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The Marriage of Life and Chaos 
 

Underlying a thin veneer, an ethereal veil of image and word, yawns the bottomless abyss of 

existence: nameless and faceless, in its boundless darkness neither motion, nor time can even be 

imagined, and not even light may escape. Should one venture too far unto the edge of the 

precipice, and peer too deep into the blackness, for all eternity he shall be irretrievable. This the 

Greeks understood well—all too well. The Titanic universe is all that the Olympian is not: there, 

beauty, courage, love, betrayal, and even law are altogether insignificant—there, the deep, dark 

voice of necessity lonesomely echoes in endless halls devoid of all else. This perspective lies at the 

heart of one of the most profound arguments that Callaraso makes in his book, The Marriage of 

Cadmus and Harmony: namely, the notion that Olympus is a rebellion of appearance against 

necessity.   

 That the Greeks, the Athenians in particular, were painfully aware of the absurd, 

incommensurable nature of existence is made glaringly obvious by the form of art they valued 

most: tragedy. These tales can be seen, overall, as a celebration of the absurd—mortal impotence, 

ignorance, and hopelessness placed a pedestal for all to behold in a maelstrom of death and ruin 

orchestrated by cruel divinities. Tracing the story of Icarius, to whom Dionysus gave the gift of the 

vine, and with it, the intoxication of wine, Calasso distills the wide concept of tragedy into this 

short formula: “the dance around the goat is also the dance of the goat” (40). Icarius slaughters a 

brazen goat that ate the leaves of his newly planted vines, skins it, and wears its pelt while dancing 

around the mangled, skinless corpse with his the people of his village. Later, when Icarius himself 

is slaughtered like a pig, another farm animal, with the aid of an agricultural instrument, a cooking 

spit, he realizes that by slaughtering the goat he became the goat, and becoming the goat, he has 
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also come to share its grim fate. A short glance at some of the central tragic Greek myths reveals 

the accuracy of this formula. Beginning in the Iliad, and ending with the Oresteia, in an endless 

procession one murderer after another becomes victim, who becomes murderer. Beginning with 

Atreus’s butchery of his nephews, and ending with Orestes’ murder of his mother, the entire 

Hellenistic world is engulfed by war, and atrocity closely follows atrocity. In the world of Athenian 

tragedy, one always becomes that which he sought to destroy, and it is exactly in his most 

resplendent hour of victory that the hero is undone. Despite how much we would like to deny that 

it is so, this is precisely the absurdity that is the deeper, truer reality of human existence. This is 

the titanic necessity that lurks beneath the civilized world of image and order mankind hopelessly 

struggles to maintain. Under the stifling oppression of so grim a reality, the Athenians, with their 

acute sense for the absurd, could never have endured life if not for the aid of the frivolous, playful, 

and bright Olympians who turn even the greatest of massacres into a festivity.  

 The rebellion of Olympus against the titanic forces is impotent, pointless, and hopeless, 

and the Olympians are the first to acknowledge this: “Ananke, necessity, stands above everything 

in ancient Greece, even Olympus with its gods (96). Ananke is Kronos’s titanic wife, and together 

they reign over the titanic universe just as Zeus and Hera reign over Olympus. The bonds of 

necessity can never be undone, this the Olympians knew all too well. Their rebellion against the 

titanic forces is spectacular and divine, but altogether futile, for the titanic truth is the nature of 

reality itself. While the ideas of time and necessity may be vanquished by flaming swords and 

thunderbolts for a short while, their reality may never be undone—their encompassing presence 

and undisturbed reign are the very pillars upon which hangs the entirety of creation. The Greeks 

did not seek to unravel the Gordian knot, but, like Alexander, they sought a way around it (99). 

The nature of reality may not be altered, but its appearance can. And this is precisely what 
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Olympus is for the Greeks. The net of Ananke that clutches the warriors waging war beneath the 

walls of Troy, and stretches to engulf the entire world, Olympus included, is not undone, but is 

replaced by Hephaestus’s golden web that holds the playful, sinful lovers, Ares and Aphrodite, 

prisoner (100). The titanic net that traps the civilizations of Troy and Greece and the whole 

doomed race of heroes in its folds, leading them to their tragic slaughter, looks very different from 

the spindly, golden chain that holds the two love embarrassed lovers in embrace, yet it is one and 

the same. The necessities of a titanic, mechanistic, indifferent universe hold all beneath their 

sway. 

 In short, one could say that Olympus is an error: a false faith in the value of beauty, 

heroism, love, loyalty—in life itself. The titanic universe is, and has always been the universe itself, 

while the universe of appearance and story that humanity weaves is a veil so thin it can hardly be 

said to exist. Yet, as Nietzsche once said, without error there is no life. It is precisely because they 

understood the yawning abyss that existence itself when stripped of our stories is, that the Greeks 

loved beauty and image above all else. Olympus symbolizes the Greek refusal to be vanquished by 

the bondage of necessity and the titanic burden of reality. It symbolizes Greek insistence on 

finding beauty and celebrating life, despite its tragic nature. And more than anything, it symbolizes 

the triumph of error over truth—of life over chaos—and the marriage between them.  
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