 

rhymes.”11 And by looking backward (and sometimes, sideways) into story, we 

can see the future. Better yet, we can see the present. 

So what do we see? What I saw when I was first smitten by the 

blacksmith god’s hammer resolved itself into two themes. One is the 

pathologization of the image of the artist. I am an artist, and I have worked for 

decades to create conditions to help others too to access their creativity, notably 

in corporate organizations. While enjoyable, and very often resulting in direct, 

startlingly meaningful and eminently practical outcomes, it is always unsettling, 

and is a challenging prospect for more than a few; challenging enough to evoke 

strong resistance. Many, many people are suspicious of ‘creativity.’ They are both 

in awe of artists, of any ‘creatives,’ and resent them; in fact they are unwilling to 

take responsibility for their own creative gifts (for we are all creative; whether or 

how we discover and use our own unique brand of creativity is another, 

perennial, question). Artists are, and have been for millennia, regarded as 

possessing a special vision and instrumentality, able to hold up a mirror to 

existence. The beauty of artists’ creations is treasured. The truth of them is as 

well…up to a point. Past which the artist easily becomes seen as a cancer in the 

body politic, and, like all visionaries when the times are poisonous and 

structures of power are brittle and precarious, must be extirpated, by being 

ignored, sidelined, fired, shunned, silenced, imprisoned, executed. Creative 

passion is fiery, and always remains difficult to control. There is danger here. 
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The second theme that emerged into view is what I call “monstrous 

technology.” Humans want the gifts the gods give them, and the smith gods 

oblige; but not always with the happiest outcomes. Prometheus was made to 

suffer for smuggling fire from Hephaistos’ forge and giving it to mortals. Zeus 

would have destroyed humans—that is to say, mankind—for aiming too high, 

aspiring to the powers of the gods themselves. Instead, he punished men by 

causing Hephaistos to create from clay the first woman, Pandora (mythically, the 

first product of biotechnology) to bedevil them with her cloying words and 

thieving heart (certainly a grossly misogynistic mytheme, of a kind that has been 

perennial throughout history and continues to wreak psychological, physical, 

cultural and economic damage). The suspicion and fear attached to the 

pathologized image of the artist is shared with the ‘objective’ scientist and 

technician, who may be free to delve into the mysteries of nature without 

sufficient benefit of moral restraint, science being regarded by many as value-

neutral. The gifts of technology may come with unforeseen consequences; and 

the scale of the “military-industrial complex” is every bit as pernicious and 

effectively unregulated as President Dwight Eisenhower warned U. S. citizens on 

the occasion of his exit from office, presumably made both more knowledgeable 

and wiser by the experience of that office being subject as it is to the 

machinations of corporate money and power. 

More recently, a new, third theme has emerged. For a time, the smartest 

guys in the room were the financial wizards, self-styled Masters of the Universe 

who created a towering house of cards that collapsed, and the blow-back came 

with global repercussions that still reverberate. Some of them are in jail now, or 

suicided; others have succeeded in finding and creating new and more self-

protective structures. But they are not the richest anymore. The geeks are. The 

Masters of the Universe were, and remain, more Zeusian in nature and intent to 

rule the world of what matters: money and power. The geeks are distinctly 

Hephaistean. Once misunderstood, maligned as socially inept and unattractive—

the very image of the limping god, a condition both unique and risible to the 

Olympian gods—they succeeded in turning the tables and re-branding their 

former reputation as social bunglers into the cultural gold standard for cool. 
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They want to change the world, but not for the same reasons as the Masters of 

the Universe. They want to make it better. The so-called Homeric Hymns 

(metrically emulating Homer, but at least a century later than the Iliad and 

Odyssey appeared in written form) honor Hephaistos and the other Olympian 

gods. The appeal to Hephaistos is both brief and specific. He is invoked as a 

helper, concerned and sympathetic with human well-being: 

 
Sing, you clear-voiced Muse, of Hephaistos renowned for craft, 
Who with bright-eyed Athena taught splendid works to humans on earth— 
They had before then been dwelling in caves on the mountains like beasts, 
But now, knowing works through Hephaistos renowned for his skill, with ease 
Till the year brings its end they live in comfort within their own homes. 

