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Abstract

This chapter explores how classical literature encodes spatial and environmental 
memory through mythic narratives and how these can be reinterpreted using 
approaches from the spatial humanities. By engaging texts such as the Aeneid, Odyssey, 
and Metamorphoses, the study examines how rivers, forests, and seascapes serve as 
symbolic geographies that structure human-environment relations. Rather than 
presenting an empirical GIS model, this chapter proposes a symbolic cartographic 
reading of classical texts, combining interpretive hermeneutics with emerging digital 
tools. Through this lens, sacred groves, underworld rivers, and heroic journeys are 
reimagined as narrative maps that reflect early conceptions of landscape, ecology, 
and place. The chapter outlines how such symbolic mappings can support transdisci-
plinary dialog between classical philology, environmental humanities, and geospatial 
storytelling, offering a methodological framework for future research in mytho-
cartography and memory-based spatial planning.

Keywords: environmental humanities, classical literature, sacred geography, geospatial 
imagination, GIS in the humanities, cultural memory

1. �Introduction

In classical antiquity, landscapes were not simply passive containers of myth but 
active agents of meaning—animated by gods, charged with memory, and inscribed 
with moral consequence. Whether flowing as sacred rivers, rising as oracular 
groves, or opening onto treacherous Mediterranean coastlines, natural spaces in 
Greco-Roman literature function as both geographic and symbolic structures. They 
encode cosmological hierarchies, articulate boundaries between worlds, and medi-
ate between human action and divine will. Recent developments in environmental 
humanities have reinvigorated interest in how ancient texts imagine nature not only 
as a setting but also as an interlocutor—a sentient presence capable of instruction, 
resistance, and transformation [1–3].
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This chapter explores classical Greek and Latin literature as an ecological and 
spatial archive, using interpretive tools drawn from ecocriticism, cultural geography, 
and digital cartography. The aim is to show how ancient narratives construct “mythic 
geographies”—topographies in which the natural world becomes a medium for moral, 
political, and existential reflection. From the riverbanks of the underworld to the 
sacred groves of Artemis, and from the storm-lashed shores of the Odyssey to the pasto-
ral laments of the Georgics, classical texts map a world where ecology and imagination 
are inseparable. What distinguishes this inquiry is its attention to spatial imagination—
the ways in which place, direction, boundary, and scale shape the cultural logic of 
myth. In this regard, we draw on the methodologies of spatial humanities [4], integrat-
ing textual analysis with historical cartography and GIS-informed perspectives, where 
feasible, to trace the ecological function of place across genres and periods.

The premise is that landscapes in myth are not decorative but cognitive; they 
encode cultural memory, social order, and ecological consciousness in ways that 
remain legible across time. Moreover, this reading unfolds in dialog with contempo-
rary debates on climate change, environmental ethics, and landscape vulnerability. 
The past two decades have seen growing recognition of the role of narrative in shap-
ing environmental imaginaries [5, 6]. Classical texts—long read for their moral or 
esthetic content—also offer a record of ecological insight and spatial sensitivity that 
prefigures modern ecological thought. By reinterpreting these texts through a geo-
critical and ecocritical lens, we argue that myth can function as a counter-archive in 
the Anthropocene: a cultural resource that challenges dominant narratives of mastery, 
separation, and control.

Ultimately, this chapter contributes to an interdisciplinary rethinking of myth 
as a mode of environmental knowing—one that is storied, situated, and spatial. In a 
moment of planetary crisis, returning to the imaginative geographies of the classical 
world may help illuminate the deep cultural roots of ecological belonging and rupture.

Methodologically, this chapter brings together close textual analysis with insights 
from spatial philology, deep mapping, and the spatial humanities. The approach 
is both literary and cartographic: It traces how ancient narratives encode spatial 
knowledge while also exploring how such representations might be recontextualized 
through digital tools such as geographic information systems (GIS) and historical car-
tography. Building on the work of scholars such as Bodenhamer et al. [1], Moretti [4], 
and Westphal [2], the chapter treats classical texts as geo-symbolic archives—where 
narrative, memory, and geography coalesce. While the digital application remains 
illustrative, rather than fully quantitative, this framework allows for the reconstruc-
tion of symbolic geographies—groves, rivers, and coastlines—as spatial structures 
that hold cultural, ecological, and ethical meaning. This approach complements 
current efforts in environmental humanities to read landscapes not only as settings 
but also as agents of memory, identity, and transformation. An illustrative application 
of this approach is presented in Figure 1, which reconstructs the mythic journey of 
Odysseus through a GIS-style cartographic framework. While not empirically precise, 
this visualization demonstrates how classical narratives can be spatially reimagined 
using tools from the spatial humanities, opening interpretive possibilities for mythic 
geographies across the Mediterranean.

