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We may ask what fire is, what role it has played in human evolution, and what it 

symbolizes. Like the Roman god Janus with two faces facing in opposite 

directions, fire both saves and destroys. Tamed, it purifies and preserves. It 

transforms the raw into the cooked. Untamed, it burns out of control. Whether it 

is good or bad for humans in a given situation depends on how it is handled. 

The power of fire to improve or harm life has given it a prominent role in the 

moral of the story of many myths around the world. 

As introduced by Athina Meli, control of the element of fire was foundational to 

civilization. Indeed, recent research confirms widespread diffusion of the use of 

fire and stone tools among hominids by at least 400,000 years ago, which 

means that there was culture even before homo sapiens. Fire was a key to the 

integration of disparate pre-humans, cooperative social organization, and human 

evolution (Eindhoven University of Technology, 2021).  

Fire provided humanity with warmth from the harsh cold, light in the darkness, 

and protection from dangerous animals. Ancient humans carried torches at 

night, and gathered around campfires, which facilitated communication, story-

telling, and the transmission of culture. Yet like a double-edged sword, the 

destructive power of fire could be overwhelming, in forest fires, accidents, or 

burning down human dwellings, even today. 

Fire has taken on religious significance in various rituals across cultures 

worldwide. The Olympic flame, lit and extinguished to mark the beginning and 

end of ceremonies, harks back to the sacred flame of Delphi. As Athina Meli 

noted, ritually extinguishing and lighting a fire symbolically enacted the fulfilment 

of a need felt for purification or regeneration.  

In Japanese mythology, Masashi Nakamura reports that the fire god 

represented calamity, then protection. Besides reflecting the dual nature of fire 

discussed above, the order from danger to protection from danger could well 

reflect the evolution toward mastering the use of fire. All the while, ancient 

Japanese shamans were negotiating religiously with the divinity of fire to 

propitiate and coax its superhuman power to the side of serving human needs.  



Fire could take or give life, and Masashi Nakamura interprets cooking as linked 

to regeneration, also found in Greek mythology. Fire was a key to producing the 

pottery that preserved food and characterized the prehistoric New Stone Age 

culture of the Jōmon Period. The Neolithic Yayoi Period that came next, ca. 300 

BC to ca. 250 AD, with wet rice cultivation and metalworking brought from 

mainland Asia, was also named after the design of its pottery.  

Furthermore, fire and its power figures in the origin myths of Japan. There has 

never been a clear line between kami deities and ancestors, so to an extent the 

myths reflect human daily life at the time, at least for the elite regional leaders. 

The birth of fire as a deity was connected to female death, but then to the birth 

of further deities, including that of the cooking kiln. Although the fire deity was 

slain by one of the founding gods of Japan, his blood spawned further deities, 

still worshipped today. 

The terrain of Japan was formed by volcanoes, which Masashi Nakamura finds 

significant. Eruptions represent the ultimate display of fire and its power. When 

settlers first arrived in Japan from around 30,000 years ago, the rumbling of 

volcanoes and earthquakes from their standpoint could indicate the displeasure 

of forces beyond human power, so they were inclined to deify and propitiate 

those forces, eventually seeking to harness their power.  

Many Shintō and Buddhist rituals as well as festivals feature the use of fire. In 

Kyōto there is the Mt. Kurama fire festival, with men carrying huge torches at 

night. At the end of the annual o-Bon festival, the visiting spirits of ancestors are 

sent off on the night of August 16th with bonfires lighting up five mountainsides 

with huge Japanese characters such as 大, meaning ‘great.’ 

Although o-Bon is a Buddhist event going back to the time of Buddha in ancient 

India, then in Chinese religions, the aspect of mountains as the abode of deities 

and ancestors is native to animistic Shintō mountain worship. This displays a 

remarkable characteristic of Japanese culture: the peaceful co-existence of 

different religions, the plural religious affiliation of individuals, and the fusion of 

Asian religions (see McCarty, 2000).   

Among the original gods in ancient Greece, one Titan was Prometheus. 

According to Theodore Papakostas, he empathized with human vulnerability 

compared to animals, and took the use of fire to humanity from the exclusive 

realm of the gods. In the myth he literally passed the torch. This, however, upset 

the existing order, placing humanity above animals with a divine element, so 

Zeus exacted punishment. In the end, Prometheus was freed by Hercules, a son 

of Zeus, and the theft of divine fire was vindicated. 