 
Come now, be kindly, Hephaistos; grant us prowess and wealth.12 

 

Geeks have proudly co-opted the word ‘Maker.’ After all, hardly anyone 

else was using it. Since the 20th century, people in developed countries were 

familiar with compound terms like “auto-maker,” as in the corporate giant who 

puts out cookie-cutter cheap metal vehicles by the millions. The rise in the last 

quarter of the 20th century of the watch-without-works, a simple digital counter, 

later a battery-driven facsimile, later still a kinetic generator, most recently a 

simple app, replaced a formerly hand-produced mechanism. One would go to a 

highly skilled technician, a master artisan laboring with a loupe and tweezers 

should it need repair, rather than simply binning it and buying another cheap 

replacement. Dentists were once Makers, who cast precious gold, the prime 

element of the Periodic Table, sculpting it into sturdy frameworks that could last 

a lifetime and beyond. In fairness, dentists still make, aided by digital technology. 

Nevertheless, the word Maker ceased to belong to the world of skilled manual 

labor, no longer the province of the hand, with the exception of leisure Do It 

Yourself’ers with fabrication tools in personal and local school shops and time on 

their hands. That individuals still practice craft is indisputable, and the work of 

artists who continue to craft their own products individually and by hand is 

highly valued. But a century ago, there were many more makers. They were 

members of communities who needed their skills at the local level as well as 
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simple householders with daily problems to solve. Objects were owned without 

warranties and repair contracts attached, and could be fabricated and repaired 

by their owners, or by a skilled workman within the community. Pre-fab was not 

an option. 

Maker Culture defines itself as a grass-roots manifestation of the human 

will to create, with a digital edge. The claims made for it tenets place it fully in 

Hephaistean territory. The slogan of the popular open source blogging system, 

Wordpress, “Code is Poetry,” very precisely echoes a mythic tradition that the 

rhythm of the blacksmith’s hammer on the anvil is the origin of poetic meter. The 

Greek word poieô is the root word from which we derive the word poetry. Poieô 

signifies making, creating, bringing material products into existence. When the 

Jungian analyst and Murray Stein pointed out that Hephaistos is the only 

Olympian god who works, he drew attention to a simple, centrally important 

fact about Hephaistos and the Hephaistean cohort. Hephaistos the blacksmith is 

the god of poiēsis, “making.” The myths of Hephaistos and the other Maker gods 

and entities have a great deal to tell us about the mythic lineage of Makers, and 

its historically newest embodiment. Hephaistos and the cohort of Maker 

divinities and daemons, in a sense, foretold this specific manifestation of human 

creativity millennia ago. 

 

 

 

There is a word for the creativity involved in retelling, refashioning, 

reshaping, remaking—re-membering myths, in the sense that the thigh bone is 

still connected to the hip-bone, but possibly in a radically different way: 

mythopoesis. Unlike a number of the words I will re-explore in the course of the 

project that is this book, mythopoesis is a recent word, a 19th century coinage 

that repurposes two very ancient words, mythos and poiēsis; in short, “myth-

making.” I mention this now because it is a central premise of the work to 

follow. Though I will endeavor to stay close to the story, tacking closely to the 

coastline of the mythic territory, which is both protective and, as we know, 
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fractal, this is nevertheless a work of both creative speculation and an honoring 

of the human creative impulse as reflected in the myths of the Makers. 

We may think of myths as artifacts of the human past, immutable and 

unchanging. In fact, they are anything but unchanging. Rather, they morph 

constantly, and we morph them for two reasons: they continue to speak to us, 

and we can’t leave them alone. Are myths true? They are certainly truths. In the 

last volume of The Masks of God, Joseph Campbell writes about what he calls 

“Creative Mythology,” and provides what I take to be a definition of 

mythopoesis. Campbell talks about four interactive functions of myth, two of 

which are especially important to the present work. These functions are in a 

somewhat paradoxical sense reciprocal. One of myth’s functions is to enforce a 

moral order within each successive coherent social group, within the context of 

its unique geographical and historical place. “The rise and fall of civilizations in 

the long, broad course of history,” Campbell tells us, “can be seen to have been 

largely a function of the integrity and cogency of their supporting canons of 

myth.” A mythic canon persists as long as it has the power to inspire individual 

members of a group to experience a harmonious connection with the social order 

and their place in the universe. 

