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Preface

For the historian of religions, every manifestation of the sacred is
important: every rite, every myth, every belief or divine figure
reflects the experience of the sacred and hence implies the notions of
being, of meaning, and of truth. As 1 observed on another occasion,
*““it is difficult to imagine how the human mind could function without
the conviction that there is something irreducibly real in the world;
and it is impossible to imagine how consciousness could appear
without conferring a meaning on man’s impulses and experiences.
Consciousness of a real and meaningful world is intimately connected
with the discovery of the sacred. Through experience of the sacred,
the human mind has perceived the difference between what reveals
itself as being real, powerful, rich, and meaningful and what lacks
these qualities, that is, the chaotic and dangerous flux of things, their
fortuitous and senseless appearances and disappearances” (preface
to The Quest: History and Meaning in Religion [1969]). In short, the
“sacred” is an element in the structure of consciousness and not a
stage in the history of consciousness. On the most archaic levels of
culture, living, considered as being human, is in itself a religious act, for
food-getting, sexual life, and work have a sacramental value. In other
words, to be—or, rather, to become—a man signifies being ““ religious”’
(ibid.).

I have discussed the dialectic of the sacred and its morphology in
earlier publications, from my Patterns in Comparative Religion (1958)
to my little book devoted to Australian religions (Australian Religions:
An Introduction [1973]). The present work was conceived and
executed from a different point of view. On the one hand, I have
analyzed the manifestations of the sacred in chronological order (but
it is important not to confuse the “age” of a religious conception
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with the date of the earliest document that attests to it!); on the other
hand—and insofar as the documentation makes it possible—I have
emphasized the crises in depth and, above all, the creative moments
of the different traditions. In short, I have attempted to elucidate the
major contributions to the history of religious ideas and beliefs.

Every manifestation of the sacred is important to the historian of
religions; but it is no less obvious that the structure of the god Anu,
for example, or the theogony and cosmogony handed down in the
Enuma elish, or the saga of Gilgamesh, reveal the religious creativity
and originality of the Mesopotamians more effectively than, let us
say, the apotropaic rites against Lamashtu or the mythology of the
god Nusku. Sometimes the importance of a religious creation is
revealed by its later valorizations. Very little is known about the
Eleusinian Mysteries and the earliest manifestations of Orphism; yet
the fascination that they have exercised over the best minds of
Europe for more than twenty centuries constitutes a religious fact
that is highly significant and whose consequences have not yet been
properly understood. Certainly, the Eleusinian initiation and the
secret Orphic rites, extolled by certain late authors, reflect mythol-
ogizing Gnosticism and Greco-Oriental syncretism. But it is
precisely this conception of the Mysteries and of Orphism that
influenced medieval Hermeticism, the Italian Renaissance, the
“occultist” traditions of the eighteenth century, and Romanticism;
and the Mysteries and the Orpheus that inspired modern European
poetry, from Rilke to T. S. Eliot and Pierre Emmanuel, are still the
Mysteries and the Orpheus of the scholars and mystics and theolo-
gians of Alexandria.

The validity of the criterion chosen to define the great contributions
to the history of religious ideas is, of course, open to discussion. Yet
the development of many religions confirms it; for it is because of
crises in depth and the creations that result from them that religious
traditions are able to renew themselves. It is enough to cite the case
of India, where the tension and despair brought on by the religious
devalorization of the Brahmanic sacrifice produced a series of out-
standing creations (the Upanishads, the codification of Yogic
techniques, the message of Gautama Buddha, mystical devotion, etc.),
each one of them constituting a different and daring resolution of the
same crisis (see chapters 9, 17, 18, and 19).

For years I have had in mind a short, concise work, which could
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be read in a few days. For continuous reading reveals above all the
Jfundamental unity of religious phenomena and at the same time the
inexhaustible newness of their expressions. The reader of such a book
would be given access to the Vedic hymns, the Brahmanas, and the
Upanishads a few hours after he had reviewed the ideas and beliefs
of the Paleolithics, of Mesopotamia, and of Egypt; he would
discover Sankara, Tantrism and Milarepa, Islam, Gioacchino da
Fiore or Paracelsus, the day after he had meditated on Zarathustra,
Gautama Buddha, and Taoism, on the Hellenistic Mysteries, the rise
of Christianity, Gnosticism, alchemy, or the mythology of the Grail;
he would encounter the German illuminists and Romantics, Hegel,
Max Miiller, Freud, Jung, and Bonhoeffer, soon after discovering
Quetzalcoatl and Viracocha, the twelve Alvars and Gregory Palamas,
the earliest Cabalists, Avicenna or FEisai.