 



Humanity was granted the survival skills of the use of fire, which were disruptive 

but led to civilization. The mastery of such a divine element or complex process 

was also associated with the cognitive evolution of humanity. Theodore 

Papakostas mentioned at the outset that the name Prometheus means 

forethought. This implies thinking about the future, with all its benefits that were 

not available in earlier stages of evolution. Going beyond time to past and future 

considerations is sometimes a mixed blessing, but it was certainly an advantage 

for species survival in a changing global environment.  

To go beyond the present moment dominated by the five senses, humanity 

gained abstract thought, which has led to science and other intellectual 

endeavors, including writing. The mastery of fire is thus associated with the 

evolution from primary perception to the addition of secondary processing of 

information in the frontal lobe of the brain. This goes along with the symbolism of 

fire as generating both heat and light. Fire challenged humanity in various ways 

to be more resourceful. Carrying a torch can symbolize education, the 

transmission of knowledge across generations in cultures. Therefore, among 

other cognitive benefits, fire symbolizes enlightenment. 

Comparing Japanese and Greek mythology with respect to fire, both place fire in 

the province of the gods at first. In the religious rituals of both cultures over 

thousands of years, fire has played a major role in representing transformation, 

purification, and benediction. The natural symbolism of fire as a superhuman 

power for creation or destruction perhaps led to the sense of collective guilt 

represented by Prometheus stealing fire for human use. Both cultures also 

maintained the sacred status of fire through religious practices.  

While all individuals have their own associations with fire, the independent 

arising of Greek and Japanese mythology provides evidence that the symbolism 

of fire and other elemental phenomena is universally human. Fire perhaps 

ultimately symbolizes power itself, which naturally occurs or can be used for 

human benefit or destruction. Fire burns away all nonessentials and 

rationalizations. It is an arena of human competence to tame a stronger power 

and turn a hazardous force into a useful ally.  
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As with fire, we may ask what air is, what role it has played in human evolution, 

and what it symbolizes in mythology. In the literary introduction by Theodore 

Biros [in this book], air or wind hover over water or the sea. Humans love to 

enter water, as if to return to their origins, but must return to the air to breathe. 

The surface marks a boundary between incompatible realms, where humans 

must choose to be immersed in one element or the other at any given moment.  

Whereas, summing up the four elements, in Astrology, people born under fire 

and air signs were believed to be compatible, as were those born under earth 

and water signs. The stars -- related to air, sky, or space -- were believed to 

confer less fortune on the other combinations. C.G. “Jung saw the Four 

Elements as archetypes existing in the collective unconscious and thus present 

in everyone. Jung considered Fire and Air the active, masculine elements and 

Water and Earth the passive, feminine elements” (Hauck, n.d.). This is similar to 

yang and yin in Daoism. Jung connects the element of air with fire as well as 

spirit in myths worldwide: “In keeping with its original wind-nature, spirit is 

always an active, winged, swift-moving being as well as that which vivifies, 

stimulates, incites, fires, and inspires” (1968, para. 390). 

Scientifically, as Theodore Biros explains, air consists of elements from the 

periodic table, predominantly nitrogen and oxygen. Yet air in motion takes on 

many forms from a caressing breeze to gale winds. Air is the main medium of 

sound, and with breathing most necessary for human survival, air is essential to 

life as we know it.  

Masashi Nakamura connects air to wind, weather patterns such as clouds and 

thunder, and celestial bodies prominent in Japanese mythology. Two of the 

three most important children of the founding god of Japan were the deities of 

the sun and the moon. The sun goddess Amaterasu was granted the high 

heavens, while the moon god Tsukuyomi could rule the night. The third precious 

child, Susanoo was not content to rule the seas but sought to mount the 

heavens by negotiating with Amaterasu through a sword and a magatama ball, 

perhaps by linking the double meaning of tama as sphere and soul. From this 

origin myth, a sword and magatama came to represent two of the three Imperial 

Regalia of Japan. 



Amaterasu literally means Heaven’s radiance, and She is believed to be the 

ancestor of the first Emperor. The sun is a universally human symbol as giver of 

life and growth, perhaps originally viewed as a sort of fire in the sky. More than 

2,000 years ago, Japan came to depend on that fire and the other elements for 

rice agriculture, which facilitated gradually more complex social organization, 

until Japan actually became a nation, with a red sun on its flag. 

