
Introduction
Long before humans had any knowledge of mechanics, engineering, or electrical circuitry, 
they were dreaming of automatons: artifi cial beings that moved and performed tasks 
independent of human intervention. The concepts of robotics and artifi cial intelligence 
(AI) in Western culture refl ect the traditions of Greek, Egyptian, and Asian mythology 
and the pioneering work of engineers who created the world’s fi rst “automated” machines. 
The dream of robotics and AI refl ects the constant and continuing effort to transcend 
human ability and to understand the human condition by attempting to imitate the 
function of the human body and mind.

Topics Covered in this Chapter Include:
• Greek mythology
• Early automata
• Leonardo da Vinci

1ENDOWED WITH MOTION
Robots in Myth and Legend (800 BCE–17th century)

This Chapter Discusses the Following Source Documents:
Homer, The Odyssey
Callistratus, Descriptions
Yukou, Lie, Liezi
Homer, The Iliad
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2 | ROBOTICS & ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

The myths of many countries contain 
legends about artifi cial beings, some 
humanistic in form, others resembling 

animals or objects. Before the term “robots” 
came into fashion in the late 1920s, a mov-
ing mechanical device designed to look hu-
man was known as an “automaton,” from the 
Greek term meaning something that acts on its 
own. Early myths contained not only automa-
tons but machines that imitated the behavior 
of animals or that gave autonomous motion to 
typically inanimate objects, like lamps, doors, 
or other household objects. The shared char-
acteristic was that all of these mythological 
things had some form of “intelligence,” and 
so they might all be described as “artifi cial be-
ings” of one type or another. 

Mythological automatons and other artifi cial beings represent several goals common to the 
evolution of society. Ancient humans imagined ways to transcend the limits of biology with 
imagined artifi cial beings that had advanced abilities like incredible strength and speed. 
Myths of artifi cial beings refl ect a desire to fi nd a technological solution for a certain prob-
lem and also to understand form and function in nature. By imagining how nature could be 
replicated, philosophers and proto engineers also expressed a desire to better understand 
the natural world. These same motivations continue to guide scientists, engineers, and in-
ventors in the fi elds of robotics and artifi cial intelligence.

Mythological robots gave way to early machines with automatic movement. These curiosi-
ties were simplistic by modern standards, but represent the fi rst steps toward the sciences 
of robotics and artifi cial intelligence as they exist in the twenty-fi rst century. The crucial 
achievement of the early automated machines was to separate the action of the machine 
from the hands of the operator, thus demonstrating independent programmed action. While 
these discoveries might be no more complex than the simplest wind-up toys, this early au-
tomation fascinated the masses and also planted fear about humanity’s intrusion into the 
realm of divine creation. 

Silver didrachma from Crete (c 300 BC) depicting an ancient 
mythical automaton named Talos, via Wikimedia.
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Machines of the Gods
What is a human? What is a living organism? Such questions hinge on one’s worldview, 
whether it’s grounded in the Abrahamic faiths, Buddhism, Taoism, or any other tradition. 
The Abrahamic faiths are a series of religions that emerged in the Middle East, the cradle of 
what is today called Western civilization. These religions began as an offshoot of the Greek 
and Roman mystery cults, which were alternative religions to Greek and Roman classical 
religious traditions. Greeks and Romans embraced a diverse group of gods, known as a 
“pantheon,” but followers of the mystery cults tended to choose one of those gods. The 
mystery cults also believed in a “messianic” structure, meaning that there is a central mes-
senger from the divine realm sent to lead the people. Judaism was the fi rst of the Abrahamic 
faiths, followed by Christianity, and fi nally Islam, which blended with North African nomadic 
tribalist religious traditions. All three faiths share the belief that there is a single god, depict-
ed as male, who created humanity in his image and the world for the benefi t of humanity.1 

The Abrahamic faiths are an example of human-centric religions. 

