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Introduction

People, Earth and Sky is a selection of articles written for a

variety of magazines between 1992 and 2002, exploring

ancient cosmology, mainly that of the Indo-European-

speaking peoples. The texts collected here have been altered

only in ways that provide a degree of consistency in

presentation, but also to restore them to how I first

envisaged them. I have tried to ensure that apostrophes,

ellipses, quotation marks, footnotes and punctuation are

consistent. Typos have (I hope) been identified and

corrected, as have (thankfully) a couple of textual nods.

Bibliographies have been revised to the following format:

author, year of original publication (including translations),

and title; things like publisher and place of publication seem

a bit redundant in these days of reprints, online shopping

and e-books. Finally, I have restored diacritics and special

characters where they were either changed by editors, lost in

transfer, or omitted and replaced by near-equivalent

characters due to the mechanical typing or word-processing

limitations of the day. I have not tried to remove repetition

inevitably arising from overlapping themes. The texts are

presented here more or less as intended and as they should

have been, hits and misses, warts and all. The temptation to

update has been resisted.

Alby Stone

Walworth

August 2025





A Threefold Cosmos

First published in At the Edge 5, 1997.

Georges Dumézil and Indo-European tripartition – a

brief history

1930 was to prove something of a landmark year for

mythologists and Indo-Europeanists. In the Journal Asiatique

for that year, Georges Dumézil published an article on

social structure in ancient Indian and Iranian cultures. He

asserted that the early Indo-Iranians were formally divided

into three social classes [Dumézil 1930]. To those of us

raised in a notoriously class-conscious society, in winch the

Hindu caste system is also now a feature in some places,

such a statement might seem fairly innocuous. But

Dumézil’s article was the beginning of a major reappraisal

of Indo-European myth, legend and social tradition, and

sparked a debate that continues to this day.

Dumézil examined the collection of Iranian religious texts

known as the Avesta and found references to priests,

warriors, cultivators, and artisans – the last two being
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divisions of a broader ‘working class’ – and found the same

pattern1 in later Iranian texts, in Scythian and Ossetic

traditions, and in India from Vedic times onward2 (see

below). In 1932 Emile Benveniste published a response in

the same journal. Benveniste not only confirmed Dumézil’s

proposals but suggested that the tripartite social division

was bound up with an Avestan myth of Yima, the first man,

creating a subterranean kingdom – mythical sociogony

echoed in Ferdowsi’s epic Shah-Nama when Jamshid (Yima

as a pseudohistorical figure) divides humanity into similar

classes.

The next significant development came in 1938, when

Dumézil published a study of Roman priesthood in Revue de

l’Histoire des Religions. In this article, Dumézil pointed out the

correspondence between the three Indian castes, Celtic

social divisions, and the Roman priests associated. with the

Capitoline triad of Jupiter, Mars and Quirinus. He noted

that there are differences between the three systems. The

Indian expresses rigid social classes and a clearly defined

hierarchy and ranges of influence; while the Roman one

represents social functions or activities. Dumézil stressed

their fundamental similarity [Dumézil 1938].

Dumézil continued to develop this theme. 1940 saw the

publication of Mitra-Varuna, a study of dual representations

of sovereignty in Indo-European (IE) tradition, in which he

examined the IE concept of sovereignty, concluding that it

tended to be two-fold, comprising a legal-juridical aspect

and a magico-religious one. In Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus (1941)

Dumézil first examined Indo-Iranian tripartition and related

issues, asserting that it was not just an Indo-iranian

phenomenon – rather, it belonged to the entire ancient IE
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world, part of a common heritage – then showed how it

was deeply ingrained in Roman culture. It was in this study

that the extent of IE tripartition as Dumézil saw it first

became really clear: it was relevant to social structure,

traditional history, myth, ritual, and magic. Over the next

four decades, Dumézil – along with an ever-increasing

number of adherents, some of whom styled themselves his

disciples’ – gradually drew out more examples of this

tripartition. Dumézil’s own work reached new heights with

Les dieux des Indo-Européens and L’idéologie tripartie des Indo-

Européens in 1952 and 1958 respectively, in which he

synthesised and consolidated his earlier work; and again

with the series Myth et épopée, the first volume of which was

published in 1968, tracing the passage of archaic myth into

epic and pseudo-history.

The tripartite schema formed the core of Dumézil’s work

from the 1930s until his death in 1985. Elsewhere in the

vast corpus of his writings, he addressed many other issues

relevant to IE cultural history. However, it is the

trifunctional ideology that concerns us here.

Ideology and functions

Dumézil characterised the tripartite system as an idéologie.

This does not quite signify an ideology as the word is

generally used in modern parlance. Dumézil used the term

as a catch-all embracing ‘philosophy’ and ‘conception’, as

well as ‘ideas’3 [Belier 1991: 29-30]. He called the three

strata ‘functions’, another sociological term modified for his

own purpose. In Dumézil’s usage, a function refers to one

of the three social strata, plus its divine representations and
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attributes, and their associated behaviours – but it has a

more fundamental meaning, denoting ‘the principles in

terms of which these phenomena are defined’ [Littleton

1982: 5]. This is stressed by his equation of ‘three modes of

activity’ with ‘three social functions’ in the 1938 article cited

above, and the apparent synonymity of ‘activity’ and

‘function’ elsewhere in his work [Belier 1991: 29].

For Dumézil the IE ‘ideology’ comprised three ‘functions’,

which generally occurred in a hierarchical order. The first

function is sovereignty, often divided into the legal-juridical

or secular, and the magico-religious or sacred, responsible

for social and cosmic order. This function is represented by

both kings and priests, though it was probably originally

wholly sacerdotal. The second function is physical force,

represented by warriors, involving physical strength and

martial themes. The third is fertility and prosperity,

represented by food-producers and cultivators, but also

including artisans, and embracing beauty, sexuality, and

wealth. Like the first function, the third is often represented

by a duality, a pair of equestrian twins who are protectors of

the common people.

Strictly speaking, kings/priests, warriors and farmers/

artisans belong to or represent the three functions rather

than actually being them. The same is true of their

behaviours – wisdom or sanctity belong to the first

function, aggression and strength belong to the second,

love and fecundity belong to the third. But they are not the

functions themselves. This is because the tripartite

‘ideology’ is a cosmological system that reaches far beyond

the merely social or behavioural, encompassing the whole

perceived cosmos and linking it to the human individual
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and social bodies by means of an array of correspondences

and metaphors. The word ‘function’ may be inadequate,

perhaps even confusing, but in context it is probably as

good as any.

Illustration from Olaus Magnus's Historia de Gentibus

Septentrionalibus of 1555, showing Óðinn, Þor and Freya. This is based

on Adam of Bremen's description of the divine triad at Uppsala. Freya

appears here instead of Freyr because of a misreading of the name Fricco as

Frigga, via an earlier Swedish rendering Frighe.

Origins of the trifunctional system

The trifunctional system is based on the image most

familiar to everyone, the human body. This is hinted at in

the medieval Irish story of Lugaid (‘of the red stripes’) who

was conceived when his mother slept with her three

brothers on the same night, so that he had three fathers. He

was born with red stripes around his neck and waist: his

head resembled that of his father Nár (‘noble’); his arms

and chest resembled Bres (‘combat’); and from the waist

down he resembled Lóthar (‘washtub’ or ‘trough’). Lugaid’s

fathers clearly belong to the three functions, and it is no
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surprise that he went on to become a king [Lincoln 1986:

158-62).

The basic IE social tripartition arises from all identhication

of the cosmos with the human body. Each function refers

to the three main sections of the body, just as it is divided

in the story of Lugaid. The most prominent feature of IE

creation mythology is the dismemberment of one

primordial twin by his brother, following which the cosmos

is made from the divided parts, which are transformed into

their homologues: bone to stone, blood to water, flesh to

earth, skull to sky, and so on. Versions of this myth were

known in India and Iran, and among the Germans. Its

echoes can be seen in Irish and Roman tradition. While the

transmutation of human tissue into cosmic matter is not in

itself confined to the tripartite pattern, the essential unity of

humanity and cosmos is perfectly drawn [Lincoln 1986].

But IE cosmogony is directly relevant to the three

functions. The Puruṣasukta – a creation hymn from the Rig

Veda – tells how the cosmos was made from the division of

Puruṣa the primal man. This also gives rise to the social

classes: priests from his mouth, warriors from his arms,

commoners from his thighs, and servants from his feet. In

the same hymn the division of Puruṣa gives rise to the four

directions, and to three cosmic layers – the heavens, the

atmosphere, and the earth. The three-layer cosmos is also

found in Rome, where the Ius Fetiales, a type of priesthood

whose role was the ritual claiming of foreign territory for

the Roman state, invoked the triad Jupiter, Mars and

Quirinus as well as three groups of gods known as the

caelestes, terrestres and inferni. Cosmic tripartition also occurs
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in Norse myth, with the three roots of the tree Yggdrasill

that reach to the heavens, the earth and the underworld.

The cosmos/body homology is reiterated time and again in

IE tradition, as is the tripartite structure of the cosmos. The

mythical creation is also relevant to the tripartition of

society, though it is not the only sociogonic tradition.

Social tripartition

We have seen that Iranian society in the Avestan period was

divided into three classes (athravan – ‘priests’; rathaelstar –

‘warriors’; vastriyofsuyant – ‘farmers’; and huitis – ‘artisans’),

which resembled the Indian division of society into

Brāhmaṇas, Kṣatriyas and Vaiśyas – priests, warriors, farmers.

There is a fourth group, the Sudras, the servants mentioned

in the Puruṣasukta. The first three only are known as arya: in

other words, the Sudras were not originally part of the early

Indic ethnic group. The original Indo-Iranian tripartition is

demonstrated by the tradition of Scythian origins recorded

by Herodotus in his Histories. Four golden objects – a yoke

and plough, a sword, and a libation cup – fell from the sky

and were claimed by Kolaxaïs, the youngest of three

brothers, who became king by virtue of possession. These

objects represent the three functions. the yoke and plough

together representing the third. Kolaxaïs was the ancestor

of the Paralatai, the `Royal Scythians’; from his brother

Lipoxaïs the Aukhatai ‘Warrior Scythians’ were descended;

while from the third, Arpoxaïs, came the Katiaroi and

Traspies, the ‘Agricultural Scythians’ (i.e. herders and

farmers).4
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Similar tripartitions can be seen in other early historical IE

groups. Although their mythical origins are not preserved,

in De Bello Gallicum Julius Caesar tells us that the Gauls were

divided into druides, equites and plebes. Tacitus records a

Germanic tradition of a primordial being called Tuisto,

whose son Mannus begot three sons, whose offspring were

known as Herminones, Istvaeones and Ingvaeones. These

are problematic names, but they do seem to refer to the

three functions [Puhvel 1987: 285-6: Lincoln 1983: 47].

The Old Icelandic poem Rígsþula tells how the god

Heimdallr, using the name Rígr, goes out into the world and

fathers four children: Þræll, Karl, Jarl and Konr ungr. These

are a serf, farm-worker, nobleman and sorcerer (the last is

also a pun on konungr ‘king’) – a situation that may not be

typical of early Germanic society, but which is relevant to

medieval Scandinavia and is not far removed from ancient

India and Iran. The name Rígr ‘king’ again points to the

embodiment of all three functions in the royal person

[Dumézil 1973: ch. 6: Puhvel 1987: 191-2J.

Divine triads

The Capitoline triad of Jupiter, Mars and Quirinus has

already been mentioned. Other equivalent trifunctional sets

– where a clearly-defined group of three gods, or three main

gods plus subsidiary divinities, are venerated or represented

together as a formal triad – include Óðinn, Þórr and Freyr,

depicted together in the pagan temple at Uppsala in

Sweden, according to an account given by Adam of

Bremen, though a later depiction by Olaus Magnus

substitutes the goddess Frigg for Freyr (see page 9).

Óðinn’s position as leader of the Æsir and his magical
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abilities mark him out us a clear first function figure. Þórr

was the defender of the gods, the most bellicose of their

number. The image of Freyr at Uppsala was ithyphallic.

The Holy Oak at Prussian Romuva, as depicted in 1864.

In Baltic pagan religion, the trio Patulas, Perkunas and

Patrimpas – venerated together at the sacred oak of

Romuva in pagan Prussia up to the sixteenth century – are

evidently in the same mould. Patulas was, like Óðinn, a god

of the dead. Sacrifices to him consisted of the heads of an

ox, a horse, and a man: the head is the part of the body

belonging to the first function. If Patulas was dissatisfied

and needed to be appeased, the only satisfactory offering

was the blood of a priest. Perkunas was depicted as a red-
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faced, angry man. The noblest prisoners of war were

sacrificed to him. Patrimpas, portrayed as a smiling young

man wearing a wreath made of ears of grain, was honoured

with child sacrifice. He was associated with fertility, growth

and renewal [Usačiovaitė 1996]. 

The earliest possible textual reference to a set of

trifunctional divinities occurs in a treaty between the

Hittites and Mitanni, preserved on a clay tablet of about the

fourteenth century BCE. The treaty invokes thirty deities,

among whom are the following: ilani Mi-it-ra-ash-shi-il ilani

U-ru-w-na-sh-shi-el ilu In-da-ra ilani Na-sha-at-ti-an-na. These

are the thirteenth to sixteenth deities named in the text

[Belier 1991: 60]. These are recognisably the same as Indian

Mitra, Varuna, Indra and the Násatyā – a sequence invoked 

in two important rituals, the building of the ahavaniya altar

and the pressing of Soma. Mitra and Varuna, invoked as a

pair, are a joint representation of sovereignty, the legal-

juridical and magico-religious duality that make up the first

function. Indra is the belligerent thunder-god, equivalent to

Þórr and Perkunas, while the Násatyā are the same as the 

Aśvins, the horse-twins who protect the social groups 

associated with the third function; they are equivalent to the

Dioskuroi of Greek myth.

A divine triad seems also to have existed among the Gauls.

The Roman poet Lucan in his Pharsalia describes human

sacrifices made to three gods, Teutates, Esus and Taranis.

Their names indicate a functional tripartition: Teutates is

from the same root as Irish tuath ‘people’, and so is

equivalent to Quirinus. Esus (also occurring as Aesus)

seems to mean ‘lord’. Taranis means simply ‘thunder’. Esus

is depicted on the Gallo-Roman altar found in 1711 at the
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cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris, along with two other

gods, named as Jovis and Volcanus. Unfortunately the

vagaries of the interpretatio Romana have obscured this

particular triad.

The three sins of the warrior

Just as a king embodied the three functions as a prerequisite

for authority and obligation, so the warrior was bound by

his position to uphold the integrity of the tripartite system.

Dumézil identified a strand of IE tradition in which the

warrior commits crimes against each of the functions and is

punished accordingly. The two best examples are Indra and

the flawed Norse hero Starkaðr [Littleton 1982: 123-7].

Indra’s crimes are his involvement in the murder of a

Brahman; cowardly use of his strength; and rape. He loses

first his tejah or spirituality, then his physical strength, and

virility: and finally his beauty. His tejah is reborn as

Yudhishthira, an embodiment of dharma; his virility is

incarnated as the warrior Arjuna, and his physical strength

as the primitive Bhima; and his beauty is born again in the

twins Nakula and Sahadeva.

Starkaðr – as Starcatherus in the Gesta Danorum of Saxo

Grammaticus – first commits regicide, throttling Wicarus

king of Norway; then causes Sweden to lose a war through

his cowardice in battle; then accepts money to kill Olo, king

of Denmark, as the unfortunate monarch is taking a bath.

The first two sins are clearly related to the first and second

functions. The third crime involves money and water (an

element often found in third function contexts), and the
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slaughter of an ‘off-duty’ king who may be considered a

temporary commoner.

Dumézil also discerned this motif in the career of Herakles,

though his analysis is not all that convincing. Another

example is Gronwy Pebyr, villain of the Mabinogion story

of Math son of Mathonwy, in the section dealing with the

trifunctional figure Lleu Llaw Gyffes. Gronwy’s sins are

adultery with Lleu’s wife, cowardly murder (as Lleu is about

to enter a bath) and usurpation of Lleu’s domain [Stone

1996].

The critics

The significance of the idéologie tripartie is that it is unique to

the IE-speaking world. So claimed Dumézil, and so believe

many subsequent explorers of IE culture and tradition. In

theory, it was present in the earliest IE culture, the putative

Proto-Indo-Europeans, from whom it was inherited by

descendant peoples. While we still do not know for certain

who these Proto-Indo-Europeans were, or where they came

from – or even if they really existed at all as a single ethnic

unit – the distribution of formal tripartition and allied

trifunctional themes and representations throughout the

various branches of IE does imply something of the sort.

It is very difficult to separate Dumézil’s name from the

trifunctional system, so much so that one could easily

believe that Dumézil invented it rather than rediscovered it.

While Dumézil must be lauded for recognising and

reconstructing it from a wide range of evidence, it is no

more his invention than the Americas were the invention of

Columbus, or Uranus of Herschell. The constant
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association of Dumézil with the IE trifunctional system has

led to a rather strange situation which allows it to be

criticised on two grounds: its own integrity, and the integrity

of its discoverer.

The idéologie tripartie received a mixed reception. Some

scholars railed against the tripartite ideology in its entirety,

while others attempted to undermine the edifice by

concentrating their attacks on other aspects of Dumézil’s

work – his translations of primary texts, and his

interpretation of various figures in the traditions he

examined. Dumézil became embroiled in a number of

acrimonious and increasingly personalised disputes,

something that would plague him all his life. One one hand,

there were attacks from adherents of earlier paradigms –

Frazerians and primitivists – while on the other were those,

mainly specialists such as Classicists and Indologists, who

for one reason or another were intent on disavowing the

existence of trifunctionalism in their chosen field. Debates

grew hot, and became bitterly prolonged.

Even so, the first significant attack on trifunctionalism did

not come until 1959. In that year the Indologist John

Brough – who had begun his assault on Dumézil’s theory

on a BBC radio programme in 1956 – offered an interesting

experiment. His article ‘The tripartite ideology of the Indo-

Europeans: an experiment in method’ in the Bulletin of the

School of Oriental and African Studies included an analysis of

Old Testament material along supposedly Dumézilian lines.

Brough claimed to be able to find a trifunctional pattern in

the Books of Judges, Samuel and Kings. Brough rounded

off this supposed control experiment by challenging critics

to fault his methodology and analysis; and asserting that the
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appearance of tripartition is actually due to the fact that the

tripartite structure encompasses all areas of human activity.

Brough’s argument is specious. Dumézil’s inevitable

response was typically lengthy and characteristically

thorough. He pointed out that Brough had really just

plucked out certain figures who could be juggled to make

an appearance of functional tripartition, but that there was

no reference to a trifunctional representation in Brough’s

chosen texts. Intriguingly, Dumézil also pointed out that

there might be one in Jeremiah 9:23: ‘let not the wise man

glory in his wisdom, neither let the mighty man glory in his

might, let not the rich man glory in his riches’ – which he

suggests might be a warning against adopting the ways of

IE foreigners.

As for the trifunctional ideology covering the entire gamut

of human activity and endeavour: of course it does. It

encompasses human rank, occupation and preoccupation in

the same way that it does the body and the cosmos. It

would be a poor cosmological system if it did not.

The point is that the tripartition is not purely social: nor is it

wholly physical, or solely cosmic. The shape and structure

of society both represents and is represented by the body.

Both represent and are represented by the cosmos. Each

one is a metaphor, a homologue of the others. In IE

traditions the essence of each function is simultaneously

social, bodily, and cosmic. It is fundamentally a holistic

philosophy, a set of cosmological rules governing

classification, relationships between things, and the way

things work.
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The examples cited here – a mere fraction of the available

evidence – show just how the ancient Indo-Eurofeans

formalised the trifunctional structure. It is explicitly stated

in invocations and ritual formulae. It is given a historical

legitimacy in creation mythology, epic and traditional

history. It is publicly displayed in the form of triadic

divinities, and reiterated by the kinds of ritual and sacrifices

made to them. The deeds of heroes – and villains – are

constructed in accordance with it. Kings and national

goddesses embody it. Social classes are born from it.

The body of evidence for a pan-IE trifunctionalism is, in

the eyes of its adherents, overwhelming. Yet assaults on its

veracity continue. One recent critique, a lengthy and

detailed dissection of Dumézil’s oeuvre [Belier 1991], has a

strangely paradoxical effect on the reader. Belier minutely

criticises Dumézil’s methodology, interpretation and the

progress of the theory’s development – yet in so doing he

parades such a wealth of examples of social tripartition,

divine functional triads and so on, that one reads the final

page wondering whether he is condemning Dumézil or

circuitously supporting the trifunctional structure. He

concludes by stressing the difference between the empirical

study of religions with the ‘unlimited comparative study of

religions’, quoting J. G. Platvoet for whom comparative

methodology is ‘loose… subjectivistic’ and involves

‘selective perception… ordering data according to a

preconceived interpretative framework’ which leads to a

confirmation of expectations. Belier, relating this contrast

to Dumézil’s work, states that the ‘high level of applicability

of the theory was due to its highly flexible character and not

to its high scientific content’ [Belier 1991: 239]. In a later



Adventures in Ancient Cosmology

16

essay, Belier examines Dumézil’s bipartition of the first

function and finds it wanting, just as he had done in his

1991 critique. Dumézil’s theory is again criticised for its

elasticity, and its lack of empiricism [Belier 1996]. In both

studies Belier raises the spectre of Brough, and implicitly

disparages Dumézil’s regular changes of mind and continual

reassessment of his own ideas.

If anything, Dumézil’s habit of self-assessment should be

highlighted as a positive characteristic, especially in the

context of a theoretical framework developed over half a

century and encompassing such a vast amount of material.

Similarly, a theory which is simultaneously flexible and

precise in its essentials – ritual tripartition unique to a

particular linguistic-cultural continuum, the Indo-European-

speakers – is surely worthy of respect. Platvoet’s opinion, as

quoted by Belier, is neither true nor relevant: as we have

seen, Dumézil originally suggested quadripartition for the

Indo-Iranians and IE tripartition developed from that initial

scenario. Hardly the fitting of data into a preconceived

framework. Furthermore, in quoting Platvoet, Belier seems

to have ignored the peculiar meaning the word

‘comparative’ has for Indo-Europeanists: comparative

mythology is the study of relationships that exist between

IE myths (and related IE religious beliefs and practices).

Comparative religion, on the other hand, is the study of

different religious traditions – a search for points of

difference, as well as common ground, among belief-

systems with differing theologies and diverse origins. For

Dumézil, as for many other Indo-Europeanists, the whole

point is that this process involves one basic system that has

become diversified over several millennia.
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From Brough to Belier – though many others could be

mentioned – critics have found fault with the minutiae of

Dumézil’s work, parodied his methods, or, like Carlo

Ginzburg and Bruce Lincoln (a former believer), have come

to reject trifunctionalism because of Dumézil’s alleged links

with fascism, a charge forcefully rejected in a recent article

by Jaan Puhvel [Ginzburg 1990: 126-145; Lincoln 1991:

231-8; Puhvel 1996]. Yet the criticism and rebuttals are

unable to dispel the reality of so many instances of divine,

ritual, cosmic and social tripartition that can only be

adequately explained by assuming a common way of

thought.

Notes

1: Dumézil found that the priest and warrior classes were

consistent throughout the Indo-Iranian continuum, while

the cultivators/artisans were less well-defined. He came to

regard artisans and cultivators as subdivisions of one class

[Littleton 1982: 50].

2: The oldest parts; of the Avesta represent a textual

redaction (of before c. 500 CE) of oral compositions that

may date from the middle of the second millennium BCE,

making them roughly contemporary with the Indian Rig

Veda. The Scythians, a group mainly nomadic tribes of the

Eurasian steppes, spoke an Iranian language: their traditions

were reported by Herodotus in the fifth century BCE. The

Ossetes of Caucasian Russia, who are probably descended

from the Alans, a Scythian people, preserved a large body

of oral epic and legend that was recorded in the nineteenth

century.
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3: Belier is mildly scathing on the interchangeability of these

words in Dumézil’s work. Yet it is quite clear that Dumézil

was using idéologie to denote all these things, and more, by a

single word. As Dumézil himself explains: ‘the structure of

a system of thought, an explanation of the world – in brief,

a theology and a philosophy or, if one prefers, simply an

ideology’ ‘Littleton 1982: 266].

4: This interpretation was rejected by Benveniste, who

preferred to see these names as tribal designations. Dumézil

later accepted this, but continued to toy with variations on

his original analysis [Littleton 1982: 138]. Littleton, like

Dumézil, remains ambivalent [Littleton and Malcor 1994:

11]; but Jaan Puhvel accepts the Scythian myth as a

trifunctional expression [Puhvel 1987: 113-4].
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A Dream World? Archaeology and the

Indo-European Worldview

First published in At the Edge 7, 1997.

Georges Dumézil’s discovery of the tripartite Indo-

European (IE) social structure, and kindred phenomena in

myth and religion, has provided much fuel for controversy.

Even now, nearly seventy years after the first stirrings of the

trifunctional theory, historians of IE myth and religion are

deeply – sometimes bitterly – divided on the issue (Stone

1997). This is in spite of Dumézil, and those who have

followed and developed his theory, being able to draw on a

. considerable body of ancient literature as evidence. If the

trifunctional theory is accepted for historical IE peoples,

then its range and sophistication at the time of the earliest

IE literature (possibly as early as 1500 BCE, if linguistic

evidence for Vedic and Hittite is any guide), then it ought

logically to have had its roots in prehistory.

The validity of IE trifunction­alism as a cosmological

system unique to Indo-Europeans and common to all
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branches of the family hinges on the assumption that it

existed in the putative Proto-Indo-European (PIE) period

(the time ascribed to a supposed undifferentiated IE

language and those who spoke it.1) Trifunctionalism is

assumed to have been transmitted ‘genetically’ from the

putative proto­language-speakers to their divergent

offspring. The conventional view of IE origins, that the IE

languages were carried from a central homeland by

successive waves of migrant tribal groups, gives a

mechanism for the dispersal of trifunctionalism. Currently

the most widely accepted theory is the Kurgan hypothesis

proposed by Marija Gimbutas, after an idea earlier

proposed by V. Gordon Childe. This identifies PIE-

speakers with the makers of kurgan tumuli on the Eurasian

steppes in the fourth millennium BCE (Mallory 1989: 1 82-

5; Renfrew 1987: 37-41).

Archaeological remains indicate that the Kurgan tradition of

this time had all the components that have conventionally

been assigned to the Proto-Indo-Europeans –

equestrianism, wheeled vehicles, sheep and cattle herding,

and so on. Whether these people actually spoke any kind of

IE language is unknown. The close correlation between

their material culture and expectations raised by

reconstructing the supposed PIE language and culture, has

led many to suppose that they did.

Lately, this supposition has been questioned. The

homeland-migration scenario underlying the Kurgan

hypothesis (and rival theories placing the IE homeland in

north/central Europe or Caucasia) has been challenged by a

number of archaeologists and historical linguists. The trend

is now to look for routes by which the IE languages might
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have spread without needing to resort to migration or

invasion as an explanation. Some have suggested that IE

spread by being adopted by neighbouring peoples through

processes analogous to the evolution of creoles or pidgins

in modern times. According to this notion, IE attained its

historically familiar forms through processes rooted in

economic factors and language status rather than either

movement of populations or invasion. Extensive and

repeated contacts over millennia ensured that so-called IE

languages came to resemble one another very closely, even

when separated by many miles (Robb 1993).

Renfrew’s wave

More attractive is Colin Renfrew’s theory that IE languages

were carried from Anatolia with early farming. Renfrew

posits a ‘wave of advance’ in which early IE-speaking

farmers expanded gradually, with successive generations

moving on to neighbouring land as populations increased

and more farmland was needed. Earlier non-IE-speaking

populations were absorbed by these farmers, with each

group making its own contribution to the language of the

region in the form of detectable lexical, syntactical and

phonological substrates. The IE tongues developed in or

near the places where they first enter the historical record.

The picture is completed by the known migrations of IE-

speakers after their languages attained their historical forms

(Renfrew 1987).

If Renfrew’s vision is correct, the earliest knowable IE or

PIE stratum would have been the language(s) of Anatolian

agriculturalists of about the seventh millennium BCE.2
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Renfrew believes that this ‘wave of advance’ process is

responsible for a number of important prehistoric

European cultural transformations which themselves

represent the stages of Indo-Europeanisation of Europe

from the end of the mesolithic. Each would possibly

represent the beginnings of a particular branch of IE

(Renfrew 1987: 159-65).

IE trifunctionalism depends on genetic transmission. If

socio-linguistic explanations like Robb’s are valid, then

genetic relations between different IE languages are only

apparent, or very limited. This would immediately

undermine the idea of trifunctionalism as a growth from

PIE culture. Renfrew’s model is a different matter

altogether. There is little doubt that farming spread through

Europe in the manner he describes; and his model elegantly

allows for a genetic link between the known branches of IE,

while managing to locate them within distinctive material

cultures. It does push the putative PIE period back two or

three millennia further than the Kurgan hypothesis, which

would bring it into conflict with standard IE

glottochronology (the dating of language branches based on

the rate of linguistic change); but glottochronology depends

on such changes occurring at a constant rate, when it is

quite clear that even closely related languages change at

differing rates.

More caution

Renfrew has this to say about the implications of his theory

for IE tripartition:
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Certainly a number of the arguments offered by

Dumézil and his colleagues do appear very difficult to

reconcile with the chronology. It is necessary then to

suggest… that many of the similarities or apparent

similarities recognized by Dumézil are not in fact to be

explained in terms of a common origin in some proto-

Indo­European cultural milieu… It seems to me that

Dumézil, by avoiding the issue of the concrete historical

reality lying behind the various similarities between

cultural forms which he seeks to recognize, has allowed

himself a much freer hand and perhaps a less

disciplined methodology than might have been prudent.

As a result, many of his interpretations will have to be

called into question, and perhaps some more cautious

explanations offered for some of the similarities which

are recognized among the myths and the social

institutions of different societies where Indo-European

languages were spoken. (Renfrew 1987: 261).

Now Renfrew does not deny that his own model would

result in shared cultural forms. It is just that his version of

the IE ‘wave of advance’ as a largely peaceful process that

occurred much earlier than was previously thought would

automatically rule out a tripartition based on a ‘common

Indo-European background of priests, kings and warriors’

(Renfrew 1987: 261).

