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Myths and legends are stories based partly on real life 

and partly on religious beliefs. They were very important 

to the Ancient Greeks thousands of years ago.

Greek myths explore important subjects such as love, 

power, suffering and death. They were also used by  

the Greeks to explain such things as:

 

 • how the universe began 

 • why the planets and stars look the way they do

 • elements of the natural world, such as the weather
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The beginnings of the universe

The Ancient Greeks believed that before anything else 

existed, there was a god called Chaos. In the myths, 

Chaos creates three other gods, who in turn create  

many other gods after them.

Each god is in charge of a different part of the world:
fa

cts

The word ‘chaos’ means mess and confusion.  
The Ancient Greeks believed that the creation of  
the gods brought order and life to the universe. 

Chaos

Gaia
goddess of Earth

Erebus
god of 

underground 

darkness

Nyx
goddess of night
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The planets

Greek astronomers explained the patterns of the stars 

and the planets through their stories about the gods. 

The Ancient Romans copied the Greek stories of gods 

and goddesses but gave them their own names, which 

we still use today.

Hermes (Roman god Mercury)

Hermes is the messenger of the gods. He is known for 

being fast and the planet is probably named after 

him because it moves so quickly across the sky.
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Aphrodite (Roman goddess Venus)

Aphrodite is the goddess of love and beauty.  

The planet is probably named after her because  

it is the brightest of the planets we can see.

Zeus (Roman god Jupiter)

This is the largest planet in our solar system,  

so that could be why it is named after Zeus,  

the king of the gods.
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Ares (Roman god Mars)

This planet is blood red in colour, so it makes sense 

that it is named after Ares, the god of war.

fa
cts

The word ‘planet’ comes from the Greek  
word for ‘wanderer’ because astronomers  
noticed that they moved across the sky.

9
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The stars

Orion is a constellation of stars that takes its name  

from Greek mythology.

The Greek myth about Orion says that he is a hunter 

who is accidentally killed by his hunting partner, the 

goddess Artemis. She is so upset about what she has 

done that she puts his image among the stars in the sky. 
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The natural world

The Greeks used myths to  

explain natural events  

such as:

 • Thunder and lightning –  

  Zeus is king of the gods  

  but he is also god of  

  the weather. When he  

  becomes angry, he  

  throws lightning bolts  

  as weapons. He also  

  controls thunder,  

  snow and hail.

 • Earthquakes and sea  

  storms  – Poseidon is  

  the god of the sea.  

  He is known for his  

  violent rages where  

  he stirs up the sea  

  with his trident.  

  He also causes great  

  earthquakes.
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 • Day and night – Apollo is the god of light.  

  He is said to ride his chariot across the sky   

  every day, bringing with him sunrise and sunset. 

12

fa
cts

In one myth, Arachne is a very skilled  
weaver. She boasts she is better than  

the goddess Athena so Athena turns her into  
a spider. That’s why we call spiders ‘arachnids’.
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The most famous gods and goddesses from Greek  

mythology are the 12 gods of Olympus. They are  

all descendants of Gaia and rule from the highest  

mountain in Greece, known as Mount Olympus.
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Zeus king of the gods  the weather

Hera wife of Zeus  marriage/family

Poseidon brother of Zeus  the sea

Hestia sister of Zeus  home

Demeter sister of Zeus  nature

Ares son of Zeus   war
  and Hera 

Hephaestus son of Zeus  fire
  and Hera

Hermes son of Zeus  messenger of   
    the gods

Athena daughter of  war and wisdom
  Zeus

Artemis daughter of   the hunt
  Zeus

Apollo son of Zeus  light/music/
    poetry

Aphrodite daughter of  love
  Uranus

God/Goddess God/Goddess ofRelation
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Zeus

Zeus and his brothers and sisters are children of Cronus,  

who is part of a group of giant gods called the Titans. 

In the myths, Zeus comes to power when he leads a battle 

against the Titans, using his special power over thunder  

and lightning.
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Zeus and his brothers, Poseidon and Hades, then split  

the world into parts so they can each rule a bit.

Zeus gets the best part, becoming lord of the sky, Mount 

Olympus and all the other gods.
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Zeus and his brothers, Poseidon and Hades, then split  

the world into parts so they can each rule a bit.

Zeus gets the best part, becoming lord of the sky, Mount 

Olympus and all the other gods.

Poseidon is made lord of the sea. He creates wild waves 

and storms with his magic trident, and rides a chariot 

pulled by seahorses.

Sailors would pray to Poseidon before a voyage,  

hoping that he wouldn’t drown them at sea.

17

fa
cts

Poseidon became known as 
‘Earth-Shaker’ because of his  

powerful earthquakes.
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Hades

Hades does not live on  

Mount Olympus. Zeus  

gives him the Underworld  

to rule over – the place  

where the souls of the  

dead are said to go after  

leaving the earth.

Hades was feared by the  

Ancient Greeks, as he  

represents death. Nobody  

was in a hurry to meet him!