1.1 Methodological approach

This chapter adopts a symbolic and interpretive methodology rooted in the 
principles of the spatial humanities. Rather than conducting empirical GIS analysis, 
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it proposes a narrative cartographic reading of classical texts, aiming to trace how envi-
ronmental and spatial meanings are encoded in mythic geographies. The approach is 
inspired by recent interdisciplinary work in literary cartography, geocriticism, and 
cultural geography, which views spatial representation not only in physical but also in 
symbolic and mnemonic terms. Primary sources—including Homer’s Odyssey, Virgil’s 
Aeneid, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses—were examined for recurrent spatial tropes (e.g., 
rivers, groves, coasts, thresholds) and environmental metaphors that construct 
landscape as a site of memory, identity, and transformation. These literary elements 
were thematically coded and then translated into conceptual map layers using 
symbolic GIS thinking. This form of literary geovisualization serves both interpretive 
and pedagogical functions, inviting further interdisciplinary dialog between classi-
cal philology, environmental humanities, and digital spatial storytelling. While the 
method does not aim for empirical GIS accuracy or reproducible datasets, it models 
how symbolic grammars of space within ancient texts can inform new approaches 
to cartographic narration and cultural landscape interpretation. This hybrid frame-
work—what might be termed mytho-cartography—thus contributes to a growing field 
of inquiry that links spatial imagination, ecological consciousness, and geohumanistic 
inquiry in the Anthropocene.

2. �Rivers as moral cartographies

In Greco-Roman literature, rivers are rarely just bodies of water [7]. They are liv-
ing thresholds, charged with memory, justice, and transformation. Flowing between 
life and death, mortal and divine, history and myth, they perform a cartographic 
function that is as much moral and metaphysical as geographic. Read chronologically, 
the representation of rivers reveals a cumulative layering of ecological insight and 
symbolic function—from Homer’s divine torrents to Ovid’s metamorphic flows [8, 9].

Figure 1. 
Speculative cartographic reconstruction of Odysseus’ journey. This map overlays key episodes of the Odyssey 
onto a modern Mediterranean geography. The red directional arrows trace a possible route derived from Homeric 
sources, illustrating how spatial storytelling and GIS-inspired mapping can give narrative form to mythic space 
(source: historical map, public domain).
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In Homer’s Iliad, composed in the eighth century BCE, the river Scamander 
(Xanthus) is not a passive setting but an active participant in war [9, 10]. When 
Achilles clogs its stream with Trojan corpses, the river protests, rises, and nearly 
overwhelms him in return. The waters speak, retaliate, and threaten to erase the 
hero’s triumph, asserting nature’s right to resist violation (Homer, Iliad 21.211–382) 
[10]. Scamander functions as a moral witness, a boundary beyond which martial 
glory becomes sacrilege. The episode foregrounds the idea that rivers possess not only 
physical force but also ethical agency, capable of challenging human violence [11, 12].

A few centuries later, in Apollonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica (third century 
BCE), the journey of Jason and the Argonauts across the Black Sea introduces 
riverine perils shaped by geography, myth, and ritual. To pass the Clashing Rocks 
(Symplegades) and navigate toward Colchis, the crew must observe divine signs and 
release a dove, a gesture of sacrificial knowledge and ecological sensitivity (Apoll. 
Rhod., Argon. 2.317–340) [13, 14]. Here, the riverine world is a test of foresight and 
humility, emphasizing the dependence of even heroic navigation on nonhuman 
omens and flows [15–17].

In the Latin tradition, Virgil’s Aeneid (first century BCE) deepens this hydrological 
symbolism through its underworld geography, structured entirely by rivers. In Book 
6, Aeneas must cross the Acheron and later encounters the Styx, the Phlegethon, 
and the Lethe, each with its distinct moral function. Souls unburied linger along 
Acheron’s banks, awaiting rites; the Styx swears oaths unbreakable even by gods; the 
Lethe offers oblivion to those destined for rebirth (Virg., Aeneid 6.295–751) [18–20]. 
These rivers delineate a moral cartography of the afterlife, organizing souls according 
to justice, memory, and fate. Charon’s ferry is not a passage over water—it is a ritual 
transition between moral states [21].

Ovid, writing shortly after Virgil, reinvests rivers with emotional and meta-
morphic charge. In the Metamorphoses, the Eridanus receives the charred body of 
Phaethon, who fell from the sky after attempting to drive the chariot of the sun. The 
river becomes a site of mourning and transformation, as Phaethon’s sisters, consumed 
by grief, are turned into poplars weeping amber along its banks (Ov., Met. 2.324–380) 
[22, 23]. The river here is both a grave and a witness—a medium through which 
ecological catastrophe is recorded and ritually absorbed.