Alas, that short, concise book has not yet been written. For the
moment, I have resigned myself to presenting a work in three
volumes, in the hope of eventually reducing it to one volume of some
400 pages. I have chosen this compromise formula for two reasons in
particular: on the one hand, I considered it advisable to quote a
certain number of texts that are both important and insufficiently
known; on the other hand, I wanted to provide the student with
comparatively full critical bibliographies. So I have reduced footnotes
to the text to the absolute minimum and have brought together, in a
separate section, the bibliographies and the discussion of certain
matters either not referred to at all or treated too summarily in the
text. Hence the work can be read continuously, without the inter-
ruptions necessitated by discussions of sources and summaries of the
present position of studies on particular points. Books presenting a
general view of a subject and intended for an audience of other than
specialists usually provide a list of titles at the end of each chapter.
The structure of this History of Religious Ideas demanded a more
complex critical apparatus. So 1 have divided the chapters into
numbered sections, each with its own title. The student can thus easily
consult the bibliographies and the summaries of the present position
of studies in the second part of the book as he pursues his reading of
the text. For each section I have tried to provide the essential recent
critical bibliography, not omitting works whose methodological
orientation I do not share. With very few exceptions, I have not
mentioned contributions published in the Scandinavian, Slavic, or
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Balkan languages. To facilitate reading, I have simplified the trans-
literation of Oriental terms and proper names.

Except for a few chapters, this book reproduces the substance of the
courses in the History of Religions that I have given at the University
of Bucharest from 1933 to 1938, at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in
1946 and 1948, and, since 1956, at the University of Chicago. I
belong to the category of historians of religions who, whatever their
“specialty” may be, make every effort to keep up with the progress
achieved in neighboring domains and do not hesitate to keep their
students informed concerning the various problems raised by their
discipline. I hold, in short, that any historical study implies a certain
familiarity with universal history; hence the strictest specialization
does not absolve the scholar from situating his researches in the
perspective of universal history. I also share the conviction of those
who think that the study of Dante or Shakespeare, and even of
Dostoevski or Proust, is illuminated by a knowledge of Kalidasa, the
Noh plays, or the Pilgrim Monkey. This is not a matter of a vain and,
in the end, sterile pseudo-encyclopedism. It is simply a matter of not
losing sight of the profound and indivisible unity of the history of the
human mind.

Consciousness of this unity of the spiritual history of humanity is
a recent discovery, which has not yet been sufficiently assimilated.
Its importance for the future of our discipline will become manifest
in the last chapter of the third volume. It is also in this final chapter,
in the course of a discussion of the crises brought on by the masters
of reductionism—from Marx and Nietzsche to Freud—and of the
contributions made by anthropology, the history of religions, phe-
nomenology, and the new hermeneutics, that the reader will be able
to judge the sole, but important, religious creation of the modern
Western world. I refer to the ultimate stage of desacralization. The
process is of considerable interest to the historian of religions, for it
illustrates the complete camouflage of the ““sacred ”—more precisely,
its identification with the ““profane.”

In the course of fifty years of work, I have learned a great deal from
my masters, my colleagues, and my students. To all of them, whether
dead or living, I continue to feel the most sincere gratitude. Like
everything else that I have written since 1950, this book could not
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have been brought to completion without the presence, the affection,
and the devotion of my wife. It is with joy and gratitude that I
inscribe her name on the first page of what will probably be my last
contribution to a discipline that is dear to us.