At the same time, the canonical myth is subject to change. This happens 

when the canonical myth ceases to hold meaning for at least some members of 

the group or produces “deviant” effects, giving rise to both a sense of dissociation 

and an urge toward a renewed quest for “meaning.” Campbell points toward 

historical times of dissolution as productive of new myths. In other words, one of 

the functions of myth is to generate new myths. For example, in Christian 

Europe in the twelfth century, “beliefs no longer universally held were 

universally enforced.” Many people lost faith in Scripture, giving rise to what 

Campbell calls the “Waste Land” theme in the imagery of the Grail legend: a 

theme of spiritual death, of wandering, and “waiting, waiting.” Further, 

Campbell asserts, Rousseau’s 1749 work Discours sur les arts et sciences marks a 

further dissolution, this time a loss of faith in reason. Society came to be seen as a 

corrupting influence, and new myths appeared, of the “noble savage,” the 

“natural man.” These myths expressed a desire to return to an imagined state of 
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nature—a concept that was to be further articulated in the speculations of the 

philologist and orientalist F. Max Müller, in the century following Rousseau, on 

the nature of the primitive mind and its connection with the numinous.13 This 

epoch of dissolution, Campbell thought, has so far lasted into the present day. 

The mythic theme of distress in the wake of loss of faith that inspired Parsifal is 

the same that impelled T.S. Eliot’s creation of his 1922 work Waste Land. 

Campbell believed that when change comes, it originates with 

individuals. Perhaps this is true; perhaps not. We will look into the nature and 

power of dialogue and the nature of insight that is peculiarly available in groups 

in the course of this work. Nevertheless, Campbell’s “creative mythology” is not a 

product of the authoritative voice of theology, but arises from the “insights, 

sentiments, thought, and vision of an adequate individual, loyal to his own 

experience of value.” This sincere individual voice provides a corrective to empty, 

left-over shells of forms no longer animated by living and breathing spirits. The 

literary critic Harry Slochower offers a definition similar to Campbell’s. For 

Slochower, mythopoesis, whether performed by Homer or by Joyce, is the 

transformational re-creation of ancient stories into works with coherent 

symbolic meaning. Writing in 1970, Slochower appears to reflect on the political 

and cultural mythology of his own time. Standing at the fluid margins of the 

vivid political rallying ground of popular art and music created in protest against 

the advance of war in Vietnam, and the growing cultural fantasy of raucous 

revolution at home in the United States, Slochower asserts that mythopoetic 

works such as the Sophoclean tragedies, the Book of Job, The Divine Comedy, Don 

Quixote, Moby Dick, The Magic Mountain, and others, 

…arose when the literal account of the legend could no longer be accepted. They arose 

in periods of crisis, of cultural transition, when faith in the authoritative 

structure was waning. It is at this juncture that our great prophets and 

artists would redeem the values of the past and present in their symbolic 

form, transposing their historic transitoriness into permanent 

promises.14 

For Campbell and Slochower, the individual myth-maker—read artist, novelist, 

poet, blogger—is the creator of new mythic meanings. Yet the promise of the 
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new is a modernistic conceit and optimism of redemption is itself a myth that 

gives perennial hope to the Western mind, a legacy that is expressed in the story 

of Pandora’s Box and the only one good and shining thing left behind in the very 

bottom of it, after all its ills were released into the once-pure world. 

More recently, Chris Baldick challenges this “Romantic” notion, 

pointing out that essentially new myths created in modern times—Faust, Don 

Quixote, Robinson Crusoe, Frankenstein, Jekyll and Hyde, Dracula—are 

expressions of a larger cultural impulse and not only of the visions of the 

individual creator. He traces the creation of the Frankenstein “myth” half a 

century backward from its literary creation by Mary Shelley to the metaphors 

that arose out of the social and political upheavals that resulted in and followed 

the French Revolution.15 These metaphors, condemning the human 

“monstrousness,” both on the part of revolutionaries and of the abuses of the 

system they meant to overturn, were part of the culture at large when Shelley 

took up her pen to write her Hephaistean story of a monster assembled from 

human parts and brought to life by an earnest student of natural science who 

came to despise and fear his creation as soon as he had accomplished it. Social 

conditions generate new myths that “live” us in the sense of Jung’s great 

question, What myth is living me? Each successive overarching mythos functions 

dialectically, both prescribing social behaviors and calling for correctives. The 

pendulum swings. These correctives are articulated by individuals—or 

psychologically and morally synergistic groups—and over time in given contexts 

result in new myths. 

