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The only legend I have ever loved is 

the story of a daughter lost in hell. 

And found and rescued there. 

Love and blackmail are the gist of it. 

Ceres and Persephone the names. 

—from “Persephone” by Eavan Boland 
 
The first time I had a formal introduction to Greek, and to a lesser extent, Roman and Norse 
mythology, was as a sophomore in high school. Using Edith Hamilton’s Mythologyas an 
introduction, my classmates and I explored the stories told about the denizens of Mount 
Olympus and the plethora of immortals whose interactions made for great stories. Learning 
this mythology became the foundation for a year’s worth of reading The Iliad, The Odyssey, 
Sophocles’ Oedipus Trilogy, Euripides’ Medea, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, and to finish the 
year, Beowulf. 

I wanted to love mythology, but as a young woman, I found only a few stories that made sense 
to me. Demeter raging over the loss of her daughter, Persephone, and wreaking havoc against 
those who had allowed Hades to kidnap her was the first story where the actions of a female 
goddess made sense to me. And Antigone, whose story was told by Sophocles, was willing to 
die in order to defy an unjust civil law. She died a heroic death rather than allow her brother’s 
body to be defiled. Later in the year, the rage of Grendel’s mother against Beowulf was another 
example of a woman whose righteous rage matched my own sense of how women needed to 
act in a world that didn’t like them very much. But these were the few examples among the 
dozens of stories we read that year. 

Thus, even in a pantheistic system full of male and female gods, it didn’t take long to figure out 
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that goddesses took the hit for causing much of the sorrow in the world. While male gods, 
especially Zeus, caused harm to individuals, provoking a goddess or tempting a woman led to 
destruction on a massive scale. 

Zeus was the Harvey Weinstein of the Greek pantheon. In countless stories, his persistence in 
wanting to have sex led him to dress himself up as a shower of gold, a swan, a bull, or 
whatever the situation might call for. Women who he desired might find themselves 
transfigured into cows or other creatures, so that Zeus might hide his infidelities from his wife, 
Hera. 

Zeus never turns up in a white bathrobe, but he might as well. As an adult, reading Zeus 
reminds me of entitled men who are convinced that there is no greater thrill for a mortal 
woman than the opportunity to sleep with him. His wife, Hera, is portrayed as the jealous 
shrew who wants to spoil Zeus’s good time, often by punishing her husband’s lovers, many of 
whom had been given little choice about becoming mothers to Zeus’s children. 

Perhaps it is not surprising then that I love reading new interpretations of these ancient stories. 
The release of Madeline Miller’s stellar Circe seemed like a good time to put together a list of 
some of the best of these re-tellings, which take place in a variety of settings. 
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