M. E.
University of Chicago
September 1975
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In the Beginning....
Magico-Religious
Behavior of the
Paleanthropians

1. Orientatio. Tools to make tools. The ‘domestication” of fire

Despite its importance for an understanding of the religious phenom-
enon, we shall not here discuss the problem of ‘“hominization.”
It is sufficient to recall that the vertical posture already marks a
transcending of the condition typical of the primates. Uprightness
cannot be maintained except in a state of wakefulness. It is because
of man’s vertical posture that space is organized in a structure
inaccessible to the prehominians: in four horizontal directions
radiating from an “up”-“down” central axis. In other words, space
can be organized around the human body as extending forward,
backward, to right, to left, upward, and downward. It is from this
original and originating experience—feeling oneself “thrown” into
the middle of an apparently limitless, unknown, and threatening
extension—that the different methods of orientatio are developed ; for
it is impossible to survive for any length of time in the vertigo
brought on by disorientation. This experience of space oriented
around a ‘“center” explains the importance of the paradigmatic
divisions and distributions of territories, agglomerations, and habita-
tions and their cosmological symbolism (cf. § 12).

An equally decisive difference from the mode of existence of the
primates is clearly shown by the use of tools. The Paleanthropians
not only use tools, they are also able to manufacture them. It is true
that certain monkeys use objects as if they were tools, and are even
known to make them in certain cases. But the Paleanthropians also
produce tools to make tools. In addition, their use of tools is much

1. Though he is no longer conscious of its ‘‘existential’’ value, the experience
of oriented space is still familiar to the man of modern societies.
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more complex; they keep them accessible, ready for use in the
future. In short, their use of tools is not confined to a particular
situation or a specific moment, as is the case with monkeys. It is also
important to note that tools do not serve as extensions of the human
body, for the earliest-known worked stones were shaped to perform a
function not prefigured in the body’s structure, namely, the function
of cutting (an action completely different from tearing with the teeth
or scratching with the nails).? The very slow progress made in
technology does not imply a similar development of intelligence. We
know that the extraordinary upsurge in technology during the past
two centuries has not found expression in a comparable development
of Western man’s intelligence. Besides, as has been said, “every
innovation brought with it the danger of collective death” (André
Varagnac). Their technical immobility insured the survival of the
Paleanthropians.

The domestication of fire—that is, the possibility of producing,
preserving, and transporting it—marks, we might say, the definitive
separation of the Paleanthropians from their zoological predecessors.
The most ancient “document” for the use of fire dates from Chou-
koutien (about 600,000 B.C.), but its domestication probably took
place much earlier and in several places.

These few well-known facts needed to be repeated so that the
reader of the following analyses will bear in mind that prehistoric
man already behaved in the manner of a being endowed with
intelligence and imagination. As for the activity of the unconscious—
dreams, fantasies, visions, fabulization, and so on—it is presumed
not to have differed in intensity and scope from what is found among
our contemporaries. But the terms “intensity”” and ““scope” must be
understood in their strongest and most dramatic sense. For man is
the final product of a decision made “at the beginnings of Time”:
the decision to kill in order to live. In short, the hominians succeeded
in outstripping their ancestors by becoming flesh-eaters. For some
two million years, the Paleanthropians lived by hunting; fruits, roots,
mollusks, and so on, gathered by the women and children, did not
suffice to insure the survival of the species. Hunting determined the
division of labor in accordance with sex, thus reinforcing “ hominiza-
tion””; for among the carnivora, and in the entire animal world, no
such difference exists.

2. See Karl Narr, ‘“ Approaches to the Social Life of Earliest Man,” pp.
605 fT.
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But the ceaseless pursuit and killing of game ended by creating a
unique system of relationships between the hunter and the slain
animals. We shall return to this problem. For the moment, we merely
state that the ‘“mystical solidarity” between the hunter and his
victims is revealed by the mere act of killing: the shed blood is
similar in every respect to human blood. In the last analysis, this
“mystical solidarity” with the game reveals the kinship between
human societies and the animal world. To kill the hunted beast or,
later, the domestic animal is equivalent to a “sacrifice” in which the
victims are interchangeable.® We must add that all these concepts
came into existence during the last phases of the process of hominiza-
tion. They are still active—altered, revalorized, camouflaged—
millennia after the disappearance of the Paleolithic civilizations.