Taken together, these narratives illustrate how rivers operate as moral infrastruc-
tures—liquid borders that record and respond to human action. They are not just 
scenic routes but actors in mythic causality. Ancient geographers such as Eratosthenes 
and Strabo incorporated these rivers into early maps despite their mythic ambiguity, 
attesting to their symbolic centrality in classical spatial thought [24].

Contemporary scholarship in the blue humanities encourages us to view such 
waterways not only as literary metaphors but also as fluid archives—media of 
memory, justice, and ecological complexity [25, 26]. Whether in Homer’s retaliatory 
Scamander, Apollonius’s omened sea routes, Virgil’s infernal crossings, or Ovid’s river 
of mourning, classical hydroscapes remind us that water is never neutral. It mediates 
between time and myth, ethics and movement, and grief and renewal (Figure 2).

2.1 Shorelines, shipwrecks, and the sea as threshold

Where rivers mark transitions between moral states, the sea embodies the 
instability of the journey itself—an ever-shifting threshold between safety and loss, 
knowledge and disorientation [27]. In Greco-Roman mythology, the Mediterranean is 
not a neutral expanse to be crossed but a realm of trial, revelation, and liminality [28]. 
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Its coastlines and currents frame episodes of displacement, exile, and transforma-
tion. The sea is not only a path but also a protagonist—testing the hero, fragmenting 
certainty, and demanding humility [29, 30]. As such, maritime landscapes function as 
moral geographies, where space is both dynamic and ethically charged.

In Homer’s Odyssey, the sea is a narrative engine that delays and disciplines 
Odysseus. After blinding Polyphemus and incurring Poseidon’s wrath, he is subjected 
to a sequence of oceanic ordeals: shipwrecks, whirlpools, island temptations, and 
storms (Homer, Odyssey 5.282–493) [9, 10]. Each encounter with the sea is a test not 
just of endurance but of ethical growth. The shipwreck is not incidental—it is peda-
gogical. When Odysseus clings to a piece of driftwood, alone and near death, he is not 
only physically vulnerable but also symbolically stripped of power, forced to confront 
the sea as a sentient and retributive force [31, 32]. The narrative thus transforms the 
sea into a moral threshold, where human pride is dissolved in salt water and reconsti-
tuted as insight.

In Apollonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica, written in the third century BCE, the sea 
voyage of Jason and the Argonauts is even more overtly ritualized. The crew’s naviga-
tion through the Clashing Rocks (Symplegades) is only successful after they release 
a dove, observing its safe passage as an omen (Apoll. Rhod., Argon. 2.317–407) [16]. 
This moment underscores that maritime movement in myth is contingent upon ritual 
intelligence—an attunement to nonhuman signs and divine will. Later, as they travel 
along the inhospitable shores of Libya, the Argonauts carry their ship across the 

Figure 2. 
Symbolic map of classical underworld rivers, illustrating their spatial and moral functions in Greco-Roman 
literature. The configuration reflects ancient cosmologies where rivers such as Acheron, Styx, Lethe, and 
Phlegethon serve as thresholds of memory, punishment, and transformation.
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Figure 3. 
Ancient map depicting the coastal areas of Magna Graecia and Sicily. In classical mythology, these shorelines 
functioned as liminal spaces, facilitating episodes of transformation, ritual encounters, and metaphysical 
transitions (source: historical map, public domain).

desert for 12 days, enacting a mythic inversion where the boundary between sea and 
land collapses [33, 34]. The journey thus dramatizes the fluidity of spatial categories 
in classical myth—where the environment is never fixed, and navigation is both literal 
and symbolic [35].

In Roman literature, Virgil’s Aeneid amplifies the sea’s function as a cosmic inter-
mediary. In Book 1, Juno’s storm scatters Aeneas’ fleet, driving them to Carthage 
and altering the arc of imperial destiny (Virg., Aeneid 1.34–123) [18]. But the most 
profound marine encounter occurs in Book 6, where Aeneas descends into the under-
world—a katabasis that begins not in death but at the edge of a sacred coastal forest. 
To enter the realm of the dead, Aeneas must find the golden bough, hidden within the 
forest, and offer it as a key to cross the Stygian marshes [36]. Here, the coastal thresh-
old becomes a mytho-political interface: the meeting point of natural landscape, 
religious authority, and imperial narrative. Virgil thus transforms the seashore into a 
ritual boundary, anchoring metaphysical transition in geographic specificity [37, 38].

As illustrated in Figure 3, ancient Mediterranean shorelines, such as those of 
Magna Graecia and Sicily, represented not only geographic boundaries but also 
symbolic thresholds in classical myths, where human and divine worlds intersected in 
spaces of ritual and moral significance.