The Abrahamic faiths have long stood in opposition to science because any development 
that threatens this human-centric view of the world threatens the basic precepts of their 
faith. Further, the Abrahamic religions rapidly evolved into authoritarian states that also 
viewed science as a challenge to their power. From very early on, Abrahamic faith leaders 
opposed the idea of creating machines that imitated or replicated the abilities of humans 
and other species, often utilizing the argument that participating in the creation of beings 
usurps a power that belongs only to God. 

Some have long argued that science and religion need not be incompatible, and many reli-
gious believers in the modern world embrace the fi ndings of science. But, over the centu-
ries, religion has been one of the greatest impediments to scientifi c research, and scientists 
were imprisoned, killed, or professionally ruined for voicing support for a scientifi c concept, 
such as that the earth revolves around the sun. Science and empirical logic eventually dom-
inated the world despite Abrahamic religion, and the evolution of scientifi c thought in West-
ern civilization owes more to the religious and cultural traditions of ancient Greece.2

Students of history often imagine ancient Greece as a single culture, but in reality it was 
a diverse group of city-states, each independent but united through a complex series of 
mutual defense and trade agreements. A number of studies have proven that more diverse 
environments produce more innovation.3 The wider range of viewpoints and experiences 
provides a more fertile substrate for new ideas and often leads to more interesting paths 
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of cultural evolution. Ancient Greece encompassed infl uences from Asia, the Middle East, 
and Africa, and this fi ltered into Grecian philosophy and stimulated the evolution toward the 
scientifi c method. The religion of Greece also refl ected this diversity as each city-state had 
similar gods but might embrace slightly different legends about those gods. The city-states 
also prized artists and craftsmen. This emphasis on art, philosophy, and innovation provided 
the preconditions for the development of scientifi c thought, and the legends and myths of 
the Greek gods also refl ect this protoscientifi c evolution. 

Unlike the comparatively conservative traditions of the Abrahamic faiths, the ancient Greek 
religion was pantheistic, embracing a variety of gods and lesser divine beings that represent-
ed various manifestations of the natural world. The gods were not all-powerful or all-know-
ing, and their legends frequently refl ected human traits or refl ected upon natural forces, such 
as the tides, the rising and falling of the moon, and the changing of the seasons. The gods 
interacted with and often had sex with humans, resulting in extraordinary individuals called 
“demigods” or “heroes” capable of fantastic accomplishments and discoveries. The roots 
of Western science can be found in this interplay between the divine and pedestrian. The 
Greek god Hephaestus, who represented the arts of metalworking, masonry, and sculpture, 
might also serve as the Greek god of robotics. In a number of legends he is described as 
being capable of creating machines so complex that they were endowed with independent 
thought and action. The Greek pantheon was the source for the Roman gods, who often had 
similar roles but different names. After the Roman takeover of Greece, Hephaestus became 
Vulcan, who was likewise the god of fi re, metalworking, and craftsmanship. 

The fantastic creations of Hephaestus/Vulcan are depicted in the famous works ascribed 
to the second-century author known as “Homer,” whose two most famous epic poems, the 
Iliad and the Odyssey, have been for scholars one of the best documents on Greek religion 
and mythology.

In the Odyssey, Homer writes of Vulcan: 
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The mechanical dogs created by Vulcan (or Hephaestus based on the source) were called 
Khryseos (Golden) and Argyreos (Silvery) and stand as one of the fi rst descriptions in the 
Western canon of a robotic machine. The Greeks did not withhold the power to create ma-
chines that imitated life to the gods alone. Although Hephaestus/Vulcan may have invented 
this skill, it was a skill that could be learned by mortal humans. The craftsman and artist 
Daedalus is best known for the failed exploits of his son, Icarus, who attempted to fl y using 
artifi cial wings to escape a tyrant king. Daedalus also created the famed Labyrinth of King 
Minos, an innovative maze designed to keep the minotaur (half-man, half-bull) from wreak-
ing havoc on the kingdom. 