Or would it? It is clear that the agriculturalisation of Europe

did not take place without a degree of conflict between

farmers and non-farmers. As Marek Zvelebil points out, the

encroachment of farming in areas occupied by foragers

would almost inevitably have resulted in competition, social
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change on both sides, and conflict. For example, there is

evidence of ‘antagonistic relations’ between Mesolithic

hunter-gatherers and early Neolithic farmers in Northern

Europe (including the Low Countries, Denmark, Germany

and Poland), where fortified farming communities are in

evidence (Zvelebil 1996: 339); and there are also indications

of warfare between Neolithic farming communities in

Scandinavia (Price 1996: 349). There is other evidence that

points to regular conflict involving Neolithic cultures. This

argues for a degree of organisation and leadership of

fighters across early Neolithic Europe, and would

accommodate a tripartite social division.

Traditional cosmology

Also, Renfrew has not fully understood the trifunctional

ideology. As Jens Peter Schjødt has pointed out, in a

discussion of Renfrew’s view of Dumézil and

trifunctionalism, myth ‘is not an expression of some

concrete order of society as such which may be investigated

and controlled by the archaeological record, but of an

ideology produced by and containing the principles of

classification in the society’ (Schjødt 1996: 188). In recent

years it has become increasingly clear that IE tripartition is a

ritual system linked to a distinctive cosmology. Social

structure and roles are classified according to the pattern

dictated by cosmic structure. IE cosmogony dictates that

cosmic structure is homologous with that of the human

body.

The human form is the real source of IE social,

mythological and cosmic organisation and classification. It
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is divided into three parts, arranged hierarchically. The first

is the head, which governs the rest. The second is the upper

torso, including the arms – this part defends, attacks, and is

strong. The third part consists of the belly, legs, genitalia

and anus. This is the part which reproduces and is the focus

of sexual pleasure, and it is the bodily repository for food.

In IE myth the cosmos is made from a human body and

stratified accordingly. Its divinities are stratified in the same

way. The thing that makes IE cultures unique is that they

have adopted this pattern and codified it in myth and ritual,

and have made it the core of their traditions and beliefs in a

way that transcends the merely social (Lincoln 1986).

By looking only at social structure for the foundation of

tripartition, Renfrew has missed the point completely. But

he levels a more serious charge against the trifunctional

school – the apparent dearth of archaeological evidence.

The eminent Indo-Europeanist Winfred P. Lehmann is

inclined to agree:

Unfortunately, no archaeological support has been

discovered for the tripartite ideology. In the harsh

words of the archaeologist Colin Renfrew, without it

‘the work of the late Georges Dumézil and his followers

(is) a dream world. (Lehmann 1993: 276)3

But how does one unearth the material remains of an idea?

In the text Lehmann quotes, Renfrew is of course referring

to social tripartition.

Even so, as Schjødt remarks, ‘the materialistic reflections of

a stratified society can be investigated archaeologically, but

is it really possible to show from the artefacts that a society
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has not been stratified?’ (Schjødt 1996: 187). Schjødt goes

on to suggest that archaeological evidence may even be

available, but we simply do not know how to interpret it.

Lack of evidence for a thing does not constitute evidence

against it, of course. But is this not exactly what Renfrew is

suggesting?

Cross-section and plan of an early Bronze Age kurgan at Usatove, Ukraine.

Burial pits shown as cross-hatching. After J. M. Coles and A. F. Harding,

The Bronze Age in Europe (Methuen 1979).
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A thing as intangible as a thought process can leave no

physical traces unless the thinker sets out deliberately to

leave some kind of reminder; or is unconsciously impelled

to do so. This is implicitly demanded by the ‘cognitive

archaeology’ championed by Renfrew himself: ‘the study of

past ways of thought as inferred from material remains’

(Renfrew 1994: 3). The problem is that archaeological

remains are rarely complete, and for the early Neolithic they

are fragmentary. It can only ever be possible to reconstruct

a partial picture of the ways of thought of a pre-literate past

through archaeology, although obviously some

reconstructions will be less incomplete than others. For the

putative PIE period, whether it be Gimbutas’ Kurgan

hypothesis or Renfrew’s Neolithic wave of advance, a

satisfactory reconstruction is highly unlikely.

However, there are remains that do support IE

trifunctionalism. These are texts left by a wide variety of IE-

speakers, often about other IE-speakers, from different

times and places. Admittedly, these are often widely

separated in space and time – but from them it is possible

to discern a definite continuity (or rather, a series of related

and explicable continua) of IE tradition. So it is possible to

see similarities in the myth and cosmology of Iceland in the

tenth century CE and Iran nearly two millennia before; and

between Vedic-period India and medieval Ireland. All

include versions of a ritual tripartite system and a

cosmogenic pattern that gives it mythic legitimacy.

Supporting evidence is found in Roman tradition – the

Capitoline triad of Jupiter, Mars and Quirinus – and in

Greek and Roman accounts of the Gauls, Germans and

Scythians.



People, Earth and Sky

29

The textual evidence for historical IE trifunctionalism is

overwhelming. There are clear indications of there having

been ritual tripartition, as recognised by Dumézil, in all

knowable branches of IE tradition. The earliest extensive

texts, the older hymns of the Rig Veda, show that by the

time they were composed (as oral compositions, probably

around 1200 BCE) the Indian branch of IE ideology had

already been formulated, refined, and long established.

Linguistic and thematic parallels from Western Europe,

although much later in terms of text age, support the

notional PIE antiquity of the source idea. It is improbable

that this solidity of concept, and its dual system of

cosmogonic and sociogonic metaphors, was spread as an

accident or by-product of language acquisition processes of

the type suggested by Robb; or that they evolved in parallel

solely as a result of similarity of lifestyle. There was

something much more dynamic at work.

Can texts be classed as ‘material remains’? Can textual

evidence, even as vast and varied as that for IE

trifunctionalism, be applied retrospectively to trace the

source of an idea in space and time? Texts found in situ are

obviously more valuable than umpteenth-generation copies;

and while copied texts can be extremely useful (for

linguistic as well as ethnographic content) they cease to be

of anything more than theoretical value as soon as the

timeline disappears back across the literacy barrier. But they

can be used as cultural ‘triangulation points’, which is

exactly how the archaeology of PIE has used the historical

IE languages. And those languages are for the most part

preserved in exactly those ancient texts used as sources by

comparative mythologists.
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Few would doubt that ancient religious texts tell us just

what those who wrote them actually believed, even if we

sometimes have problems with interpretation. The works of

ancient Greek and Roman historians and ethnographers are

more problematic. Prone to bias, errors of interpretation,

and propagandising, they can rarely be wholly trusted. Yet

they can and do contain invaluable information concerning

the language, myths and rituals of non-literate Indo-

Europeans of their time.

Instead of rejecting the trifunctional ideology out of hand

for lack of material support from potentially PIE cultures, it

would surely make better sense to provisionally accept the

findings of the comparative mythologists in the same way

that the suggestions of comparative and historical linguists

have been accepted and used as the basis of an entire field

of archaeological concern, namely the identification of the

PIE­speakers. At least, until its reality is resolved

conclusively one way or the other. Instead of declaring the

lack of evidence, and dismissing it for that reason, it would

be more constructive to speculate on what form

archaeological evidence of trifunctionalism might take, then

see how the possibilities might be applied to those

prehistoric cultures that are thought to be likely candidates

for PIE. If the trifunctional system was only partly

concerned with social stratification – and perhaps not at all

in its earliest manifestations – then evidence of tripartite

social stratification may be the wrong thing to look for.
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Tripartite mortuary practices

As Schjødt has pointed out, and as in-depth studies of IE

cosmology have demonstrated, trifunctionalism is ultimately

a cosmological concept that is not necessarily tied to social

structure – except insofar as society may reflect the cosmic

image – and which operates through metaphor. The key

image is the human body, which gives the cosmos form and

structure, and from which the social body also arises; and

the human body is itself made of the stuff of the cosmos.

Given that death and disposal of the dead are a significant

focus of attention in many societies past and present, and

given that ritual is essentially a process of symbolic renewal

or re enactment, then mortuary practices may help resolve

the impasse.

IE sources suggest that the PIE creation myth involved the

death and dismemberment of a primordial being.

Subsequent sacrificial practices can be related to this notion

Indian tradition explicitly identifies the treatment of the

sacrificial horse (a substitute for a mythical human) with the

creation of the cosmos, and the distribution of sacrificial

meat in ancient Greece was, like that of the portions at

ritual feasts in Irish hero tales, made according to social

rank or other indicators of status. Almost all IE sacrifices

are focused on the renewal or reiteration of the way things

are – cosmic and social order – and are ultimately

repetitions of the cosmogonic act (Lincoln 1986).

Archaeologists should perhaps look for evidence of human

bodies having been disposed of according to these

principles. Two distinct possibilities are suggested: a

threefold separation or demarcation of a corpse into head,
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upper torso and arms, lower torso and legs; and an

apparently more general dismemberment, with the various

parts separated according to the taxonomy discernible in IE

cosmogonic myth. Whatever the form, it should mark a

distinctive shift from previous practices exhibiting few or

no signs of ritually systematic dismemberment or tissue

dispersal. Other possible indicators of ritual tripartition are:

representations of human bodies that are either clearly

tripartitioned according to the above schema; or tripartition

of ritual or domestic structures, maybe entire settlements.

Given that creation myths are central to cosmological

systems, practices that suggest cosmogony should perhaps

be a main target, along with structures that may reflect

cosmological ideas.

As there is no defining ‘moment’ when a language comes

into being, any attempt to pinpoint the beginnings of a

collateral PIE culture may be futile. The Kurgan hypothesis

does not lend itself to a study of such a locus: supposed

vectors for Indo-Europeanisation solely from that source

are almost entirely conjectural (Whittle 1996: 138-9). The

same is true for the North European and Caucasian

hypotheses.

Renfrew’s model, on the other hand, accords with the

neolithisation of Europe, which is largely a known process

(Renfrew 1987: ch. 7; Whittle 1996). Yet it brings us no

further toward identifying when any particular Asian or

European Neolithic population might have ‘become’ PIE,

let alone historically IE. The best we can hope for is the

location of evidence for IE trifunctional themes within a

context that may or may not have denoted a fully-fledged

PIE/IE-speaking community by the time of its occurrence,
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but which does at least fall in a region that definitely came

to be linguistically IE by the earliest historical times.

Several European Neolithic cultures exhibit traces that may

be construed as evidence of ritual tripartition, or a

cosmological corrollary. Early Neolithic burials in Greece,

the Balkans, Moldova and the Ukraine (Sesklo, Starcevo,

Koros, etc – seventh millennium BCE) seem to have

consisted in the main of simple inhumations, with some

cremations, but at Prodromos (Thessaly) there are ‘some

signs of secondary, disarticulated burials’ (Whittle 1996: 59).

By about 5500 BCE, the Sesklo settlement boasted a large

central building roughly 20m by 9m, divided into three

rooms: in one there was a hearth, and another contained

circular platforms (Whittle 1996: 86). At about the same

time, at Dolnoslav (Bulgaria) an apparently religious site –

comprising a number of buildings containing hearths,

figurines and life-size paintings of humans – was divided

into three parts by lines of ‘coloured matter’ laid out on the

ground (Whittle 1996: 86).

The Linear Pottery (LBK) culture of Central Europe, one

of Europe’s earliest consistently Neolithic cultures (about

5500 to 4500 BCE) shows signs of influence from the

slightly older Starcevo culture, which would concur with

Renfrew’s model. LBK graves include traces of partly-

dismembered skeletons and separate head burial (Whittle

1996: 167). Tripartitioned buildings, evidently of some

importance, also occur (Whittle 1996: 163). The subsequent

Trichterbecherkultur (TRB) offers triadic domestic and

mortuary structures: the Lengyel subculture at Brzesc

Kujawski (Poland) has houses in clusters of three, while
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TRB long barrows at nearby Sarnowo also occur in threes

(Midgley 1995: 121-2).

Are the disarticulated skeletons of Prodromos, and the

dismembered dead and separate head burials of the LBK

complex, the remaining vestiges of a cosmogonic tradition

ancestral to the IE cosmology underlying Dumézil’s three

functions? Do the Sesklo building, the Dolnoslav religious

precinct and the houses and long barrows of Brzesc

Kujawski and Sarnowo have ritual tripartition encoded in

their very structure? Of course, the divided and

disarticulated dead, which are by no means typical in any

context in which they occur, may simply be the result of

unknown funerary practices – but what was their purpose?

The threefold structures may just reflect a concern with the

number three – but why that number?

The chambered tomb at Carlshogen (Skane, Sweden) showing the tripartite

pit; F = flint pile.
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Twos and threes

In a recent discussion of prehistoric societies in southern

Scandinavia, Christopher Tilley has suggested a dualistic or

bipolar taxonomic system for the early and middle

Neolithic peoples of that region. Yet it is clear from his data

that other ideas were at work. The chambered tomb at

Carlshogen (Skane, Sweden – see illustration on previous

page) includes a tripartite burial pit beneath the chamber

floor: in one part were a jawbone, three vertebrae, a rib, a

left arm bone, a left leg bone, and some hand and foot

bones, representing a child, a girl, and a young man; in

another were a selection of vertebrae from two adults and

two children; while the remaining part contained the skull

of an adult man. Tilley remarks:

In view of the distinction being drawn between right

and left skeletal parts for selection in the piles in the

sections of the tomb chambers, this pit is of great

interest because it is precisely those bones of the human

skeleton, and only those bones, the skull and vertebrae,

that are being separated out in two arms of the pit from

other parts of the skeleton in the third arm of the pit’

(Tilley 1996: 230).

Tilley also points out the entire Carlshogen grave contains

more left upper limbs than right; and more right lower

limbs than left, which he interprets according to his bipolar

model. But there are also more right feet and hands than

left ones. In the same region, a similar grave at Ramshog

contained more right upper arms than left, more left lower

legs than right, more right hands than left, and more left
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feet than right (Tilley 1996: 233). In both graves the

skeletons were invariably disarticulated. Tilley sees the

Ramshog deposits as a reversal of the one at Carlshogen,

but that is clearly not so. The numbers may be real, but

Tilley’s pattern of polarity and reversal is not.

The tripartite pit at Carlshogen, on the other hand, shows a

decided tendency toward a dispersal of human remains

according to a pre-conceived hierarchy or stratification:

skull and vertebrae; vertebrae; vertebrae and other bones.

Where Tilley (quoted above) seems to be suggesting that

the skull and vertebrae have been ‘separated out’ from the

rest of the skeleton because they are neither of left nor

right, it really seems that a qualitative distinction of some

sort has been made, based on the nature and function of

the disparate parts, not on bilateral symmetry. Could this

represent an early groping toward a trifunctional system?

Applying IE mythology

Ultimately, the truth of the matter is unknowable. The

above suggestions may be chimerae; they are based, after all,

on a few examples selected more or less at random. But if

the nuts-and-bolts archaeology is sound – and there is no

reason to suppose otherwise – then it surely makes sense to

apply IE mythology in a manner that makes sense within its

own parameters. The archaeology of myth and ritual

requires a comprehensive understanding of relevant belief-

systems in order to be effective in its interpretation. Tilley

and others of the ‘interpretative’ school of post-processual

archaeology are keen to apply theoretical insights from

anthropology to the interpretation of archaeological
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remains, which is highly laudable – but how relevant are

studies of twentieth-century Micronesian or South

Amerindian societies to the Europe of four to six thousand

years ago? Good archaeology on its own is not enough; nor

is good archaeology plus ethnographies that are too far

removed in time and space from the culture in question.

Logically, the closer one gets, chronologically and

geographically, to that culture, the more pertinent an

ethnological comparison will be – and if one can suppose a

close ethnic affinity or connection, then it will be more

likely to produce results that are something more

illuminating than mere resemblance.

Equally, there is no point in looking for traces of a known

(or even hypothetical) mythological or cosmological system

if that system is only poorly understood by the seeker. IE

trifunctionalism is about much more than social

stratification, and to look only for evidence – or the absence

of evidence – of social tripartition is to risk losing sight of

all the rest. If that happens, then all the interpretative and

cognitive techniques in the world will fail to identify IE

ritual tripartition in its earliest manifestations. Dumézil and

other explorers of IE cosmology – especially Bruce Lincoln,

whose brilliant study of IE cosmology (Lincoln 1986)

continues to be largely ignored by anthropologists – have

provided a clear and comprehensive tool for analysing

potential PIE-period cultures. Renfrew, despite his mistrust

of PIE tripartion, has given the best candidate so far for a

probable PIE-speaking culture or continuum of such

cultures. Surely it is about time both were provisionally

accepted and a synthesis of the two used to interpret the

relevant material remains.



Adventures in Ancient Cosmology

38

Notes

1: Linguistically, the term PIE is applied to a hypothetical

early language reconstructed from the earliest known forms

of its branches using the techniques of comparative

linguistics. Archaeologically, PIE refers to the period (and

possible cultures) correlating to linguistic PIE.

Identification of the latter is wholly dependent on accepting

one or other of the chronologies that linguistics historians

propose for the former. For useful introductions to the

dating of IE linguistic change, see Mallory 1989; Renfrew

1987; Lehmann 1987.

2: According to the Nostratic and Eurasiatic hypotheses the

pre-agricultural inhabitants of Europe, Asia and Asia Minor

could all have spoken similar dialects of

Nostratic/Eurasiatic anyway. Rather than neolithisation

bringing about wholesale language change, the switch from

mainly nomadic to mainly sedentary lifestyles may have

served to reinforce similarities between local dialects. For

instance, the river-names of Old Europe – often assumed

to be of non-Indo-European origin – have been found to

be akin to forms in Indo-Iranian, usually assigned to the

nomads of the Russian steppes. The other main families of

Nostratic or Eurasiatic (Uralic, Altaic, Afro-Asiatic) are all

associated with geographically defined former nomads.

3: Lehmann is quoting from Renfrew’s 1990 article

‘Archaeology and linguistics: some preliminary issues’. in

Thomas L. Marky and John A.C. Greppin (eds) When

Worlds Collide: Indo­Europeans and Pre-Indo­Europeans.
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Myth Before Babel: On the Reconstruction

of Global Proto-Myths

First published in At the Edge 9, 1998.

A Very Brief History of Comparative Mythology

The study of comparative mythology can be said to have

begun in Calcutta on February 2, 1786, when Sir William

Jones (1746-94) gave his Third Discourse to the Asiatic

Society. He said that Sanskrit, Greek and Latin have ‘a

stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and in the forms

of grammar, than could have been produced by accident’

[Cannon 1991: 31]. Jones added the Gothic and Celtic

languages to these tongues that he proposed were ‘sprung

from some common source’, and Indo-European (IE)

comparative linguistics was born. Soon, linguists including

Franz Bopp (1791-1861) and August Friedrich Pott (1802-

87) made the first attempts to reconstruct the grammar,

phonology and vocabulary of that ‘common source’

[Lehmann 1993: 1-4J – the ancestral language that we now

know as Proto-Indo-European (PIE ).
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Following the lead of comparative linguistics – ‘the study of

the relationships whch exist between cognate languages’

[Beekes 1 995: 3] – mythologists soon began to compare IE

religion and mythologies. The nineteenth century saw a

tendency toward naturalistic explanations of ‘primitive’

mythology, and the first reconstructions established a

number of core figures and themes with linguistic cognates,

including: a Sky Father (Dyaus Pitar; Jupiter; Zeus; Týr) ; a

goddess of the dawn (Aurora; Eos) ; a Child of the Waters

(Apam Napat; Neptune). A number of these are still

accepted toda) [Polome 1991 ] . Extending the field beyond

comparing na1nes, Georges Dumézil’s analysis of the

function and attributes of divine figures revealed further

common elements, including divine twins associated with

equestrianism; a unifying war between deities of the first

two functions (sovereignty and physical force) and those of

the third (fertility, production); and a divine triad

representing the three functions of the IE ‘ideology’

[Littleton 1982; Puhvel 1987].

As many nineteenth-century mythologists were also

linguists it is hardly surprising that mythology took a path

running parallel to that taken by linguistics, by studying the

relationships between cognate mythologies.

The Genetic Descent of Language and Myth

Linguists once conventionally assumed that IE was

unrelated to any other language family. Some still hold that

belief. This stubborn faith in IE as a unique entity has its

roots in nineteenth-century Eurocentricism. Even when

philologists did look for relationships with other language
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families, they tended to look for prestigious relatives, such

as Semitic – the main branch of the Afro-Asiatic family,

which actually has far fewer correspondences with IE than

do some others. This selectivity misled generations of Indo-

Europeanists and linguists [Ruhlen 1994: 14- 15].

Like the languages, the mythologies too seem to be part of

an IE ‘genetic’ inheritance. Dumézil’s tripartite schema (still

often spoken of as though it were his invention, rather than

a discovery) seems to be uniquely IE. While the genetic

model of IE language dispersal has been challenged in

recent years, none of its critics has yet managed to

otherwise account for the linguistic phenomena it explains.

The favoured dispersal hypothesis sees IE languages carried

from a homeland on the Eurasian steppes, perhaps in a

series of migrations – the flawed ‘Kurgan hypothesis’ of

Marija Gimbutas [Mallory 1989: 182-5]. More persuasively,

Colin Renfrew has proposed a ‘wave of advance’ model that

posits a gradual outward spread from an Anatolian source

!Renfrew 1987].

Other developments have cast doubt on the isolation of IE,

which has now been linked with other families in an

extension of the genetic model. If the IE languages can be

shown to be descended from an ancestral tongue that also

gave rise to other language families, then it ought to follow

that the IE mythological system could also have relatives in

cultures associated with related language families. The ideal

test would be a comparison with alread) reconstructed

proto-myths, but there is a major obstacle: non-IE

comparative mythology barely exists. It is largely coufined

to the Semitic (often extended to include Egyptian and the

unrelated Sumerian tongue) and Uralic traditions.
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The former, mainly the province of archaeologists and

Biblical scholars, is handicapped by the looming presence of

Christianity as a significant factor in Europe, and Islam as

the dominant force in North Africa and the Near East. In

simple terms, it is still very difficult to discuss the

underlying mythologies of Judaism, Christianit) and Islam

without offending one influential group or another. The

religious traditions and literatures of Sumer, Babylon and

ancient Egypt are fair game, and can be treated as

mythologies with impunity; but the roots of the living faiths

are another matter altogether. It is widely acknowledged

that the ‘pagan’ traditions of the Near East parallel or

mirror material found in Biblical religions, but scholars tend

to tread carefully1. Uralic studies are different, as there are

few religious factors to inhibit debate and theory.

Major drawbacks are the general dearth of archaic textual

materials, and the erosion of oral tradition. Most source­

material comes from Finland and Estonia, and what is left

from Russia and Hungary is severely fragmented, but Uralic

comparative mythology progresses. Otherwise – in spite of

any number of fine studies of specific, localised cultures

past and present – there is no comparable body of

comparative mythology for any other family of languages.

But is there any reason to suppose that a family of

languages should have an associated mythology?

Myth as Genetic Fingerprint

If IE has a myth-system that, alongside the language, acts as

a kind of signature of its cultural totality, then why should

other language families not possess equivalent mythological
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signatures? After all, what is a culture if it is not the sum

total of its language and literature, myth and religion,

traditional beliefs and laws, art, social structure and

economic determinants? The IE complex embraces all of

these factors, and its signature is the trifunctional set-up,

with its derivative ideas and echoes outside the mythology.

This accords with the principle established long ago by

Emile Durkheim, that religion is essentially a collective

representation that binds a society together and acts as a

focus of group identity [Durkheim 1915].

The conventional view of language dispersal implies that

this should be expected of any cultural continua that are

coterminous with language families. This is implicit in the

practice of assuming homelands from which proto-forms of

language families dispersed and diverged, and in the popular

view that culture and language are largely indivisible. For

example, reconstruction of PIE vocabulary indicates that

the Proto-Indo-Europeans – whoever they were – were

pastoralists, familiar with agriculture and possibly a crude

metallurgy; that they had priest and warrior classes; and so

on [Mallory 1989: ch. 4]. Vocabulary and grammar were

passed from one generation to the next, along with the

social and religious structures, myths, and technologies.

Like any other people they harked back to the past – the

lineage and deeds of ancestors and of the tribe. As tribal or

sub-ethnic groups diverged from the original stem(s) and

converged in new combinations, all these were passed on in

suitably altered forms: PIE was transformed into languages

that were subjected to the same process, so producing the

Indo-European languages spoken today; technologies

associated with metallurgy, herding and farming also
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evolved and became more complex; changes of location

and external pressures subtly influenced myth, religion and

social organisations. Innovations occurred, non-IE

materials were sometimes added, and some older things

were lost.

In short, IE culture, like the language, has undergone

exactly the kinds of changes associated with genetic descent.

Like a genetic ‘fingerprint’, the characteristic IE signature

demonstrates membership of the family. The linguistic

element defines part of that signature. It is also partly

defined by the mythic, religious and cosmological

structures, as Dumézil recognised.

Nostratic and Eurasiatic

Earlier this century Holger Pedersen claimed that IE

belonged to a greater family of languages that he termed

Nostratic (Shevoroshkin and Ramer 1991]. This idea

alarmed many isolationist Indo­Europeanists, and did not

gain acceptance until it was by Aaron Dolgopolsky and

Vladislav Illich-Svitych in the 1960s [Shevoroshkin and

Ramer 1991; Ruhlen 1994: 15ff]. Recently, Joseph H.

Greenberg proposed a rival family, which he calls Eurasiatic

(Greenberg 1991]. The difference between the two is

illustrated in table 1.

The credentials for Nostratic and Eurasiatic look equally

impressive. But why should Nostratic include Afro-Asiatic,

Kartvelian and Elamo-Dravidian but not Japanese, Ainu,

Gilyak, Chukchi-Kamchatkan and Eskimo-Aleut? Why does

Eurasiatic include the latter group but not the former?
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The answer lies in the methods used to identify them.

Nostratic was arrived at by applying the principles of

comparative linguistics in a deliberate attempt to prove that

IE is indeed related to other language families. The

identification of Eurasiatic resulted from an exercise in

classification. This is a subtle technical difference which,

although of great import to linguists, does not concern us

here [Ruhlen 1994: 15ff, ch. 1 4]. What matters is that both

Nostratic and Eurasiatic embrace numbers of genetically

related language families, forming what are in effect macro-

families.

The macro-family, whether Nostratic or Eurasiatic, is still a

controversial issue, but connections have been made

between putative Nostratic and other language families

(Austric, Dené-Caucasian, Amerind, Indo-Pacific, Nilo-

Saharan, etc) in the last few years. The trend is increasingly

toward the identification and partial reconstruction of a

global proto-language. Merritt Ruhlen has presented an

initial set of ‘global etymologies’ with cognates in all

language families [Ruhlen 1994: 291-328]. Even more

remarkable is a singular finding by biologists in the 1980s:

that the human genetic tree coincides very closely with the

distribution of the language families [Cavalli-Sforza et al

1994; Cavalli-Sforza and Cavalli-Sforza 1995: ch 7].

This has enormous implications for mythologists. Assuming

that the earliest language-users had some form of myth

and/or religion, then it ought to be the case that the

‘mytheme-pool’, like the genes and languages, continually

bifurcated and mutated (for myth this would be in response

to changes in environment, economic requirements and

available technology). The idea of myths being dispersed in
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this way is rather different from the old diffusionist

theories, which are really little more than a subtle way of

saying that ‘inferior’ cultures tend to adopt aspects of

‘superior’ ones – the favoured source of myth and religion

inevitably being the Near East. Current thinking on human

origins inclines toward the view that Homo sapiens first

appeared in Africa, with subsequent prehistoric migrations

into Europe and Asia, and from there to the rest of the

world. If there ever was a proto-mythology before the

Tower of Babel fell, it would have long pre-dated the oldest

known civilisations.

Table 1

NOSTRATIC EURASIATIC

Afro-Asiatic

Kartvelian

Elamo-Dravidian

--------------------------------------------------------------

Indo-European Indo-European

Uralic-Yukaghir Uralic-Yukaghir

Altaic Altaic

Korean Korean

---------------------------------------------------------------

Japanese

Ainu

Gilyak

Chukchi-Kamchatkan
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Reconstructing a Nostratic Myth

A relatively simple way to test the hypothesis outlined here

would be to attempt a reconstruction of a significant

Nostratic/Eurasiatic proto-myth. As Nostratic is presently

the better established of the two, it would seem the

appropriate option. The choice of mytheme is more

difficult, but bearing in mind our abiding preoccupation

with discovering or explaining how things originated, one

would imagine creation mythology to be a fruitful area.

As we shall see, the Nostratic comparisons are encouraging.

Fortunately, PIE cosmogony has already been

comprehensively reconstructed. In a seminal article,

expanded and refined in a later book, Bruce Lincoln has

demonstrated that it involved the appearance of a pair of

twins, one of whom killed the other and created the cosmos

from the dismembered corpse [Lincoln 1975, 1986]. But it

is certain that this cosmogonic sacrifice was itself a

secondary phase, which did not take place ex nihilo. The

first phase was the coming together of two existing

elements, fire and water, in an empty space – the primordial

twins were formed in the matter that resulted from this

union of opposites.

Taking the PIE cosmogony as the first strand, we can add

several from the Afro-Asiatic, Uralic and Altaic traditions.

Afro-Asiatic cosmogony is represented by the Babylonian

creation epic enuma eliš [Dalley 1989: 233ff] and the Hebrew

Genesis, with possible displaced cosmogonic material from

the Psalms given in italics. Uralic creation myths are taken

from the Finnish Kalevala [Lönnrot, trans. Bosley 1989: 4-

10]; and representing Altaic tradition, a selection of motifs
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from creation stories told by the Tungusian Evenks

[Vasilevich 1963: 60-1], with additional material from other

Turkic sources in italics [Eliade 1985: 4, 8-10]. The salient

features of each are given in table 2.

A: PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN

 Fire and water exist, separated by a void.

 They meet in the void.

 Twins form in the primal matter that results from the

united elements.

 The twins generate a race of semi-divine beings from their

own bodies.

 One twin kills the other. This is the first death, the first

sacrifice.

 The victim is dismembered.

 The cosmos is made from the body parts.

B: BABYLONIAN

 In the beginning are the waters: Apsu (fresh), and Tiamat

(salt).

 From them emerge Lahmu and Lahamu, then -

 - other deities who beget Anu (the sky) , father of Ea

(celestial fresh water). Apsu quarrels with Tiamat, but is

killed by Ea. Marduk is created inside Apsu.

 Marduk kills Tiamat.