Across these examples, the sea and its margins are not only environments of risk 
but also spaces of ethical initiation. They destabilize identity, reroute ambition, 
and demand responsiveness to forces beyond human control. The liminality of the 
shore—neither land nor sea, neither safety nor exile—becomes an ideal space for 
myth to interrogate power, desire, and fate.
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From a theoretical perspective, these maritime mythologies intersect with what 
critics in the blue humanities have described as the “fluid ontologies” of oceanic space 
[39]. Rather than mapping the sea as a void, these frameworks invite us to see water 
as a site of cultural production, a stage for narrative experimentation and existential 
passage. The classical sea, saturated with gods and ghosts, offers early insight into the 
ecological psychology of movement: the sea disorients to reorient; it not only drowns 
but also delivers.

Viewed in conjunction with historical geography, the Mediterranean in antiquity 
was a dense network of trade, cult, and cultural exchange—a reality mirrored in 
its mythic reimaginings. Ancient port cities such as Carthage, Massalia, or Cumae 
become ritual nodes in literary journeys, where landscape and identity are negotiated 
through coastal encounter [40]. In this sense, the shoreline is not a boundary but a 
hinge—a mobile place where moral geographies are reconfigured and spatial belong-
ing redefined.

2.2 Sacred groves and liminal forests

Not all forests are silent. In the ancient imagination, wooded sanctuaries were 
more than clusters of trees—they were inhabited, watchful, and alive with divine 
presence. Groves breathed with memory, pulsed with taboo, and acted as spatial 
boundaries between the world of mortals and that of gods [41]. They functioned as 
liminal zones—thresholds between the human and the divine, the cultivated and the 
wild. These were not only ecological spaces but also ritual architectures, inscribed 
with presence, regulation, and reverence. Trees could shelter deities, avenge trans-
gression, or delimit purity, offering a vegetal grammar through which power, fear, 
and sanctity were spatially negotiated.

In the Greek tradition, one of the most enduring figures associated with wooded 
sanctuaries is Artemis, goddess of wilderness, childbirth, and chastity [42–44]. Her 
groves—such as those at Brauron and Ephesus—are spaces of ambivalence: sites of 
refuge and initiation for young girls, but also of violent retribution [45]. At Brauron, 
young Athenian girls performed rituals of transition, “playing the bear” (arkteia) to 
appease the goddess and symbolically navigate the boundary between wildness and 
civility (Pausanias, Description of Greece, 1.33.1) [46, 47]. Transgression within these 
groves often results in immediate divine response, as in the myth of Actaeon, torn 
apart by his own hounds for having glimpsed Artemis bathing (Callimachus, Hymn to 
Artemis; Ovid, Metamorphoses 3.138–252) [48].

These sacred woods operated as spatialized ethics: to enter them was to cross 
into a different ontological regime, where sound, movement, and intent were under 
divine scrutiny. They were also gendered spaces, tied to the regulation of female 
bodies, fertility, and symbolic boundaries. Although inherently wild, the forest was 
ritually ordered and morally charged, as exemplified by the spatial organization of 
the sanctuary of Brauron, which clearly emphasizes the deep connection between the 
temple structure and its surrounding natural landscape. The image below (Figure 4) 
captures the dense verticality, filtered light, and organic symmetry that characterize 
such sacred forests, marking them as ideal spaces for ritual, taboo, and metaphysical 
transition.

Moving to the Roman world, we see a more formalized conception of the lucus, the 
sacred grove, which becomes an object of legal, religious, and political control. The 
lucus was defined not only by its botanical features but also by its ritual status: entry 
was restricted, certain acts were forbidden, and its boundary (terminus) marked the 
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inviolability of divine property. Varro, in De Lingua Latina (5.41), distinguishes the 
lucus from ordinary woodland by its sacred designation: “lucus a lucendo,” a paradoxi-
cal etymology that links light (lux) to shadowed space—perhaps as a warning or as 
ironic reverence [49].

The lex Luci Cornelii and other legal inscriptions regulated the cutting of trees 
within sacred groves, revealing their status as biopolitical spaces—where the control 
of land, resources, and bodies overlapped. In a time when land use and religious 
propriety were tightly interwoven, these groves embodied both ecological conserva-
tion and juridical order [50, 51].

This political layering becomes more explicit in the works of Lucan, who, in 
Pharsalia (Book 3), describes a dreadful grove near Massilia as an ominous, god-
haunted forest whose trees bleed and animals flee. Caesar’s desire to cut it for his 
campaign is framed not only as sacrilege but also as a cosmic violation (Lucan, Phars. 
3.399–425) [52]. The grove resists, even in silence—a final reminder of the limits to 
imperial ambition and the enduring moral status of nature.

Virgil, too, portrays groves as spaces of sacred memory and ontological tension. 
In Aeneid Book 6, the golden bough is found in a sacred forest, and its removal is 
contingent upon the hero’s alignment with fate and divine will. The forest here is a 
metaphysical checkpoint, regulating access to the underworld and to knowledge itself 
(Virg., Aeneid 6.136–155) [18].