2. The “opaqueness” of prehistoric documents

If the Paleanthropians are regarded as complete men, it follows that
they also possessed a certain number of beliefs and practiced certain
rites. For, as we stated before, the experience of the sacred constitutes
an element in the structure of consciousness. In other words, if the
question of the religiosity or nonreligiosity of prehistoric men is
raised, it falls to the defenders of nonreligiosity to adduce proofs in
support of their hypothesis. Probably the theory of the nonreligiosity
of the Paleanthropians was conceived and generally accepted during
the heyday of evolutionism, when similarities to the primates had just
been discovered. But a misconception is involved here, for what
matters is not the anatomico-osteological structure of the Pale-
anthropians (which is similar, to be sure, to that of the primates)
but their works; and these demonstrate the activity of an intelligence
that cannot be defined otherwise than as ‘““human.”

But if today there is agreement on the fact that the Paleanthropians
had a religion, in practice it is difficult, if not impossible, to determine
what its content was. The investigators, however, have not cried
defeat; for there remain a certain number of testimonial “documents”
for the life of the Paleanthropians, and it is hoped that their religious

3. This extremely archaic idea still survived into Mediterranean antiquity;
not only were animals substituted for human victims (a custom universally
disseminated), but men were sacrificed in the place of animals. See Walter
Burkert, Homo Necans, p. 29, n. 34.
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meaning will one day be deciphered. In other words, it is hoped that
these ““documents” can constitute a “language,” just as, thanks to
the genius of Freud, the creations of the unconscious, which until
his time were regarded as absurd or meaningless—dreams, waking
dreams, phantasms, and so on—have revealed the existence of a
language that is extremely precious for a knowledge of man.

These documents are, in fact, comparatively numerous, but they
are “opaque” and not very various: human bones, especially skulls,
stone tools, pigments (most abundantly red ocher, hematite), various
objects found in burials. It is only from the late Paleolithic that we
have rock paintings and engravings, painted pebbles, and bone and
stone statuettes. In certain cases (burials, works of art) and within
the limits that we shall examine, there is at least the certainty of a
religious intention, but the majority of the documents from before
the Aurignacian (30,000 B.c.)—that is, tools—reveal nothing beyond
their utilitarian value.

Yet it is inconceivable that tools were not charged with a certain
sacrality and did not inspire numerous mythological episodes. The
first technological discoveries—the transformation of stone into
instruments for attack and defense, the mastery over fire—not only
insured the survival and development of the human species; they also
produced a universe of mythico-religious values and inspired and fed
the creative imagination. It is enough to examine the role of tools
in the religious life and mythology of the primitives who still remain
at the hunting and fishing stage. The magico-religious value of a
weapon—be it made of wood or stone or metal—still survives among
the rural populations of Europe, and not only in their folklore. We
shall not here consider the kratophanies and hierophanies of stone,
of rocks, of pebbles; the reader will find examples of these in a
chapter of our Patterns in Comparative Religion.

It is, above all, mastery over distance, gained by the projectile
weapon, which gave rise to countless beliefs, myths, and legends. We
need only think of the mythologies built up around lances that pierce
the vault of the sky and thus make an ascent to heaven possible, of
arrows that fly through clouds, transfix demons, or form a chain
reaching to heaven, and so on. It is necessary to cite at least some of
the beliefs and mythologies that surround tools and implements—
and especially weapons—in order better to estimate all that the
worked stones of the Paleanthropians can no longer communicate to us.
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The semantic opaqueness of these prehistoric documents is not
peculiar to them. Every document, even of our own time, is spiritually
opaque as long as it has not been successfully deciphered by being
integrated into a system of meanings. A tool, be it prehistoric or
contemporary, can reveal only its technological intention; all that its
producer or its owners thought, felt, dreamed, hoped in relation to it
escapes us. But we must at least try to imagine the nonmaterial
values of prehistoric tools. Otherwise, this semantic opaqueness may
well force us to entertain a completely erroneous conception of the
history of culture. We are in danger, for example, of confusing the
appearance of a belief with the date at which it is clearly documented
for the first time.* When, in the age of metals, certain traditions
refer to craft secrets in respect to mining, metallurgy, and the making
of weapons, it would be rash to believe that we are in the presence of
an unprecedented invention, for these traditions continue, at least in
part, an inheritance from the Stone Age.