 Marduk splits Tiamat in two.

 One half of Tiamat's body forms the sky, the other half

becomes the earth. Other body parts become features of

the landscape.
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C: HEBREW

 The earth is without form and void.

 The Spirit of God moves upon the face of the waters.

 God creates a firmament in the midst of the waters. He

creates leviathan 'to play therein' (Psalms 104:26).

 When God divides the sea, the heads of leviathan are

broken into pieces (Psalms 74: 14).

 God divides the waters (into those below and those above).

 The lower waters are gathered together, and dry land (earth)

appears.

D: FINNISH

 There was sea and an air-spirit, a luonnatar (‘nature-

daughter’). They meet in the void.

 The luonnatar enters the waves.

 The wind impregnates her and the sea ‘makes her fat’. A

water-bird, seeking a place to lay her eggs, makes a nest of

the luonnatar’s knee.

 The luonnatar later gives birth to Väinämöinen, who is

responsible for the appearance of other divine beings.)

 The bird’s seven eggs fall into the sea and break when the

girl is disturbed by the intense heat that results from the

brooding.

 An egg’s lower half becomes the earth, the upper half the

sky.

 The yolk and white become sun and moon, the mottled

parts become clouds. The luonnatar gives shape and form to

the earth.
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The Altaic traditions (of which the above is a representative

selection) are clearly slightly divergent strains of one basic

type of cosmogony. This is the well-known ‘earth-diver’

type, which is also found among Indo-Pacific and

Amerindian populations. Interestingly, it is also quite

common in the Slavonic branch of IE [Eliade 1985: 35-6].

It also has an affinity with Uralic cosmogonies, exemplified

here by the creation story from Kalevala. While it clearly

E: EVENK (ALTAIC)

 In the beginning were only water [and two brothers] (Sym

Evenk).

 The younger brother sends a duck into the depths to bring

up some earth (Sym Evenk). The younger brother sends his

older brother down (Chumikan Evenk). God sends ‘man’ to

the bottom to bring up some mud (Tatar folktale).

 There were originally three worlds: two brothers worked in

the middle world to create things (Ilempiya Evenk). In the

beginning, when only the waters existed, God and ‘man’ swam in the

form of geese (Tatar folktale).

 The older brother becomes angry and tries to destroy the

earth because it is too small for him (Sym Evenk). When

‘man’ has brought up the mud, he keeps some in his mouth, and this

becomes marshland when spat out. God tells him he has sinned – this

is the origin of good and evil (Tatar folk tale).

 There were three worlds: two brothers lived in the upper

and lower (Ilempiya Evenk). ‘When the blue sky on high, and

the sombre earth below were made, between the two were made the sons

of men’ (Palaeo-Turkic inscription from Orkhon, c. 700 CE).

 The retrieved earth is used to make the middle world

(Chumikan Evenk).
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differs significantly from the PIE and Semitic myths, and is

also distinct from the Finnish one, there is also a broad

structural similarity.

The Semitic and Finnish myths, especially the former, are

structurally closer to the PIE. All begin with the union of

elements not normally associated with beneficial mixing,

and assert the primordial existence of water. All involve

beings or objects that form in or emerge from that union.

In each case a death (or breakage of a potential life form)

must occur, and there is a separation of sky (upper) from

earth (lower), followed by the fashioning of the earth or its

features from the remainder.

The exception is the Hebrew myth, although it may be that

the figure of Leviathan, while retained elsewhere, was lost

from the original creation story as monotheistic J udaism

evolved. Even the Altaic cosmogonies show enough

anomalies – the brothers; the dualistic antagonism between

them – to distinguish this particular variety of ‘earth-diver’

tradition from those elsewhere, particularly as the Slavs

share these anomalous elements.

There are enough structural and iconographic parallels

between these three, backed up with motifs from the Altaic

traditions, to enable a crude reconstruction of the

hypothetical Nostratic cosmogony (table 3).
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A Global Myth?

This is a tentative reconstruction – and may well be wide of

the mark, especially if the Eurasiatic family ultimately

proves more robust than the Nostratic. But it demonstrates

the structural similarities well enough, and suggests a former

unity of conceptualisation. Even allowing for cultural

exchange and occasional enforced religious changes, the

pattern is encouraging. Reconstruction could be extended

even further. The ‘earth-diver’ motif occurs throughout the

Pacific islands, in Australasia, and in the Americas – where

there is also a parallel to the IE theme of ‘fire in water’, in

the shape of the Aztec creative principle of ‘burning water’

[Sejourne 1957: 99ff]. Chinese myth tells how the cosmos

was created from the body of the primordial giant Pan-Gu

A RECONSTRUCTED NOSTRATIC COSMOGONY

a. There was only endless sea, and heat in the air above it.

b. A formless, muddy mass arose from the waters.

c. The mass was heated by the wind, and two creatures

appeared in it.

d. From them were born similar beings. These were the first

gods.

e. One creature killed the other. This was the first death.

f. The dead creature was taken into the void and cut in

pieces. The top part was used to make the sky. The lower

part became the earth. Then they were propped apart, so that

there was a space between them.

g. The middle part was used to make everything else: sun

and moon, mountains, trees, lakes, and rivers.
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[Yuan Ke 1993: 1-2]. African myths exhibit similar traits,

although the body of individual myths has evidently been

adapted to suit local concerns. Twins feature in the creation

myths of the Dogon (Mali) and Fon (Benin). According to

the former, the creator god Amma threw some day into

space, and it spread out in the shape of a human body; the

latter believe the cosmos to consist of two separated

hemispheres, like a split gourd. The Yoruba (Nigeria)

believe that the earth was originally a watery marshland

until some soil was thrown on it and scattered about by a

pigeon and a hen [Parrinder 1982: 21-4]. Reconstruction of

global proto-myths may yet prove possible.

It should be stressed that the PIE and Semitic myths given

here are of proven antiquity, and are to some extent

fossilised remnants of very old cosmological systems. The

prevalence of Judaeo­Christian-lslamic religions, and the

entrenched persistence of Hinduism and Buddhism, has

allowed them to remain almost unchanged in Afro-Asiatic

and IE-speaking populations by virtue of the single fact that

they are enshrined in sacred texts. As holy scriptures they

are less subject to change than oral traditions, the sole mode

of transmission for the mythic traditions of most of the rest

of the world. It may be that the oral traditions represented

here are radically different from their forms of two

thousand and more years ago.

Notes

[1] S. H. Hooke exemplifies the dichotomies inherent in the

field. He adopts what is essentially a comparativist

approach, but stresses his diffusionist allegiance [Hooke
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1963: 16-17]. Helmer Ringgren presents parallel studies of

three branches of tradition in the region – including the

Judaic religion – but prefaces his work with the remark that

it ‘should not take the form of an unplanned search for

parallels to Old Testament usages and ideas, but that the

ideas of the Ancient Near East should be studied iu the

context of their function and of the culture to which they

belong’ [Ringgren 1973: ix].
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Fire and Water

First published in Talking Stick 19, 1995.

Scandinavian myth tells us that, before the world was

created from parts of the dismembered body of the

primordial giant Ymir, there was nothing at all in the place

where the earth was to be located. As the poem Vǫluspá 3

says:

When Ymir lived, long ages ago,

before there where seas, chill waves or shore,

Earth was not yet nor the high heavens

but a great emptiness nowhere green.

In this primal state, there are no seas, no land, no

vegetation. The ‘great emptiness’ is Ginnungagap, literally

the ‘beguiling gap’ in which the nascent world is to be

situated. This is a pretty basic account, which does not tell

us a great deal. Luckily, much more detailed information is

available in other sources.
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According to the creation story told in Snorri Sturluson’s

Gylfaginning, the void Ginnungagap is not the only thing that

exists – if a void can be said to exist at all – prior to the

creation of the world. In fact, Miðgarðr – the world we

humans inhabit – and its contents is only the last of three

main worlds to come into existence. Two worlds existed

prior to the creation of Miðgarðr, and were instrumental in

the process by which the world of men was made –

although no account is given of how the older worlds were

made.

The first ‘world’ to appear is Múspell (also called

Múspellsheim, literally ‘abode of the destroyers’) located in

‘the south’, a region of light, flame, and heat, guarded by an

enigmatic being named Surtr, who wields a fiery sword. The

next oldest world is Niflheim (‘abode of mist’, also known

as Niflhel), situated in the ‘north’, a cold region in the midst

of which lies the well Hvergelmir, the ‘screaming cauldron’,

the source of eleven rivers (more are listed in the

mythological verses of the Poetic Edda) known collectively as

the Élivágar.

Ginnungagap thus lay between the hot south and the cold

north. According to Snorri, the Élivágar exuded a poison

that hardened like slag in a furnace and then turned to ice

when they had flowed far enough from their source, into

Ginnungagap.

This venom, having thus solidified and stopped flowing,

gave off a drizzle-like vapour that froze in layers across the

northern part of Ginnungagap, which was thus made wet,

cold, and windy.
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Meanwhile, the sparks and glowing embers emitted from

Múspell made the southern part of Ginnungagap warm and

light. The heat of Múspell warmed the ice that filled the

northern region of Ginnungagap, causing it to thaw. The

heat infused life into the melting ice and it grew into a

human shape:

From the Élivágar drops of venom dripped;

so it grew until it became a giant.

[Gylfaginning 5]

This was Ymir, the first jǫtunn, or giant – indeed, one of the

first two animate beings of all. The primordial cow

Auðhumla was also formed in the ice; by licking the salty

ice, she gave form to Búri, Óðinn’s father.

The primal void of the Norse myth – analogous to the

Chaos (‘Yawning’) of Greek cosmogony, which may have

influenced the common but mistaken translation of

Ginnungagap as ‘Yawning Gap’ – is echoed in an early

German Christian prayer, Das Wessobrunner Gebet:

The earth was not, nor high heaven,

nor free (…) nor mountain was, (…) no sun shone,

no moon gave light, there was no glorious sea.

The Old English rendering of Genesis preserved in the Junius

Manuscript – an elaborate and selective retelling of events in

the Old Testament book rather than merely a

straightforward vernacular translation – tells of ‘mansions

of the sky’ where God dwelled with his angels, and the

‘abysmal joyless house of punishment’, enveloped in night

and filled with both ‘fire and fearful cold’, existing prior to
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the Creation proper. The context is Christian, but the

imagery is essentially heathen, reminiscent as much of

Vǫluspá or Snorri’s Edda as it is of the Wessobrunner Gebet.

Let us now look more closely at the Scandinavian

cosmogony. The first point to note is that the

dismemberment of the primal giant Ymir did not take place

in an absolute void, nor was he created out of nothing.

Niflheim and Múspell were already in existence, but seem to

represent polarised qualities – hot and dry in opposition to

cold and wet, analogous to the four qualities defined in

Iranian and Greek thought – rather than actual places.

They are, in effect, analogues of the opposing elements fire

and water, and it is in the void that separates the two that

life and matter are formed by their interaction. This is

patently a mythological rendering of an inference drawn

from experience and actual observation: the north is

perceived as being cold and wet, while the south, the place

of the sun, is seen as hot and dry.

Between the two, in the temperate region inhabited by the

early Indo-Europeans and their descendants, is the

optimum state where life can develop and flourish,

analogous to the merging of heat with cold in what we

might call the temperate one of Ginnungagap. The Élivágar

are equivalent to the primal waters found in various

creation myths from all over the world.

Most cultures seem, at some stage in their development, to

have envisaged the world as being surrounded by water, or

even floating upon a vast ocean; and the idea of a primal

spring or river, often located in a subterranean region or
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located at the cosmic centre, from which all others derive, is

also quite common. That this is a very ancient concept can

be seen by comparing the Eddic account, with the much

older Nasadiya, a Vedic creation hymn:

There was neither non-existence nor existence then;

there was neither the real of space nor the sky which is

beyond. What stirred? Where? In whose protection?

Was there water, bottomlessly deep?

There was neither death nor immortality then. There

was no distinguishing sign of night nor of day. That one

breathed, windless, by its own impulse. Other than that

there was nothing beyond.

Darkness was hidden by darkness in the beginning; with

no distinguishing, sign, all this was water. The life force

that was covered with emptiness, that one arose

through the power of heat.

[Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty (trans. 1981), The Rig Veda:

An Anthology: 10.]

In the Scandinavian myth, the giant Ymir, from whose body

the world is made, springs directly from this powerful

meeting of opposites. This reflects a multi-layered dualism

that pervades Indo-European myth and religion, attaining

what is arguably its most formal state in Iran during the

Avestan period.

The concept can even be seen in the heavily Islamicised

mediaeval Iranian epic Shah-Nama. Here the author,

Ferdowsi, tells how the elements interacted to give form

and substance to the world:
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Of these elements one was fire, which arose shining;

then the wind and the water came, above the dark earth.

First the fire was stirred into motion and so dryness

appeared because of the heat of fire . When it was still

again, cold manifested itself, and then, out of cold grew

moisture.

When these four element were once in existence they

came together to form this fleeting abode of the world.

[Ferdowsi (trans. R. Levy and A. Banani 1967), The Epic

of the Kings: 1-2.]

The notional; interaction of fire with water was, as

suggested above, seen as the primordial creative action. The

wide distribution of this notion in Indo-European lore

indicates that it was a very important aspect of that

tradition, as Jaan Puhvel notes in his Comparative Mythology

(1988):

Fire and water are archetypically antithetical in the

physical world and in human perception alike. In the

former their incompatibility is relentless, but in the

mind of the mythopoeic man it has created its own

dialectic of conflict resolution that is reflected in ancient

tradition. Fire and ice/water were both present in Norse

cosmology and eschatology alike. ‘Fire and water’ is a

theme that recurs in Indo-Iranian, Irish, and Roman

lore, in a complex mythogem of clear Indo-European

significance.

The elemental process of the Shah-Nama account is related

to the idea of four ‘humours’ or essential bodily fluids

recognised in Aristotelian and Hippocratic writings and in



People, Earth and Sky

65

the middle Persian text Zadspram, essences classified

according to their qualities: hot/cold, and dry/moist.

These qualities represent a subdivision of fire (hot and dry)

and water (cold and moist). In other words, heat and

dryness are the twin qualities of fire; coldness and moistness

are the twin qualities of water. The humours themselves

possess attributes that refer to the combinations of these

four qualities.

Blood; hot and moist

Phlegm; cold and moist

Red bile; hot and dry

Black bile; cold and dry

Together, these make up the basic qualities of the human

body, as well as contributing to an early four basic types,

each corresponding to one of the humours. This, in terms

of Indo-European cosmological tradition, is no accident.

Just as the world was constructed from the primordial,

anthropomorphic being, so the human body is formed of

the same substances as the world; each reflects the other.

The Iranian recognition of a fifth essence, semen, rounds

off the whole sequence. Semen was seen as containing the

attributes of all four humours, and was conceived as the

ruler of them all, just as the king was both the ruler of his

people and a representation of the entire social body, which

was in turn thought of as an extension of the royal body. In

Indian tradition, the creation of the gods is sometimes

imagined as an act of masturbation by the supreme deity, an

ejaculation of semen; and that act is characterised in terms

of the making of fire by rubbing sticks.
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While it is a fluid, semen is here homologised with fire. The

Rig Veda also looks upon the making of fire as a sexual act,

with the rubbing of fire-sticks likened to the motions of

copulation; the sticks are seen as representations of the

sexual organs.

However, a passage in the Aitareya Upaniṣad, describing how

the first man was transformed into the cosmos, equates

semen with water, while speech is the source of fire. Later,

where the creative act is reversed to account for the

existence of humanity, the two substances enter the first

man’s body through the penis and mouth respectively.

This apparent contradiction can be resolved by pairing the

two; semen is the sign of the physical creative principle

(both men and women are, in their different ways,

receptacles for semen: one secretes, the other receives) and

speech is the sign of mental creativity.

Liquid intoxicants, such as mead and wine, are associated

with poetry and speech in Indo-European lore, and are

homologised with blood, which is in turn a manifestation of

fire; in Irish tradition, one of the things that makes a poet is

characterised as teinm laeda, glossed as ‘the shining (or:

burning) of brilliance’, while another is imbas forosnai,

‘wisdom that burns (or: illuminates)’, which is associated

with bodies of water. But, as fluids, these substances are

also akin to water; the sea was made from Ymir’s blood.

And Agni, the Indian fire-god, also manifests as Apam

Napat, ‘Child of the Waters’, a personification of lightning

and the sacrificial fire, a radiant being who dwells in water:

‘Thou who shinest without fuel amidst the waters’,

according to the Rig Veda.
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Apam Napat also occurs in Iranian tradition, where he is

associated with the fiery Xvarənah, who he hides away at

the bottom of a lake. Xvarənah’s watery abode, like the

Well of Nechtan in a parallel Irish story, emits powerful

waves that appear also to be bursts of radiant light. Apam

Napat and Nechtan are derived from a single Indo-

European source and Irish texts make it clear the the Well

of Nechtan is the same as the Well of Segais, a source of

imbas forosnai. The creative function of the fusion of the two

elements is constantly reiterated.

In Indo-European tradition, the human body, like the world

itself is made up of various combinations of the qualities of

fire and water; they are the building blocks of the creative

process. The two elements react, sometimes explosively, but

rarely without effect.

Mostly, water is the passive element: it is transformed, with

fire as a catalyst, from one form into another; it can contain

fire. As a number of sources indicate, fire (or heat) is the

dynamic force, but it rarely has any creative role on its own.

Water, its opposite, is just as necessary as fire to the

cosmological equation and its many echoes.

The dichotomy is further emphasised in Norse myth by the

mythical places responsible for providing the raw forces

that gave rise to Ymir; Niflheim, ‘the place of mist’, has

connotations of cold, damp, and darkness. Múspell is the

place of heat, light and dryness.

It is creatures from these places, or those descended from

them, who will come forth and do battle with the gods and

destroy the world created by them, at Ragnarǫk. The cycle

of creation and destruction will thus be complete. The
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powers that caused the world to come into being are the

same forces that will preside over its destruction.

But, just as the destruction of Ymir preceded the creation

of the the world, so Ragnarǫk presages the appearance of a

new world out of the flooded ashes of the old.
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The World Tree in Ancient Iran

First published in Talking Stick 22, 1996.

The religious texts of ancient Iran tell of a pair of mythical

trees. One is known as Gaokerena. According to the Avesta

(Vendidad XX.4) ‘Ahura Mazda brought down the healing

plants that, by many hundreds, by many thousands, grow

up all around the one Gaokerena.’

A later source, the Pahlavi cosmological text Bundahišn

(XIII), tells us that on the first day, a tree called Gokarn

(the name is also given as Gokard) grew ‘in the deep mud

within the wide-formed ocean’, the sea Vourukasha. This

tree is said to be necessary for the renewal of the cosmos. It

is also called the ‘white Hom’ (Haoma: the Vedic Soma).

Bundahišn XXVII calls it ‘the healing and undefiled’, and

asserts that to eat from it brings immortality.

In the water from which it grows is a lizard (in most

retellings this is a frog; but the creature is actually described

in terms that elsewhere pertain to the lizard), formed by the

‘evil spirit’ (Ahriman) to harm the tree by gnawing its roots.
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Ten fish called Kara have been set around the tree to

protect it from this monster.

Gokarn is twinned with another tree, the ‘tree of all seeds’,

source of all plants, said to be ‘proper-curing… energetic-

curing… all-curing’ (Bundahišn XIII). In the Avesta (Rašn

Yašt X) this tree is called the ‘tree of the eagle’ – the bird in

question being the Saena (which becomes Simurgh, a bird

associated with heroes and kings in later Persian legend).

In later Zoroastrian thought this bird, a falcon or eagle

(depicted as a griffin in Iranian art), is held to be an

embodiment of wisdom, nesting high in the Alburz

mountains that lie along the southern shore of the Caspian

Sea.

Saena nests atop this ‘tree of all seeds’, and disperses the

seeds by beating her wings. The tree also houses another

seed-carrying bird, Chamrush.

Bundahišn XIII.9-10 adds that between the two trees ‘is

formed the mountain with cavities, 9999 thousand myriads

[in number], each myriad being ten thousand. Unto that

mountain is given the protection of the waters… the source

of all the sea-water in the land of the seven regions is from

there.’

The sea Vourukasha, in which these trees are located, is a

body of otherworldly water, as the Avesta (Vendidad IV.15)

clearly shows: ‘Is it true that thou, Ahura Mazda, sendest

the waters [from the sea Vourukasha] down with the wind

and with the clouds?’ The same text (XXI) several times

names this sea as the ‘gathering place of waters’ in a

formula that continues ‘rise up, go the aerial way, and go
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down on the earth; go down on the earth and go up the

aerial way.’

It is equivalent to the cosmic waters of other traditions,

both Indo-European and Semitic, the earth-encircling ocean

that also exists in the sky. Elsewhere, the world’s waters are

said to have their source in a nonexistent sea to the south of

the Alburz mountains.

The two Iranian trees each have something in common

with Yggdrasill, the World Tree of Norse myth. Like

Gaokerena, Yggdrasill is endangered by the gnawing of a

reptilian creature, the worm Niðhǫggr – although it lacks

Gaokerena’s protective fish. A wise and knowledgeable

eagle, with a smaller bird of prey, the hawk Veðrfǫlnir,

nestled between its eyes, roosts atop Yggdrasill, just as

Saena and Chamrush inhabit the branches of the ‘tree of all

seeds’. This idea can also be related to the ‘Bird-of-Prey-

Mother’ associated with the World Tree of certain

shamanistic tribes of Siberia.

The fruits of Yggdrasill are said to have curative properties,

a property attributed to both Iranian trees, particularly the

‘tree of all seeds’. Gaokerena, like the Soma of Vedic India,

is a source of immortality and from it comes the

intoxication haoma that gives it its alternative name.

In Zoroastrian tradition, Gaokerena is said to aid in the

renovation of the universe, and its ability to bestow

immortality is to be useful in the general resurrection that is

to take place when that occurs. Bundahišn XVII.4 says that

‘everyone who eats [it] becomes immortal, and they call it

the [Gokarn] tree, as it is said that Hom is expelling death;
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also in the renovation [of the universe] they prepare its

immortality therefrom.’

Vedic texts call Soma the ‘Pillar of the Sky’; and like Soma,

Gaokerena is sometimes said to grow in the mountains – its

origin in the celestial ocean Vourukasha means that there is

no contradiction in this, especially as the Iranian World

Mountain is situated between Gaokerena and the ‘tree of all

seeds’.

Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda tells us that Yggdrasill has

three roots, each of which is associated with a well. The

three wells are Urðarbrunnr, Mímisbrunnr, and

Hevergelmir. These three are essentially one and the same;

but the first is the well of the Norns, who bathe Yggdrasill

with its water to protect it from decay, the water having the

property of whitening anything immersed in it – hinting at

the epithet ‘white Hom’ applied to Gaokerena; and the

third, Hvergelmir, is the northern spring from which the

rivers called Élivágar flow, these being the primeval waters

involved in the first phase of the creation of the cosmos,

and the ancestral sources of the major rivers of the

Germanic experience. They are directly paralleled by the

primordial rivers of Iranian tradition; and in the Irish

traditions of the white-rimmed well of Uisnech, at the

island’s druidical centre, and the Well of Segais, source of

the seven chief rivers of Ireland.

The connection of Yggdrasill with the source of water is

stressed in a verse from the poem Vǫluspá:

An ash I know stands,

called Yggdrasil,
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a high tree,

sprinkled with white mud;

from there come the dews,

that fall in the valleys,

it stands evergreen above

Urðarbrunnr.

The watery abode of the two Iranian trees and Yggdrasill

may be related to the cosmic pillar of the pagan Saxons at

Eresburg, destroyed by Charlemagne in 772. The

destruction of that pillar, known as Irminsul, was followed

by a flood, according to one chronicle. Its name means,

roughly, the ‘Mighty Pillar’, which is paralleled, curiously, by

the name of the World Serpent of Norse myth,

Jǫrmungandr.

Jǫrmungandr means literally ‘Mighty Staff [or wand] – an odd

name indeed for a circular serpent. It may be that the Norse

serpent has somehow become identified with the very thing

it threatens – or guards. Greek myth tells of the serpent

Ladon, that protects the apple-tree on the island of the

Hesperides; and the snake-like Lernaean Hydra, that guards

the tree above the sevenfold source of the river Amymone.

Later folktale includes the story of the water-born Lambton

Worm that supposedly coiled itself around a hill.

There are many other examples. In India, for instance, an

ancient relief at Bharhut shows the Buddha beneath a bodhi

tree; beside it is a five-headed Nagaraja, a serpentine being,

standing in water. The connection between serpent, axial

tree (or mountain or mound), and water-source is

constantly reiterated, with only minor variations of the

serpent’s role.
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While the Iranian World Trees can be shown to share broad

characteristics with similar trees elsewhere in the Indo-

European world, it is significant that there are two of them,

while the other traditions invariably have only one, albeit

often in a multiplicity of guises. Yet the Iranian trees are

specifically said to be a pair, flanking a World Mountain. It

may well be that the Zoroastrian tradition acquired this idea

from their Semitic predecessors in Iran.

The Bible, for example, has a Tree of Life and a Tree of

Knowledge of Good and Evil in Eden; and the Babylonians

had a Tree of Truth and a Tree of Life, located in the east,

at the entrance to paradise. Similarly, the Egyptian Book of

the Dead has a pair of sycamores at the very edge of the

world, in the east where the sun rises; although a variant

myth places one in the west and the other in the east. Other

traditions, as far apart as Mexico and Polynesia, speak of a

Tree of Life and a Tree of Death.

Later European tradition adopted the familiar Judaeo-

Christian pairing; and there are even dualistic traditions and

proverbs opposing a green tree and a dry or withered one.

But the Semitic tradition must be regarded as distinct from

these: one tree bestows life, and the other distinguishes

between right and wrong, good and evil, truth and lie

A painted mural from an Amorite palace at Mari, on the

Euphrates, shows two trees, guarded or attended by a two

kariban (cherubim), winged figures akin to the sphinx or the

Iranian griffin. Indeed, the juxtaposition of sacred tree

(singular or dual) and winged guardian/attendant recurs

throughout Near Eastern sacred art; even a partial list

would be very lengthy indeed.
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The Bible tells us that cherubim guard the Tree of Life in

Eden. This motif, which predates the Iranian presence in

the region, clearly anticipates the birds Saena and

Chamrush. On the other hand, griffins, often paired, feature

prominently in the art of other Iranian-speaking peoples,

the Scythians and Sarmatians, as does the tree, which is

invariably singular. This is not particularly significant in

itself, except to show that the griffin was a common icon

among the entire Iranian-speaking world

Either single World Trees such as Yggdrasill represent a

merging of two separate trees that have survived as such in

the Iranian texts, or the single tree is the original, and the

Iranian myths are themselves the divergent form.

Some light may be shed upon this problem by the

Zoroastrian theme of resurrection. Like most other

prophecies of its kind, this tends heavily toward morality.

According to the Zoroastrian version, the bodily

resurrection at the end of Ahura Mazda’s creation involves

much sorting out of the righteous from the wrongdoers,

and the rewards are granted in accordance with the balance

of sins and good deeds. As one of these rewards is the

distribution of the immortalising haoma, it may be tentatively

suggested that Gaokerena can be roughly equated with the

Biblical Tree of Knowledge, the Tree of Truth, and so on.

The ‘tree of all seeds’ is, straightforwardly enough, the Tree

of Life.

Looked at in this way, it would seem possible that

indigenous Semitic cosmology has influenced the incoming

Iranian version.
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Whether the birds Saena and Chamrush have been inspired,

or perhaps modified, by the Semitic karabin/cherubim is

debatable. The broader Iranian fondness for griffins, and

the birds of prey that sit upon Yggdrasill, would suggest

otherwise. The serpent associated with the trees of Eden

adds a further dimension, especially as Eden itself is a

hydrographic centre; compare the snake that steals the plant

of rejuvenation and resurrection, retrieved from the waters

of Apsu, from Gilgamesh as he washes in a pool, in the Epic

of Gilgamesh. The Babylonian myth of a great stalk, with its

roots reaching down into the subterranean waters, is closer

in spirit to the World Tree of Scandinavia, and its analogues

elsewhere in the Indo-European world.

It would be unrealistic to suppose that the Indo-European

World Tree, as exemplified by Yggdrasill and the Iranian

pair, was taken originally from either the Mesopotamian

traditions, or from Altaic and Finno-Ugrian sources.

Instead, it would seem likely that the World Tree has its

cultural and mythological origins somewhere in the

Palaeolithic linguistic and cultural complex that gave rise to

all these different offspring – the speakers of the ancestral

language known as Nostratic or Eurasiatic.

The idea of the tree as image of the cosmos is found far and

wide in these cultures, and also far outside – in Polynesia,

the Americas, and so on – and the associated motifs, the

serpent at the bottom and the bird of prey at the top, are

equally widespread.

There are many legends, myths and folktales that tell of a

quarrel between an eagle and a snake; reflections, perhaps,

of the antithetical nature of earth and sky, and of the belief
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that the tree that separates the two creatures also keeps the

earth and sky apart.

Note

All translations from the Iranian are taken from those of the

three-volume Zend-Avesta and the five-volume Pahlavi Texts in the

Sacred Books of the East series published originally by the Clarendon

Press, Oxford reprinted by Motilal Panarsidass, Delhi.
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Flying to the Cloud: Soma and the Axis

Mundi
First published in Mercian Mysteries 13, 1992.

He who is the pillar of the sky, the well-adorned

support, the full stalk that encircles all around, he is the

one who by tradition sacrifices to these two great

world-halves.1

This verse from the Rig Veda describes a plant: Soma, from

which the gods of ancient India made their fiery elixir of

immortality. Here, the stem of the plant is the pillar that

supports the sky and separates it from the earth. Soma is

also a god, as well as being identified with the moon (and

also the sun!), where its juice is stored; it is characterised as

a horse, or bull; and it is brought from the sky, though it is

found on certain mountains, which may amount to the

same thing. The dome of the sky is the bowl into which the

juice of the Soma is poured.

Soma has been most plausibly identified as a hallucinogenic

mushroom, specifically the Fly Agaric, Amanita muscaria, by
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R. Gordon Wasson.2 This certainly accords with the effects

of Soma as noted in the Rig Veda – ‘I am huge, huge! flying

to the cloud. Have I not drunk Soma?’; ‘The glorious drops

that I have drunk set me free in wide space.’3 – as well as an

emphasis on the plant’s stalk, and a recurring image of the

Soma-bowl as an image of the sky. Indeed, a mushroom’s

shape makes it a good choice as a model of the cosmos: the

upward-thrusting stalk is the axis mundi, its domed head is

the vault of the sky.