The sun is the chief cause of the alternating light or darkness of the air. The light 

and warmth of the sun change with the season, location, and weather. The 

capriciousness of Susanoo might represent the insecure uncertainty that ancient 

people felt as they needed predictable seasons, particularly to sow and reap 

their life-sustaining rice crop. As Masashi Nakamura reports, Susanoo took on 

various forms, some harmful. In one episode, his misconduct shamed 

Amaterasu into hiding in a cave, which darkened the world. Yet this made the 

development of performing arts such as kagura dances necessary to entice Her 

to bring back the light. Another moral of the story might be that one’s 

misbehavior shames other family members as well, and has negative 

consequences for the whole community. 

Susanoo eventually redeemed himself, slaying an evil monster, and settling in 

Izumo, which was actually one of the most important sites in ancient Japan. 

Lafcadio Hearn settled in the same region of the grand shrine Izumo Ōyashiro, 

whose prehistoric origin remains shrouded in mystery.  

For the element of air in Greek mythology, [editor] Maria Papatzelou selected 

Eros and Psyche as an inspiring myth. To her, this story is like the element of 

air: always moving, changing, not easy to catch, but it is there. We cannot see 

air, as Psyche was not allowed to see Eros, but it is our breath, our living 

element, so vital to our survival, as love is! The Eros and Psyche myth is a 

beautiful metaphor for the aerial, invisible, movable, and transforming feeling of 

love, that is our breath, which gives life, just as the element of air does. 

The myth spans the Hellenistic and Roman ages, with elements in Plato and 

Greek art, then written in Latin by Apuleius in Metamorphoses. Variations of the 

story have provided a rich well of universally human symbolism. Much of the 

language of love and life derives from these characters. The Greek Eros is 

Cupid in Latin, and the Greek Psyche is Anima in Latin. The etymology of 

English words like erotic, cupidity, psychology, or animation is obvious.   

Eros could fly, as a winged god of desire. The word psyche means soul, spirit, 

breath, or the animating force of life. Psyche also means butterfly, a natural 

symbol for metamorphosis as a creature that transforms and rises from the earth 

to the air. Psyche became immortal through the love of Eros. They finally had a 

daughter, whose name means pleasure. Plato regarded children as physical 



immortality, and creations such as writing or art as mental immortality.  

For air in Greek mythology, Angeliki Koukouvou places Eros and Psyche 

between light and shadow. She recounts the story of the god of love and a 

mortal soul. The earthly beauty of Psyche, however, incurred the jealousy of 

Aphrodite, the goddess of beauty. The plot twists include Eros falling in love with 

Psyche despite his mother Aphrodite, and the envy of sisters of Psyche who 

dishonestly try to break up her relationship with the god. Psyche realizes her 

error of hurting and exposing Eros, who had remained hidden despite his perfect 

appearance, so she goes through trials including the hell of Hades to redeem 

herself. Eros finally appeals to Zeus for divine intervention, and Zeus makes 

Psyche immortal to seal a perfect union with Eros. The pleasure granted to 

humanity represented by their child was thus earned. 

Angeliki Koukouvou concludes with a moral of the story that the lack of love kills 

joy and social cohesion, whereas this myth shows that the soul becomes 

immortal through love.  

Even with a limited selection of Japanese and Greek myths, connections to air 

and the other elements were apparent. Among the commonalities between the 

myths across cultures were instinctive emotions such as jealousy, the 

consequences of misbehavior, and redemption. There was both similarity and 

difference, as the Greco-Roman myth prefigured Western romanticism 

noticeable even today, whereas the Japanese origin myth refers to the female 

anatomy and birth, but does not express romantic love, except perhaps subtly 

through the seductive charm of music and dance. 

Finally, the distinction between mortal and immortal tends to be absolute in 

Western thought, whereas in Japan anything imaginable could be related. 

Ancestors have gone from mortal to immortal as kami gods. In the opposite 

direction, the first Emperor was believed to have descended from the goddess 

Amaterasu. Even Western mythology challenged the ultimate barrier, with Eros 

flying from the heavens to the earth, and psyche as a butterfly rising from the 

earth to the air. The divine and human realms in mythology are permeable in 

both directions. Where elements are more than one, combined and interacting, 

there can be transformation. 
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