The religious historian and philosopher Mircea Eliade exhorted us to 

study other cultures’ experiences of the sacred to understand ourselves better and 

to open new pathways for our own search for the sacred. “It is,” he says, “the 

personal experience of this unique hermeneutics that is creative.” This can be read 

as a challenge to religious scholars to pass beyond values of “obsolete 

reductionism” and “pure erudition” and directly participate in the dialogue with 

the data of religious experience, making “an effort to understand them on their 

own plane of reference.”16 According to Eliade, the artist and the depth 

psychologist have preceded the scholar into the inevitable future of the scholars’ 
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hitherto carefully, and perhaps jealously, delimited field. Freud, by the way, 

agreed, going one step further by giving the artist primacy of place in giving 

prescient form to the insights that only afterwards were articulated by 

psychology. Indeed, Freud resorted to mythopoeisis of his own in imagining a 

story to convey the origins of the Oedipus complex in a distant human 

prehistory that could not be placed on the couch to tell its own story for the 

benefit of modern science. 

The definition of mythopoesis I will use here combines those put 

forward by Campbell, Baldick, and Eliade. Mythopoesis, literally the making of 

myth, involves a creative act which expresses itself within the context of specific 

historical and cultural contexts. While rooted in the present and past, it also 

looks forward. And, it is not enough to tell a story; the story, in order to live, 

must evoke a passionate response in its audience. While myth must be bound to 

culture through a dance of old and new, there is a difference between myth and 

mere cultural commodity. The polis—the community—together with the 

individual creator, has a stake in the transmission of new myths. 

 

 

 

The territory of Hephaistos is fugitive, like a pigment that fades, leaving 

only a shadow. It has never truly been front-and-center in the Western canon 

like that of the more familiar, more easily-recognized  members of the Olympian 

pantheon: Zeus the imperious, ruling power-wielder and philanderer; Hera the 

angry wife and jealous protector of the trappings of status who is continually 

thwarted in her own attempts to exercise power; Athena, who wears the head of 

Medusa on her armor, fierce, scornful of sex, patron of Athens, the strategist and 

warrior born from the cranium of her father Zeus (which was split open by 

Hephaistos for the occasion); Apollo, the god of both science and divination, 

Ares the god of war and blood-lust on massive scales; Aphrodite, born from the 

seed-foam that landed on the ocean from her castrated father’s testicles, goddess 

of beauty and love, and sex. Hermes, the messenger-god, shares a bit more with 

Hephaistos than may be inferred on the surface. More about that, later. 
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Hephaistos by contrast is introverted.17 The mythic cohort of powers and 

divinities connected with Hephaistos has always been covert, hidden from view. 

Looking carefully into the earliest Greek myths reveals an ancient panoply of 

workers with divine skills. They are scary. Before Polyphemus the Cyclops met 

his match when Odysseus hijacked his sheep, the Cyclopes were not pastoralists 

but blacksmiths. Sons of Uranus and Gaia, they were among the earliest of the 

gods to appear, and the first to be credited with forging Zeus’s thunderbolts 

(weapons of mass destruction are by no means a new concept). Their story is 

very ancient, and there is something of a mystery, involving Apollo, as to how 

they long ago ceased to be blacksmiths and took up sheep-herding, a métier with 

far less prestige.18 Or perhaps, they fell from grace more recently than that, given 

that the peripatetic Baron von Munchausen encountered them in the 18th century 

mythopoetic fantasy novel, and again in Terry Gilliam’s cinematic remake of the 

same story, as workers in Hephaistos’ forge inside Mount Etna. The mysterious 

Daktyls, named for the five fingers of the Maker’s hand, are ancient smiths and 

bogeys as well, said to be greatly feared for their magic, which we may assume to 

have been unfriendly, at least to some. We do not know who they, and many 

other mysterious smith-magicians, really were, or where they were, but their dire 

magic appears, no more than half-glimpsed but nevertheless ubiquitous in 

tantalizing snippets in the ancient accounts. 