For some two million years, the Paleanthropians lived chiefly by
hunting, fishing, and gathering. But the first archeological indications
in respect to the religious universe of the Paleolithic hunter go back
only to Franco-Cantabrian rock art (30,000 B.C.). What is more, if we
examine the religious beliefs and behavior of contemporary hunting
peoples, we realize the almost complete impossibility of proving the
existence or the absence of similar beliefs among the Paleanthropians.
Primitive hunters® regard animals as similar to men but endowed
with supernatural powers; they believe that a man can change into
an animal and vice versa; that the souls of the dead can enter
animals; finally, that mysterious relations exist between a certain
person and a certain animal (this used to be termed ‘““nagualism”).
As for the supernatural beings documented in the religions of
hunting peoples, we find that they are of various kinds: theriomorphic
companions or guardian spirits—divinities of the type Supreme
Being-Lord of Wild Beasts—which protect both the game and the
hunters; spirits of the bush; and spirits of the different species of
animals.

In addition, certain patterns of religious behavior are peculiar to

4. Strictly applied, this method would have led to dating the German folk-
tales at 1812-22, the date of their publication by the brothers Grimm.

5. For the sake of simplicity, we use the synthetic account by J. Haeckel,

“Jager und Jagdriten,”” Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 3d ed. (1959),
vol. 3, cols. 511-13.
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hunting civilizations. For example, killing the animal constitutes a
ritual, which implies the belief that the Lord of Wild Beasts takes
care that the hunter kills only what he needs as food and that food is
not wasted. Then, too, the bones, especially the skull, have a marked
ritual value (probably because of the belief that they contain the
“soul” or the “life”” of the animal and that it is from the skeleton that
the Lord of Wild Beasts will cause a new flesh to grow); this is why
the skull and the long bones are exposed on branches or on high
places. Finally, among certain peoples the soul of the slain animal
is sent to its spiritual home (cf. the “bear festival”’ among the Ainus
and the Giliaks); the custom of offering the Supreme Beings a piece
of each slain animal (Pygmies, Philippine Negritos, and others) or
the skull and the long bones (Samoyeds and others) also exists; and
among certain Sudanese peoples the young man, after bringing down
his first game animal, smears the walls of a cave with its blood.
How many of these beliefs and ceremonies can be identified in the
archeological documents in our possession ? At most, the offerings of
skulls and long bones. The richness and complexity of the religious
ideology of hunting peoples must never be underestimated—and
likewise the almost complete impossibility of proving or denying its
existence among the Paleanthropians. As has often been said: beliefs
and ideas cannot be fossilized. Hence certain scholars have preferred
to say nothing about the ideas and beliefs of the Paleanthropians,
instead of reconstructing them by the help of comparisons with the
hunting civilizations. This radical methodological position is not
without its dangers. To leave an immense part of the history of the
human mind a blank runs the risk of encouraging the idea that
during all those millennia the activity of the mind was confined to the
preservation and transmission of technology. Such an opinion is not
only erroneous, it is fatal to a knowledge of man. Homo faber was
at the same time Homo ludens, sapiens, and religiosus. Since we cannot
reconstruct his religious beliefs and practices, we must at least point
out certain analogies that can illuminate them, if only indirectly.

3. Symbolic meanings of burials

The earliest and most numerous “documents’ are, obviously, bones.
From the Mousterian (70,000-50,000 B.C.), we can speak with
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certainty of burials. But skulls and lower mandibles have been found
at much earlier sites, for example at Choukoutien (at a level datable
at 400,000-300,000 B.c.), and their presence has raised problems.
Since there is no question of burials here, the preservation of these
skulls could be explained as due to religious reasons. The Abbé
Breuil and Wilhelm Schmidt have referred to the custom, documented
among the Australians and other primitive peoples,® of preserving
the skulls of dead relatives and carrying them along when the tribe
travels. Though credible, the hypothesis has not been accepted by
most scholars. The same facts have also been interpreted as proof of
cannibalism, whether ritual or profane. It is in this way that A. C.
Blane has explained the mutilation of a Neanderthal skull found in a
cave at Monte Circeo: the man would have been killed by a blow
that broke his right eye-socket and the hole would later have been
enlarged so that the brain could be extracted through it and eaten
ritually. But this explanation has not been unanimously accepted
either.”