The Rig Veda and other Hindu religious texts have

preserved an enormous body of lore pertaining to Soma,

the core of which was written down over three thousand

years ago, and the traditions are certainly older than the

earliest texts. Most of the references to Soma are concerned

with its discovery or preparation, and with the effects of the

liquid upon the imbiber. Others refer to the qualities of

Soma, the god. Some, like the verse quoted above, are of a

cosmological nature. While the mushroom is a striking

image of the cosmos, why should the hallucinogenic variety

be chosen above non-toxic fungi of similar shape?

Obviously, the psychotropic properties of Fly Agaric would

have ensured its reputation as a magical plant, but that

alone would surely not have been enough to have prompted

the ancient Indians to identity it with the axis mundi.

One possible reason that comes to mind is the Fly Agaric’s

habitat. It is most frequently found in the north of Europe

and Asia, approaching the celestial pole, in woodland made

up of birch or firs, often in mountainous areas. According

to the Rig Veda, Soma is found on certain sacred mountains,

reflexes of Meru at the centre of the world. The mountain

and the tree are, of course, common images of the axis
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mundi, the central structure of the terrestrial disc. The axis

mundi also separates earth from sky, while simultaneously

providing a point of contact between the two. The

mushroom’s characteristic white spots can be likened to

either the stars in the night sky, or to clouds, another

pointer to its cosmological role. The spots are another clue

to the axial attributes of this particular mushroom.

Mircea Eliade, discussing the importance of the number

seven among the shamans of Central Asia and Siberia, tells

us that mushrooms with seven spots are consumed by Lapp

and Ostyak shamans. This can be related to the frequent

association of the cosmic axis with the number seven. The

cosmic pillars of the Ostyak have seven notches; and the

Vogul believe that the sky is reached by way of seven stairs.4

In the Gylfaginning section of Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda,

we read that a man juggling seven axes stands at the

entrance to Valhalla; and the Welsh poem Preiddeu Annwfn

tells us that ‘only seven’ return from Caer Sidi, the revolving

castle that is one version of the Celtic axis mundi, in which

we find an ox that has seven (or sevenscore, depending on

the translation) studs in its collar.

The number seven is often a characteristic feature of the

entrance to the celestial Otherworld, home of the gods. In

Eurasian shamanic lore, the entrance is attained by

ascending vertically, climbing the cosmic pillar or an

equivalent representational structure. In Altaic tradition the

underworld is structurally analogous to the celestial realm,

and access can be gained through a similar entrance and

method:
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The Altaians conceive the entrance to the underworld

as a ‘smoke hole’ of the earth, located, of course, at the

‘Centre’ (situated, according to the myths of Central

Asia, in the North, which corresponds to the Centre of

the Sky; for, as we know, the ‘North’ is assimilated to

the ‘Centre’ through the whole Asian area, from India

to Siberia). By a sort of symmetry, the underworld has

been imagined to have the same number of levels as the

sky… the Altaic shaman successively passes through the

seven underworld ‘obstacles’…5

In these contexts, the heptadic structure that marks the axis

mundi and the entrance to the Otherworld can only be the

constellation Ursa Major. In northern Europe, and in

Homeric Greece, this constellation was formerly conceived

as a wagon – though more usually a bear in Greece – and

associated variously with Óðinn /Woden and Þórr; in the

Rig Veda the number seven occurs often in connection with

a number of things, including chariots and cattle, and in

obscure cosmological contexts; and in ancient Rome, the

stars of Ursa Major were known as the Seven Oxen, hence

the Latin term septentrio, denoting the north. In some Indo-

European languages the word for north is derived from the

root *nertro, meaning both ‘below’ and ‘left (hand)’,

suggesting a one-time identification of the land of the gods

with the destination of the spirits of the dead. In Finnish

tradition, the land of the dead lies in the far north, as does

Niflhel, the realm of the Norse goddess of death.

The choice of mushrooms with seven spots is therefore

another variation on the mushroom as an image of the axis

mundi. Specifically, it marks – like the septenary labyrinth –
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the means of entry to other worlds. In the case of the

hallucinogenic Fly Agaric, the Otherworld that is accessed is

an altered state of consciousness.

Traditional accounts of the Otherworld closely resemble the

effects of hallucinogenic drugs. The traveller to the

Otherworld experiences distortions in the perceived flow of

time, so that his stay there seems to last only a short time,

but when he leaves he discovers that many years have

passed; or those in the Otherworld live far beyond their

natural span. This phenomenon occurs in, for example, the

medieval Irish Voyage of Bran; in the Welsh tale Branwen

Daughter of Llyr; and in the Grail romances. These exhibit

other traces characteristic of the effects of psychotropic

substances: in the Voyage of Bran, beautiful and unearthly

music fills the air, and the Otherworld is bright and

supernally fresh – a luminosity that may go some way

toward explaining why Soma is identified with the sun,

which is also held to separate the earth from the sky – its

colours are enhanced, and it is filled with jewels and

flowers, inhabited by beautiful women. The Grail Castle is

the scene of a procession of candelabra, a Grail studded

with gems and pearls, brilliant light and colour, and

beautiful women.

The pattern is fairly consistent. Entry is gained by a journey

– flight, a voyage, climbing, descending – a ‘trip’ in modern

slang. Once there, time is distorted, jewelled objects and

gleaming precious metals abound, strange and beautiful

music is heard, beautiful women appear. Colours are

brighter and more varied, the light is intense. Food and

drink taste marvellous and different (although in some

versions of the underworld the food is wretched, and the
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dead go hungry). But all is not as it seems. Fairy gold turns

into dried leaves when the traveller returns to the human

realm. When the adventure ends, he awakes from sleep, or

as if from a waking dream, to find himself alone – no trace

remains of the wonders he has witnessed.

There is a great deal of difference between the experience

of a shaman and that of an unwitting intruder. The

shaman’s journey to the Otherworld, and his experiences

there, are determined by an expectation of the conditions

that apply there, and structured by ritual and preparation.

He already has a map of the Otherworld in his head, a map

that also shows how to get there in the first place. It is a

map based on myth and traditional cosmology. The person

who stumbles by accident into the Otherworld has no such

guidance. Unaware of the rules that govern this strange

place, that person is constantly on the brink of disaster.

The place of the axis mundi, whether in myth or as a local

representation or analogue of the cosmic centre, is expected

to have the same nature as the Otherworld experienced by

the shaman. It is structured according to the same

cosmology. As the centre of the world, it is the source of all

riches and all sustenance. Hence it is associated with the

Grail, the cosmic mills of Finnish and Scandinavian myth,

with kingship and cosmic regulation or renewal, and with

the mythical well or spring that is the source of the world’s

waters. Because it is homologous with the axial point of the

year, it is perceived as being exempt from the usual

temporal cycles and their effects: it is ‘outside’ time. In

Celtic and Germanic cosmology it is the abode of the

goddess Sovereignty, the Fates, and the goddess of death.
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In terms of its attributes and associated mythology, it is

much the same as the more generalised Otherworlds.

The myths and traditions that describe the axis mundi make

it clear that the structure itself possesses the same attributes

as the Otherworlds to which it gives access. These, in turn,

are described in terms that indicate a close resemblance to

the effects of the hallucinogenic mushroom favoured by

Eurasian shamans and the gods of the Rig Veda, the Fly

Agaric. As the intoxicating Soma, this mushroom is

identified with the ‘pillar of the sky’, an embodiment of the

axis mundi.

It is difficult to determine which concept came first. The

ritual use of hallucinogenic fungi is extremely ancient, as the

Vedic sources alone demonstrate. The recent discovery, in

the mountains of the Austrian-Italian border, of the frozen

body of a man who died sometime in the late neolithic

period may push the known date back further still, if the

mushroom found among his possessions proves to be a

specimen of Amanita muscaria, or a similar species. It has

already been suggested that this man was possibly a shaman,

whose ritual journey to the mountains was interrupted by

his untimely death, but the mushroom does not seem to

have been cited as evidence for this theory.

The conceptualisation of the axis mundi seems to be more

or less consistent throughout the Indo-European/

Uralic/Altaic sphere, which argues not so much for mutual

influence and constant reiteration through repeated contact,

as for a basic unity of concept. The one thing these three

cultural-linguistic complexes have in common – other than

a common linguistic ancestry in the very distant past – is a
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former location in the circumpolar region, where the seven

stars of Ursa Major and the celestial pole are at their most

dramatic. As it happens, it is in the birch and fir forests of

the north that Fly Agaric has its natural habitat. It seems

likely that cosmological considerations antedate the use of

this hallucinogenic mushroom – but there is more than a

suspicion that the mushroom experience may have played a

considerable part in moulding beliefs concerning the nature

of the Otherworld.
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A Root of Yggdrasill

First published in Talking Stick 12, 1993.

Yggdrasill is generally accepted as an ash tree, as it is

specifically named as such (askr) in a number of Old Norse

and Icelandic mythological texts. There have been attempts

to identify Yggdrasill as a yew but these have rested mainly

on the description of the Swedish pagan temple at Uppsala

given by Adam of Bremen in the 11th century:

Near to this temple is a very great tree, stretching its

branches afar, and green both in winter and in summer.

No one knows what kind of tree it is.

The sacred tree of Uppsala may indeed have been a yew, a

tree that is found even today in English churchyards; but

(the description of Yggdrasill as æ of groenn (‘ever green’) in

Vǫluspá notwithstanding) that does not mean that
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Yggdrasill, the mythical tree, was ever thought of as an

evergreen yew and not a deciduous ash.

Indeed, even a cursory consideration of sacred trees in

northern Europe will show that a variety of trees were

venerated as domestic guardians or totems and that the

types of trees grown at temples and other sacred sites

depended largely on the deities to whom they were

dedicated. In these respects, the Scandinavian and other

Germanic peoples differed very little from the Celts, Greeks

or Romans. Besides, the Swedes would certainly have been

able to identify a yew and most other trees native to

Scandinavia.

If Yggdrasill is characterised as an ash in Norse myth – and

bearing in mind those pointless attempts to identify it as a

yew – why is it that, every now and then, people are driven

to identify it as something else entirely?

The answer is, quite simply, that Yggdrasill is a very special

ash. The greater part of its nature and function belongs to

the widespread notion of a great structure (tree, mountain

or pillar) that is the support of the sky and the central point

of the cosmos: the axis mundi. As a version of the axis mundi,

we should therefore expect it to share some features with

other versions of that cosmic structure and to have retained

attributes that would not ordinarily relate to a tree, even

such a mighty tree as Yggdrasill. So, for example, Yggdrasill

is described as ‘ever green’ (which is more likely to be a

reference to its great lifespan than a description of its type);

its branches ‘spread far and wide over every land; it is said

to have leaves and great roots that extend to the ends of the

cosmos.
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In these respects, it is indeed a tree, but one of mythic

proportions. It has acquired some baggage from other

versions of the cosmic axis. Its roots are three in number,

reaching to Niflheim, to the land of the frost-giants and to

the realms of the Æsir. These correspond to the basic,

three-fold cosmic division found in ancient India (and in

Mesopotamia) and are echoed in the three roots of the

Sampo in Finnish tradition. Similarly, the nine ‘worlds’

remembered by the seeress in Vǫluspá, the well of Urðr (if

the three springs are indeed one well with several names),

and the serpents that lie at the tree’s roots, are features

found in the lore associated with other types of axis.

More obscure, in terms of cosmology, are references to

Yggdrasill in Fjǫlsvinnsmál (the second part of the poem

generally known as Svipdagsmál), where it is given the name

Mímameiðr. As usual, the tree is characterised as an ash but

it is also stated that es mangi veit af hverjum rótum rinnr (no man

knows from what root it grows’), an echo of a line in

Hávamál. Furthermore, the poem tells us that neither fire

nor iron can fell the tree and that the fruit of the tree is

roasted and given to sick and/or pregnant women.

This last item does not entirely agree with the medicinal use

of the ash, the fruits of which are held to be useful in the

treatment of ‘stitches and pains in the side, proceeding of

wind and voiding away the stone, by provoking urine’,

according to Nicholas Culpeper. These properties could be

related to Fjǫlsvinnsmál’s claim that if the fruits of

Mímameiðr are roasted, ‘then that which is within shall

come out’. But it is difficult to see how it could all fit

together in the context of ailing or pregnant women.
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However, Fjǫlsvinnsmál seems to rule out completely the

yew, with its highly toxic, berry-like cones and leaves.

This raises an important question. If the World Tree is the

model for all sacred or magical trees, including the guardian

trees whose fruits were used to treat the sick or to assist

childbirth, then surely a tree with more appropriately

pharmaceutical fruits would have been more suited to that

role? Fjǫlsvinnsmál’s assertion, that the operation makes that

which is within come out, is usually interpreted in the

context of childbirth; although one translator relates it to

the use of some prepared fruits to bring on menstruation

which may be a coy hint at abortifacients. This aspect of

Yggdrasill seems to refer to neither ash nor yew.

The Prose Edda, following the lead of Vǫluspá, tells us that

each day the Nornir sprinkle Yggdrasill with water and mud

from Urðarbrunnr to prevent it rotting. Because the water

is so holy, it makes everything that enters the well as white

as the membrane inside an eggshell. The author then quotes

a variation on the following lines from Vǫluspá:

An ash I know stands

named Yggdrasill

a high tree,

sprinkled with white mud…

The bleaching effect of the well has been compared to the

white water that flows from the cave of the Moirai, the

Greek Fates. This white water has, quite plausibly, been

explained as moonlight, which would be appropriate for

goddesses with a lunar aspect. That the Nornir and Moirai

are expressions of the same archaic triad is not in doubt;
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but it is clear that the daily sprinkling of Yggdrasill cannot

be done using moonlight or the water that represents it. For

one thing, moonlight is absent for a significant part of each

month and, for another, the Old Icelandic verb ausa is quite

specifically ‘to sprinkle’, which suggests something different

from the way that moonlight usually bathes an object.

The poem says ‘sprinkled’ and, from it, we should

understand that the word is used in the same way that we

would use it today: ‘to scatter in small drops or particles’ (as

defined in Chambers English Dictionary). On the other

hand, the lunar connection is interesting, given the possible

use of Yggdrasill’s fruits in childbirth or to bring on the

menses.

The Prose Edda goes on to say that the dew that falls from

Yggdrasill is called hunangfall (‘honey-dew’) and that bees

feed on it. This can be linkedwith a passage that tells of the

goat Heidrún who eats the tree’s foliage. Instead of milk,

she yields a cauldron of mead every day. Here the World

Tree is named Laeradr (‘Shelterer’); but another of its

names is Mjǫtviðr (‘Measure Tree’), which has been

suggested as a corruption of Mjǫdviðr (‘Mead Tree’) by one

scholar. As a hypothesis, the name Mjǫdviðr is attractive,

but there is no real reason to change the usual reading of

Mjǫtvicir. But it is a rare tree indeed that yields honey and

causes goats to give mead instead of milk.

A further question arises at this point. If Óðinn (on whose

roof the goat stands to get at the leaves of Yggdrasill) has a

ready supply of mead at home, why does he have to embark

on a lengthy and dangerous quest to wrest mead from the

giants? One logical answer to this is that Óðinn’s quest is
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connected with the authentic mead, while Heidrún’s ‘mead’

refers to a different type of intoxicant.

As it is, Óðinn’s quest falls into a recognizable variant of

the Indo-European mead-cycle, sharing a basic structure

with the making of amrta (ambrosia) as it is recounted in the

Mahābhārata. But Heidrún’s mead does not fall into that

pattern. There are significant points of contact between the

mead-cycle and the traditions surrounding this other,

putative, intoxicant and there is evidence to suggest that the

two merged or were confused on a regular basis; but the

two myths need to be differentiated here.

This brings us to Soma, the divine intoxicating plant of

ancient India, a substance that defied identification until R.

Gordon Wasson1 argued persuasively, backed by a great

deal of textual and circumstantial evidence, that it was

originally the mushroom Amanita muscaria, the red toadstool

with distinctive white spots that is known familiarly as Fly

Agaric. Here it shall be assumed that Wasson’s analysis is

correct.

Fly Agaric is a potent hallucinogen and its ritual use – to

induce ecstatic states and as a healing agent – is attested

among various Uralic and Altaic peoples, and in parts of

North America, including pre-Columbian Mexico. It is

prepared in a number of ways: by drying it in the sun,

toasting it over an open fire, or by extracting the juice and

mixing it with water or reindeer-milk.

Soma is prepared in similar ways and also mixed with

honey. Like other mushrooms, it is often believed to appear

after thunderstorms or at a spot where lighning has struck.

Soma is the favoured intoxicant of Indra, the Indian
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thunder-god. As well as conferring great strength and

allowing the god to fly through space, it heals and it

bestows immortality.

In the Rig Veda, Soma has a particular cosmological

function distinct from its intoxicating properties. The plant

is characterized as ‘pillar of the sky’, ‘mainstay of the world’

and ‘navel’. Additionally, it grows on the Cosmic Mountain,

from whence it is brought by an eagle or falcon (a motif

reminiscent of Loki’s flight in Freyja’s falcon costume to

retrieve the goddess Iðunn – whose apples of immortality

keep the Æsir youthful – after she has been snatched up by

the giant Þjazi who is in the form of an eagle).

In short, Soma is itself a representation of the axis mundi

and a cousin, at least, to Yggdrasill. The mushroom, its

stem growing straight out of the earth, and with its domed

cap like the vault of the sky with white spots like the stars

or fleecy clouds, is an excellent cosmological image.

The preparation of Soma (and its humbler, but equally

potent, alter-ego, the Fly Agaric) and its association with

milk (and honey) are similar to the treatment and processing

of the fruits of Yggdrasill. The resemblance is strengthened

by the Rig Veda’s description of Soma as udhan (‘udder’).

The goat (and four harts) that nibble Yggdrasill’s leaves are

paralleled by the Siberian reindeer which have a taste for Fly

Agaric and whose milk is mixed with the juice of the boiled

or pressed mushrooms.

So far, a broad, tentative connection has been established

between Soma/Fly Agaric and Yggdrasill. From this base, it

is possible to construct further associations.
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Firstly, the Scandinavian texts affirm that Yggdrasill grows

from an unknown root (this in spite of the three roots

mentioned in the Prose Edda), a statement that can be

interpreted as meaning that its method of seeding cannot be

explained. According to the Rig Veda, Soma does not grow

from ordinary seed – it is said to produce none – but from a

germ or egg laid by the gods. This accords with the

reproduction of fungi through barely visible spores. Soma is

described as a red or tawny bull, an obvious reference to the

colour of its cap, and also as the ‘foremost spotted deer’,

which patently alludes to the mushroom’s characteristic

white spots. In the circumstances, it does not seem fanciful

to compare this with Yggdrasill, ‘sprinkled with white mud’.

The stem of Amanita muscaria is, of course, white.

Following on from this, it is worth noting that Soma is a

name given to the moon, which just happens to be the

place where both amrta and the juice of Soma are said to be

stored. This can be related to the lunar source proposed for

the ‘white mud’ with which the Nornir sprinkle Yggdrasill.

Because of its brightness and splendour, however, Soma is

also identified with the sun. In Indian tradition, both sun

and Soma are claimed to separate earth from sky: another

axial reference.

From this comparison, it can be seen that Yggdrasill and

Soma share a number of characteristics, some of which are

evidently not cosmological. It can be inferred that

Yggdrasill is, thus, partly based on Amanita muscaria, the Fly

Agaric mushroom.

Plainly, the bulk of of tradition surrounding Yggdrasill is

based on the idea that it is indeed a tree of cosmic
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proportions, and there is no way that Yggdrasill ‘is’ a

hallucinogenic mushroom to the exclusion of everything

else, or even that it was primarily modelled on such a

mushroom. But there is enough evidence to suggest that

material appropriate to the Soma/Fly Agaric traditions has

become attached to that great tree, probably because both

are images of the axis mundi and would already have shared

features that would have eased an amalgamation.

It is extremely unlikely, although not completely impossible,

that these common attributes found their way to medieval

Scandinavia from ancient Indian texts. The myth and

properties of Soma have not been grafted wholesale onto

an existing myth of Yggdrasill as World Tree, but seem

rather to have resulted from a gradual merging of two

originally separate strands of myth, perhaps as the archaic

mushroom—based tradition declined relative to the

increasing importance of mead. In India, Soma retained a

mythical and ritual eminence long after its original identity

was forgotten, as numerous texts show. But the Norse

myths recognise only mead as a divine intoxicant.

The similarities between Soma-lore and the traditions

associated with Amanita muscaria in Siberia, Central Asia

and north-eastern Europe – not to mention the mythology

of Yggdrasill – tend to suggest that, far from simply being

diffused outward from India, as some authorities believe, all

are derived from a ‘mushroom cult’ that flourished at a time

before the proto-Indo-Europeans had become wholly

differentiated from their Uralic-speaking cousins, the other

major mushroom-users of Eurasia. A further study of

possible remnants of a Soma/Fly Agaric theme elsewhere in

Indo-European myth (i.e. in European myth, as Soma
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appears as Haoma in ancient Iran, and is not in doubt there)

may provide at least circumstantial evidence to support this

hypothesis.

Carlo Ginzburg2 has speculated broadly on the role of

hallucinogenic mushrooms in medieval European

witchcraft. Carl A. P. Ruck has detected likely traces in

Greek tradition, and Wasson has found some evidence for

mushroom use among the Scythians (gleaned from the

writings of Herodotus). But their analyses show only a few

cosmological features that would serve to bolster the

present argument.

It is possible to test this hypothesis, however. Can the

proposed link between Soma and Yggdrasill be used to shed

light on other, related motifs that have caused problems for

mythologists? If it can be so used, then the case is greatly

strengthened.

One such item is the name Mímameiðr (‘tree (or pole) of

Mímir’). Although Mímir has a tangential connection with

Yggdrasill – the well below the World Tree is also known as

Mímisbrunnr (‘well of Mímir’) – there is nothing in the

myths to explain why the tree is named for him in this way.

The Soma myth, and a look at the role of Mímir in Norse

mythology, provide the clue.

Mímir is something of an unknown quantity. Even his

name has defied analysis. Claims that it derives from the

same root as memory have failed to stand up to close

scrutiny, yet that remains the best proposal so far. He is one

of the hostages sent by the Æsir after their war with the

Vanir. Although he is notably wise, Mímir remains virtually

silent, preferring to entrust counselling duties to his co-
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hostage, the handsome but empty-headed Hoenir. Enraged

by Mímir’s silence, the Vanir cut off his head. The severed

head is preserved with herbs by Óðinn, who employs it as

an oracle and source of wisdom.

Mímir is of use to Óðinn in another way: his well is itself a

source of wisdom, and Óðinn exchanges an eye for a single

drink from it. That eye is kept in the well, as the seeress of

Vǫluspá says: ‘I know all Óðinn, where your eye is hidden,

in the famous well of Mímir; Mímir drinks mead each

morning from Valfǫðr’s [Óðinn’s] pledge’.

Apart from an interesting convergence of attributes –

Óðinn’s eye is here being roundly equated with the well that

Óðinn drank from in exchange for that organ – and the

appearance of mead rather than plain water, it is apparent

that the well is the ultimate source of Mímir’s wisdom. The

water, characterised as mead, is the link between Óðinn’s

eye and Mímir’s head. But the proceedings really liven up

when Soma is introduced.

For whatever reason – Wasson suggests that it is because of

the mushroom’s appearance – Soma is referred to several

times in the Rig Veda as ‘the Single Eye’ (ekam aksi).

Furthermore, it is also referred to as murdhan and śiras, both

which mean ‘head’. The imagery seems I refer to the fact

that, as a mushroom is a cap and stalk, all that remains

when it picked is effectively the head and neck. Extending

the analogy to Mímir is simple enough: his wisdom remains

unrealised until he is decapitated, after which his head is

consulted by Óðinn, just as the Fly Agaric’s hallucinogenic

qualities are only evident when it has been gathered and

ingested
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A striking near-parallel to Mímir’s decapitation can be

found in India, in a myth found in several versions and in

fragments scattered throughout various texts. This involves

Dadhyanc, who divulged the seat of the Madhu (‘honey’, the

same word used many times in the Rig Veda to denote the

sweetness that is the essence of Soma to the Aśvins. Indra 

had threatened to cut off Dadhyanc’s head if he told the

secret to anyone, but the Aśvins got round this by removing 

Dadhyanc’s head and replacing it with that of a horse. After

Indra had carried out his threat, they replaced Dadhyanc

own head upon his shoulders.

The first point to make is that Dadhyanc, like Mímir, retains

his knowledge until he is beheaded by the Asvins. Secondly,

it is the horse’s head that betrays the secret (Yggdrasill is,

literally, ‘the steed of Yggr [Óðinn, ‘Fearful’]’, an epithet

that has inspired a number of interpretations. In this

context, it may be significant that the Rig Veda often

characterises Soma as horse: ‘Immortal Courser’ and

‘Wondrous Steed’ to give just two examples.

Of course, this all depends on accepting Wasson’s

identification of Soma as Amanita muscaria. Authorities on

Sanskrit and Vedic myth are divided on that issue, and

those who agree with Wasson are as eminent in the field as

those who disagree.

While it seems that a comparison of Yggdrasill with Soma is

meaningful only if Soma is accepted as as having been that

particular mushroom, or something that closely resembles it

in appearance as well as in use and effect, it can be argued

that the comparison, by providing coherent and satisfying

answers to several of the more puzzling questions that
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Yggdrasill raises, supports Wasson’s case and adds a further

dimension to its structure.

Notes

1: R. Gordon Wason (1968), Soma, Divine Mushroom Of Immortality.

2: Carlo Ginzburg (1989), Ecstasies: Deciphering The Witches’ Sabbath.
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Myths of the Celestial Bear

First published in Talking Stick 18, 1995.

Ursa Major is one of the most spectacular features of the

northern night sky. These seven stars – excluding those that

have been spuriously added by misguided astronomers to

make the constellation look more like a bear – were of

singular importance to the ancients, as many traditions

testify.

In archaic cosmologies of the northern hemisphere, Ursa

Major was generally connected with cosmic order, and

usually closely associated with the celestial pole, the central

axis of the nocturnal heavens. Today, Ursa Major is

popularly known to the English-speaking world as the

Plough or Big Dipper, the latter usage becoming more

widespread as American influence increases.

Among the older names for this group of stars are a

number which have ritual or mythological significance; and,

of those, perhaps the most interesting is that which has led
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to the standard astronomical term, Ursa Major, the Great

Bear.

The constellation is named by the Greek word for a bear,

arktos, by Homer in the Iliad and Odyssey, around 700 BCE.

In the Iliad, it is said to be one of the constellational motifs

in the cosmological design on the shield forged by

Hephaestus for Achilles: ‘(the Bear) nicknamed the Wain,

the only constellation which never bathes in Ocean Stream,

but always wheels round in the same place and looks across

at Orion the hunter with a wary eye’.

This description is repeated almost word for word in the

Odyssey, where the constellation is used by Odysseus as a

navigational aid on the instructions of the nymph Calypso,

who told him to keep it ‘on his left hand as he made across

the sea’.

The name Arktos is associated with the myth of the nymph

Kallisto (‘fairest’), a companion of Artemis, recorded by

Eratosthenes, Hyginus, and Apollodorus, among others.

Kallisto was seduced by Zeus, and became pregnant. When

this was discovered by Artemis, the goddess changed her

into the shape of a bear, and gave chase with her hounds.

Zeus saved her by lifting her up to the heavens, where she

was set among the stars.

There are several variants to this myth. The nymph is also

named Megisto and Themisto; her father is Lykaon (or

Nykteus, or Keteus); and she bore Zeus a son named Arkas,

who is sometimes twinned with Pan. Despite these and

other variations, the different versions of the myth are

fundamentally consistent: Kallisto is impregnated by Zeus,

her pregnancy is discovered by Artemis, she is transformed
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into a bear, and finally elevated to the heavens, with her son

being installed among the stars as Ursa Minor.

In his Metamorphoses, composed at the very beginning of the

first century, the Roman poet Ovid adds one intriguing

detail. While out hunting, Arkas came across his mother in

the form of a bear, and was about to spear her, when

Jupiter intervened: ‘A whirlwind carried them up, together,

through the void of heaven, and then he set them in the

sky, as neighbouring constellations’.

There are a number of interesting features here, all of which

reflect the importance of the constellation. Kallisto’s

alternative names, Megisto and Themisto, mean ‘greatest’

and ‘most orderly’. The latter is a superlative form of the

name of Themis (‘order’), the Greek goddess of natural

laws and harmony. The coupling of Themis and Zeus

resulted in the birth of the Horai, triadic goddesses of

fruitfulness and the cycles of nature. Kallisto is thus

associated, albeit obliquely, with the order and rhythms of

the cosmos, as personified by Themis and her offspring, the

Horai.

It seems certain that Kallisto and Artemis were once one

and the same. Pausanias asserts that Kallisto is an attribute

of Artemis, and the two names are found conjoined at

shrines in Athens and Arcadia. At the Attic festival of

Artemis of Brauron, two girls known as Arktoi, aged five

and ten years respectively, were dressed in saffron-dyed

bearskin, to represent Ursa Major and Ursa Minor.
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Artemis and Apollo

Artemis has an interesting lineage. Leto, her mother, was

the daughter of Phoibe by the Titan Koios (also known as

Polos); he, in turn, was a son of Ouranos and Gaia. Like

Kallisto, Leto was made pregnant by Zeus and, according to

one story, she was cursed by Hera, who decreed that she

could only be delivered of her children in a place where the

sun never shone.

Her sister was Asteria, who transformed herself into a rocky

island to escape the ever amorous Zeus. This island was

Ortygia, or Delos, the traditional birthplace of Artemis and

her twin brother Apollo.

Another tale claims that, before it was chosen by Leto,

Delos was a barely conspicuous floating island that had to

be anchored with four pillars. When Leto eventually did

give birth, Artemis came first, followed by Apollo.

The ancestry and birth of Artemis and Apollo has all the

elements of cosmological myth. Ouranos is the sky, and

Gaia the earth; Phoibe is the moon, while Koios means ‘ball

(of heaven)’, and his other name, Polos, denotes ‘(heaven’s)

pole’, although it can also mean ‘horse’. Leto’s sister is

Asteria, whose name means ‘of the starry sky’. There is a

hint that Leto and Asteria may once have been identical, as

Hekate (supposedly the latter’s daughter) is a name also

applied to Artemis, and Apollo is known by a masculine

form of the name, Hekatos. The only place where the sun

never shines is, of course, the night sky – although it would

equally apply to ancient notions of the polar region.