Hephaistos is said in some sources to be dwarfish in stature, and it is 

well known from many mythologies, notably the Nordic, and retold in fairytales, 

that dwarves are Makers, and they are smiths particularly. The fairytale dwarves 

are curmudgeonly, and though Rumpelstiltskin is conquered by a quick-witted 

girl, he is also scary, and part of the frisson created when one hears the story, 

whether as a child or an adult, is imagining what unlucky, uncanny destiny 

might await the yet-unborn baby if Rumpelstiltskin succeeds in taking it. The 

dwarves who forge the Ring in the tales of the Nieblungen live in their 

subterranean caves and do not know love. The dwarf smiths of Europe and 

England are friendly enough to mend what is left in special places, for little or no 

payment. But they do not take kindly to derision or insult, and are seen by very 

few, behaving much like the ‘little people’ found in stories around the world, 
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who have special knowledge of nature and of magic, which they reveal only to 

those few who are worthy; or to those who wish they had not made their 

acquaintance through some unlucky chance. 

Introverted, hidden, irascible; but also generous—on their own terms; 

possessors of magical Making skills, I call these and other hidden characters we 

will meet in due time the “chthonic phallic” cohort. They are often described as 

dwelling in caves or under mountains, and wise in knowledge about the 

treasures of the earth: ores, metals, gems, and both their material and their occult 

properties. Hence the term chthonic, from the ancient Greek chthonios, "in, under, 

or beneath the earth." The term generally refers to a class of very ancient deities 

whose abode is imagined as being hidden under the earth. In such hidden places 

resides special wisdom about what is material, heavy and solid. These deities are 

also simply old. They are of the first generations of gods spawned by Earth 

herself, Gaia. They have seen it all, these Wise Ones, and are very far removed in 

time from the petty concerns of daily human existence. At the same time, their 

job is to hold up the pillars of the earth. Everything rests on their shoulders. 

Nevertheless, we will see that they are, generally compared to the grander, more 

distant gods, very concerned with human life. 

The Hephaistean cohort is also masculine. The blacksmith gods, in 

nearly every mythology and with few exceptions, are male. Though some of the 

deities associated with the depths of the earth are female, notably Gaia herself, 

and Demeter who brings forth plants and their nourishment from the earth, the 

deities associated with the gross riches of the earth, which need the intervention 

of heavy technology to uncover and to refine and special skills to shape, are 

masculine in form and principle, hence phallic. The phallus is distinct from the 

penis, the equipment of every male. It is a religious image, celebrated as 

symbolizing life force on the material plane. Even though, as we will see, its 

specifically mechanical, sexual aspect may be dispensable (we do not forget, for 

example, that Hephaistos himself is presumed by Hesiod to have been conceived 

without participation by a father) its generative aspect in the balance and 

scheme of things in the manifested cosmos is not. And, the chthonic phallic 

cohort are symbolic Makers par excellence. 
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Another characteristic of Hephaistos shared by many of the maker gods 

is perhaps the most mysterious and the most awe-inspiring of all. Among the 

Olympian gods, Homer tells us that only one has felt “mortal pain.” Hephaistos is 

imperfect. He is lame, either from birth, or violence, or both. In the world of the 

gods, things once made are not unmade. A god, or goddess, never moves 

backward, uncreating what is manifested. There is only moving-forward, and 

perhaps, transformation of conditions, but no undoing. Hephaistos is a wounded 

god. He is the only wounded god in the Greek pantheon. In the tales, this 

wounding is redundant, with multiplied origins, depending on the ancient 

author; there is no doubting or denying it. It is physical, and it is psychological. It 

is definitive, a characteristic we must learn to deal with if we are to summon the 

energies of the Makers.  

And, as Jung reminds us, called or not, the god is present. Like it or not, 

those energies, with all their qualities and implications, their benefits and 

unshakeable baggage, show up with the package whether we ordered them or 

not. We would do well to understand just what they are. 