Belief in a survival after death seems to be demonstrated, from the
earliest times, by the use of red ocher as a ritual substitute for blood,
hence as a symbol of life. The custom of dusting corpses with ocher
is universally disseminated in both time and space, from Choukoutien
to the western shores of Europe, in Africa as far as the Cape of Good
Hope, in Australia, in Tasmania, in America as far as Tierra del
Fuego. As to the religious meaning of burials, it has been the subject
of vigorous controversy. There can be no doubt that the burial of the
dead should have a justification—but which one? To begin with, it
must not be forgotten that “pure and simple abandonment of the
corpse in some thicket, dismemberment, leaving it to be devoured by
birds, instant flight from the habitation, leaving the corpse inside it,
did not signify the absence of ideas of survival.””® A fortiori, belief in
survival is confirmed by burials; otherwise there would be no under-
standing the effort expended in interring the body. This survival

6. J. Maringer, The Gods of Prehistoric Man, pp. 18 ff.

7. Leroi-Gourhan is not convinced that the man was killed and eaten (Les
religions de la préhistoire, p. 44). Maringer, who had refused to recognize
anthropophagy at Choukoutien (Gods of Prehistoric Man, p. 20), also rejects
Blanc’s explanation (ibid., pp. 31 ff.). See, however, Miiller-Karpe, Altsteinzeit,
pp. 230 ff., 240, and M. K. Roper, “A Survey of Evidence for Intrahuman
Killing in the Pleistocene.”

8. Leroi-Gourhan, p. 54.
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could be purely spiritual, that is, conceived as a postexistence of the
soul, a belief corroborated by the appearance of the dead in dreams.
But certain burials can equally well be interpreted as a precaution
against the possible return of the deceased; in these cases the corpses
were bent and perhaps tied. On the other hand, nothing makes it
impossible that the bent position of the dead body, far from expressing
fear of ““living corpses” (a fear documented among certain peoples),
on the contrary signifies the hope of a rebirth; for we know of a
number of cases of intentional burial in the fetal position.

Among the best examples of burials with a magico-religious
signification we will mention the one at Teshik Tash, in Uzbekistan
(a child surrounded by an arrangement of ibex horns); the one at La
Chapelle-aux-Saints, in Correze (several flint tools and some pieces
of red ocher® were found in the excavation in which the body lay);
and the one at Farrassie, in Dordogne (several grave mounds, with
deposits of flint tools). The cemetery in a cave on Mount Carmel,
with ten burials, should be added. The authenticity and the meaning
of food offerings or objects placed in graves are still the subject of
discussion ; the most familiar example is that of the woman’s skull
at Mas-d’Azil, fitted with artificial eyes and placed on the lower jaw
and antler of a reindeer.°

During the Upper Paleolithic, the practice of inhumation appears
to have become general. Corpses sprinkled with red ocher are buried
in graves in which a certain number of objects intended for personal
adornment (shells, pendants, necklaces) have been found. It is
probable that the animal skulls and bones discovered near graves are
the remains of ritual feasts, if not of offerings. Leroi-Gourhan holds
that “funerary chattels,” that is, the personal objects of the deceased,
are “very questionable” (Les religions de la préhistoire, p. 62). The
problem is important, for the presence of such objects implies not
only belief in a personal survival but also the certainty that the

9. Recent archeological discoveries have shown that hematite was extracted
from a mine in Swaziland 29,000 years ago and, in Rhodesia, 43,000 years ago.
The extraction of hematite from these African mines continued for millennia.
The discovery of a similar operation near Lake Balaton, in Hungary, occurring
about 24,000 B.c., illustrates the technical capabilities of the Paleolithics and
the extent of their communications. See R. A. Dart, ‘“The Multimillennial
Prehistory of Ochre Mining’’ and *‘The Birth of Symbology,” pp. 21 ff.

10. According to Leroi-Gourhan, this find represents a ‘““heap of culinary

detritus on which a probably secularized and certainly displaced human relic
lay” (p. 57).
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deceased will continue his particular activity in the other world.
Similar ideas are abundantly documented, and on various levels of
culture. In any case, Leroi-Gourhan (p. 63) recognizes the auchen-
ticity of an Aurignacian grave in Liguria, where the skeleton is
accompanied by four of those mysterious objects called bdtons de
commandement. Hence at least certain graves undoubtedly indicate
belief in a postmortem continuation of a particular activity.!!