People, Earth and Sky

103

The image of an island suggests the ancient concept of

earth as an island, but an island supported by four pillars

would have more in common with the sky. Apollo is

routinely associated with the sun, although as Geoffrey

Ashe (The Ancient Wisdom, 1977) has suggested, his

shamanistic attributes – and those of his ecstatic priestesses

and his connection with septenary motifs (along with his

habitual retreats among the Hyperboreans to the north-east

of Greek territory) apear to imply something altogether

different.

Ashe, following an earlier theory, postulates that the cult of

Apollo originated in the shamanistic traditions of Siberia,

travelling to Greece through Asia Minor, and that his

septenary attribute derives fom an association with the

seven stars of Ursa Major. According to Ashe, Apollo may

have borrowed his septenary trappings from Artemis; or

they may have been twinned because septenary motifs were

common to both, along with a shared route into the

Hellenic world through Asia Minor.

While there is no doubt that the archaic Greeks adopted a

variety of gods and goddesses from neighbouring peoples, it

seems rather extreme to propose wholly non-Hellenic

origins for two of the most quintessentially Greek divinities.

And whereas Ashe prefers to think of migrating Indo-

Europeans picking up scraps of shamanism and septenary

lore from Uralic or Altaic nomads, it seems rather

unnecessary to consider such a framework: the Indo-

Europeans have always had both shamanism and a strong

cosmological tradition. And whether the Indo-European

‘homeland’ was located in Europe, the steppes of Russia, or

anywhere in Central Asia at all, it seems more than likely
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that the seven stars of Ursa Major and the cosmic axis

would have been as important to them as to the Uralic and

Altaic peoples. Differently ordered, perhaps, but just as

significant.

This does not rule out influences deriving from the Uralic

or Altaic nomads of Central Asia, of course, but it does at

least reduce the absolute necessity of postulating such

influence. In the Iliad, Apollo sides with the Trojans, an

alliance which has quite reasonably been cited as evidence

in support of an Asian origin for the god. Herodotus tells

us that the Scythian name for Apollo was Oetosyrus, and

that he was a deity ‘of secondary importance’.

There were many Apolline oracles in Asia Minor, it is true,

but it is not easy to decide whether these were the result of

Hellenistic colonisation, or the merging of neighbouring

cultures.

Other instances of Apollo outside Greece prior to the

expansions of Rome seem to be colonial in inspiration. The

affinity of Apollo with gods such as Mithras in Persia,

Rudra in India, Lugh in Ireland, and the enigmatic Norse

divinity Heimdallr, is problematic, in that he has certain

things in common with each, but no overall resemblance to

any.

All in all, there is no reason to think that Apollo is non-

Indo-European in nature and, although he may well be a

composite, wholly or partly of non-Greek extraction, what

we know of him occurs in a firmly Hellenistic context.

Artemis is a rather different prospect. She was popularly

associated with childbirth and midwifery. Homer calls her
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‘Mistress of Beasts and Lady of the Wilds’, which suggests

the mother-goddesses of the ancient Middle East, a type of

divinity that has clearly had a major influence on the Greek

pantheon; and indeed, she is portrayed in a similar way,

flanked by a matching pair of wild beasts, on several

artefacts. The earliest extant written evidence of her name

has been found at the Mycenaean city of Pylos, in the

Linear B script of the late second millennium BCE, in two

forms: A-te-mi-to and A-te-mi-te.

These Mycenaean Greek forms make her one of the very

oldest Greek deities known, rather than merely a late

import. This is at odds with Ashes interpretation of

information given by Homer in the Iliad, to the effect that

Apollo and Artemis were venerated jointly at Troy in the

twelfth century BCE, as evidence for an Asian origin; the

Mycenaean scripts are of about the same time or slightly

earlier.

Again, this is does not rule out a wholly non-Indo-

European origin for Artemis; but it does suggest that it is

much less of a probability than Ashe would have us believe.

The bear in Celtic tradition

The probability appears to be diminished further still by the

existence of a Celtic goddess, Artio, dedications to whom

occur in German sites of Celtic provenance. One bronze

sculpture, found at Muri, near Berne in Switzerland (a city

itself named for the bear) in 1832, is dedicated DEAE

ARTIONI LICINIA SABINILLA, (‘to the Goddess Artio

(from) Licinia Sabinilla’) and comprises a plinth supporting

a female figure with a bowl, her lap filled with fruit, and a
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small pillar supporting another bowl containing more fruit.

Facing her is a female bear, behind which is a tree. It has

been determined that the sculpture originally consisted only

of the bear and tree – the goddess and her attributes are a

later addition.

The name Artio means ‘bear’, as might be expected, and is

directly related to Gallic artos and Old Irish art, which are

etymologically cognate with Greek arktos and Latin ursus,

possibly from Indo-European *rktho- (‘destroyer’?).

Another Celtic goddess is Andarta (‘powerful bear’). It is

uncertain as to whether the name Artemis has any

etymological connection with these; but, linguistic problems

aside, there is plenty of circumstantial evidence to link her

with the bear. Meanwhile, it is tempting to interpret the

Berne sculpture as the Great Bear guarding the World Tree.

However, the Berne sculpture is of a much later date (the

second or third century BCE) than either the Mycenaean

evidence or the Homeric epics; and other evidence for the

Celtic bear-goddess Artio is not really very much older. At

first sight, this would seem to suggest that the Celtic

goddess may owe a great deal to Artemis, in name or cultic

iconography. The bear is rarely represented in Celtic art,

and examples are usually of a relatively late date, or are of

Romano-Celtic provenance, like the Berne sculpture: a relief

of Minerva found at Lavington, Wiltshire, shows the

goddess wearing what looks like a bear’s head.

There are interesting and important exceptions to this

general picture. Small jet bears were manufactured in

Britain, apparently for export. The god Matunus (possibly

meaning ‘divine bear’) appears to have been venerated at a

shrine at Risingham, near Hadrian’s Wall. His name may be
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cognate with that of Math, the magician-king of the

Mabinogion. The choice of this name is intriguing. Math is

found in Old Irish, along with art, as a word denoting the

bear. But it seems anomalous, even though it is attested in a

number of personal names.

Etymology

Broadly speaking, words for the bear divide into three main

groups: the *rktho- type, found in Sanskrit, Avestan, Greek,

and the Italo-Celtic languages; the Germanic bear/bjǫrn/bar

(‘brown’), type; and a Slavic group, derived from *medhu-

(‘honey’) compounded with a term meaning ‘to eat’.

The Indo-European *medh- also denotes mead, and is so

found in the Germanic and Celtic languages; but the related

word used to mean the bear is used much more in the

Slavic languages rather than Old Irish or any other Italo-

Celtic tongue.

In short, while the bear seems to have had some

importance in Celtic religion, it seems only to have really

come into its own there during and after the period of

Roman domination, when Greek, Roman, and other cults

were imported wholesale into the Celtic lands, and

frequently merged with native Celtic cults.

Indeed, the occurrence of the bear in religious and

mythological contexts seems to decrease in frequency the

further one goes from Greece in a general north¬westerly

direction, as does the strength of the bear’s association with

the celestial axis.
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The northern bear

There are a number of significant exceptions. In the

Mabinogion, Math son of Mathonwy is the maternal uncle of

Gwydion (whose natural son Lleu Llaw Gyffe is turned into

an eagle and is found perched in the branches of a tree) and

also of Arianhrod, whose name originally meant ‘great

wheel’, indicating, perhaps, a goddess with specific celestial

attributes.

In Scandinavia, where (in common with other Germanic-

speakers) Ursa Major was depicted as a wagon, Óðinn is

associated with both the World Tree and the berserkr, shape-

shifting warriors whose favoured guise was that of the bear,

hence their name, ‘bear-shirts’, although this

theriomorphism probably refers strictly to their savagery

rather than to any cosmological or shamanistic function.

The term ‘bear’ seems thus to have been applied to the

eponymous hero of Beowulf (‘bee-wolf’). Celtic warriors

were likened to bears, as well as to a number of other fierce

animals: wolves, lions and so on.

King Arthur is another whose name is connected with the

bear. He is placed in the cosmic ‘spiral castle’ from where

only seven warriors and Arthur returned, in the medieval

Welsh poem Preiddeu Annwfn, and he is the owner of the

cosmologically-ordered Round Table, as well as being the

patron of the knights on the quest for the Grail Castle;

another otherworldy reflection of traditional cosmological

organisation.
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In general, surviving examples are weak and uncertain, and

usually lacking either specific references to Ursa Major or a

septenary motif.

On the whole, folkloric or cultic references to the bear

generally have no apparent cosmological aspects at all.

The eastern bear

What of references to Ursa Major as a bear in Indo-

European traditions of the east? There are a number of

references to the constellation, or to septenary motifs, that

may be explained by reference to it, in the Rig Veda and

other Indian texts. It is possible that the name Saptarṣi

(Seven Sages) that most frequently denotes Ursa Major, is a

relatively late corruption of an earlier term meaning ‘seven

bears’, itself a confusion arising from Sanskrit riksha, which

can mean ‘bear’ or ‘star’, depending on gender.

This may or may not be the case; but it is interesting that

the bear plays no great part in any aspect of Indian myth or

religion. The same is true of Iranian tradition, where there is

not even a hint of a possible link between the bear and the

constellation. The general dearth of written evidence for

ancient Slavic tradition is a considerable barrier to the

investigator, and the testimony of early medieval Christian

authors is, on the whole, not very enlightening.

There are traditions that may pertain to the cosmological

significance of Ursa Major, but nothing that links it with the

bear, or which describes an ursine goddess or her cult.

The non-Indo-European cultures most readily linked with

ancient Greece are those of early Crete, Egypt, and Asia
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Minor, along with Mesopotamia and North Africa.

Traditions of the celestial axis, stellar myth, and septenary

motifs occur in all of these, in a variety of ways; but in these

parts, the bear is a rare creature, in cult and tradition, if not

in actuality.

Among the Hebrews, Ursa Major was named ’ash or ’ayish,

which occurs in Job 9:9 and 38:32, where it is glossed as

Arcturus, mistakenly, in the Authorised Version, or the

Bear in the Revised Version.

Neither translation is correct, however. In fact, the name

means ‘bier’, a coffin or its carriage, a meaning preserved in

the Arabic names Banat Na’ash al Kubra, applied to the three

stars that form the ‘tail’, and Na’ash, denoting the square

formed by the rest.

In Babylonian astronomy, there was a constellation Dabu,

the Bear, but it is doubtful whether it had any connection

with Ursa Major. Later Semitic tradition gives us Hebrew

Dobh, Phoenician Dub and Al Dubb al Akbar, the Great

Bear, all of which are related to the Babylonian name, but

here refer to Ursa Major.

The constellation was not associated with the bear in

ancient Egypt (where it was known as the Bull’s Thigh), nor

is it so imagined elsewhere in North Africa, excluding the

Arabic names mentioned above, or – as far as can be

established, which is to say not far at all – in pre-Hellenic

Crete.

It seems probable that in these regions Ursa Major was only

thought of as a bear because of the later ascendancy of
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Greek culture and tradition in the eastern Mediterranean

and the Middle East.

The Hyperborean bear

To the north-east of Greek territory, the picture is

altogether different. In that direction (the Hyperborea of

Greek geographers), lived other Indo-European people,

notably the Scythians and related tribes, and early Slays.

Beyond these were speakers of Uralic languages – ancestors

of the Finns, Hungarians, Lapps, and Estonians – among

whom the known lore of Ursa Major is highly-evolved and

linked inextricably with the bear.

The extent to which this was then true is, of course, open to

debate, as there is virtually no textual evidence from that

time, and none of it having any bearing on this topic.

However, in the last few centuries a considerable body of

traditional lore has been collected; enough to suggest that

the core of it is very ancient indeed.

The bear is given a special emphasis in the folklore of the

Voguls and Ostyaks, whose language (related to Hungarian)

marks them as members of the Ugrian branch of the Uralic

(or Finno-Ugrian) family of languages.

In their tradition, the bear is a child of Numi-Torem, the

‘Heavenly Father’, who lives in the sky, in a house with

seven locks, from which the bear escapes and descends to

earth. Interestingly, the bear is usually characterised as a

female in Ob-Ugrian songs and tales, and associated with a

‘holy town’ (Vogul Jalp us; Ostyak Jem was) on the right bank

of the river Ob, said to be the ancestral home of the bear.

This suggests a local representation of the axis mundi, sacred
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to both peoples, each of which has a clan named for the

bear, and who regard the animal as an ancestor. The Vogul

bear-clan, formerly based at this holy place, tell that the first

woman of their clan was the daughter of a female bear, and

clanswomen regard themselves as the bear’s sisters.

In Finland, Ursa Major is Otava, the Bear. The Finnish

national epic Kalevala tells how the primordial shaman

Väinämöinen coaxes the smith Ilmarinen into climbing:

…a spruce with flowery summit,

Flowery summit, leaves all golden,

Near where Osmo’s field is bordered;

On the crown the moon is shining,

In the boughs the Bear is resting.

Väinämöinen calls up a wind, which blows Ilmarinen, ‘on

the shoulders of the Great Bear’, to the ‘gloomy land of

Pohja’ (or Pohjola) the cold and barren land of the dead in

the far north. This is a prelude to Ilmarinen’s forging of the

Sampo, the cosmic mill, another axial image.

Even in the present century, it was customary in Finland for

the skulls of slaughtered bears to be hung on pine trees,

from where the bear could ascend to its celestial home,

where it could begin life anew and return to earth.

According to a Karelian song:

There Bruin was born,

honey-paw shifted ‘round:

at the moon’s, at the sun’s

on the Great Bear’s shoulders.
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Let down to the earth from there in a golden cradle,

on a silver chain.

Among other circumpolar peoples, the link between the

hen and Ursa Major is less clearly defined. The bear is

prominent in cults and folklore from the Urals to Japan,

and among the native North Americans. Indeed, the

customs and rituals surrounding the hunting or sacrifice of

bears in these areas are extraordinarily elaborate, as they

once were in Finland. The animal is favoured as a tutelary

spirit by shamans throughout the circumpolar regions, and

its pelt often used to make shamans’ costumes.

Similarly, the cosmological importance of Ursa Major is

recognised, and its septenary structure utilised in

shamanistic imagery. As there is not usually a clear link

between the two, the discussion will at this point be limited

to an observation that, among the native Americans, Ursa

Major is often named after the bear (the names Okuari and

Paukunawa were attested in the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries), although the animal also seems to have

associated with Polaris, by the Algonquin, Narragansetts,

and Illinois.

In fact, the ‘tail’ of the constellation does not seem to have

been included in this designation, so it may well be that the

four bears who guard the House of the Sun in Navaho

tradition also refer obliquely to Ursa Major.

Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine satisfactorily

whether or not the ancestors of the Greeks adopted the

image of Ursa Major as a bear from the early Uralic-

speakers. However, the Ugrians formerly occupied lands at
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the southern end of the Ural mountains, an area also

frequented by those Indo-Iranian tribes known collectively

as Scythians. In the light of this, the cult of Artemis at

Tauris (now known as the Crimea) mentioned by Euripides

in his fifth century BCE play Iphigenia In Tauris, is potentially

significant.

The nature of various Indo Iranian (as distinct from Indo-

European) loan-words in Uralic languages indicates that the

exchange occurred in the second or third millennium BCE,

a process that may have continued up to around 500 BCE;

and the Uralic ‘homeland’ has been putatively located in an

area to the south and west of the Ural mountains, roughly

between the middle stretches of the rivers Volga and Ural,

perhaps even extending southward to the Black Sea. This

would allow for a transmission of Uralic traditions relevant

to Ursa Major and the bear into Greece, via the Scythians,

prior to the archaic period – before Homer, and perhaps

before Mycenae.

Altaic tradition can be ruled out as a source, owing to the

late date of the westward expansion of the Altaic peoples

and the minor role assigned to the bear in Altaic

cosmologies.

It must be stressed that the distribution outlined here

relates only to the characterisation of Ursa Major as a bear,

or the bear depicted in conjunction with the celestial axis.

As a cult-object, the bear has been venerated in Europe

since the Palaeolithic, as shown by the paintings in the cave

of Les Trois Freres, the presence of a bear in a ritualistic

scene on an Etruscan bronze piece, and so on.
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Not every bear can be related to the seven stars of Ursa

Major, or to archaic cosmology. The earthly bear possesses

a power and importance that owe nothing at all to the stars;

but its strength and charisma make it a beast fit indeed for a

heavenly abode.
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Seven Oxen and Seven Sages

First published in Talking Stick 1/2, 1998.

Ursa Major has exerted a profound influence on myth and

cosmology across the northern hemisphere throughout

history. It is one of the more prominent and easily-

recognised constellations in the night sky. Its close

association with the celestial pole, and the fact that it never

drop below the horizon, have ensured its cosmological

significance, marking its seven stars as a potent farce in the

cosmos.

In some cultures the constellation has become synonymous

with the north. The Greek word arktos that denotes the

north is derived from the word for ‘bear’, and that animal’s

position in the heavens is explained in the mythology of the

goddess Artemis. But in Roman tradition, which generally

owes so much to Greece, a different creature occupies this

illustrious position.

The common Latin word for ‘north’ is septentrio, an

abbreviated form of septentriones ‘seven [plough-]oxen’. This
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refers to the seven stars of Ursa Major, so it would be

reasonable to expect some pertinent explanatory or

expressive myth to have existed in Roman tradition, just as

the mythology of Artemis and Kallisto relates to Ursa Major

in the tradition of ancient Greece.

Variations on the name, such as Triones or Teriones

‘threshing-oxen’, are found in the writings of Varro (first

century BCE), Martial (first century CE) and other Latin

authors. In the Aeneid, Virgil (first century BCE) uses the

phrase geminosque Triones ‘twin threshing-oxen’, often

misleadingly translated as ‘the two Bears’, to describe Ursa

Major and Ursa Minor together, in a song he attributes to

the Carthaginian poet Iopas. Cicero (first century BCE)

gives Septentriones. The image is supposed to suggest oxen

pulling a plough or circling a central tether on a threshing-

floor. However, there is no extant myth to account for it.

In ancient Iran, Ursa Major was known as Hapto iringa. The

meaning is almost exactly the same as Septentriones, the

Seven Oxen, but again, there is no known myth or extant

legend attached to the designation.

Ursa Major is not named for the ox or any other bovine

elsewhere in Indo-European tradition. It seems most

unlikely that the same image for such a prominent

constellation would evolve in two separate cultures, each

advanced in literacy, and yet leave no trace of its

development in either. Of the two, the Iranian version is

attested earlier, occurring in the Avesta, the earliest part of

which, the Gathas, was probably written sometime between

the beginning and the middle of the first millennium BCE.
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The image of Seven Oxen is not found in Indian tradition,

so a derivation from a common Indo-Iranian source can be

pretty well ruled out. The bull does sometimes occur in

Indo-European traditions relevant to the cosmic centre, but

these are not explicitly connected with Ursa Major

For instance, the medieval Welsh poem, Preiddeu Annwfn

tells of a raid on Caer Sidi, the ‘turning castle’, by Arthur

and his followers. Among the contents of Caer Sidi is an ox

with sevenfold studs or links in its collar. Apart from

Arthur himself ‘only seven’ return from Caer Sidi. This is

rather tenuous, but may be compared with an example of

the Celtic motif Tarvos Trigaranus, the ‘bull with three

cranes’, known from a number of reliefs of the Roman

period, which show a bull with a trio of cranes perched

upon its back. One, from Treves in France, has the head of

the bull protruding from the branches of a tree, which the

god Esus is seemingly about to fell.

Apart from these slender Celtic examples – and the Iranian

and Roman star-names – the bull is not normally associated

with the cosmic axis (and never with Ursa Major) anywhere

else in the Indo-European-speaking world.

One possible exception to this rule is the Greek myth of

Theseus and the minotaur. This may be of pre-Hellenic

origin, as it contains elements that echo the Bronze Age

culture of Crete (the so-called Minoan period). The ethno-

linguistic identity of Bronze Age Crete is at present

something of a mystery, however, and Indo-European

presence cannot be ruled out.

According to one version of the myth, the minotaur was

conceived when Pasiphaë fell in love with a white bull that
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should have been sacrificed to Poseidon. The craftsman

Daedalus made a hollow wooden cow, in which Pasiphaë

hid while the bull mounted it. An oracle told her husband

Minos to have Daedalus construct the labyrinth at Knossos,

so that Asterius, the bull-headed son born from Pasiphaë’s

unnatural passion, could be concealed there. Later, Minos

ordered that every nine years the Athenians should send a

tribute of seven young men and seven young women as

restitution for the death of his son Androgeus. These were

sent into the labyrinth, where they were slaughtered and

eaten by the minotaur, until the creature was killed by

Theseus.

The bull was the pre-eminently sacred animal of Bronze

Age Crete, and retained much of its status long after the

onset of Greek dominance. A number of tales and relics

testify to the strength and popularity of the bull-cult on the

island. But, on its own, the veneration of the bull does not

necessarily imply the existence of a tradition relating Ursa

Major to the bull, or that the animal had any other

astronomical significance.

A closer examination of the minotaur myth reveals a

number of cosmological themes that might refer to Ursa

Major. The fabled labyrinth is depicted on Cretan coins, and

elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean, as a septenary

maze: seven circuits are required in order to reach the

centre, the place of the minotaur. The creature’s given name

Asterius means ‘of the stars’. The tribute from Athens

comprises seven men and seven women. The myth has a

cosmological ring to it and, although the constellational

aspect is suggested largely by circumstantial evidence, it
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does contain elements that can perhaps only be fully

understood in terms of Ursa Major and the celestial pole.

The Egyptians knew Ursa Major as Meskhetui, the ‘Bull’s

Thigh’ (or Shoulder, Leg). The Book of the Dead calls it the

‘Thigh in the northern sky’, ruled by seven spirits who

represent the individual stars. The funerary texts feature a

number of septenary images that might fit the cosmological

themes under discussion here, including the seven divine

cows with their bull, shown on the Papyrus of Nu, in a

scene with cosmological overtones.

The texts that make up the Book of the Dead are of varying

age, but can be roughly dated to between 1600 and 900

BCE. The Thigh is shown pictorially, with the familiar

seven stars superimposed, on a coffin of around 2100 BCE;

on pictures in royal tombs, including that of Seti I (c. 1290

BCE), where it is shown as a complete bull linked by a rope

or chain to the ‘mooring-post’ of the sky. A similar scene –

except that the Thigh only is shown – is depicted on the

much later Temple of Hathor at Denderah (second century

BCE).

Meskhetui was thought of as the leg of Set, adversary of

Osiris. Osiris himself is associated with both the number

seven and the bull. His celestial abode consisted of seven

halls, and he was identified with the bull Hapi (better

known by the Hellenised form Apis) at Memphis; and his

soul was said to have been reincarnated as the bull Aa

Nefer. Horus, the son of Osiris and Isis, was thought to be

a reincarnation of Osiris himself. He was given the title

‘Bull of Heaven’, and identified with a particular star or

constellation, as an explicitly astronomical inscription on
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the ceiling of the tomb of Ramesses VI, dating from the late

12th century BCE, relates:

Horus of the Horizon is his name,

A Star in the East of Heaven

He sails backwards.

He who crosses the sky is his name

A star in the West of Heaven

Horus the Bull of Heaven is his name.

The ‘star’ in question is certainly not the constellation we

presently know as Taurus, which was not recognised in the

Egyptian sky at that time [Sellers 1992: 322]. Its identity

remains uncertain. However, the four stars that form the

‘square’ of Ursa Major were known to the Egyptians as the

Children of Horus.

A bull is linked obliquely with septenary themes in the

myths of ancient Mesopotamia. Sumerian texts that tell the

story of lnanna’s journey to the underworld, preserved on

tablets from Nippur, Babylon, and Ur, tell how Inanna went

to the underworld dwelling of Ereshkigal, queen of the

dead. The journey takes her past seven gates, one in each

wall of Ereshkigal’s dark palace of lapis lazuli, at each of

which she has to remove part of her attire, so that she

enters the presence of Ereshkigal as naked as the queen of

the dead herself. She is then sentenced to death by seven

Anunnaki (these are the ‘old gods’ of Sumerian myth,

headed by Anu). Eventually, Inanna is rescued and restored

to life, thanks to the machinations of the god Enki.

Inanna’s Babylonian counterpart and successor is Ishtar,

who undergoes an almost identical ordeal. Apart from the
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story of her descent to the underworld, Ishtar also appears

in the Epic of Gilgamesh, which was apparently known

throughout the Middle East during the second millennium

BCE.

According to the story, Gilgamesh rejects the amorous

advances of Ishtar, who cajoles and bullies her father Anu

into creating the Bull of Heaven to send against him. Anu

warns her that to do this would result in seven years of

famine, but Ishtar refuses to heed his warning. The Bull of

Heaven descends to earth, slaughtering hundreds of people

before it is slain by Gilgamesh and his friend Enkidu, who

tear out its heart and present it as an offering to the sun-god

Shamash. Then Enkidu hears Ishtar, who is up on the walls

of the city of Uruk, cursing Gilgamesh for insulting her by

slaying the bull. Enkidu reacts angrily:

He tore loose the right thigh of the Bull of Heaven

And tossed it in her face…

Over the right thigh of the Bull of Heaven she set up a

wail.

Here is a celestial bull, and a septenary motif in the form of

seven years of famine, along with a celestial goddess

associated with a sevenfold underworld journey. Is this

related to the Bull’s Thigh of Egyptian myth, perhaps also

to the Cretan minotaur and labyrinth? The Bull of Heaven

also appears in a short Sumerian adventure involving

Gilgamesh from late in the third millennium BCE, making

it roughly contemporary with the earliest Egyptian

references to the Bull’s Thigh constellation. Unfortunately

this Sumerian text is incomplete, and the episode of the

thigh is missing.
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It is not easy to identify constellations and other celestial

bodies mentioned in Mesopotamian texts. The bulk of our

knowledge of Mesopotamian astronomy comes from texts

such as the Assyrian star catalogue mul.APIN – literally

‘Constellation of the Plough’, although the Plough of the

title does not refer to Ursa Major – which dates from the

seventh century BCE, following what seems to have been a

wholesale reorganisation of chronological and astronomical

ideas during the reign of Nabonassar about a hundred years

earlier. In the light of this restructuring, it would seem

prudent to suppose that a good deal of change occurred,

probably involving the assimilation of ideas from outside

Mesopotamia, and that the astronomy of mul.APIN is not

the same as that of Sumer or earlier Akkadian Babylon.

Astronomical texts of the mid-first millennium BCE are of

little help in elucidating possible stellar references in

mythological texts of a thousand years and more earlier.

Where the mul.APIN mentions GU.AN.NA ‘Bull of

Heaven’ – for which no definitive identification has yet

been made, though some believe it to be the Hyades – it

may owe little to earlier myth. It is certainly nothing to do

with Taurus, into which the image of the bull had moved by

the time the Greeks took up serious stargazing.

The Sumerians and early Akkadians have left us only three

heavenly bodies of any clear definition, the sun, moon, and

Venus (Inanna/Ishtar), which were depicted as a triad of

sun, star, and crescent on boundary-stones and the like.

Beyond that, there is little that is clear until the collation of

the so-called Venus Tablets of the seveneenth century BCE,

which are unreliable records of that planet’s movements,

and later the mul.APIN. Both seem to have appeared in
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response to an increasing demand for accurate divination,

rather than from a strictly cosmological impulse.

The Bull’s Thigh of Egyptian star-lore and the limb torn

from the Bull of Heaven in the Epic of Gilgamesh are too

alike to be wholly coincidental. Each is a war-trophy, torn

from the body of a creature representing chaos and

destruction. It seems reasonable to suggest that the episode

from the Epic of Gilgamesh is a stellar myth, accounting

for a constellation identical with the Egyptian Meskhetui.

The minotaur myth could be another strand in a non-Indo-

European tradition of the constellation as a bull, if the

Greek story is accepted as a remembrance of an earlier

(possibly non-Indo-European) Cretan myth. Yet despite the

presence of septenary motifs (excluding any specific

references to the seven stars of Ursa Major) there is no hint

as to how one bull – whole or partial – became seven in

Roman and Iranian nomenclature. Ancient Indo-European

traditions name Ursa Major as the Bear (Greek, probably

also Celtic), the Wagon (Germanic), the Seven Sages

(Indian). Nowhere outside the Roman and Iranian spheres

is it Seven Oxen. How did these Seven Oxen arise?

A major influence on the Roman name may have been

exerted by the cult of Mithras that became so popular

throughout the Roman world. Mithras is a complex figure.

He is partly derived from Mitra, one of the earliest-known

Indo-Iranian gods; partly from the ‘dying god’ popular in

Semitic religions; and partly from Semitic solar deities like

Shamash.

According to one tradition, Mithras was born from a rock

under the shade of a sacred tree by a mountain, which can
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perhaps be interpreted as a threefold image indicative of the

cosmic centre. His greatest feat was the capture of the

primordial bull, the first creature created by Ormazd, which

was then grazing in a mountain-side pasture. Mithras

mounted it, rode it to the point of exhaustion. and carried it

to the cave in which he lived. When the bull escaped, the

sun ordered Mithras to slay the beast, which he did, with

the assistance of his dog. From the bull’s body sprouted

wheat, while vines grew from its blood. Later, when Mithras

had fulfilled his earthly mission, he was taken up to the

heavens in the sun’s chariot, crossing the ocean ‘which

sought in vain to engulf him’.

The god’s immunity to the attentions of the ocean is shared

by Ursa Major, which never falls below the horizon,

Furthermore, the number seven is particularly important in

Mithraism: the god is depicted with seven stars, images of

the seven planetary powers, seven altars, and so on. The

most familiar image of Mithraism is the tauroctony, the

depiction of Mithras slaughtering the bull. Examples of this

image – and many specimens have survived – generally

show Mithras and the bull, with his dog, a scorpion, a

serpent and other figures. This scene is very often

surrounded by the signs of the zodiac, and sometimes with

the gods of the seven planets.

Clearly, Mithraism had a strong cosmological orientation.

The creation of food plants from the bull’s corpse is taken

directly from archaic Indo-European creation mythology.