Many stories of Daedalus also ascribe to him nearly-divine power to create machines with 
fantastic properties, including moving machines. The Greek writer Callistratus, who lived 
between the third or fourth centuries CE, described the history behind several Greek statues 
and their relation to the Greek pantheon in his book Descriptions. Callistratus also claimed 
that Daedalus had the ability to create moving statues. In his depiction of the statue of Eros, 
Callistratus wrote: 

ThThe e memechc ana icicalal ddogogs s crcreaeateted d byby VVululcacann (o(or r HeHephphaeaesttusus bbasaseded on n ththe e sosoururcece) ) wewerere ccalalleledd 
KhKhryseos ((GGoldlden)) andd ArA gyreos ((SiSillver )y) a dnd stta dnd as one fof tthhe fifi r tst ddescriiptitions iin tthhe

THE ODYSSEY
by Homer

Source Document Excerpt

On either side there stood gold and silver mastiffs which Vulcan, with his consummate skill, had fashioned 
expressly to keep watch over the palace of king Alcinous; so they were immortal and could never grow old.4

DESCRIPTIONS
by Callistratus

Source Document Excerpt

On the Statue of Eros
“As I gazed on this work of art, the belief came over me that Daedalus had indeed wrought a dancing group 
in motion and had bestowed sensation upon gold. . . ” 
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In some accounts, this ability was perfected later by the sculptor Praxiteles of Athens, who, 
unlike Daedalus, was an actual person whose existence has been confi rmed by historians. 
He is remembered primarily for sculpting Aphrodite of Knidos, which is the fi rst known life-
sized depiction of the naked female form.5 In his description of the statue of Dionysus, Cal-
listratus says of Daedalus and Praxiteles: 

In his description of the Statue of Memnon, Callistratus goes on to state that the artisans of 
Ethiopia had reportedly taken another step in the road toward robotics. While Daedalus had 
been able to create metal statues that could move and feel, the Ethiopians created statues 
that could also talk:

Descriptions
continued

On the Statue of Dionysus
Daedalus, if one is to place credence in the Cretan 
marvel, had the power to construct statues endowed 
with motion and to compel gold to feel human 
sensations, but in truth the hands of Praxiteles 
wrought works of art that were altogether alive. 
There was a grove, and in it stood Dionysus in the 
form of a young man, so delicate that the bronze was 
transformed into fl esh, with a body so supple and 
relaxed that it seemed to consist of some different 
material instead of bronze: for though it was really 
bronze, it nevertheless blushed, and though it had 
no part in life, it sought to show the appearance 
of life and would yield to the very fi nger-tip if you 
touched it, for though it was really compact bronze, 
it was so softened into fl esh by art that it shrank 
from the contact of the hand. It had the bloom 
of youth, it was full of daintiness, it melted with 
desire, as indeed Euripides represented him when 
he fashioned his image in the Bacchae. A wreath 

of ivy encircled his head—since the bronze was 
in truth ivy, bent as it was into sprays and holding 
up the curly locks which fell in profusion from his 
forehead. And it was full of laughter, nay, it wholly 
passed the bounds of wonder in that the material 
gave out evidence of joy and the bronze feigned to 
represent the emotions. A fawn-skin clothed the 
statue, not such as Dionysus was accustomed to 
wear, but the bronze was transformed to imitate 
the pelt; and he stood resting his left hand on a 
thyrsus, and the thyrsus deceived the beholder’s 
vision; for while it was wrought of bronze it seemed 
to glisten with the greenness of young growth, as 
though it were actually transformed into the plant 
itself. They [sic] eye was gleaming with fi re, in 
appearance the eye of a man in a frenzy; for the 
bronze exhibited the Bacchic madness and seemed 
to be divinely inspired, just as, I think, Praxiteles 
had the power to infuse into the statue also the 
Bacchic ecstasy.
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Descriptions
continued