To sum up, we may conclude that the burials confirm the belief in
survival (already indicated by the use of red ocher) and furnish some
additional details: burials oriented toward the East, showing an
intention to connect the fate of the soul with the course of the sun,
hence the hope of a rebirth, that is, of a postexistence in another
world; belief in the continuation of a specific activity; certain funeral
rites, indicated by offerings of objects of personal adornment and by
the remains of meals.

But an examination of burial as practiced by an archaic people of
our own time is enough to demonstrate the richness and depth of the
religious symbolism implied in a ceremony that appears to be so
simple. Reichel-Dolmatoff has given a detailed description of a
contemporary (1966) burial of a girl among the Kogi Indians, a tribe
speaking the Chibcha language and inhabiting the Sierra Nevada de
Santa Maria in Colombia.l? After choosing the site for the grave, the
shaman (mdma) performs a series of ritual gestures and declares:
“Here is the village of Death; here is the ceremonial house of Death;
here is the womb. I will open the house. The house is shut, and I will
open it.” After this he announces, “The house is open,” shows the
men the place where they are to dig the grave, and withdraws. The
dead girl is wrapped in white cloth, and her father sews the shroud.
During all this time her mother and grandmother chant a slow,
almost wordless song. Small green stones, shells of shellfish, and the
shell of a gastropod are placed in the bottom of the grave. Then the
shaman tries to lift the body, giving the impression that it is too
heavy; he does not succeed until the ninth attempt. The body is laid
with its head toward the East, and “the house is closed,” that is, the
excavation is filled up. Other ritual movements around the grave

11. It should be noted that other scholars hold that the number of authentic
“documents”’ found in graves is much larger.

12. C. Reichel-Dolmatoff, ‘“Notas sobre el simbolismo religioso de los
Indios de la Sierra Nevada de Santa Maria,”” Razon y Fabula, Revista de la
Universidad de los Andes, no. 1 (1967), pp. 55-72.
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follow, and finally all withdraw. The ceremony has continued for two
hours.

As Reichel-Dolmatoff observes, a future archeologist, excavating
the grave, will find only a skeleton with its head toward the East and
some stones and shells. The rites, and especially the implied religious
ideology, are no longer recoverable on the basis of these remains.3
In addition, the symbolism will remain inaccessible even to a con-
temporary observer who does not know the religion of the Kogi.
For, as Reichel-Dolmatoff writes, what is involved is verbalization
of the cemetery as “village of Death” and *“ceremonial house of
Death,” and verbalization of the grave as “house” and “womb”
(which explains the fetal position of the corpse, laid on its left side),
followed by verbalization of the offerings as “food for Death,” and
by the ritual of the “opening” and “closing” of the ““house-womb.”
A final purification by a ritual circumvallation completes the
ceremony.

On the other hand, the Kogi identify the world—womb of the
Universal Mother—with each village, each cult house, each habita-
tion, and each grave. When the shaman lifts the corpse nine times, he
indicates the return of the body to the fetal state by going through
the nine months of gestation in reverse order. And since the grave is
assimilated to the world, the funerary offerings acquire a cosmic
meaning. In addition, the offerings, “food for Death,” also have a
sexual meaning (in the myths, dreams, and marriage regulations of
the Kogi the act of eating symbolizes the sexual act) and consequently
constitute a “semen” that fertilizes the Mother. The shellfish shells
carry a quite complex symbolism, which is not only sexual: they
represent the living members of the family. On the other hand, the
gastropod shell symbolizes the dead girl’s ““husband,” for if it is not
present in the grave, the girl, as soon as she reaches the other world,
“will demand a husband,” and this will cause the death of a young
man of the tribe.**

Here we end our analysis of the religious symbolism contained in a
Kogi burial. But it is important to emphasize that, approached solely
on the archeological level, this symbolism is as inaccessible to us as
that of a Paleolithic interment. It is the particular modality of

13. It was, in fact, almost unknown before Reichel-Dolmatoff’s observations.
14. This custom is extremely widespread, and it still survives in eastern
Europe, where those who die young are ‘““married”’ to a fir tree.
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archeological documents that limits and impoverishes the “ messages”
that they can transmit. This fact must always be kept in mind when
we are confronted by the poverty and opaqueness of our sources.