 

Notes 
                                                           
1 Several entries having to do with Hephaestus can be found in the useful Xena Warrior Princess wiki 
at http://hercxena.wikia.com/wiki/Hephaestus. The writers took liberties with the Hephaistos 
mythology, creating a more physically attractive character than the Greeks appear to have 
envisioned. This kind of creative process can be thought of as an example of mythopoiesis—see 
above, pages 9 and following. Xena’s Hephaestus may not fit well the high-culture examples from 
literature that writers like Joseph Campbell and Harry Slochower envisioned as worthy of the 
name and of the lasting attention of posterity (though I cannot be certain of that without having 
asked the gentlemen); but it certainly satisfies the urge to scratch the mythic itch with an 
interpretation that fits its cultural milieu and breathes new life into old stories. Re-fashioned 
mythic references appear constantly in popular culture.  
 
2 “Moon Over Homewood” is celebrated in an article by James Book, “Return of a Giant: A fully 
restored Vulcan—Birmingham’s 100-year-old statue—resumes its rightful place in town” (About 
Vulcan pdf; Vulcan Run 10K and Birmingham Track Club, 2004. 30 Oct. 2004, found at  
http://www.vulcanrun.com/.  A park and museum have more recently been established around the 
site of the restored statue: http://visitvulcan.com/. 

http://hercxena.wikia.com/wiki/Hephaestus
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3 James Mann uses this appellation to convey the theme of his book, Rise of the Vulcans: The History of 
Bush’s War Cabinet (New York: Viking, 2004). The appellation of “The Vulcans” is particularly 
disturbing in light of the recently released U.S. Senate report on torture practices used by the CIA 
during the Bush administration. Culpability for gross violations of international law and ethical 
standards enunciated by treaty is seen at the highest executive levels; The Vulcans may yet be 
found liable to prosecution for crimes against humanity by international tribunal. Ethical 
questions with regard to any technology, including technologies of war, are a part of the 
Hephaistean conundrum of a supposed value-neutral attitude to technology and its relation to the 
Zeusian archetype of power, and will be discussed in a later chapter. See Jeremy Ashkenas, Hannah 
Fairfield, Josh Keller and Paul Volpe, “7 Key Points From the C.I.A. Torture Report,” New York 
Times Dec. 9, 2014 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2014/12/09/world/cia-torture-report-key-points.html?_r=0; 
See also “Bush Openly Confesses Torture Authorization, No Prosecutions for CIA Tape 
Destruction: Why We Care and Why Bush Should Worry,” Center for Constitutional Rights 
(n.d.). http://ccrjustice.org/ 
 
4 Hephaistos’ return to Olympus appears nowhere in Homer, nor in any extant text. It may have 
been a scene in either or both of two plays now lost and known only from their titles, a  comedy by 
Epicharmos (550-460 BCE), called “Hephaistos” or “Komestai” (“Revelers”), and a satyr play by 
Achaios of Eretria (b. 484 BCE), also called “Hephaistos” (Timothy Gantz, Early Greek Myth: A Guide 
to Literary and Artistic Sources. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1993, 76). From at least 150 vase 
paintings that certainly depict this scene, together with “countless” others that likely do, the 
German classical archaeologist Frank Brommer concluded that this story was in its time one of the 
best-known and favorite of stories in the Greek world (Hephaistos: Der Schmiedegott in der Antiken 
Kunst. Mainz am Rhein: Verlag Philipp von Zabern, 1978, 11).  
 
5 Timothy Gantz, Early Greek Myth, 148; also Carl Kerényi, The Gods of the Greeks. London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1951, 87. 
 
6 C. G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections (1989). Ed. A. Jaffé. New York: Vintage, 187. 
 
7 Michael Vannoy Adams, C.G. Jung and Jungian Analysis: Archetypes, Dreams, Myths, 
Imagination. Website:  http://www.jungnewyork.com/photo_vocatus.shtml. Accessed November 1, 
2014. 
 
8 For a thorough discussion of the term see David Roochnik’s Of Art and Wisdom: Plato’s Understanding 
of Techne. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996. 