The bull’s presence in the Welsh poem Preiddeu Annwfn may

be partly explained by the presence of the Roman

occupying forces in Britain from the first century CE to
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around the fifth. Not only did the Romans have their own

image of Ursa Major as seven oxen, whatever its origins

may have been, but at various times their armies included

soldiers from all over the ancient world, including a number

from the Near East, who must surely have brought their

own traditions with them. Mithraism was certainly one such

import, as attested by the number of Mithraic relics that

have been found at Roman sites in Britain. Memory of the

Roman occupation is still detectable in medieval Welsh

tradition, so it might be reasonable to postulate that Rome’s

armed forces also had some effect upon native lore.

An intimate link between Mithras and Ursa Major is

confirmed by an Egyptian papyrus text of about 300 CE,

written in Greek, known as the Mithras Liturgy. This

describes a magical ritual that has been claimed as an

authentic Mithraic rite. During the ritual seven gods (called

‘Pole-Lords of Heaven’) enter. They are described as

‘guardians of the pivot… who turn at one command the

revolving axis of the vault of heaven’. They are followed by

an ‘immensely great’ god, ‘holding in his right hand a

golden shoulder of a young bull. This is the Bear which

moves and turns heaven around’. This bull’s shoulder is

often seen in Mithraic iconography. This syrmbolism has

been linked with the Egyptian image of the Bull’s Thigh

(Ulansey 1989: 104-7).

The authenticity of this text as a Mithraic ritual is disputed –

though scholars seem pretty evenly divided on the matter.

The comparatively late date does not help matters. But

whether the Mithras Liturgy is a genuine Mithraic ritual or

not, the fact remains that it connects Mithras with the
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celestial pole, and includes two images of Ursa Major: the

seven pole-Lords and the Bull’s Thigh.

The seven pole-Lords may be related to the Indian name

for Ursa Major: Saptarṣi, the Seven Sages. In myth these

sages are involved in establishing and maintaining cosmic

order and promoting culture. A group of Seven Sages

(apkallu) can also be found in Babylonian myth, as bringers

of civilisation and founders of cities.

Contact between-Iran and the Mesopotamian civilisations

goes back a long way indeed, but the crucial point may have

been the Persian invasion of Babylon late in the sixth

century BCE, following which the Mesopotamian

constellational images became rationalised into the twelve-

sign zodiacal circle familiar to modern astrologers. This

new-style Babylonian zodiac is known to have influenced

Greek star-lore and astronomy.

From the fourth century BCE, in the wake of Alexander the

Great’s conquests, Greek astrological ideas were taken up in

India. In all three cases, the twelve-sign zodiac assigned the

Bull to the constellation we know today as Taurus. Prior to

the sixth century BCE the Babylonian zodiac consisted of

eighteen constellations: Taurus as we know it was not

recognised, and the Bull was assigned to a now-unknown

constellation. The balance of probability suggests that it was

the seven stars of Ursa Major.

The literary evidence indicates that the constellation Ursa

Major was probably first imagined as a bull, or part of a

bull, in either Egypt or Sumer, sometime prior to the end of

the third millennium BCE. The Babylonian Seven Sages, so

similar in form and function to the Saptarṣi who gave their
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title to Ursa Major in ancient India, may represent a wholly

different tradition But was it a Semitic tradition that

travelled to the Indo-Iranian world, or an Indo-European

one that was taken up by the Akkadians? Or was it once a

theme shared by both Semitic and Indo-European-speakers:

perhaps a legacy from a time when the two had yet to

separate from a common ethno-linguistic source?

The Biblical association of the number seven with wisdom

confirms the presence of the idea in Hebrew lore: The

Wisdom of Solomon states that ‘Wisdom has built her house,

and it has seven pillars’. We should not forget the seven

days of creation, which links the number to cosmic

foundation and the establishment of order. The Bible also

associates the number seven with oaths and covenants – the

nuts and bolts of social order and cohesion. Indeed,

Hebrew Sheba means both ‘seven’ and ‘oath’. Herodotus,

writing in the fifth century BCE, attests to the same thing

among the Arabs of his time, who customarily smeared

seven sacred stones with sacrificial blood to seal a treaty.

Apart from the Saptarsi there is little evidence for a similar

idea in ancient Indo-European thought, except in ancient

Iran. Zoroastrian cosmology recognises seven regions of

the earth, seven ages, a heptadic divinity. One text, the Zand

(interpretation) of the now-lost Vahman Yasht (written in

the period subsequent to Alexander’s conquest) tells how

Zarathustra ‘dwelt in the wisdom of Ormazd’ for seven

days and nights, during which time the seven ages were

symbolically revealed to him. The Tishtrya Yasht credits the

stars of Hapto iringa with ‘the resisting of sorcerers and

witches’ (i.e. representatives of the evil force Ahriman) –

suggesting a resonance with the beneficent Ahura Mazda
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(Ormazd) and the six lesser gods, basically ‘emanations’ of

himself, who helped him create the world. Ahura Mazda’s

name means ‘Lord of Wisdom’.

It is clear that both the ancient Semitic peoples and the

Indo-Iranians associated the number seven, and Ursa

Major, with wisdom, cosmic and social stability, and

civilisation – as personified by the Seven Sages. It may be

impossible to say whether either tradition derived from or

influenced the other. The Bull’s Thigh of Egypt (and

probably Sumer) similarly represents the triumph of order

over chaos, of the benign over the maleficent, of wisdom

over ignorance.

The Seven Oxen of ancient Iran may be tentatively

explained as a fusion of the Seven Sages with the Bull’s

Thigh, or the Bull of Heaven. This could have occurred

after about 1000 BCE, when the Iranians (Persians, Medes,

etc) first migrated to the land that bears their name. Other

Iranian-speaking peoples – Scythians and related Eurasian

steppe nomads – have left little in the way of astronomical

or cosmological lore, and nothing at all to suggest Seven

Sages or Seven Oxen.

The Greeks, who were on relatively good terms with the

Scythians and had extensive hostile dealings with the

Persians, have nothing to say of these particular star-names

among those Iranian peoples – though their traditional

hatred of the Persians seems to have been of sufficient

intensity to reduce the likelihood of cultural loans from that

source, an aversion the Greeks did not extend to the

Scythians.
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The Seven Triones of Rome are plausibly derived from the

Iranian name for Ursa Major. Certainly the Triones do not

seem to have been known in Rome much before the first

century BCE. However, Mithraism did not become

established in Italy until late in the first century CE,

probably as a consequence of Nero’s war against the

Parthians, a tribe which had by then become the dominant

force in Iran. Prior to that there was little direct contact

between Rome and Iran, though the Persians were no

strangers to mainland Europe, thanks to their attempts to

invade Greece a few centuries earlier. However, in the

second and first centuries BCE Roman acquisitions in the

Near East – notably in Anatolia and Syria – bordered the

western reaches of the Parthian empire. Moreover, by this

time Mithraism had already passed beyond the boundaries

of the Iranian world and was attaining its familiar form in

the Near East.

This is the most likely time and place for the Seven Oxen to

have passed into Roman usage. The exact mode of

transmission remains uncertain, but we can round up the

usual suspects Roman military personnel and camp-

followers, locally-raised auxiliary forces and tbeir families,

and the merchants, craftsmen and hostages who followed

the torrent of Roman military might back to its source in

Italy. In all probability the Romans’ adoption of the title

Seven Oxen owed little or nothing to any religious belief –

in spite of its major religious significance in Iran – perhaps

being just a novel name for a familiar thing. For the seven

stars of Ursa Major, that would not have been the first time,

nor was it the last.
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Nine Sisters and the Axis Mundi

First published in Mercian Mysteries 16, 1993.

According to the medieval Icelandic poet Snæbjǫrn, as

quoted by Snorri Sturluson in the Skáldskaparmál section of

his Prose Edda, ‘nine skerry-brides turn fast the most hostile

island-box-mill out beyond the land’s edge’. This mill

(eylúðr) is cognate with mills mentioned or hinted at in other

Icelandic texts – the poems Grottasǫngr and Vafþrúðnismál

from the Poetic Edda; and Snorri’s own Gylfaginning – and

closely related to the mill-like Sampo described in the

Finnish traditions preserved in the Kalevala. These mills,

sources of wealth and abundance, are cosmic structures;

they are models of and metaphors for the world itself. The

essential image is that of the rotary quern, comprising a flat,

unmoving lower millstone and an upper stone revolved by

turning a handle. The lower stone represents the earth as

perceived by early cosmologists: a flat, immobile disc. The

upper stone represents the sky, which is seen as revolving

about the celestial axis in the far north. The imagery is

extended by the English abbot Ælfric in his Homilies,
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composed in the last decade of the tenth century. He

incorporates the paddles used to power early vertical water-

mills, so that the earth and sky are augmented by the

underworld, giving a tripartite division of the cosmos, in

accordance with other, pagan cosmological patterns.

The nine ‘skerry-brides’ who power the mill in Snæbjǫrn’s

poem are a curiosity. In Grottasǫngr, the mill is said to be

operated by two giant-women; while in Vafþrúðnismál the

mill is implied by the name of Mundilfœri, who is the father

of the sun and moon. The name Mundilfœri means,

roughly, ‘he who turns the handle of the mill’, so the

character may be presumed to have had some important

cosmological function. The only other Scandinavian mill of

any significance is the box-mill (lúðr) that saves the family of

the giant Bergelmir, when he and his kin climb upon it to

avoid a deluge; but that is all we are told concerning it. The

Sampo operates under its own power, but when it is

concealed within the Mount of Copper it is secured with

nine locks.

Now while it is ultimately a representation of the entire

cosmos, the world-mill has a specific affinity with the axis

mundi, the notional centre of the earth, which is analogous

to the celestial axis, the point about which the sky rotates.

The location of the latter is observably in the far north, and

is marked by the Pole Star; while the former can be located

at any appropriate sacred or significant place. The

relationship that exists between the two centres is defined

by a number of parallels in form and function. For example,

the Sampo has three world-encompassing roots, like those

of Yggdrasill, the World Tree of Norse tradition, and its

name derives from the same source as Sanskrit skambha,



Adventures in Ancient Cosmology

134

which denotes a pillar or support. Furthermore, both

terrestrial and celestial centres are closely associated with

bodies of water. There is said to be a well beneath each of

Yggdrasill’s roots; when Charlemagne destroyed the

Irminsul, the cosmic pillar of the Saxons, there was first a

drought and then a flood at the site; in Irish tradition, the

druidical centre at Uisnech was supposed to have had a

white-rimmed well, source of the twelve major Irish rivers;

and in another tradition nine hazels grew above the

inspirational Well of Segais, whence sprang the seven chief

rivers of Ireland. The world-mill of Snæbjǫrn’s poem is on

an island; Bergelmir’s mill saves him from a flood; and the

mill Grotti and the Sampo are both lost or destroyed at sea.

The Norse god Heimdallr is said in the poem Vǫluspá hin

skamma to be the son of nine giant-women ‘at the edge of

the earth’; Snorri says that Heimdallr’s mothers were nine

sisters, and that he lives at a place called Himinbjǫrg, ‘Sky

Mountain’, close by Bifrǫst, the ‘trembling path’ that joins

earth and sky. Despite his name, ‘He Who Shines upon the

World’, Heimdallr is by no means a solar deity. Other texts

refer to his immobility, which is not a characteristic of the

sun, or of any other heavenly body but one. That exception

is the Pole Star, which appears to remain stationary in the

night sky while all the other stars seem to revolve around it.

Heimdallr’s home, Himinbjǫrg, suggests the cosmic

mountains of the Indo-European and Uralic traditions,

which are either located directly below the Pole Star or are

given other axial traits. However, Heimdallr is more or less

equivalent to Agni, the Indian god of fire, with whom he

shares many traits, including multiple maternity – nine
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mothers are claimed for Agni, but their number is variable,

unlike those of Heimdallr.

Nonary themes are also associated with Yggdrasill,

according to the poem Vǫluspá, in a difficult stanza, part of

which is usually rendered along the following lines: ‘I

remember nine worlds, nine abodes of the famous World

Tree’. This is the usual interpretation; but it is by no means

as straightforward as it might seem. For a start, heima –

translated above as ‘worlds’ – can also mean ‘homes’ or

‘dwelling-places’. That, in itself, does not raise any great

problems; but iviði, commonly translated as ‘abodes’, is a

different matter entirely. One school of thought holds that

it means ‘voids’ or ‘spaces’, thus repeating the meaning of

heima with a different emphasis. Another idea is based on a

reconstruction of a putative Old Icelandic word from a

known Old Swedish one, innviðir, ‘internal supports’ (i.e.

‘pillars’), which would be cosmologically satisfying if it were

less doubtful. However, one manuscript version of Vǫluspá

gives the word as iviðjur, the plural of viðju, which occurs in

other texts with the meaning ‘troll-wife’ – that is, a woman

of divine or supernatural provenance. This form iviðju may

originally have meant something like ‘she who dwells in the

woods’. It would partly fit in with another interpretation of

the word, as ‘twigs’ or ‘wands’. The word that is usually

rendered ‘World Tree’, is mjǫtviðr, literally ‘measuring-tree’,

which can be taken as a reference to the way that Yggdrasill

encompasses and limits the whole of the cosmos.

The lines can plausibly be read thus: ‘I remember nine

homes, nine tree-women of the measuring-tree’. It is not

clear if the ‘tree-women’ would have had anything to do

with giants mentioned earlier in the stanza, who are said to
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have given birth to the seeress whose words the poem

purports to be; but it is a distinct possibility. If such is the

case, then the nine ‘tree-women’ are probably to be

identified with the nine mothers of Heimdallr. These nine,

who give birth to Heimdallr ‘at the edge of the earth’ – by

or in the sea, in other words – can in turn be identified with

the nine giant-women who power the eylúðr in Snæbjǫrn’s

poem.

Alternatively, the nine iviði might be rendered as ‘branches’.

This would accord with those traditions in which the World

Tree has nine branches or levels. For example, the Yakut

shaman uses a tree with nine notched steps to facilitate his

celestial journeys. Other Asian shamans set up groups of

nine trees to represent the different levels. The cosmic

structure is also reflected in the divine family, so that the

Buryat and Mongols believe that the supreme god has nine

sons. Indeed, in Central and North Asia, the number nine is

interchangeable with seven as the most important

cosmological number, usually relating to the cosmic centre

or to the supreme, celestial deity that dwells there. The god

Bai Ülgen, according to the Altaic Tatars, has seven sons

and nine daughters.

While the cosmological significance of the number seven

can be traced ultimately to the position and prominence of

the seven main stars of the constellation Ursa Major, the

number nine is more difficult to pin down. The two

numbers are closely linked, as Celtic traditions testify. In

Irish and Welsh myth and cosmology, seven and nine are as

interchangeable as they are in Altaic and Uralic lore, with a

similar emphasis on themes associated with images of the

axis mundi, and as expressions of wholeness and totality. Of
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particular interest here are certain groups of nine women or

goddesses, such as the nine maidens whose combined

breath heats the cauldron of the Head of Annwfn in Caer

Sidi, the rotating island-fortress of the poem Preiddeu

Annwfn; the nine sisters who rule the Fortunate Isles; and so

on. Various Celtic texts also refer to a tradition of nine-

roomed royal halls – although seven or twelve rooms are

also mentioned in this context, again indicating a

cosmological motif – which is reminiscent of the nine

worlds or dwellings claimed for Yggdrasill.

The cosmic centre is often associated with serpents, such as

Niðhǫggr, who gnaws at one of Yggdrasill’s roots from

below; the various serpents and dragons, such as the

Lambton Worm, associated with terraced hills and similar

landmarks; and the fighting dragons at the centre of Britain

in the Welsh tale Lludd and Llevelys. These serpents are also

associated with bodies of water – Niðhǫggr with the primal

well Hvergelmir, the Lambton Worm with a well, and the

dragons of Lludd and Llevelys with a vat of mead. The

Lambton Worm is thrown into the well when it is quite

small, but leaves when it has grown to an enormous size,

wrapping itself around Penshaw Hill; similarly the

Miðgarðsormr, the world serpent of Norse myth, starts out

as a tiny creature, but grows mightily after it is flung into

the sea, eventually circling the entire world. It is also known

as Jǫrmungandr, the second element of which denotes a

magic staff or wand, suggesting the axis mundi represented

as a pillar. The serpent’s two names hint at the way the axis

mundi symbolises the whole cosmos, in addition to being the

central point.
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In a similar vein, in Greek myth there is Ladon, the serpent

who guards the apple-tree on the island garden of the

Hesperides; and the primal serpents Ananta and Vasuki,

who in the ancient Indian epic Mahābhārata help the gods to

churn the ocean with Mount Mandara, to make ambrosia.

It is interesting that several medieval Germanic sources

associate serpents with the number nine. The Old English

Nine Herbs Charm says that ‘Woden took nine glory-twigs

and struck the adder so that it flew into nine parts’. The

cognate Scandinavian god Óðinn, of course, hung upon the

World Tree for nine nights to acquire knowledge of the

runes, according to the poem Hávamál. The nine ‘glory-

twigs’, wuldortanas, echo the nine viði of Vǫluspá. Two

continental German charms, known as Contra Vermes and

Pro Nessia, begin with identical lines: ‘Go out, worm, with

nine wormlings’. These two charms are designed to counter

infestations of parasitical worms, rather than to get rid of

snakes; but it must be borne in mind that invertebrate

worms were seen as smaller versions of genuine serpents,

and terms for the two types of creature were more or less

interchangeable. In Greek myth, the Lernaean Hydra, a

serpentine beast with nine heads (but sometimes eight, or

even fifty or more), lived beneath a tree that stood at the

‘sevenfold source’ of the river Amymone.

The association of the cosmic centre with groups of nine or

with ninefold structures appears to have arisen partly

because that number is three multiplied by itself. The

cosmos has three main levels – sky, earth, and underworld –

and Indo-European societies have, from a very early period,

been divided into three social strata, based upon a division

of society into priests, warriors, and farmers/artisans, a
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division that is reflected by and codified in sociogonic myth

and religious organisation. The cosmic and social

tripartitions are probably jointly responsible for an archaic

threefold organisation of land – fossilised in the three

‘ridings’ of Yorkshire, and hinted at by Tacitus in his

Germania, where he tells us that the Germans are divided

geographically according to their descent from the three

sons of Mannus – and an ancient division of the year into

three parts, of which only vestigial traces remain. The basic

tripartition has become merged with other structural

factors, such as the horizontal division of the earth into

quadrants based upon the four directions, changes in social

requirements, festive and calendrical developments, and so

on; but it is still discernible.

Important though the tripartition of the physical and social

aspects of the cosmos undoubtedly is, it can only have had

an incidental influence upon the association of ninefold

motifs with the axis mundi. The idea that nine is the cosmic

tripartition multiplied by itself is attractive, as it stresses the

notion of the cosmos as a self-contained and complete

structure, accomplished by the interaction of the social and

physical totalities. It also reduces the need to look elsewhere

for a possible template for the nonary phenomena

discussed above, leaving a suitably economic and elegant

hypothesis. However, explaining the cosmological

signficance of the number nine as three multiplied by itself

is really only a justification of one number in terms of

another. There are a number of problems.

For one thing, it does not really explain the cosmological

significance of ninefold structures in those traditions which

have only a minor link with those of Indo-European
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cultures, and which either do not share the inherited socio-

religious tripartition or have had little influence from that

quarter. The Uralic and Altaic traditions have had

prolonged and repeated contacts with Indo-European

traditions, it is true; and the same can also be said, if to a

lesser extent, of the Chinese, whose bureaucratic

organisation, always cosmologically based, stressed the

number nine as a power, reflecting the nine celestial

‘Palaces’ and the ninefold land division of feng shui. But as an

expression of three times three, nine is not a factor in

Chinese systems. The ninefold pattern is actually a

development of the basic pentadic structure of the Chinese

cosmos: the central point plus the four cardinal directions

subdivided to accommodate the eight trigrams of the á,

compiled in the second millennium BCE; although there is

some evidence to suggest that the resulting ninth place, the

central point, was also subdivided at one stage, so doubling

the original pentad. The same explanation – the centre plus

eight directions – has been given for ninefold structures in

European myth; but these eight directions are a late

development, a consequence of increasingly complex

navigational requirements. In China, ninefold cosmological

structures are clearly not derived from Indo-European

tripartite social models. Nor, indeed, is the ninefold

underworld of the Maya of Central America.

It must also be recognised that early cosmologists almost

certainly tended to limit themselves to those phenomena

that could be observed, or those that could be inferred

from existing and accepted patterns; and that magical or

significant numbers were primordially derived from the

observation of nature rather than from ponderous
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mathematical abstractions. In his book The Ancient Wisdom

(1977), Geoffrey Ashe has demonstrated that, whatever

mathematical properties have been attributed to it through

the ages, the mystique of the number seven derives first and

foremost from the seven stars of the Great Bear, and the

constellation’s relationship to the celestial axis. Seven is

important because there is a group of seven stars that is

highly important in ancient cosmological traditions

throughout Europe and Asia. In a different way, the

cosmological importance of the number four is based on

the human body: the four directions are left, right, front,

and back, imposed upon the landscape by orientation,

where the observer faces the rising sun; and the analogy is

extended to the four outstretched limbs, as in Vedic myth.

Three is important because of the three perceived levels of

the cosmos; but in Indo-European culture that is reflected

in the three levels of the human body: the head; chest and

arms; belly, genitals, and legs – the cosmos conceived in

human form – and these in turn relate to the tripartition of

society into rulers, defenders, and feeders/workers.

Likewise, the number two is significant because of observed

dualities, interactive opposites, in nature: night/day;

dark/light; male/female; fire/water; and so on.

Where, then, does nine occur in nature? Some have

suggested that Heimdallr’s nine mothers are waves, because

of the tradition that every ninth wave is bigger and stronger

than the eight preceding it. However, the ninth wave is

observably not more powerful than any other; and, in spite

of his connections with water, Heimdallr is quite definitely

not a sea-god in the accepted sense. The tradition of the

ninth wave, in fact, would appear to derive from the same
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image or template that underlies the other examples cited

above. Also of interest in this context is Óðinn’s golden

ring Draupnir, from which dripped eight more identical

rings every ninth night. In other words, on every ninth

night there were nine rings. The idea here seems to be that

the nine represents a complete cycle or pattern that brings

fruition. This can be seen in the nine nights that it takes

Óðinn, hanging on Yggdrasill, to attain knowledge of the

runes. With this in mind, it seems obvious that the elusive

template is one of the most basic human physical

characteristics, the nine months of pregnancy – actually the

nine periods, analogous to lunar cycles, when an adult

woman’s menstrual cycle does not take place. The ninth

bloodless moon brings fruition, childbirth. The heathen

English festival known as modranect, ‘mother night’,

observed at midwinter, the axial point of the year, seems to

owe something to this concept.

Thus, Heimdallr has nine ‘mothers’, as Agni is often said to

have. These are related to the nine ‘skerry-brides’ that

operate the eylúðr, the cosmic mill that, like the nine-locked

Sampo, makes the sea fruitful; and perhaps nine ‘tree-

women’ who dwell in Yggdrasill. Similar to these are the

nine maidens whose breath heats the cauldron in Caer Sidi,

which is cognate with the cauldron of rebirth that occurs

elsewhere in Celtic tradition. The nine black-clad dísir or

fylgjur, and the same number dressed in white, of the

Icelandic Flateyjarbók and Brennu-Njáls saga, women who

represent the luck and well-being of a family, as well as

promoting the fertility of its female members, may also be

relevant in this context. The dísir are similar in some

respects to the three nornir, who dwell at the root of
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Yggdrasill, and who are sometimes represented in folklore

as overseers of childbirth and bestowers of gifts at birth.

This links with the axis mundi as a source of fecundity and

wealth, the riches of earth and sea. The image of the mill is

particularly apt in this respect, as is the World Tree, which

bears numerous fruits, including wisdom – the runes and

the nine hazels at the Well of Segais – and humanity itself,

created by the gods from trees, according to Norse myth.

As the primordial tree, Yggdrasill is present in all trees, so

humanity is indeed its offspring; and so the nine months of

pregnancy are appropriately reflected in the nine heima and

viði. Heimdallr and Agni, who father the ancestors of the

different social classes, are sons of the nine mothers,

personifications of the human reproductive process.

The serpent has a particular connection with the bodies of

water associated with the cosmic centre or which delineate

the cosmos. This has meant that, in myth, the serpent has

acquired some characteristics more properly attributed to

other aspects of axial tradition. One such characteristic is

the use of the number nine to denote totality. It would

seem more useful if the charms Pro Nessia and Contra Vermes

urged the worm to come out with all its wormlings, rather

tham just nine; but the idea seems to be that nine are

specified because that number signifies the creature’s

offspring in their entirity. The same factor has influenced

the fate of the adder in the Nine Herbs Charm, and also

occurs in the Greek myth of the Hydra. The World Serpent

dwells in the water below or surrounding the cosmic axis,

which contains within itself the image and structure of the

cosmos at large. It guards the centre and the wealth it

produces, like Ladon, who guards the apples of the
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Hesperides. But serpents are also chthonic creatures,

signifying death, rebirth, and the underworld, which are

often seen in terms of a return to the womb of the Earth, as

ancient funerary practices testify. The nine underworlds of

the Maya are probably to be viewed in the same way: each

underworld corresponding to one of the bloodless moons,

and together recreating the duration of human pregnancy.
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The Cosmic Mill

First published in The Occult Observer 1993.

One image of the cosmic axis that is of great interest and

cosmological significance is that of the World Mill, an

image that occurs particularly in Scandinavian and Finnish

myth. This image is based ultimately upon the structure of a

hand-mill, consisting of a flat, stationary stone with another

on top, turned by a handle fixed at the centre. This

arrangement was a technological improvement upon

grinding grain in a bowl or against a concave stone with a

pestle or with a smaller, hand-held stone, a simple method

that was still used during the early European Bronze Age.

Its successor, the rotary quern, remained in use up to the

Middle Ages in Europe, although it was eventually

superseded by the water-mill and later the windmill,

developments that led to the production of flour on a larger

scale and dictated that milling became increasingly

specialised work. From the rotary quern to the windmill, the

structure of mills remained basically constant – one stone

below, a turning stone above – and any structural changes
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were due to adaptation for new sources of power, and

consequent increases in load and yield. The unmoving

lower stone would thus represent the earth, while the upper

one stands for the revolving dome of the sky. The axial

point of this celestial millstone lies far in the north, marked

by the Pole Star, the still point of the circling heavens.

In the Finnish epic poem Kalevala, the Sampo, forged by the

smith Ilmarinen for the Mistress of Pohjola, is described in

terms that make it clear enough that it is some kind of mill.

Its structure is tripartite: one side grinds out corn, another

produces salt, and coins come from the third. The Sampo is

to be Ilmarinen’s bride-price for the Maiden of Pohjola, a

gloomy land in the far north. The primordial shaman

Väinämöinen persuades Ilmarinen to climb a great spruce

tree with the constellation of the Great Bear at its top, and

the smith is borne away to Pohjola by a mighty,

supernatural wind. Ilmarinen meets the sinister Mistress of

Pohjola, his prospective mother-in-law, and agrees to forge

the Sampo, boasting: ‘For ’twas I who forged the heavens’.

The task takes three days and three nights, in the course of

which the smith discards several unsatisfactory products,

including a heifer with ‘the Bear-stars on her forehead’ and

a solar disc on her head. On the third night, the Sampo

appears in his furnace:

Now was grinding the new Sampo,

And revolved the pictured cover,

Chestfuls did it grind till evening,

First for food it ground a chestful,

And another ground for barter,

And a third it ground for storage.
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The Mistress of Pohjola takes the finished Sampo to the

Mount of Copper and secures it with nine locks; the Sampo

puts out three roots, one deep into the earth, one into a

mountain, while the third reaches out to the sea. Later in

the poem, the Sampo is destroyed when Väinämöinen and

Ilmarinen try to steal it. Some fragments fall into the sea

and these are the source of the sea’s wealth Other pieces are

blown on the wind and scattered by the waves. The

Mistress of Pohjola retains only one tiny fragment, which is

why the far north is such a poor land. Väinämöinen,

meanwhile, sows several fragments on the headland where

he lives, so that they may grow and increase the fertility of

his land.

The Sampo’s three roots are similar to the three roots of

Yggdrasill, the Scandinavian World Tree, and its three parts

are a further reflection of an archaic tripartite division of

the cosmos. The Sampo’s ‘coloured’ or ‘pictured’ cover’ is a

fairly explicit reference to the celestial canopy and the

constellations. Ilmarinen has to travel to the northern

wasteland by way of Ursa Major in order to construct it.

The Sampo is even hidden in a manifestation of the Cosmic

Mountain, another version of the axis mundi. It is destroyed

when it is moved to a different location and the focus of

fertility and plenty becomes shifted to a different region;

but for the moment it is important to note that its power is

focussed in the sea, albeit in a fragmentary form.

Interestingly, the word Sampo is probably of Indo-European

origin, a relative of Sanskrit skambha, ‘pillar’.

According to the prose prologue to the poem Grottasǫngr, in

the collection known as the Poetic Edda, the mill Grotti can

grind out whatever its owner wishes. It is captured by the
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Danish king Fróði, as are the two giant-women who

operate it, and made to grind out gold and peace. Tired of

being overworked, the women decide to grind out Fróði’s

doom. That very night, Fróði is killed by the enigmatic

Mysing, a king who comes from the sea and who then takes

the mill for himself. For some reason, Mysing sets the

women to work on board his ship, making them ceaselessly

grind out salt. Eventually, the ship is so laden with salt that

it sinks.

At that spot is now a whirlpool in the sea, where the

waters rush in through the eye of the millstone. Since

then the sea is salt.

The main body of the poem, however, seems to refer only

to the period of servitude of the giant-women under Fróði,

not to their ordeal on Mysing’s ship, and it is plainly stated

that it is then that the great mill – here characterised as a

quern, but the actual word used in the Icelandic text is lúðr

– is destroyed:

The mighty maidens, they ground amain,

strained their young limbs, of giant strength;

the shaft tree quivered, the quern toppled over,

the heavy slab burst asunder.