On the Statue of Memnon
I wish to describe to you the miracle of Memnon 
also; for the art it displayed was truly incredible 
and beyond the power of human hand. There was 
in Ethiopian an image of Memnon, the son of 
Tithonus, made of marble; however stone though 
it was, it did not abide within its proper limits nor 
endure the silence imposed on it by nature, but 
stone though it was it had the power of speech. For 
at one time it saluted the rising Day, by its voice 
giving token of its joy and expressing delight at the 
arrival of its mother; and again, as day declined 
to night, it uttered piteous and mournful groans 
in grief at her departure. Nor yet was the marble 
at a loss for tears, but they too were at hand to 
serve its will. The statue of Memnon, as it seems 
to me, differed from a human being only in its 
body, but it was directed and guided by a kind of 
soul and by a will like that of man. At any rate it 
both had grief in its composition and again it was 
possessed by a feeling of pleasure according as it 
was affected by each emotion. Though nature had 
made all stones from the beginning voiceless and 
mute and both unwilling to be under the control of 

grief and also unaware of the meaning of joy, but 
rather immune to all the darts of chance, yet to 
that stone of Memnon art had imparted pleasure 
and had mingled the sense of pain in the rock; 
and this is the only work of art of which we know 
that has implanted in the stone perceptions and 
a voice. Daedalus did indeed boldly advance as 
far as motion, and the materials of which they 
were made and to move in the dance; but it was 
impossible and absolutely out of the question 
for him to make statues that could speak. Yet 
the hands of Aethiopans discovered means to 
accomplish the impossible, and they overcame the 
inability of stone to speak. The story runs that Echo 
answered this Memnon when it spoke, uttering a 
mournful note in response to its mournful lament 
and returning a mimicking sound in response to 
its expressions of joy. The statue in questions both 
lulled to rest the sorrows of Day and caused her 
to abandon her search for her son, as though the 
art of the Aethiopans were compensating her by 
means of the statue for the Memnon who had 
been snatched away from her by fate.6

The depictions of living statues contained in records of Greece and Rome indicate that ro-
botics was not the province only of the divine, a fundamental difference from the imagined 
roles of the divine and human in the Abrahamic faiths. The Greek pantheon empowered 
human creation and innovation, part of the reason that Greece became the cauldron for the 
philosophies that would later lead to the Western scientifi c revolution.

A Shared Vision
The ancient Greeks were not the fi rst or only ancient society that developed myths of fantas-
tic mechanical or artifi cial life. In ancient Egypt, there were likewise legends of living metal 
machines, and these legends fascinated humans for untold centuries. Similar myths can 
also be found in ancient Chinese society. Like Greece, the ancient cultures of both China 
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and Egypt were polytheistic and had societies that elevated artistry and craftsmanship. At-
tempts to create automated creatures grew out of this religious-cultural focus. 

China, like Greece, also had specifi c gods and heroes who represented the arts and crafts in 
their society. For instance, the famous philosopher Kǒngzǐ (Confucius) is described as having 
a friend named Gongshuzi who was one of the greatest craftsmen of the era. According to 
legend, Gongshuzi was able to create mechanical birds out of bamboo that would fl y for up 
to three days. He is also said to have created wooden mechanical horses capable of carry-
ing an actual carriage through the streets. Gongshuzi was eventually adopted as the patron 
saint of carpenters and craft people. Also like Greece, Chinese mythology does not restrict 
the capability to create automata to the gods, but describes this as one of the highest levels 
of human skill. Yan Shi the Artifi cer, a legendary engineer who lived in the ancient Chinese 
kingdom of Mo, crafted a life-sized automaton that could move and sing for the Fifth King 
of the Zhou Dynasty. The story comes from the Liezi text, a volume of stories composed 
sometime in the fourth century BCE: 