When viewed through the lens of spatial humanities, sacred groves emerge not 
only as narrative motifs but also as ritual landscapes—with observable spatial log-
ics. GIS-based mapping of ancient sanctuary sites reveals the recurrence of groves 
in marginal or elevated positions, often just outside city walls or at watershed 
boundaries, reinforcing their role as thresholds—liminal by position as much as by 
function [53].

What ties these groves together—from Brauron to Massilia—is a shared ontology: 
they are alive, bounded, and ethically consequential. Whether regulating rites of pas-
sage, resisting conquest, or sheltering revelation, sacred forests in classical literature 
challenge the reader to see nature as neither inert nor innocent, but as a political and 

Figure 4. 
Evocative image of a sacred grove. This image, while not documenting a specific classical site, visually evokes the 
qualities attributed to sacred groves in Greek and Roman literature—density, enclosure, verticality, and the sense 
of divine presence. These wooded sanctuaries functioned as moral and ontological thresholds: spatial structures 
that mediated between human action and divine order (source: public domain).
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spiritual actor. Their symbolic density offers insight into how ancient cultures situ-
ated power, purity, and danger within wooded space—and how the forest itself could 
act in defense of its sanctity.

2.3 Mapping myth: Spatial reasoning and symbolic GIS in classical literature

Located on the eastern coast of Attica, the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron was one 
of the most significant ritual spaces for young girls in classical Athens. Functioning as 
both a religious and transitional site, it hosted the arkteia—a rite of passage in which 
girls, symbolically “playing the bear,” navigated the liminal terrain between childhood 
and womanhood. The sanctuary included a sacred grove, a stoa complex, altars, and a 
spring, making it a prime example of what might be termed a ritual ecotone: a spatial 
threshold structured by ecological features and mythic function.

When viewed through the lens of the spatial humanities, Brauron can be inter-
preted not just as a historical site but as a symbolically mappable landscape. Its prox-
imity to the sea, orientation toward sunrise, and vegetated margins reflect a coherent 
cosmology: purity, transition, and control of feminine identity through contact with 
natural and sacred forces. The grove itself—though not archaeologically preserved—
was essential to the site’s ritual grammar: a wooded boundary within which Artemis 
resided, protected, and punished.

Table 1 offers a simplified diagrammatic reconstruction of the sanctuary’s sym-
bolic zones: grove, altar, ritual path, and dormitory. While the precise topography 
remains debated, spatial relationships among elements reveal a deliberate choreog-
raphy of movement, visibility, and environmental interface. Mapping such sites does 
not merely reconstruct physical terrain; it reveals the ritual syntax of ancient myth-
landscapes. This symbolic reading of Brauron’s sacred landscape can be anchored in 
its material remains, clearly displayed in Figure 5. The archaeological site exemplifies 
the visual logic of sacred enclosure, transition, and vegetal framing, highlighting the 
integration of architecture, ecology, and ritual activity.

The spatial configuration of the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron provides a vivid 
case of how ritual environments in antiquity operated through layered ecological, 
architectural, and symbolic elements. Yet Brauron is not an isolated example: across the 
corpus of Greco-Roman literature, mythic and ritual narratives consistently encode 
spatial relationships that are interpretable—if not strictly mappable—through the 
lens of geographic information systems (GIS). While traditional GIS relies on empiri-
cal data and georeferenced coordinates, many classical texts present symbolic spaces 

Zone Function Symbolic role

Sacred grove Divine enclosure Liminality, purity, danger

Ritual path Processional axis Transition, performativity

Spring/water source Ablution, fertility Renewal, femininity

Stoa and dormitories Shelter for arktoi Containment, transformation

Altar area Sacrificial locus Contact with divinity

Table 1. 
Symbolic zoning of the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron. This table summarizes the spatial organization of the 
Brauron sanctuary, highlighting how each architectural or natural element corresponds to a distinct ritual and 
symbolic function. The grove, stoa, water source, and altar work together to form a gendered, sacred ecology where 
transition, containment, and divine contact are spatially choreographed.
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governed by internal logic: sacred rivers, boundary-crossing groves, and transforma-
tive thresholds that structure narrative movement and cosmological orientation. These 
spaces, although non-cartographic in a modern sense, lend themselves to what might 
be called symbolic GIS—a qualitative, interpretive framework that draws on spatial 
reasoning to analyze how culture organizes geography through myth and memory.