The prose and verse sections of Grottasǫngr seem to

preserve two different traditions concerning the mill. In

one, the mill sinks into the sea, creating a whirlpool and

making the sea salty. The other tells of the destruction of

the mill, which is also the end of Fróði’s reign of peace, a

reign celebrated throughout Scandinavia – indeed, his name
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means ‘peace’. Alternatively, the two strands may represent

divergent traditions springing from a myth akin to the

destruction of the Sampo, outlined above. Snorri Sturluson,

quoting the poet Snæbjǫrn, associates the mill with Amlóði,

the inspiration for Shakespeare’s Hamlet. As he writes in

Skáldskaparmál:

They say nine skerry-brides turn fast the most hostile

eylúðr out beyond the earth’s edge, they who long ago

ground Amlóði’s meal-ship. The ring-damager cuts with

ship’s prow the dwelling of the ships’ slopes. Here the

sea is called Amlóði’s mill.

This poem is usually seen as a series of kennings, obscure

poetic metaphors popular in Germanic poetic tradition. But

there are indications that it is ultimately based on

cosmological myth and that the imagery has been

misunderstood and interpreted by either Snæbjǫrn the poet,

or by Snorri the scholar, in terms of one specific image, the

sea. It may indeed be possible to interpret eylúðr as a

kenning for the sea as a mill that grinds out islands, as some

have done; but it is equally possible to see it as meaning a

mill that is also an island, which would fit in with other

references to the mill in Norse myth. The nine ‘skerry-

brides’ may indeed be an allusion to the waves, the

daughters of the sea-god Ægir; but they also call to mind

the nine mothers of Heimdallr, a god closely associated

with the axis mundi. The revolving structure in the sea is an

image that is very much older than Snæbjǫrn’s poem, as we

shall see.
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The lúðr – literally a box-mill, its stand, or its wooden casing

– occurs in the Norse account of the creation, as retold by

Snorri. When the primal giant Ymir is killed by Óðinn and

his brothers, his blood causes a great flood.

And when he fell, there flowed so much blood from his

wounds that with it they [Óðinn and his brothers]

drowned the whole family of frost-giants, all but one

who escaped with his household. The giants call him

Bergelmir. He went up on to his lúðr with his wife and

was saved there and from them come the families of

frost-giants, as it says here:

Many winters before the earth was shaped, then was

Bergelmir born. That is the first I remember, when

that wise giant was laid on a lúðr.

In his translation of Snorri’s Edda, Anthony Faulkes renders

lúðr as ‘ark’, a decision he justifies by noting that the word

can also mean ‘cradle’ or ‘coffin’ (a lúðr is also a type of

trumpet, but that is certainly not meant here), which Snorri

may have associated with ǫrk, which could mean ‘coffin’ or

‘ark’. The passage quoted by Snorri comes from the poem

Vafþruthnismál, which gives no further contextual clues,

except for an apparently unrelated reference to one

Mundilfœri, who is said to be the father of the sun and

moon. A mundil is a mill-handle and the second element

denotes a turning motion. Mundilfœri is thus ‘the one who

turns the handle of the mill’, a name that has been linked

with the fixed nature of temporal cycles. It must be said

that, if someone is needed to turn the mill-handle, then

there must surely be a mill. The nearest Vafþruthnismál
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comes to a mill is Bergelmir’s lúðr – the only other

candidates in Scandinavian tradition are the mill Grotti and

the mill of Amlóði. It can surely be no coincidence that

Bergelmir’s lúðr is located in the sea, the product of Ymir’s

blood. It seems that Snorri has misunderstood the

cosmological significance of the lúðr and has chosen to

expand the text of Vafþruthnismál along lines dictated by his

Christian belief, thus making Bergelmir into a Scandinavian

version of Noah and giving him an unlikely ark on which to

escape the deluge, rather than a mill.

The mill is a highly appropriate cosmological symbol. Not

only does it accurately represent the structure and

movement of the cosmos as perceived by pre-industrial

cultures, but it reflects a notion of the world itself as the

great provider of nourishment and riches, a source of

abundance. Perhaps it is no accident that a symbol derived

from the processing of agricultural produce was also

associated, in Norse poetry at least, with the passage and

recording of time. As Vafþruthnismál says, Mundilfœri is the

father of the sun and moon; and the poem Vǫluspá asserts

that it was at the first appearance of the two great celestial

lights that the reckoning of time began. It must also be

remarked that milling is at once both a destructive act and a

creative one: it destroys grain, but produces flour, which is

then used to make bread and suchlike. Metallurgy is a

similar act of deconstruction followed by creation, from

rough ore to finished metal goods, which may explain why

the Sampo needs to be forged, rather than hewn. The

Cosmic Mill, unlike its mundane counterparts, seems to

require no grist; it creates directly from the base fabric of

the cosmos, from the watery stuff of primal chaos. This
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magical production of sustenance and wealth, apparently

from nothing at all, also characterises the magical vessels of

Celtic tradition and their descendant, the Grail. Mill and

vessel are not one and the same thing, although they share a

location at or near the axis mundi – but it is that location

that determines their shared characteristics.

The same themes occur in ancient Indian traditions of the

churning of the oceans. The Mahābhārata tells how the gods,

conferring on Mount Meru, decide to churn the ocean in

order to make amrta, ambrosia. Brahmā instructs the great 

serpent Ananta to uproot Mount Mandara and the gods and

demons join together to perform the operation. Mandara is

rested, peak downward, on the back of the supreme

tortoise, and the serpent Vāsuki is used as the cord to turn 

the mountain. The gods take one end of Vāsuki and the 

demons grasp the other, and so Mandara is twisted back

and forth like a churning-stick.

The violence and friction of this churning produces smoke

and fire – thus associating the operation with that other

great creative process, making fire by twisting or rubbing

one stick against another – and there is great destruction.

But out of the chaos come a variety of exotic and beautiful

creatures, including the sun and moon; then a poison that

suffuses the universe. Afterward, there is a violent struggle

when the gods refuse to give ambrosia to the demons.

During the battle one of the demons, Rahu, takes some of

the ambrosia by force and manages to consume a little. For

his temerity, he is decapitated by Viṣnu.

The churning, like the motion of Mundilfœri, gives birth to

the sun and moon, so it would be fair to suppose that we



People, Earth and Sky

153

are dealing with two divergent versions of the same archaic

myth. The effusion of poison from water recalls the venom

that congeals upon the primal waters in Snorri’s account of

the Scandinavian creation myth. Both images relate to the

production of solid matter from liquid, like the coagulation

of blood or the manufacture of butter or cheese from milk;

a further example of creation using one form or substance

to make another. While the Mahābhārata version is different

in many ways from the Scandinavian and Finnish traditions,

it does attest to the great antiquity of the rle of the rotary

structure in the creation of the cosmos. The inherent power

of the image has resulted in it being occasionally used to

illustrate the workings of the cosmos in Christian contexts.

Ælfric, the tenth-century English abbot noted for his

Homilies, a series of sermons, used the image of the water-

mill to symbolise the three realms: heaven, earth and hell

being respectively represented by the upper and lower

millstones and the vertical paddles used to power them. An

illustration from a fourteenth-century Provençal

manuscript, now in the British Museum, shows two angels

turning handles to operate the mechanism that turns the sky

– a conceptualisation that is not too far from the two giant-

women and the mill of Grottasǫngr.
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Pagan Germanic Creation Myths

First published in The Cauldron 88, 1998.

The creation of humanity in pagan Germanic tradition is

known from four main sources. Two of these, the medieval

Icelandic Vǫluspá and Rígsþula are found in the collection

known as the Poetic Edda; the third source, also Icelandic, is

the Gylfaginning section of Snorri Sturluson’s thirteenth

century Prose Edda. The fourth, and by far the oldest, is the

Germania of the Roman historian Tacitus, written in the

second century. He says:

The Germans venerate an earth-born god named

Tuisto. His son Mannus is said to be the fountain-head

of their race and to have begotten three sons who gave

their names to three groups of tribes – the Ingaevones,

nearest the sea; the Herminones, in the interior; and the

Istaevones, who comprise all the rest.

Tuisto is a reflex of Ymir, the primordial giant of Norse

myth, from whose dismembered body the cosmos was
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formed; both names denote duality – ‘two-fold’ and ‘twin’

respectively. Mannus is evidently ‘man’; he may be

associated with Búri, who is said to have been formed

alongside Ymir in the primal matter. Búri also occurs as

Borr or Burr, the father of Óðinn and two other sons – just

as Mannus has three sons, who give their names to three

sets of tribes. supposedly corresponding to the geographical

distribution of the Germanic people at that time.

The ancestors of the Ingaevones can be identified as Ing

(Norse Yngvi, who is otherwise known as Freyr); that of the

Herminones is Irmin (Norse Jǫrmunnr, a title that has

associations with both Óðinn and Þórr). The ancestor of

the Istvaeones has so far defied analysis; but as Freyr,

Óðinn and Þórr were venerated as a triad at the medieval

Swedish pagan temple at Uppsala, it may be guessed that is

either Óðinn or Þórr, assuming that the ancestors of the

Herminones also was one or other of the two, or their

forerunners in the early Germanic tradition.

This tripartite arrangement reflects the Indo-European (IE)

division of society into three hierarchically-ranked groups,

characterised as functions by Georges Dumézil. Óðinn, god

of kingship, magic and cosmic order, represents the first

function; Þórr, bellicose defender of the Gods and humans,

represents the second function; while Freyr, god of fertility

and sexuality. represents the third. These correspond to the

formal division of Indo-European society into priests,

warriors and farmers/food producers. The three functions

and their respective attributes normally relate to the

tripartite IE social organisation and its echoes through IE

tradition. The account given by Tacitus refers to a
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geographical division, but that also occurs in Scythian

tradition, where it is clear the three functions are intended.

The tradition reported by Tacitus may actually represent an

early version of the account of the origins of the social

classes given in the poem Rígsþula; but neither of the two

gives us an account of the origins of the first human beings.

In Rígsþula, men and women are already in existence, but

their creation is not mentioned. According to Tacitus,

Mannus is the son of an ‘earth- born’ god – but this is too

brief a statement to convey any real sense of origins. For

that we must turn to the poem Vǫluspá, and to Snorri’s

Gylfaginning. According to Snorri [Gylfaginning 9], the

brothers Óðinn, Vili and Vé created the first man and

woman from two trees:

When they walking along the sea shore, the sons of

Borr found two trees, and they took up the trees and

shaped men from them. The first gave them spirit (or:

breath) and life; the second, understanding and power

of movement; the third, form (or: face), speech, hearing

and sight. They gave them clothes and names. The man

was called Askr and the woman Embla; and begotten

from them are mankind who were given the dwelling

below Miðgarðr to live in.

Vǫluspá 17-18 tells a roughly similar story:

…three came out of the company

powerful and benevolent

of the Æsir’s house;

they found on the land

of little strength



Adventures in Ancient Cosmology

158

Askr and Embla,

fateless.

Life they had not,

soul they had not,

blood nor voice,

nor good colour;

Óðinn gave life,

Hœnir gave soul,

Lóðurr gave blood

and good colour.

There are a number of differences between these two

versions. Vǫluspá does not state explicitly that Askr and

Embla were made from trees, even if their nature is implied

by their names, nor are the Gods specifically credited with

shaping them into human form. In Gylfaginning, the three

creators of humanity are Óðinn, Vili and Vé; but it is

Óðinn, Hœnir and Lóðurr who are responsible for

endowing Askr and Embla with human characteristics,

according to Vǫluspá. Although both credit three gods with

creating the first humans, neither of these accounts accords

with the trifunctional framework that may be inferred from

Tacitus. The gift of the third god is concerned, in each

account, with the senses and with physical appearance,

which are indeed third function qualities – the exception is

speech, which properly belongs to the first function – but

otherwise no clear functional distinctions are immediately

discernable. On the other hand, the gifts of the three gods

are in both accounts characterised in terms obscure enough

to allow for more than one interpretation.
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Óðinn’s nature, and his proposed position in the

trifunctional schema, are known; but Vili and Vé, Hœnir

and Lóðurr, are largely unknown quantities. It has been

suggested that all are manifestations of a triplicate Óðinn,

who appears in three guises at once in Gylfaginning; but this

is unlikely, particularly if a trifunctional interpretation can

be applied to the triads. In Ynglinga saga, Hœnir is one of the

hostages sent by the Æsir to the Vanir, who make him a

chief on the strength of his physique and good looks.

Unfortunately, Hœnir always passes the burden of counsel

on to others, which so enrages the Vanir that they behead

Mímir, the other hostage, who is notably wise. The stress is

on Hœnir’s physical attractiveness and lack of wisdom,

which tends to mark him as a third function figure, and so

an appropriate chief of the Vanir gods, whose association

with fertility and plenty aligns them with the common

people, the workers and producers. This does not really

accord with the nature of his gifts to Askr and Embla; but it

does suggest that he was never simply an aspect of Óðinn;

but was instead a distinct and separate character.

Askr and Embla, meanwhile, reflect the essential IE cosmic

duality. Their names, befitting creatures made from trees,

mean ‘ash’ and probably ‘vine’. While Askr is quite

straightforward in its meaning, Embla does not mean ‘elm’

as is often supposed. The Old Norse word for that tree is

almr; it is rather linguistically difficult to account for Embla

deriving from or mutating into almr. The feminine name

Embila, though, which occurs in Old High German, could

plausibly be derived from a proto-Germanic *ambilon,

comparable to a Greek word for the vine, ampelos, which to

the Germans would have denoted a climbing-plant of some
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kind. The fundamental image would be that of one ‘tree’

entwined about the other, which brings to mind the god

Tuisto mentioned by Tacitus – as well as indicating duality,

the name is related to our modern words ‘twist’ and ‘twine’,

but a possible secondary consideration is a duality of hard

wood and soft, possibly in connection with the making of

fire, itself used as a sexual metaphor in the Vedic texts of

ancient India, where the creation of the gods by Prajapati is

imagined in sexual terms.

The creation of humanity is reflected in Old Norse maðr,

which can mean ‘man’ or ‘tree’. At the heart of this lies the

idea that the cosmos was created from the bodily parts of

Ymir, an anthropomorphic image of the world found

throughout IE tradition; and the subsequent idea that trees

and vegetation were created from Ymir’s hair, which can be

related to the belief that the vault of the sky – made from

Ymir’s skull – is encompassed by the branches of the World

Tree. Óðinn, creator of the cosmos from Ymir’s body, and

maker of humanity, has a special relationship with the

World Tree, which is characterised as his steed and is one

source of his wisdom. Another god connected intimately

with the World Tree is Heimdallr, who is portrayed in the

poem Rígsþula as father of the social classes.

In Rígsþula we find a world in which human beings are

already in existence but not yet organised into social strata.

This poem tells how Heimdallr, calling himself Rígr, travels

through Miðgarðr and begets the ancestors of the social

classes upon the wives of his three hosts. First he fathers a

son named Þræll (‘slave’ or ‘bondsman’), who is swarthy,

dark-haired and dull-eyed, with rough hands. Þræll, in turn,

fathers upon a crooked, sun-burnt girl called Þir (‘drudge’),
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a troop of offspring who work as herdsmen, fencers, stable

hands, peat diggers and servants. Next, Rígr fathers Karl

(‘freeman’); ruddy-complexioned, red-haired, sharp-eyed

and strong; he tames oxen, builds houses and barns and

makes carts and ploughshares. Karl fathers a brood of free

yeoman, farmers and smiths. Lastly the god comes to the

abode of a couple simply named Father and Mother.

Mother bears him a fair-haired, flashing-eyed son named

Jarl (‘noble’), who grows into a skilful warrior and hunter.

Jarl begets the nobility, including a son, Konr, who

becomes an expert in runelore. Because of his proficiency

in this subject, Konr is given the title of Rígr (‘King’) by

Heimdallr.

Heimdallr’s three sets of progeny are begotten in an

ascending hierarchical order, and are recognisable as

representing two of the three classes of IE social

organisation. Þræll and Karl are obviously third function

figures, workers and farmers – here, as elsewhere, the social

class is subdivided into two groups. Jarl plainly represents

the second function: his offspring are warriors and

aristocrats; his son, Konr, who is a runemaster, indicative of

the magical aspect of the first function, becomes a king.

Þræll, Karl and Jarl are given different colourings – they are

said to have dark, red and flaxen hair respectively – which

correspond to those traditionally associated with the three

IE social divisions. There has been some rearrangement,

reflecting the divergence of Germanic social structure from

other IE groups, but the older pattern is still visible:

humanity is still divided into three classes through the acts

of a divine being – the social body is given formal structure

by the myth that describes how the classes originated.
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The poem has often been supposed to show Celtic

influence, but this idea is based almost entirely upon the

fact that rig is a Celtic word for a king, which occurs only in

Old Norse as a poetic term. The subject matter is

fundamentally IE and cannot be pinned down solely to

Celtic tradition. Certainly, the poem’s remaining social

terminology is Norse, and patently refers to an existing

Scandinavian conception of society as a complete body,

divided into functionally distinct and hierarchically ordered

parts.

Heimdallr’s role as ancestor of the social classes is reiterated

in the first verse of Vǫluspá:

I bid you listen

all of holy kind,

great and lesser

sons of Heimdallr.

The kenning ‘sons of Heimdallr’ is unique to Vǫluspá.

There are no other references to humanity as the offspring

of Heimdallr, other then in Rígsþula, which is generally

considered to have been composed later than Vǫluspá,

possibly not earlier than the twelfth century – although at

least one authority has ascribed it to the early tenth century.

As we have seen, Vǫluspá credits Óðinn Hœnir and Lóðurr

with the creation of humanity, and this is supported in

spirit, if not in all details, by Snorri’s Gylfaginning. As it

stands, there is no real contradiction; ‘sons of Heimdallr’ is

qualified by the preceding phrase, greater and lesser’. This

suggests a social or hierarchical distinction such as that
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explained by events in Rígsþula, which would point to

Heimdallr as its instigator.

The social organisation of humanity mirrors that of the

gods; Heimdallr incorporates all parts of the social order,

and imparts them to his progeny. In IE myth the functions

are often found combined in the figure of the trifunctional

goddess of the land – such as the Sovereignty of Ireland –

and in the person of the king, whose role is defined by a

symbolic marriage to that goddess, and who thus represents

both the land and the totality of its people. In Germanic

tradition, the sovereign god is Óðinn/Woden, who features

as the first ancestor in most royal genealogies; but he is also

characterised as ‘All-Father’. At first sight it would appear

that Heimdallr has taken Óðinn’ place as rightful father of

humanity; or perhaps Óðinn has acquired titles that would

once have been the rightful property of Heimdallr, or an

earlier version of that god. Heimdallr’s name – ‘(he who)

shines upon the world’ – hints that he is a manifestation of

the bright IE sky god, but he also has affinities with Agni,

the fire god of India. The latter would cast Heimdallr as a

personification of the creative force emanated by Prajapati,

fire as semen; Heimdallr’s nickname Vindler, ‘twister’, can in

this sense be related to the fire-stick analogue of Askr and

Embla discussed above.

In IE tradition, fire is often homologised with blood, the

gift of Lóðurr to humanity according to Vǫluspá, where h

can denote both blood (or body fluids) and body heat. Loki,

another god with fiery connotations, has Lóðurr’s place in

Snorri’s Skáldskaparmál, where he twice appears as part of a

trinity with Hœnir and Óðinn; the three are said to wander

the world together. The same triad occurs in other texts,
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and also in the medieval Faroese ballad. Loki is sometimes

called Hœnir’s friend or companion, suggesting that the pair

were once popularly associated. The name Lóðurr is related

to German lodern or ‘blaze’.

Much more could be said with regard to Lóðurr and Loki,

but any analysis of them tends to become extremely

complex. The same is true for the silent Hœnir, who has

been variously described as a cockerel, a wading bird, or a

cloud-god. In terms of straightforward translation, the first

is more likely, but none are wholly satisfactory. All that

needs to be said here is that Hœnir’s name, identity and

attributes are still open to discussion; his nicknames

langifjǫtr and aurkonungr, ‘long foot’ and ‘mud king’, are

vague enough to be interpreted in any number of ways. But

he is also known as ‘the swift’ and ‘step-Meili’, indicating a

fast, walking creature of some kind, rather then a fowl.

Hœnir’s gift is translated soul’ above, but which also means

poetry or poetic inspiration. Hœnir’s record does not

exactly lend itself to this gift; handsome he may be, but he

is silent and seems lacking in wisdom. The gift would more

appropriately have come from Óðinn.

There is a real puzzle here, but space does not permit a full

analysis of the relationship between Óðinn, Loki and

Lóðurr, and Hœnir – not to mention Vili and Vé. In this

context it is important only to recognise that the creation of

humanity, like that of the cosmos, is credited to a divine

triad. The names change from one text to another, but the

basic idea remains the same. In contrast, the genesis of the

social order is the prerogative of one god in whom the

social divisions are reconciled. Heimdallr’s offspring
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correspond to the characteristic IE categories, and so do

the three sons of Mannus mentioned by Tacitus.

The arrangement is complex, but quite logical: the world is

made from a human body, and so has the same structure;

society is made up of human beings, so it is organised

according to the model of a human body; the world is

represented by the World Tree, so humans have an affinity

with trees. The three divine descendants of the primordial

giant, whose body becomes the world, give form and

attributes to the first human couple, who are basically

portrayed as a unity; another god gives a three-fold

structure to human society. Underlying this, and traced

alongside it, is the elemental duality of the cosmos; fire and

water, from which the giant Ymir was created; the names of

Ymir and Tuisto; the division of humanity into two sexes;

and so on. The world, society and the human body: each is

a reflection of the others.
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Indo-European Trifunctional Elements in

Celtic Foundation Myths

First published in Tyr: Myth, Culture, Tradion 1, 2002.

The Indo-European Ideology among the Celts

Indo-European myths of national or tribal origins tend also

to be societal myths. That is, they explain not only how a

people came into being but also how and why the social

structure is the way it is. Georges Dumézil has shown that

traditional Indo-European societies were organised

according to three strata that encompass the full range of

human activity. Dumézil called the three strata fonctions,

‘functions’, a sociological term modified for his own

purpose. In Dumézil’s usage, a function refers to one of the

three social strata, plus its divine representations and

attributes, and their associated behaviours and qualities –

but it has a more fundamental meaning, denoting ‘the

principles in terms of which these phenomena are defined’

(Littleton 1982: 5). This is stressed by his equation of ‘three

modes of activity’ with ‘three social functions’ (Dumézil
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1938) and the apparent synonymy of the terms ‘activity’ and

‘function’ elsewhere in his work (Belier 1991: 29). The

functions are usually ranked hierarchically:

1. Qualities associated with religion, ritual, magic,

knowledge, speech, poetry, rule, governance, and law. It

is the ‘head’ of the social body, with characteristics

relating to the human head. This function is embodied

by the idea of priests (but in later tradition

incorporating or in tandem with kingship)

2. Qualities associated with physical force, courage,

strength, protection and aggression – the ‘arms’ of the

social body, with characteristics relating to the arms and

upper torso. Warriors embody this stratum.

3. Qualities associated with food production and

consumption, fertility, love and sex, beauty, pleasure,

and wealth. This function is analogous to the ‘belly’ and

‘genitals’ of the social body, whose character relates to

those parts of the human body. This also includes the

legs, as this function supports the other two. The third

function is mainly represented by farmers (but also by

herders, merchants and artisans).

This tripartite pattern does not refer solely to social

stratification. As Lincoln (1986) has shown, society follows

the template of the human body, as does the cosmos. The

social activities encapsulated here are found in virtually all

human groups – the significance of the Indo-European

version is that it was ritualised, codified in myth. It

permeates Indo-European tradition. This pattern, which

Dumézil called the idéologie tripartie (I prefer to use the term
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‘trifunctionalism’), is clearly indicated in the type of myth to

be discussed here.

Textual evidence for a trifunctional ideology among the

Celts goes back as far as the first century BCE. In De Bello

Gallicum 6.13 Julius Caesar tells us that the Gauls were

divided into druides, equites and plebes – druids (priests),

horsemen (‘knights’) and commoners. Caesar does not

record a Gaulish tradition of their origins, except to say that

they believe themselves descended from ‘Dis Pater’ – a

name that could, within the flexible framework of the

interpretatio Romana, signify any one of many Celtic deities.

We also have the Gaulish divine triad described by the first-

century Roman poet Lucan in Pharsalia 1.441-6. Lucan

describes human sacrifices made to three gods, Teutates,

Esus (or Aesus) and Taranis. Puhvel (1987: 168-72) makes a

strong case for these as a functional triad: Esus ‘(the) lord’;

Taranis ‘thunder’; and Teutates ‘(god of) the people/tribe.’

There is even some archaeological evidence in favour of

Lucan’s triad. Esus is depicted on the Gallo-Roman altar

found in 1711 at the cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris,

along with two other gods named as Jovis (Jupiter) and

Volcanus. Jupiter would naturally translate as the thunder

god Taranis, as he does in other inscriptions. Volcanus is

better known to us as the divine smith Vulcan. But before

he acquired attributes of the Greek deity Hephaistos,

Volcanus was a very different god indeed, associated with

the protection of grain from fire. Dumézil (1970a: 320-1)

locates him firmly as a god of the third function.

It seems that the Gauls had a ritually tripartite society and

perhaps a group of gods who each represented one of its

strata. In Ireland, according to various Old Irish laws and
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other texts, there were three social groups who were

considered aire, freemen: the drui (druids); the faith, the

aristocracy, those who exercised authority (a word related to

German gewalt, ‘force’); and the bó-aire, ‘cattle-freemen’

(Rees and Rees 1961: 111). These clearly correspond to the

Gaulish social structure, and are evidently closely related to

the arya castes of ancient India.

The Gaulish social tripartition was sufficiently pronounced

for Caesar to remark upon it, while the early Irish thought

their own version important enough to enshrine in law.

Presumably a similar division existed among the ancient

Britons, although nothing of the kind is mentioned in

Classical sources. Nor is there any clear evidence of it in the

archaeological record. But it would seem likely if only

because a trifunctional division existed among their near-

neighbours and fellow Celtic-speakers. We do know that

there were druids in Britain, along with chieftains, kings and

queens, warriors, farmers, herders, and artisans.

Unfortunately, Roman sources are not informative with

regard to British social organisation or religious ideology,

and medieval Welsh literature is inevitably post-Roman. It is

doubtful whether the historical Celts had a common

pantheon – one view is that they had clusters of gods

specific to different tribes, and archaeology tends to

support this idea, up to a point (Webster 1989). This means

that we should not look to either medieval Ireland or

ancient Gaul as a definitive measure of the situation in

Britain in Roman or pre-Roman times.

However, there is some evidence from Welsh literature to

support the idea that the trifunctional ideology was known

to the British. For instance, in the Mabinogion story Math vab
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Mathonwy, Lleu Llaw Gyffes is given three ‘destinies’ by his

mother – that he shall not have a name unless she names

him, that he shall not bear arms unless they are given by

her, and that he shall not have a wife of any race on earth.

These are surely a trifunctional set: name (knowledge of

identity), weapons, and wife (sexuality). In the same story,

Lleu’s rival Gronw Pebyr commits three acts against Lleu –

adultery with Lleu’s wife, cowardly murder and usurpation –

that agree with a mythic theme found in several Indo-

European traditions, in which an exemplar of the warrior

function commits a sin against each of the functions in turn

and is thus destroyed or neutralised (Dumézil 1970b; Lloyd-

Morgan 1988; Stone 1996). Furthermore, Markey (1982) has

identified the three daughters of King Lear – in Geoffrey of

Monmouth’s collation of older texts into the coherent

narrative presented in his Historia – as representatives of the

three functions.

There are other examples of trifunctionalism from Irish

literature. For example, there is the story of Lugaid Riab

nDerg (‘Lugaid of the red stripes’) who was conceived

when his mother slept with her three brothers on the same

night, so that he had three fathers. He was born with red

stripes around his neck and waist: his head resembled that

of his father Nár (‘noble’); his arms and chest resembled

Bres (‘combat’); and from the waist down he resembled

Lothar (‘washtub’ or ‘trough’). Each of Lugaid’s fathers

clearly belongs to one of the three functions, and it is no

surprise that he went on to become a king (Lincoln 1986:

158-62). A king must embody the social totality: Lugaid was

born with the necessary attributes, unlike Lleu Llaw Gyffes,

who had to earn them. The Irish and Welsh had traditions
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of trifunctional kingship, while Irish and Gaulish societies

were organised along trifunctional lines. The Gauls also

seem to have had a divine functional triad, and similar

groups have been discerned in Irish myth (Rees and Rees

1961: 142). This is enough to suggest that trifunctionalism

was part of the common heritage of Celtic-speakers, as the

idea of the Indo-European tripartite ideology would predict.

The Indo-European Trifunctional Foundation Myth

In some traditions the tripartition is said to derive from the

emanations of a primordial being sacrificed so that the

cosmos can be made from his body parts. In the Rig Veda

of ancient India, for example, the three arya castes—

Brāhmaṇas, Kṣatriyas and Vaiśyas – are born from the

dismembered body of Puruṣa. In other Indo-European

groups the myth of social origins involves three

descendants of a divine or heroic ancestor, and the

populations representing the functions are propagated

through the normal biological process. The consequence is

the same, however: a land is populated (or repopulated; or a

nation founded) in such a way that usually three brothers,

sons of the same father, are the fathers of the three

elements of the population that make up the social and

ethnic totality.

The ancestral figure is sometimes a primordial being –

whether man, giant or god – but is more usually the first

person to inhabit the particular region associated with a

particular people. Hence the myth is generally associated

with themes of kingship, and the main characters are often

kings and the sons of kings. In accordance with Indo-
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European cosmology, the three sons represent the social

totality, the entire nation. They do so by each embodying

one of the three functions. In the fifth century BCE

Herodotus (The Histories 4.5-6) recorded what he claimed

was the Scythian story of their own origins. The story goes

that Scythia was uninhabited until the birth of Targitaos, the

son of Zeus by the river Borysthenes (the Dnieper).

Targitaos had three sons of his own: Lipoxaïs, Arpoxaïs and

Kolaxaïs. Four golden treasures fell from the sky, a plough,

a yoke, a battle-axe, and a cup. Lipoxaïs and Arpoxaïs each

tried to take these objects, but when they tried the treasures

caught fire. When Kolaxaïs, the youngest brother, made the

attempt the fires went out, and he was able to take the

objects. The brothers took this as a sign, and made Kolaxaïs

their ruler. From him descended the Paralatai, the tribe of

Royal Scythians; the descendants of Lipoxaïs were the

Aukhatai, while from Arpoxaïs came the Katiaroi and

Traspies.

