Gods in Exile: A Recurring Theme in Modern Literature
The Olympian gods have remained with us throughout the history of the West. Roberto Calasso writes of one way they came to inhabit the human psyche in the nineteenth century: “the Olympian gods are back and in business, but they live in the demi-monde,” a state of affairs, he says, “which is still very much our own today.” Calasso draws upon Heinrich Heine’s influential theory of “the gods in exile.” Heine’s theory offers the beginning of an interpretive context through which to explain how the Greek and Roman gods are dealt with not only in the nineteenth century but also in a number of works of modern fiction. In this paper, I isolate a narrative pattern where the gods appear as exiles in Heine’s sense. The works exemplifying this narrative pattern can be read together as constituting a literary sub-genre. The pattern takes the following form: 

A. The gods of Greece and Rome inhabit the present, but they live in exile; they are largely neglected, unremembered, or ignored.

B. They encounter a problem or a crisis in the face of which they must act.

C. Given their fall from their prior state of bliss, the gods must rely on some outsider, most often a mortal, who aids them in solving the problem or averting the crisis.

D. While still remaining exiles, the gods end the story in some sort of real or metaphorical “new spring.”

I describe the presence  of this narrative pattern in the plays or fictional works of Robert E. Sherwood, Thorne Smith, Richard Condon, Tom Holt, Neil Gaiman, Marie Phillips, Leslie What, Maria Aragon, and John Banville. I conclude by demonstrating how this narrative pattern underlies the five novels in Rick Riordan’s popular series Percy Jackson and the Olympians. 
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