Two examples illustrate how such an approach can function. In Aeneid Book 6, 
Virgil describes a meticulously structured underworld where rivers define moral 
zones: the Acheron as the threshold for the unburied dead, the Styx as a barrier of 
divine oaths, the Phlegethon as a space of punishment by fire, and the Lethe as the 
locus of forgetting and reincarnation. These rivers delineate a spatial ethics of the 
afterlife, organizing souls not by location but by fate and ritual status. This geography 
can be represented cartographically through symbolic layering: rivers as flows, cross-
ings as nodal points, and narrative sequences as spatial trajectories. A conceptual GIS 
model might assign vector attributes to each domain, enabling the visualization of 
the moral landscape as structured through water and movement. Rather than literal 
mapping, the aim is to surface the spatial logic implicit in the narrative, showing how 
myth encodes geography not as terrain but as ethical infrastructure.

A second case involves sacred groves in Roman literary and legal imagination. The 
grove at Brauron, the tabooed forest in Lucan’s Pharsalia, and the boundaries defined 
in the lex Luci Cornelii all function as spatial containers of sanctity, exclusion, or 
ritual control. These wooded zones are frequently marked by a dual quality: ecological 
presence and juridical delimitation. In spatial terms, they can be rendered as enclosed 
polygons, with buffer zones that mark degrees of access or restriction. Symbolically, 
they structure movement, contain transformation, or catalyze transgression. From a 
GIS perspective, groves may be modeled through layered attributes—physical (veg-
etation, enclosure), symbolic (purity, taboo), and narrative (events, prohibitions). 
Such mappings would enable not only visual interpretation but also new comparative 
readings across mythic geographies.

Together, these examples suggest a methodological horizon in which GIS-inspired 
tools and spatial reasoning can deepen our understanding of classical culture. Rather 

Figure 5. 
Archaeological remains of the sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron. Located in eastern Attica, Brauron hosted rites of 
passage for Athenian girls and was structured around a sacred grove, a spring, and ritual architecture, including 
stoas, altars, and sleeping quarters. The site exemplifies a ritual landscape in which ecology, gender, and sacred 
topography intersect (source: historical map, public domain).
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than treating texts as incompatible with digital cartography, this approach recognizes 
that literature itself offers spatial grammars—ways of organizing space through nar-
rative, ethics, and cosmology. By adopting a symbolic GIS framework, scholars can 
reconstruct ancient landscapes not as empirical terrains, but as storied environments 
where myth, ritual, and meaning converge.

2.4 Spatial poetics and environmental identity

If mythic landscapes serve as thresholds and trials, they also become repositories 
of identity, loss, and belonging. In Greco-Roman literature, place is never neutral: 
It stores grief, encodes glory, and marks the body of memory [54]. Rivers, groves, 
mountains, and ruins act as affective architectures—sites where emotion, ethics, and 
cosmology converge. Through myth, these places acquire narrative density: They 
remember what was done, suffered, or transformed there, and in doing so, they shape 
both individual and collective identity.

In The Odyssey, Ithaca is more than a destination; it is the image of restored self-
hood, the place where narrative, memory, and geography align. Odysseus’ long return 
across a fragmented Mediterranean becomes a labor of reconnection—to homeland, 
to name, to time itself (Homer, Odyssey 13.187–365) [9, 55]. The island’s physical fea-
tures—the olive tree in the marital bed, the shoreline where Odysseus is cast ashore—
are not just coordinates but anchors of narrative memory, where personal identity 
is embedded in landscape. Figure 1 illustrates a cartographic synthesis of Odysseus’ 
mythical journey, highlighting key geographical landmarks and their symbolic 
significance, and underscoring the deep interconnection between geography and the 
formation of individual and cultural identities.

Similarly, in Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, the grove of the Eumenides outside 
Athens becomes the chosen site of Oedipus’s death and symbolic redemption. The 
grove is liminal—rural yet near the city, sacred yet accessible—and Oedipus’ burial 
there marks a transition from pollution to protection. His body becomes a topos 
of political and spiritual immunity, transforming trauma into territorial identity 
(Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus, 1579–1660) [56].

This notion of eco-affective place is carried forward in Roman literature. In Aeneid 
Book 12, the battlefield becomes sacred after the death of Turnus, as Virgil’s closing 
lines suggest that even spaces of violence are remembered through layers of grief and 
glory (Virg., Aeneid 12.945–952) [18]. The landscape is not just a witness to empire—it 
carries its emotional residues, its sacrificial weight. Earlier, in Book 6, the Fields of 
Mourning hold the souls of those undone by love, mapped into the very soil of the 
underworld. Here, topography becomes psychogeography: the emotional terrain of 
the past literalized in space.

Ovid, with characteristic irony, heightens this dynamic in Metamorphoses, 
where bodies become trees, rocks, and constellations. The transformation of place 
becomes the transformation of self: Daphne becomes laurel, Cyane becomes a pool, 
and Philomela becomes a nightingale. Each metamorphosis is a form of embodied 
memory, wherein landscape is inscribed with injustice, resistance, or survival (Ovid, 
Metamorphoses 1.452–567; 5.432–461; 6.667–674) [57]. These are not passive conver-
sions—they are acts of ecological inscription, where the environment becomes a 
mnemonic prosthesis of trauma and agency.