There is every indication that this is an authentic Scythian

myth. Certainly the names of these so-called tribes are

Hellenised forms of Iranian words that clearly indicate

Indo-European social strata (Puhvel 1987: 113-4). The

Aukhatai (‘mighty’) are the warriors, while the ‘tribal’ names

Traspies and Katiaroi respectively signify horses and cattle-

pastures. Herodotus acknowledged the Paralatai

(‘foremost’) as the ‘Royal Scythians’. Kolaxaïs’s possession

of all the treasures signifies that he embodies the social

totality, a prerequisite of Indo-European kingship (Lincoln

1986: 158). The fact that there are four objects does not

mean that this tale deviates from the tripartite pattern of

Indo-European cosmology. The third function – that of
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food-production, consumption and fertility – is often

divided; and in any case the plough and yoke ought

properly to be seen as a united pair, linked as they are in

agricultural practice.

The mythic pattern persisted among Iranian-speakers. As

late as the tenth century CE the Persian poet Ferdowsi was

retelling tales that had their origins in the distant past, long

before Zoroastrianism and Islam came to his people. His

epic poem Shah-Nama contains a number of old myths,

updated, stitched together with genuinely historical material

and presented as a history of the Persian kings. Shah-Nama

4.7-8 tells how Feridun (a version of the much older Iranian

dragon-slayer Thraētaona, whose myth is told in Avestan 

texts), disguised as a dragon, tests his three sons. The eldest

flees; the middle son draws his bow and prepares to attack;

and the youngest tells the dragon to be gone before it meets

its doom. From their actions Feridun gives them their

names and divines their respective natures. The eldest is

Salm, of whom Feridun says ‘May the whole world resound

with your prosperity because you chose safety from the

dragon’s mouth’ – a pun on kam, which can mean both

mouth and prosperity. The middle son is Tur ‘a brave lion’.

The youngest son is Iraj, ‘a man of sense’ with ‘an alert

mind.’ When Feridun divides the world among his sons, it

is the first-function representative Iraj who is given

Feridun’s throne and the choicest realm, Iran itself.

A parallel myth is attributed to the Germans about six

hundred years later. In Germania 2 Tacitus reports that the

Germans venerate Tuisto, a god born from the earth.

Tuisto had a son named Mannus, ‘the beginning of their

people’. Mannus had three sons: from these were
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descended the three branches of Germans, the Istaevones,

Herminones, and Ingaevones. This corresponds in part to

archaic Indo-European creation mythology, which begins

with a pair of twins – ‘Man’ and ‘Twin’. Tuisto means ‘two-

fold’, and is equivalent to the Norse primal giant Ymir,

whose name means ‘twin’. Mannus is ‘man’, and ought

properly to be Tuisto’s twin – he has become displaced in

this case. The Ingaevones are named for Ing or Yngvi,

another name for Freyr the Norse god of peace, prosperity

and fertility. The Herminones and Istaevones are

problematic. The name Herminones is certainly related to

the Old Saxon name Irmin (‘great, mighty’). This is cognate

with Old Norse Jǫrmunnr, a name for Óðinn, the divine

sorcerer-king. But the name Jǫrmunnr is also applied to the

belligerent thunder-god Þórr, who clearly reflects the

second, warrior function. The name Istaevones is obscure,

but it may be derived from a word meaning ‘strong’, which

implies the second function. These problems aside, the

Germania account does appear to fall into a definite

trifunctional pattern found elsewhere in Germanic myth

and religion. For instance, the ‘tribal’ names parallel the

divine triad later venerated at Uppsala, which according to

Adam of Bremen’s eleventh-century Gesta Hammaburgensis

Ecclesiae Pontificum comprised Freyr, Óðinn and Þórr.

Nearly a thousand years after Tacitus the Icelandic poem

Rígsþula recounts the story of how Heimdallr (calling

himself Rígr as he travelled among mortals) sired the social

classes through his sons Þræll, Karl and Jarl. These sons

have names that reflect their social status, Þræll (‘slave’)

corresponds to the non-arya caste of India, who as slaves

and subject peoples were not recognised as properly
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belonging to the social body. The third function son is clear

enough: Karl, in accordance with the meaning of his name,

is a farmer. The second function is represented by Jarl

(‘noble’) – the poem associates him with warfare and

weapons. The first function is represented by Jarl’s son

Konr unger, ‘young son’, whose name is a play on konungr

‘king’ and comes to be called Rígr like his grandfather. Konr

is a rune-master and magician as well as his father’s heir –

this demonstrates the close connection between kingship

and magic in the first function. The presence of the non-

Germanic name Rígr has given rise to speculation that

Rígsþula was based on a now-lost Celtic myth or folktale.

The linguistic aspect of that argument is still a matter of

debate, but even if the supposition that the name Rígr was

borrowed from a Celtic source is correct there is still ample

evidence that the trifunctional founders are not only

Germanic, but quintessentially Indo-European.

The Greek hero Deukalion’s children fall into this pattern.

Ehoiai 3-4 describes the offspring of Deukalion – Hellen,

Pandora and Thuia in that particular version of the

Deukalion myth – in terms that leave their trifunctional

nature in little doubt, though there are displacements.

Hellen is said to be the ‘war-loving king’; Pandora,

impregnated by Zeus, gives birth to Graecus, described as

‘staunch in battle’. Thuia, also impregnated by Zeus, bears

two sons: Magnes and Macedon, who are characterised as

‘rejoicing in horses’ – compare these with the Dioskuroi

and Aśvins, the equestrian representatives of the third 

function in Greece and India. While the trifunctional

pattern is fractured, with functional figures displaced to a

subsequent generation, just as in Rígsþula, it is still
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discernible: the ethnic population, stratified according to

function, descends from three children of a founding father.

The trifunctional foundation myth in Celtic tradition

Interestingly, the early Germanic foundation myth recorded

by Tacitus was later incorporated into British and Irish

histories. Around seven hundred years after Tacitus,

chapter 17 of the Historia Brittonum tells us that Noah’s son

Japheth was an ancestor of a man named Alanus, ‘first man

to come to Europe’. This Alanus had three sons: Hessitio,

Armenon and Negue. Hessitio was ancestor of the Franks,

Latins, Albans and British; Armenon gave rise to the Goths,

Walagoths, Gepids, Burgundians and Langobards; and

Negue was progenitor of the Bavarians, Vandals, Saxons

and Thuringians. These peoples, we are told, are subdivided

throughout Europe. Three centuries later an almost

identical account is given in manuscripts of the Lebor Gabála

Érenn, the ‘Book of the Taking of Ireland’ or ‘Book of

Invasions’ as it is more popularly known. Alainus (the name

occurs as the manuscript variant Elanius) is once again a

descendant of Japheth, and his three sons are Armen,

Negua and Isicon (or: Armenon, Neugio and Hisican).

These three are ancestors of a list of peoples that

corresponds exactly to that given in the Historia Brittonum.

When we compare the father and his three sons from each

of these accounts, it is immediately clear that they are one

and the same family and are derived from Germania. Manus

(and so Alainus/Elanius) is evidently a misreading of

Mannus. Hessitio and Hisican/Isicon are derived from the

ethnic name Istaevones (which also occurs as Iscaevones in

a manuscript of Germania). Armenon and Armen are from
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Herminones. Neugiu/Ngua and Negue are from

Ingvaeones (or the variant Ingaevones). Both histories have

ignored the mythical side of the Germania story and have

worked the Germanic primogenitors into the Biblical

account of the descent of populations after the Flood.

Littleton and Malcor (1997) cite the name Alainius as

evidence that the Lebor Gabála Érenn records a genuine

tradition of an Alan (Scythian) element reaching Ireland.

Yet the context clearly signals that the name is probably a

copyist’s misreading of Mannus in a manuscript of Germania

or a second-hand quotation from Tacitus. In fact the Irish

text has the same patchwork look as the Historia Brittonum.

They are both cobbled together from a variety of disparate

sources and each is broadly typical of medieval attempts to

reconcile classical histories and native genealogies with

those of the Bible. The Historia Brittonum is thought to be

derivative of an earlier version or predecessor of the Lebor

Gabála Érenn. The latter gives Alainius’s father the name

Dói, which could perhaps be a shortened variant of Tuisto –

but in Historia Brittonum 18 the name is Fetebir. Tacitus

might or might not have been the immediate source of the

Irish. reference. But it does not seem likely that either

Tacitus or the Lebor Gabála Érenn was a direct source for

this particular component of the Historia Brittonum.

But the Celtic traditions did not rely wholly on Tacitus for

trifunctional foundation myths. The tripartite pattern is

clearly replicated in chapter 48 of the Historia Brittonum, in a

section taken from a life of Saint Germanus. Guorthigirnus

(i.e. Vortigern) had three sons: Guorthemir (i.e. Vortimer:

from *-vortamorix ‘great king’); Categirn (‘battle-prince’); and

Pascent (from the Latin name Pascentius, perhaps from
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pasco, ‘to feed; fatten; support’, ‘to feast’). A fourth son,

Faustus (Latin: ‘lucky, prosperous’), was born of an

incestuous relationship between Guorthigirnus and his

daughter. Each name refers directly to one of the three

functions of Indo-European cosmology – priesthood/

sovereignty; war; food production, prosperity/fertility.

According to most versions of the Lebor Gabiila Erenn, the

first abortive invasion of Ireland was that of Partholón,

which endured for some time but was exterminated by

plague. Partholón’s sons were: ‘the lordly being’ Slánga; the

‘sword-wielding’ Láiglinne; and ‘the very manly’ Rudraige.

Slánga and Láiglinne are obviously described in terms that

accord with the first and second functions of Indo-

European cosmology. Rudraige’s manliness may refer to

martial prowess, but rather suggests good looks and sexual

virility, which are third function attributes. However, it is

possible that the functional attributes have been wrongly

allocated. Slánga is a variant of the name Sláine ‘health’,

suggesting the third function – in the Metrical Dindshenchas

4.300 he is called the first physician in Ireland. The name

Rudraige means ‘red king’ and so belongs to the first

function. This wave of settlers endured for some time but

was exterminated by plague.

These examples of trifunctional foundation mythology are

unambiguous, but there are a number of others where the

Indo-European functions are not readily apparent. For the

most part all that remains is the motif of the settling ruler

and his three sons, or of three founding fathers who are

only notionally related. For instance, in the first rescension

of the Lebor Gabála Érenn, before the arrival of Partholón an

attempted settlement of Ireland was led by Cesair ‘daughter
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of Bith son of Noah’ who reached Ireland just before the

Flood with three ships, two of which sank. The surviving

ship bore fifty maidens and three men, who divided the

women between them. The men were Cesair’s father Bith,

son of Noah; Ladru the steersman; and Fintan son of

Bóchra. However, everyone except Fintan – who lingered

on as a shape-shifting observer of Irish history – perished

just before the Flood and Ireland remained empty for many

years. Some of the names—such as Bith ‘world’, and Fintan

‘white’ son of Bóchra ‘ocean’ – hint at a more primal

cosmic structure, the actual physical world. The names of

these men do not reflect a trifunctional pattern, nor do they

have any obvious functional attributes. But there is a hint

that their settlement of Ireland may have been undone in

functional terms. Ladru died of an excess of women, while

Fintan was overwhelmed by the Flood when he fled the

remaining women and went on a ‘journey of weakness’.

These would seem to be third and second function failings

– lechery, and cowardice followed by loss of strength.

Later in the Lebor Gabála Érenn it is said that Ireland was

first divided into three parts by the Dagda’s grandsons, who

became the kings of the Tuatha Dé Danann. They are Mac

Cuill, Mac Cécht and Mac Gréne. Their names reflect the

‘gods’ to whom they are each said to venerate – the hazel,

the plough and the sun. O’Rahilly (1946: 66) asserts that

these three are manifestations of the Irish sun god, but

there is more than a suggestion of the three functions in

their names. The epithet mac ‘son of’ does not indicate a

biological relationship with gods associated with the hazel,

plough and sun. The three are sons of Cermait Milbél and

their real names are Sethor, Tethor and Cethor. Mac Cuill,
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Mac Cécht and Mac Gréne are nicknames and are probably

derived from things with which they were commonly

linked. In Irish tradition the hazel is associated with

wisdom, a first function trait, while the plough self-

evidently symbolises the third function. Mac Cécht seems to

be a hypostasis of Dian Cécht, who is the physician of the

Tuatha Dé Danann, a third function figure. But Mac Gréne

sits oddly among his siblings: the sun is not a second

function attribute.

The second book of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia

Regum Brittonum (c. 1136) may also preserve a later memory

of the trifunctional foundation myth. Geoffrey, who

claimed to be retelling stories he found in a book written in

the British language, tells how a group of Trojans led by

Brutus came to Britain and displaced the race of giants who

then inhabited the island. Brutus had three sons, Locrinus,

Kamber and Albanactus. When Brutus died they divided

Britain between them, each giving his name to the part he

ruled. Locrinus had Loegria (England); Kamber took charge

of Kambria (Wales); and Albanactus controlled Albany

(Scotland). A fourth region, Cornwall, had already been

given by Brutus to his comrade Corineus, after whom it was

named. This division obviously reflects the political

situation at the time Geoffrey was writing, after the

unification of England and the Norman Conquest. It does

not accord with the historical reality of pre-English

kingdoms in Celtic Britain. Geoffrey seems partly to have

followed a tradition in which Celtic founders were expected

to institute a three-fold division. However, he was

constrained by the fact that twelfth-century Britain had four

principal parts that were not based on traditional ethnic or
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cosmological divisions but were rather an accident of

history. Like the followers of Cesair, the personal names

and attributes of Brutus’s sons do not follow the

trifunctional formula. Instead, they are back-formations

from the names of the four nations of Britain

acknowledged in Geoffrey’s day. It would have been

simpler for Geoffrey to make Corineus a fourth son of

Brutus. The obvious reason for not doing so is that

tradition dictated that the founding father should have three

sons.

Only Lebor Gabála Érenn and the Historia Brittonum contain

unambiguous trifunctional foundation myths with a wholly

Celtic setting. This sparse haul, and the presence of early

Germanic material in these two key texts, might be enough

to cast doubt on the existence of such a mythic theme

among the ancient Celts. But there are strong reasons for

accepting their authenticity.

In the first place, it must be remembered that no Celtic

myths or legends were recorded prior to the earliest written

texts of Ireland and Wales. Classical scholars have left us a

few fragments of lore here and there, and divine names and

some iconography is preserved on artefacts of the Roman

era from Britain, Gaul and elsewhere – but there are no

complete myths that date from before the Christianisation

of the British Isles. We really have very little idea of how

the Celts saw their gods and told their myths before the

new religion came. Even the earliest myths and legends

were committed to writing by the clergy, and often show

traces of having been tidied up to accord with the medieval

Christian worldview. Both Lebor Gabála Érenn and the

Historia Brittonum have been rationalised. They each tell a
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story of how kings and leaders, descended from Noah,

spread through Europe with their offspring and followers.

Each incorporates genealogical and historical material that

came from Roman historians, and – because it had come to

be accepted as historical fact – had to be accommodated. In

a sense, the Irish and Welsh had their early history written

for them – and little of it was actually Celtic, in content or

in origin. It was the story of Noah and the post-Deluge

diaspora, the story of Greeks, Trojans and Romans, and it

had to agree with the ethnographies and histories of Roman

scholars. In the circumstances it is remarkable that we still

have the stories of Partholón and Guorthigirnus at all. But

still there are sure signs of loss and amendment. Partholón

is an Old Irish rendering of the Biblical name Bartholomew

and does not have a Celtic origin. And the nation he founds

is short-lived. The story of Guorthigirnus as we have it is

about the founding of a royal line rather than an ethnic or

tribal group. Yet otherwise each fits the ancient

trifunctional pattern.
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The Three Destinies of Lleu Llaw Gyffes

First published in At the Edge 3, 1996.

In the different branches of Indo-European tradition, social

structure is ritually legitimized in myth and religious

observance, which reflect the Proto­Indo-European social

organisation into three distinct strata, or as Georges

Dumézil terms them, functions. The first function is usually

termed ‘sovereignty’; it relates to rule and the ritual

maintenance of order. It can be sub-divided into the

magico-religious and the temporal-juridical, represented

socially by priests and kings respectively. The second

function is concerned with defence and the imposition of

order through physical force and is concerned with war-like

activities, represented by fighters and militan institutions.

The third is concerned with fertility and prosperit:.

represented by cultivators and other producers of food and

material goods, but also relating to sexuality, peace and

beauty. The first function has an essential duality, and is

thus often allocated in myth to two gods, usually brothers,

and often twins: although sometimes one brother is
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displaced and supplanted by an older male relative. These

three functions are inherent in Indo-European tradition,

and appear to have been inherited from the Proto-Indo-

European culture that spawned the rest.

This trifunctional structure can be found in many aspects of

Indo-European culture. While it frankly reflects the social

stratifications that occur in virtually every culture, among

the Indo-Europeans it is formally codified in ritual and

iconography and is pervasive to such an extent that it was

described by Dumézil as an ideology, one that has shaped

all subsequent Indo-European societies in its image.1 Since

Dumézil defined this structure, a number of studies –

including significant contributions by Bruce Lincoln2 and

Emily Lyle3 – have shown how it relates directly to the

Indo-European image of the human body and the

identification of human physique with the cosmos and its

creation, and to the magical and religious traditions devoted

to it.

The story of Lleu Llaw Gyffes – preserved in Math vab

Mathonwy, the fourth ‘branch’ of the collection of medieval

Welsh tales known as the Mabinogion – is directly related to

this system. The life and adventures of Lleu revolve around

the three ‘destinies’ sworn upon him by his mother

Arianhrod, and these encapsulate the trifunctionul

organisation of Indo-European culture. Not only are the

three functions evident in this and other key episodes and

motifs, but the structure of the narrative is itself determined

hy the trifunctional schema.

Lleu’s story begins about halfway through Math vab

Mathonwy. It follows on from the rape of Goewin by
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Gilfaethwy, aided by his brother Gwydion. Math, who had

employed Goewin as footholder, now requires a new

servant to perform the task, as his footholder must be a

virgin. Gwydion proposes his sister Arianhrod for the

vacancy. Although she claims to be chaste, she is tested by

being made to step over a magic wand; as she does so, she

drops a child, a boy who is baptised Dylan Eil Ton, ‘Sea,

son of Wave’, who makes for the sea and swims away as

soon as he is baptized. Arianhrod leaves the scene, but

Gwydion sees that she has dropped something else, which

he takes and secretes in a chest. Some time later, he hears a

cry from within the chest. Opening it, he discovers a baby

boy, who grows at a prodigious rate. When the boy has

grown to the size of a man, Gwydion takes him to Caer

Arianhrod, and presents him to his mother to be named.

But Arianhrod is displeased, and swears that the boy is

fated to remain nameless until she herself gives him a nmne.

Thanks to Gwydion’s magic, Arianhrod is tricked into

naming the boy Lleu Llaw Gyffes (‘the fair one with a

steady hand’), whereupon she places another destiny on him

– that he will never bear arms until she herself equips him.

Gwydion again fools her into giving the boy his first arms,

and this time she swears that he is destined not to have a

wife of any race on earth. Gwydion and Math make Lleu a

wife from the blooms of oak, broom and meadow-sweet:

she is given the name Blodeuedd (‘flowers’).

Gwydion urges Math to give Lleu the rule of Cantref

Dinoding, and for a while Lleu and his bride live happily.

Then one day, while Lleu is away visiting Math, Blodeuedd

sees Gronwy Pebyr out hunting, and quickly becomes his

lover; the pair spend three nights together until Lleu
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returns. The lovers conspire to get rid of Lleu, and

Blodeuedd discovers from him how he may be killed:

neither in a house nor outside; neither on horseback nor on

foot; and with a spear, worked on only during Mass on

Sundays, that takes a year to manufacture. Blodeuedd has a

bath set up on the bank of a river, with a thatched roof

above it and a he-goat at its side. Meanwhile, Gronwy

makes a spear according to the formula.

Lleu then demonstrates his own death to oblige his wife.

He is standing with one foot on the bath and one on the

goat’s back, with only the lower part of his body clothed,

when Gronwy spears him. With a terrible cry, Lleu flies off

in the shape of an eagle. Gwydion eventually tracks him to

where he perches, in a sorry condition, at the top of an oak;

the magician sings three englynion, and Lleu flies down to

him in three stages, then returns to human form. Gwydion

punishes Blodeuedd by turning her into an owl, and

Gronwy flees. Lleu eventually takes his revenge by insisting

that Gronwy should suffer no more nor less than what he

was prepared to do to Lleu. Despite an attempt to find a

substitute victim, and then being allowed to put a stone

between himself and Lleu’s spear, Gronwy is slain. Lleu

then resumes his life, eventually becoming the ruler of

Gwynedd.4

A number of triadic groupings are immediately discernible

in the story: the three destinies; the three types of flower

used to create Blodeuedd; the three englynion sung by

Gwydion, and the three stages by which Lleu descends

from his oak. There are also the three nights Blodeuedd and

Gronwy spend together when they first meet. Less obvious

at first are two more – the magical conditions for Lleu’s
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death, and the treacheries of Gronwy. As Ceridwen Lloyd-

Morgan has shown,5 the Mabinogion contains a number of

triadic structures determining plot and relationships within

the various narratives; and Welsh tradition in general is

preoccupied with triadic themes and groupings – for

example, the well-known Triads.6 Math vab Mathonwy itself is

divided into three clearly defined segments: the stealing of

Pryderi’s pigs; the transformations of Gwydion and

Gilfaethwy; and the story of Lleu. The last section is further

subdivided into three parts: Lleu’s enigmatic birth; the

imposition and solution of the three destinies; aud his

troubles with Blodeuedd anti Gronwy. The romantic aspect

of the story is the triangular relationship between Lleu,

Blodeuedd and Gronwy. Clearly, Lleu – as we may term the

third part of Math vab Mathonwy – should be viewed in the

context of traditional Welsh triadic structures; but in its

constant reiteration of the idea of triplicity we may see a

subtle reinforcement of underlying trifunetional themes.

The trifunctional structure is evident from the very

begimung of Lleu’s life. He is one of two brothers, the elder

of whom takes to the sea as soon as he is baptised, and

plays no further part in the story. This idea of two brothers,

one of whom disappears from the scene leaving the other in

the ascendant, is a common feature of the first function;7

the reasons for this change from duality to singularity (aud

sometimes back again) is complex, but may relate to the

changing social roles of priest and king in diversifying Indo-

European societies. In this case, Dylan is replaced in the

pair hy Gwydion the magician (ostensibly Lleu’s uncle, but

possibly also his father; the story is not clear on this poiut),

who balances Lleu the secular ruler of Cantref Dinoding –
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he later becomes king over Dyfed – by giving him magical

assistance.

Lleu is clearly marked us a first function figure, by role and

by iconography (spear and eagle frequeutly denote kingship,

especially among the Celts and Germans). As such he

should be expected to relate in some way to all three

functions. A king and his society should be seen us

reflections of one another; a king is not simply one who

rules or acts on behalf of his people, but ‘the very

embodiment of the social totality’.8 In Irish tradition, for

example, Lugaid of the Red Stripes is the son of three

brothers who slept with their sister Clothru on a single

night. Lugaid is born with red stripes around his neck and

waist, which mark out his physical inheritance from the

three fathers – his head resembles that of Nar (‘noble’); his

chest and arms are like those of Bres (‘combat’); while from

the waist down he resembles Lothar (‘washtub’). As their

names indicate, each of his fathers represents one of the

three functions, and from each he inherits the part of the

body to which they are allocated.9

Lleu’s trifunctional nature is not illustrated quite so

graphically. Instead of inheriting aspects of the three

functions as a matter of course, he has to acquire them, by

overcoming – with the help of Gwydion – the three

destinies imposed by Arianhrod. The destinies are that he

will not have a name; that he will not have weapons; and

that he will not have a wife. Here are the three functions,

presented in their typical hierarchical order. The second and

third are self-explanatory (war and sexuality), while the first

is explicable, as Lloyd-Morgan has pointed out, in terms of

knowledge (his name), so completing the set.10
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Arianhrod’s motive is ostensibly sheer spite at being

reminded of her embarassment; but she actually seems to

be playing a role similar to that of the character of the

goddess Sovereignty in Irish tales. Although it is she who

places upon Lleu the destinies that would prevent his

assunption of kingship, it is still she who confers upon him

the very qualities that he requires for that position. It is

significant that it is only after the resolution of the third

destiny that Lleu is given the rule of Cantref Dinoding.

Blodeuedd. as bride of the king-to-be, can also be seen as a

version of Sovereignty, the trifunctional goddess who

represents the social totality, to whom the king is

symbolically married. She is created from three different

kinds of flower, which hint perhaps at some kind of

hierarchy imposed upon the vegetahle kingdom: tree (oak),

shrub (broom), and meadow­plant (meadow-sweet). It is

possible that the colours of the three flowers may have

been envisaged us the three colours associated with the

three functions in Indo-European tradition – white for the

first, red for the second, and blue, green or black for the

third.11 This would perhaps depend on our correctly

ideutifying the species and gender of the plants in question,

and knowing which parts of Blodeuedd’s body were made

of which flower; but Math vab Mathonwy tells us nothing that

would be of use in this respect. Celtic tradition does have a

three-coloured ideal of physical beauty, a combination of

red, white, and black – in Peredur and the story of Deirdre,

for instance.12 Although the references are to physical

beauty, it may be the case that the three colours do relate to

the three functions by symbolising a balance or harmony of

their respective characteristics – intelligence, strength, and
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sexual attractiveness. Blodeuedd is said to be ‘the very

fairest and best endowed maiden that mortal ever saw’. On

the other hand, Irish tradition refers to Sovereignty in terms

of three colours that appear to relate to the land and its

vegetation, and that correspond broadly with the colours

assigned to the three functions.13

If Lleu becomes a ruler by overcoming the restrictions of

his three destinies – that is, by acquiring the attributes and

becoming an embodiment of all three functions – then he is

done away with by having them undone. While Arianhrod

represents the Sovereignty presiding over their acquisition,

Blodeuedd presides over their dissolution. Lleu tells

Blodeuedd that he can only he killed untler certain

contlitions: neither in nor out of a house, neither on

horseback nor on foot, and with a spear made during

Sunday Mass over a period of one year. But there is more to

it: ‘he arose out of the bath and put on his breeks, and he

placed one foot on the edge of the tub and the other on the

he-goat’s back. Then Gronw [sic] rose… and smote him in

the side’.14 As Lleu has specified, the bath is under a

thatched cover. It is also worth noting that this episode

takes place on a river-bank.

In a sense, Lleu’s death is made possible by ‘unmaking’ each

of the three functions contained in his person. The first

function may here be represented hy the house, symbolic of

the ordered cosmos, and personal identity; the secontl is

represented by the horse, or rather its absence; while the

third is represented by the bathtub. Second and third

functions are duplicated in the state of Lleu’s dress – his

chest and arms are bared, and thus vulnerable, whereas his

lower body is covered, so reducing his sexuality. The spear
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is both a first function symbol anti a second function object

manufactured under magical conditions; as a symbol it also

has well-known phallic (third function) connotations. It is

in a sense the key that completes the undoing of the

functions personified by Lleu.

It is true that this functional analysis of Lleu’s temporary

murder rests overnuch on conjecture or supposition; but it

is clear that, as the circumstances of his ‘death’ show, Lleu

is placed in a dangerously ambiguous position, his status

indefinable. He is neither indoors nor out; neither on

horseback nor on foot; neither clothed nor naked. What is

more, he balances on the edge of the bath, and the murder

attempt takes place on a river-bank, at the boundary

between water and land. Even the weapon used is made

only when everyday activity is suspendetl and a magical

transformatiou – the Mass – is occurring. As Mary Douglas

remarks, tlanger ‘lies in transitional states, simply because

transition is neither one state nor the uext, it is undefinahle.

The person who must pass from one state to another is

himself in danger and emanates danger to others’.15 Lleu is

in a thoroughly liminal state, and the things that hold his

kingship together fly apart when the spear is cast, leaving

only the eagle, a symbol of what he once was.

Gronwy’s actions correspond to another Indo-European

motif identified by Dumézil as the ‘three sins of the

warrior’.16 These sins, successive transgressions against

representations of each of the three functions, are also

found in the careers of Indra, Heracles and Starkaðr. Indra’s

three sins are: involvement in the killing of a Brahmin (first

function); using his physical force in a cowardly way

(second function); and an adulterous rape (third function).
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In the case of Heracles, the equivalent sins are the murder

of his children in a fit of rage after the Delphic oracle

repeated the command of Zeus concerning the twelve

labours; the cowardly murder of the son of Eurytos; and the

desertion of his wife, followed by rape. As for Starkaðr, the

sin against the first function is regicide; he then displays

cowardice, resulting in the loss of a war; and finally he

commits regicide again, for money, an aspect of the third

function.17 In each case, the sins result in a loss of some

kind. Indra loses first his tejah, spiritual force, then his

physical force, then his beauty, each loss relating to the

function he has sinned against. Heracles slides further down

the social ladder with each crime – he is reduced to a

labourer, then a slave, and finally he is killed. Starkaðr loses

one of his three lives after each evil deed. The ‘three sins of

the warrior’ are clearly observable in Gronwy. Firstly, his

adulterous liaison with Blodeuedd is easily linked to the

third function. Next, the cowardly manner in which he

despatches Lleu is matched by his attempt to find a

substitute to die in his place; and even when he does finally

submit to Lleu’s demand he insists upon having a barrier

placed between himself and Lleu. Thus he sins against the

second function. Finally, Gronwy’s sin against the first

function is twofold: regicide and usurpation. Again, there is

the element of loss: first Blodeuedd is taken from him, then

he loses his life.18

The three functions are all invoked to begin Lleu’s rule, and

– perhaps – again to terminate it, albeit on a temporary

basis. The character responsible for the nearly-fatal blow is

also connected with all three functions, and there are

grounds for believing that his ally is also so connected. It is
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also tempting to see the same pattern in the three englynion

with which Gwydion brings Lleu hack to the hunan realm,

though that may be stretching the point too far.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to see how the Indo-European

trifunctional tradition has influenced the structure of the

story, perhaps even being the prime determinant. It is

difficult to decide whether this is the result of deliberation

on the part of the redactor, utilising recurrent traditional

motifs to structure the narrative in a form recognisable to

the likely audience; or whether, as Dumézil might have

suggested, the common Indo-European linguistic and

ideological heritage found a natural expression here, as it

appears to have done in other Indo­European epics and

myths. Certainly, the trifunctional pattern has been

discerned in Celtic material by Dumézil and others, so its

presence in the story of Lleu is by no means an isolated

instance.19
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