LIEZI
by Lie Yukou

Source Document Excerpt

The king stared at the fi gure in astonishment. It 
walked with rapid strides, moving its head up and 
down, so that anyone would have taken it for a live 
human being. The artifi cer touched its chin, and 
it began singing, perfectly in tune. He touched 
its hand, and it began posturing, keeping perfect 
time. . . . As the performance was drawing to an 
end, the robot winked its eye and made advances 
to the ladies in attendance, whereupon the king 
became incensed and would have had Yen Shih 
executed on the spot had not the latter, in mortal 
fear, instantly taken the robot to pieces to let him 
see what it really was. And, indeed, it turned out to 

be only a construction of leather, wood, glue and 
lacquer, variously colored white, black, red and 
blue. Examining it closely, the king found all the 
internal organs complete—liver, gall, heart, lungs, 
spleen, kidneys, stomach and intestines; and over 
these again, muscles, bones and limbs with their 
joints, skin, teeth and hair, all of them artifi cial. 
. . . The king tried the effect of taking away the 
heart, and found that the mouth could no longer 
speak; he took away the liver and the eyes could 
no longer see; he took away the kidneys and the 
legs lost their power of locomotion. The king was 
delighted.7
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Machines for Thought

In the modern world, robotics and artifi cial intelligence are correctly perceived as existing within 
the realm of science and engineering, but in the ancient world the idea of moving machines or 
proto-robots were often seen as representing the divine. This association between proto-robotics and 
divinity is clearly refl ected in an unusual historical artifact from ancient Egyptian culture. 

Like ancient Greece, ancient Egyptian society was, for hundreds and hundreds of years, a series 
of city-states that were culturally united but also distinct. This cultural diversity proved an unusually 
rich environment for art and craftsmanship and also for mythology. The ancient Egyptian myths tell 
stories of a large, diverse pantheon of gods and demigods whose powers and adventures refl ect on 
nature and human evolution. Also like ancient Greece, the ancient Egyptian culture had gods and 
demigods that represented the arts of sculpture and metalworking, and myths of these gods are tied 
to the development of technological innovations. 

Archaeologists studying ancient Egypt have found evidence that some religious sects in ancient 
Egypt used the myth of animate machines to convince visitors to the temples of worship that they 
were experiencing some form of divine experience. Large stone statues have been found dating back 
to at least 4500 years ago that contained a hollowed, open section where an individual, most likely a 
priest, might remain hidden. Visitors to the temples might seek advice from the gods and the priests 
concealed within the statues would offer it, speaking through the statue as if the voice was emanating 
from the god represented by the statue. It is unclear whether visitors to the temple were aware that 
the advice they received was coming from a priest or whether they believed that a god was speaking 
to them, but the invention of this religious theater demonstrates the association between divine 
magic and the spark of animation. It is also believed that the ancient Egyptians created ways to make 
some of their statues move, further invoking heavenly power by allowing statues of divine fi gures to 
appear to move on their own.a

Works Used

a McCorduck, Pamela. Machines Who Think. New York: Taylor & Francis, 2004.
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The fact that the mythology of automata was not confi ned to a single region or civilization 
helps to explain why the invention of actual automated devices also occurred in several 
places around the world simultaneously. The early inventors and engineers who created the 
fi rst automata were inspired by the legends of gods and heroes. For instance, famed Italian 
inventor Leonardo da Vinci created an automated knight around 1495, one of the earliest re-
corded functional automated machines. Da Vinci’s creations were at the intersection of art, 
science, and engineering, refl ecting the unusually inventive mind of their creator. In creating 
what is now known as his “robot knight,” da Vinci fi rst built mechanical models of muscles 
and joints in the human body in an attempt to distill the messy business of biological form 
into components that could be replicated by wood and metal. Though the exact design of 
da Vinci’s creation has been lost, and engineers are therefore uncertain how the machine 
functioned, it is believed that it utilized a “clockwork” mechanism, such that a spring could 
be wound that then performed a certain set of movements once the winding mechanism 
was released. Da Vinci’s experiments in automation provide an excellent example of how 
the dream of independent machines progressed, from the myth of mechanical dogs and 
statues to inventors like da Vinci who attempted to imitate biological form and function 
through engineering.8