From this perspective, mythic landscapes operate as archives of emotional and 
ecological experience. They store loss and transformation in the terrain itself, 
prefiguring modern concepts of ecological memory—the idea that ecosystems 
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remember disturbance and that landscapes retain historical trauma in soil, species, 
and scars [58–60].

This ancient sensitivity to spatial memory resonates with current concerns in 
environmental humanities, where the question of “how places remember” is central to 
understanding climate change, displacement, and cultural rupture. In an era of rising 
seas, burned forests, and disappearing homelands, the landscapes of myth remind us that 
environmental identity has always been stratified—built from grief as much as belonging.

Moving from the sacred landscapes of antiquity to the vulnerable ecologies of the 
Anthropocene, we see continuity in how place functions as both a wound and a wit-
ness. Classical texts, far from distant or abstract, model a poetics of attention: They 
teach us to read place not only for orientation but also for meaning. To walk through a 
grove, cross a river, or wash ashore is to enter into a relation with memory, mortality, 
and meaning—an ecological intimacy that classical myth renders vivid and enduring.

3. �GIS and symbolic mapping in the classical spatial humanities

In applying GIS-based methods to classical texts, one encounters a fundamental 
tension: ancient narratives are spatially rich but geographically unstable. Homer’s 
Odyssey, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and Virgil’s Aeneid refer to rivers, cities, seas, and 
groves—yet these spaces are symbolic, layered, and often deliberately elusive. While 
traditional GIS demands mappable coordinates and quantifiable features, mythologi-
cal and literary spaces require interpretive mapping: the reconstruction of imagined 
geographies where meaning is encoded in ritual, memory, and transformation, not 
just in topography.

Rather than viewing this as a limitation, recent advances in the spatial humanities 
(1,4) have argued for a broader understanding of mapping—one that includes narra-
tive cartography, deep mapping, and symbolic GIS as valid scholarly methodologies.

3.1 A working example: Mapping Virgil’s underworld (Aeneid 6)

For clarity, consider a practical example drawn from Virgil’s Aeneid (Book 6), 
describing Aeneas’ journey into the underworld. Although this episode cannot be 
precisely georeferenced, symbolic GIS methods allow spatial visualization by inter-
preting textual indicators as conceptual spatial features:

•	 Site placement (nodes): The entrance to the underworld is placed conceptually 
rather than geographically, using narrative cues: It is situated near Cumae, but 
the exact spatial coordinates remain deliberately vague. Symbolic GIS thus 
positions the entry point (node) in relation to narrative landmarks—such as the 
temple of Apollo and the coastal grove—derived directly from textual descrip-
tion rather than empirical coordinates.

•	 Drawing symbolic rivers (flows): The rivers Acheron, Styx, Phlegethon, and Lethe 
are represented not as geographically accurate waterways but as thematic flows. 
In the absence of precise geography, these rivers are sketched as vector-based 
“symbolic paths,” whose course is guided by their narrative function rather 
than real-world topography. Acheron, for example, is drawn as a boundary 
line (threshold) separating the realm of the living from the dead; Styx as an 
ethical boundary (oaths, moral absolutes); and Lethe as a transformative river 
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(forgetting and reincarnation). Each river’s symbolic function—rather than 
coordinates—determines its position and trajectory on the map.

•	 Indicating directions and movements: Directions within the symbolic GIS are not 
compass-based but narrative-based. Movements—such as Aeneas’ descent and 
subsequent progression—are mapped as conceptual pathways reflecting textual 
logic: from entry point (near Cumae, entrance node) toward narrative progres-
sion (from boundary-crossing of Acheron, through punishment zones near 
Phlegethon, ultimately reaching the Elysian Fields and the Lethe river). Arrows 
or directional lines are employed metaphorically, depicting narrative sequences 
rather than physical navigation.

This symbolic GIS approach generates maps informed by textual interpreta-
tion, representing spatial relationships explicitly encoded by narrative logic, ethical 
boundaries, and symbolic meaning, rather than empirical geography.

Empirical GIS excels in analyzing historical demographics, urban planning, 
or archaeological landscapes. However, when applied to literary texts—especially 
mythological ones—its limits become apparent. Myth does not describe the world 
“as it is,” but as it is felt, remembered, and imagined. This calls for an alternative GIS 
mode: one that does not map data but meaning.

This chapter, therefore, adopts a symbolic GIS framework, where spatial relations 
in texts are rendered into conceptual layers (Table 2).

This mode of mapping is inspired by the work of scholars in narrative geography, 
geocriticism, and deep mapping, which foregrounds the interpretive power of spatial 
forms in literature (1,4,7).

While no digital GIS interface is produced here, the structure of this chapter relies 
on spatial logics derived from GIS methodology. Each textual cluster is treated as a 
spatial narrative unit, visualized through figures that emulate cartographic design.