Greek Myths and Legends 1-32.indd   18 24/02/2015   15:50



There are many legends about famous Greek heroes. 

Here are just three:

Achilles

Who he is:

The son of a human man and the sea nymph Thetis.

His story:

Thetis tries to make Achilles invincible by dipping him 

into the magic river Styx when he is a baby, but she 

has to hold him by the heel, so one  

spot is left unprotected. 

Achilles grows to be a great fighter,  

but in the battle of Troy, an  

arrow pierces his one weak  

spot – his heel – and he  

is killed.

19
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Heracles

Who he is:

The son of Zeus and a human queen.

His story:

Heracles is a half-god. He is known for his strength 

and skill as a fighter. He has to do 12 ‘labours’ 

including fighting scary beasts such as a nine-headed 

serpent, an invincible lion and man-eating horses.

Heracles survives all the labours, but then he dies 

when his wife is tricked into poisoning him.

The Roman name for Heracles is Hercules.
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Odysseus

Who he is:

Human king of Ithaca.

His story:

Odysseus’s ship is blown off course on the way home 

from the Trojan war. It takes him ten years to finally 

make it back home, and he meets many dangers along  

the way:

 • Sirens – creatures that use their beautiful voices   

  to cause shipwrecks on the rocks. Odysseus gets his  

  crew to plug their own ears and to tie him to the  

  mast of the ship, so he can hear their song as they  

  sail past safely.
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 • Cyclops – a one-eyed giant who traps Odysseus   

  and his crew in a cave to eat them. They have to  

  blind him and sneak past him to escape.

fa
cts

Poseidon is very angry when  
the Cyclops is blinded, because the 

 Cyclops is his son. After that, he uses his  
powers to keep Odysseus lost at sea. 
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 • The Lotus-Eaters – a tribe   

  addicted to eating a strange   

  plant that makes you forgetful.  

  Crew members have to be   

  dragged back to the ship  

  and chained to their rowing 

  benches to escape.

 • Circe – a witch who turns   

  Odysseus’s crew into pigs.
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Greek mythology is filled with terrifying monsters. 

Some of them are a mixture of different animals all in 

one body, such as the chimera.

The chimera has:

 • the head of a lion

 • the tail of a serpent

 • the middle of a goat

It also breathes fire!

Greek Myths and Legends 1-32.indd   24 24/02/2015   15:50



The Hydra is a nine-headed serpent with poisonous  

blood and breath. When Heracles faces it, he finds  

that if he cuts off one of its heads, two more grow  

back in its place.

Charybdis is a daughter of Poseidon and takes the  

form of a huge whirlpool. She sucks in lots of water and 

throws it back up again, destroying any ships around.
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Medusa is a gorgon - an 

ugly beast with wings, 

claws and snakes for hair. 

Legend says if you look 

directly at a gorgon she 

will turn you to stone.

Medusa is killed by the 

hero Perseus. He gets 

close to her by looking 

at her reflection in his 

shield. Then he cuts off 

her head!
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Hades is the god of the Underworld, which myths say 

is the place a person’s soul goes after they die.

The river Styx surrounds the Underworld. Souls of the 

dead have to cross it on a boat.

A large three-headed dog, called Cerberus, guards  

the Underworld, making sure that no souls can  

escape back to the land of the living.

27
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There are different levels within the Underworld:

Elysium is reserved for heroic and virtuous people.  

It is a happy place where souls can be at peace.

Tartarus is the deepest part of the  

Underworld where the souls of sinners  

are sent to be punished.

 

Punishments include rolling a heavy  

boulder up a hill, and just as it  

gets to the top, it rolls back  

down and you have to  

start again.
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Some of the names from Greek myths live on today.  

Some companies use those names for their products:

 • The sports brand Nike is named after the Greek   

  goddess of victory. 

 

	 • Ambrosia custard –  

  ambrosia was known 

  as the sweet, magical  

  food of the gods.
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 • Venus beauty products – Venus is the Roman name  

  for the beautiful goddess Aphrodite. 

 • Atlas (book of maps) –  

  Atlas is a Titan who     

  Zeus punishes by  

  making him carry the  

  world on his shoulders.

 • Apollo entertainment 

  theatres – Apollo is

  the god of music  

  and poetry.

 • Pegasus airlines – Pegasus 

  is a mythical  

  horse that can fly.

30
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 • Venus beauty products – Venus is the Roman name  

  for the beautiful goddess Aphrodite. 

 • Atlas (book of maps) –  

  Atlas is a Titan who     

  Zeus punishes by  

  making him carry the  

  world on his shoulders.

 • Apollo entertainment 

  theatres – Apollo is

  the god of music  

  and poetry.

 • Pegasus airlines – Pegasus 

  is a mythical  

  horse that can fly.

Questions

Who was the very first Greek god? (page 6)

Which Greek god is the planet Jupiter named after? 

(page 8)

What is Apollo the god of? (page 14)

Name two Greek heroes. (pages 19-21)

What is a chimera? (page 24)

Who rules the Underworld? (pages 18 and 27)
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