 
9 I will make extensive use of the excellent and deeply insightful book-length study on the Greek 
concept of mêtis by Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and 
Society. Trans. Janet Lloyd. Atlantic Highlands: Humanities, 1978. It is well worth reading; 
subsequent work has been done on the concept in relation to cognitive preference for non-linear 
thinking in interpersonal and business contexts. See Philippe Baumard, “Oblique Knowledge: The 
Clandestine Work of Organizations,” Cahier de recherché DMSP, nº 228, Université de Paris-
Dauphine, mars 1994; http://hdt.handle.net/10068/9197; also see Cheryl De Ciantis, “Walking 
Straight and Walking Crooked: What Myth Tells Us About Nonlinear Thinking,” paper presented 
to the 2nd International Nonlinear Science Conference, March 10-12, 2006, Heraklion, Crete,   
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https://www.academia.edu/933990/Walking_Straight_and_Walking_Crooked_What_Myth_Tells_
Us_About_Nonlinear_Thinking. 
 
10 Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet. Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece (1990). Trans. 
Janet Lloyd. New York: Zone, 211. 
 
11

 Maria Tatar, Loeb professor of Germanic languages and literatures at Harvard, makes the useful 
distinction between archetype, which we may never expect to encounter manifested in the same 
way twice, and stereotype, which operates through fixed limitations linked and which we use to 
make sense of real life observations: The Diane Rehm Show, The History and Relevance of Modern 
Fairy Tales, broadcast December 8, 2014, http://thedianerehmshow.org/. By the way, Mark Twain 
never wrote, and may never have spoken these words—but he should have! 
 
12 Michael Crudden, Trans. The Homeric Hymns (2001). Oxford World’s Classics. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 84-85. The Homeric Hymns are 33 anonymous works of greatly varying lengths 
classed together by style and theme and are thought to date to within a century of the written Iliad 
and Odyssey. The “Homeric” epics themselves are probably the product of earlier bards working in 
the oral tradition, based on the compositions of an earlier and unknown poet or poets, and 
composed long before the first written Greek appeared in the 8th century BCE. The war between the 
Trojans and Achaeans was regarded as fact by ancient historians, who estimated it to have 
occurred anywhere between perhaps 1130 and 1295 BCE. Modern scholars considered the war to be 
a fictional legend until the discovery and excavation by Heinrich Schliemann, published in 1874, of 
a likely site at Hisarlik, Anatolia (Turkey). The site, now known as Troia, has been added to the 
UNESCO World Heritage List and excavations continue.  
 
13 William G. Doty, Mythography: The Study of Myths and Rituals (2000). 2nd. ed. Tuscaloosa: University 
of Alabama Press, 11. 
 
14 On mythopoesis: Joseph Campbell, The Masks of God: Creative Mythology (1968). New York: Penguin, 
5-7; Harry Slochower, Mythopoesis: Mythic Patterns in the Literary Classics (1970). Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press. The cited passage appears on page 15. 
 
15 Chris Baldick, In Frankenstein’s Shadow: Myth, Monstrosity, and Nineteenth-century Writing (1987). 
Oxford: Clarendon, 16-17. 
 
16Mircea Eliade, “A New Humanism.” The Insider/Outsider Problem in the Study of Religion: A Reader 
(1999). Ed. Russell T. McCutcheon. London and New York: Cassell, 96-97; italics mine. 
 
17 An observation made by Jungian psychoanalyst Murray Stein, which will be further unpacked in 
a following chapter. See Stein’s “Hephaistos: A Pattern of Introversion.” Facing the Gods. Ed. James 
Hillman. Dallas: Spring. 1980. 35-51. 
 
18 David L. Miller, Christs: Meditations on Archetypal Images in Christian Theology. New York: Seabury, 
1981, 39. Miller also writes: The mark of Cain [. . .] is the mark of one who works the forge. It is a 
mark in the middle of the forehead, not as a punishment for moral disobedience, but as signifying 
the fire (remember agni, ‘ignite’) of the forge. It is like the solar eye of the Cyclops, but blackened by 
occupation, hence sol niger, ‘the black sun’ (Ibid., 40-41). The significance of the ‘forge-mark’ as a 
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mythic disfigurement is important in the Hephaistean/Maker mythos and will be discussed further 
in Chapters 4 and 6.  
 