Rivers (moral cartography)

•	 Iliad’s Scamander is mapped as a resistant node—a site of protest and boundary 
between glory and sacrilege.

•	 Aeneid’s Acheron, Lethe, and Styx are rendered as layered flows in a moral 
geography of the afterlife.

•	 Metamorphoses’ Eridanus serves as an emotional basin—a river of mourning, 
metamorphosis, and ecological witness.

GIS concept Literary equivalent

Layers Narrative episodes/symbolic domains

Nodes Ritual sites, events, characters

Thresholds Rivers, groves, gates, liminal spaces

Flows Movements, journeys, emotional trajectories

Raster/vector data Textual motifs and intertextual recurrences

Table 2. 
Symbolic mapping of mythic rivers in classical texts and their spatial functions. This table summarizes key rivers 
mentioned in Greco-Roman literature, outlining their associated symbolic roles and moral dimensions.
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Sea (mythic itineraries)

•	 Odyssey and Argonautica are analyzed as narrative routes, where movement across 
islands, straits, and whirlpools mirrors inner transformation and the journey’s 
reconstruction as a relational map, tracing not physical location but narrative 
function and ecological encounter.

Forests (sacred ecologies)

•	 The Lucus Cornelii, Brauron’s grove, and the Pharsalian woods are interpreted 
through ritual exclusion, sacred law, and landscape politics.

•	 These sites become geospatial palimpsests, where legal, religious, and environ-
mental codes overlap.

Although this chapter does not present an interactive GIS platform, its figures and 
conceptual models lay the foundation for further digital development. Tools such as:

•	 Neatline (for timeline + spatial storytelling),

•	 Recogito (for geotagging classical texts),

•	 QGIS + StoryMaps (for combining maps and narratives)

could be used in follow-up research to turn these symbolic readings into interac-
tive digital spatial narratives.

The ambition is not to force classical myth into empirical cartography but to create 
maps that think—maps that show how ancient texts constructed space as an ethical, 
ritual, and ecological structure.

4. �Conclusions

In tracing the rivers, coastlines, forests, and underworlds of Greco-Roman myth, 
we have followed more than narrative threads—we have navigated a system of spatial 
ethics, where landscape is alive, memory is embedded in topography, and nature 
acts with agency. These ancient geographies, far from being obsolete, offer us maps 
of moral and ecological imagination—diagrams of how cultures have historically 
encoded power, belonging, and rupture into the land itself.

What emerges is a vision of space as storied and sentient, a vision that challenges 
the modern assumption of environment as neutral or inert. In myth, rivers punish 
injustice, groves protect oracles and punish sacrilege, and seas reconfigure identity 
through loss. These spaces are never mere settings: They are narrative devices, 
spiritual actors, and repositories of memory. In the age of the Anthropocene—when 
landscapes burn, seas rise, and biodiversity collapses—returning to these ancient 
imaginaries may offer more than nostalgia. It may offer perspective.

Classical myths remind us that the Earth has always been more than a backdrop to 
human action. It is a participant in our stories, a medium of justice and transforma-
tion. The punishments of Phaethon, the grief of Cyane, and the fury of Scamander 
each encode the idea that nature not only reacts but also remembers. This is not unlike 
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contemporary theories of ecological memory in environmental science, where ecosys-
tems are understood to store the impacts of disturbance and adapt accordingly.

In an era defined by climate instability, migration, and ecological vulnerability, the 
moral landscapes of myth can help us reframe our relationship to place. Rather than 
seeing nature as a resource or threat, we might learn—again—to see it as kin, inter-
locutor, and judge. The Anthropocene, as scholars have noted, is not only a geological 
era but also a crisis of imagination: It challenges our narratives about control, excep-
tionality, and futurity.

Here, myth becomes a critical resource, a cultural technology for thinking beyond 
the limits of extractive modernity. It provides us with templates of limit, reciproc-
ity, and sacred boundary—concepts that environmental policy alone cannot instill. 
Moreover, it helps us imagine not just ecological collapse but moral reorientation: a 
return to forms of reverence, restraint, and attentiveness that the ancients, in their 
most poetic moments, understood deeply.

If we are to live meaningfully on a damaged planet, we need more than data—we 
need narrative maps. Myth gives us these geographies not only as imaginary settings, 
but as mnemonic systems—frameworks for remembering cultural values, ethical 
choices, and the limits of human control. What we need now is an ecocritical atlas of 
classical space—not to chart what was, but to ask what remains and what still speaks.

To reread ancient myth is to recover a way of seeing: one in which the forest 
listens, the sea mourns, and the river judges. It is to realize that we have never been 
alone in the landscape—and that every threshold we cross, from grove to shoreline, 
asks us not only where we are going but also how we belong.
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