Across the ocean, in Japan, ingenious craftspeople of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies created their own automated devices, known as “karakuri ningyō,” which essentially 
translates to “trick” or “magic” puppet. The term covers a wide variety of inventions powered 
by springs and metal gears that were sold for entertainment. Miniature humanoid versions of 
these devices were designed to imitate samurai swordsmanship, while automated maidens 
performed simple dance moves. The engineers who created these devices did not confi ne 
themselves to the human form, but also built moving animals as well. The proliferation of 
Japanese karakuri ningyō automata became popular in the 1700s, when hundreds of these 
devices were commissioned to serve as displays in shops and other offi cial buildings. At the 
time, they were a popular curiosity, but writing from the era also indicates that the creation 
of karakuri ningyō was considered the cutting edge of mechanical design.9

Da Vinci’s moving knight, and the karakuri ningyō of Japan, were created for entertainment 
purposes, and automated machines of this kind are still displayed for amusement in muse-
ums and commercial window displays, but the ancient myths and the early experiments in 
automation were not only about entertainment. One can also fi nd, in ancient texts and leg-
ends, the idea that automated devices could augment human life and abilities. For instance, 
da Vinci is believed to have created an automated carriage capable of moving on its own. 
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Model of a robot based on drawings by Leonardo da Vinci at 2005 Berlin Genie exhibit. By Erik Möller, via Wikimedia.
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Although this was a creation of fancy, the underlying idea is not far from the concept of the 
self-driving car that has become the focus of intense engineering and development in the 
twenty-fi rst century. The Chinese legends of Gongshuzi and his wooden automated horses, 
refl ect a similar dream, of creating automated devices that would enhance human life by 
helping humans travel from one area to another.

Robotics and artifi cial intelligence are, on one hand, born from the desire to understand and 
imitate biological capabilities, but the other side of the robotics and artifi cial intelligence 
coin is the goal of enhancing human life and even of creating machines that are capable of 
performing tasks beyond human abilities. This motivation is also present even in the earliest 
legends of automata and living machines. In Homer’s Iliad, for instance, he writes of Hep-
haestus:

Karakuri with mechanism at the National Museum of Nature and Science, Tokyo, 
via Wikimedia.
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ILIAD
by Homer

Source Document Excerpt

“[Hephaestus] was sweating as he turned here and 
there to his bellows busily, since he was working 
on twenty tripods which were to stand against the 
wall of his strong-founded dwelling. And he had 
set golden wheels underneath the base of each one 

so that of their own motion they could wheel into 
the immortal gathering, and return to his house: a 
wonder to look at. These were so far fi nished, but 
the elaborate ear handles were not yet on. He was 
forging these, and beating the chains out.”10

According to Homer, Hephaestus had created metal tripods (which were used to hold fi re 
for light) that were capable of moving on their own and following him about as he moved 
through his home. Though mystical in the conception of Homer and observers of the era, 
Homer is essentially describing a simple “smart light,” far simpler in fact than many of the 
devices on the consumer market in the twenty-fi rst century. The dream of automation was 
always also about enhancing human life by automating machines to substitute for human 
effort. As automation proceeded beyond the simple clockwork devices of early engineers 
to enter the era of electrical manufacturing, development of robotics followed both of these 
ancient paths, on one hand attempting to imitate and refl ect the natural world, and on the 
other attempting to solve practical human problems through technological innovation. 

CONCLUSION

The appearance of artifi cial beings in mythology from around the world demonstrates 
that the idea of creating mechanical imitations of living beings is ancient. Scientists 
and philosophers are still participating in a tradition that can be traced back to ancient 
Greek myths and engineering and metalworking guilds. Despite the many years it took 
for mechanical engineering to advance enough to produce the fi rst automatons, interest 
in making this technological leap never disappeared. The earliest automatic machines 
resulted in an unexpected identity crisis as humanity gradually began to realize that 
automation could, and perhaps would, change the nature of human life and work. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• How does the philosophy of artifi cial beings refl ect the desire to surpass human 
capabilities? 

• How does the philosophy of artifi cial beings refl ect the desire to understand nature 
and the function of the natural world? 

• Why do some religions oppose the creation of artifi cial life?
• Is a robot an artifi cial life form? Why or why not? 
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