4. The controversy concerning deposits of bones

Deposits of bones of cave bears, discovered in the Alps and the
surrounding regions, constitute the most numerous, but also the
most hotly debated, “documents” concerning the religious ideas of
the last interglacial period. In the Drachenloch cave (Switzerland)
Emil Béchler found deposits of bones, principally of skulls and long
bones; they were grouped together and placed along the cave wall,
or in natural niches in the rock, or in a sort of stone coffer. From
1923 to 1925, Béchler explored another cave, the Wildenmannlisioch;
here he found several bear skulls without mandibles, with long bones
placed among them. Similar discoveries were made by other pre-
historians in various caves in the Alps; the most important were in
the Drachenhoetli, in Styria, and in the Petershoehle, in Franconia,
where K. Hoermann discovered bear skulls in niches 1.20 meters
above the cave floor. Similarly, in 1950, K. Ehrenberg found in the
Salzofenhoehle (Austrian Alps) three bear skulls in natural niches in
the cave wall and associated with long bones oriented from East to
West.

Since these deposits appeared to be intentional, scholars set them-
selves to decipher their meaning. A. Gahs compared them to the
offering of first fruits (Primitialopfer) made by certain Arctic peoples
to a supreme being. This consisted in exposing the skull and long
bones of the slain animal on platforms; the divinity was offered the
animal’s brain and marrow, that is, the parts most relished by the
hunter. This interpretation was accepted by Wilhelm Schmidt and
W. Koppers, among others; for these ethnologists, here was proof
that the cave-bear hunters of the last interglacial period believed
in a Supreme Being or a Lord of Wild Beasts. Other authors com-
pared the deposits of skulls with the bear cult as it is—or was, until
the nineteenth century—practiced in the Northern Hemisphere. This
cult involves preserving the skull and long bones of the slain bear so
that the Lord of Wild Beasts can resuscitate it the following year.
Karl Meuli saw in it only a particular form of the “interment of
animals,” which he regarded as the earliest of hunting rites. For the
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Swiss scholar, the rite showed a direct relation between hunter and
game; the former interred the remains of the latter in order to
permit its reincarnation. No divine being was implied.

All these interpretations were questioned by a scholar from Basel,
F. E. Koby, according to whom many ‘““deposits” of skulls result
from chance and from the bears themselves moving and scratching
among the bones. Leroi-Gourhan has declared that he is in complete
agreement with this radical critique: the skulls contained in stone
“coffers,” grouped along the walls, or suspended in niches and
surrounded by long bones are explained by geological facts and by
the behavior of the bears themselves (Les religions de la préhistoire,
pp. 31 ff.). This critique of the intentionality of the deposits appears
to be convincing, all the more so since the earliest excavations of the
caves left much to be desired; nevertheless, it is surprising that the
same type of deposit should be found in a number of caves, especially
in niches more than a meter above the cave floor. In addition, Leroi-
Gourhan recognizes that “rehandling by man is probable in some
instances” (p. 31).

In any case, the interpretation of deposits as offerings to supreme
beings has been discarded, even by the supporters of Wilhelm
Schmidt and W. Koppers. In a recent study of sacrifices among the
Paleanthropians, Johannes Maringer came to the following con-
clusions: (1) on the level of the Lower Paleolithic (Torralba, Chou-
koutien, Lehringen), sacrifices are not documented ; (2) the documents
from the Middle Paleolithic (Drachenloch, Petershoehle, etc.) can be
interpreted in various ways, but their religious character (i.c., as
sacrifices to supernatural beings) is not evident; (3) it is not until the
Upper Paleolithic (Willendorf, Meiendorf, Stellmoor, Montespan,
etc.) that it is possible to speak, ‘“with more or less certainty,” of
sacrifices.®

As might be expected, the investigator is confronted either by the
absence of irrefutable documents or by the semantic opaqueness of
those documents whose authenticity appears to be certain. The
spiritual activity of the Paleanthropians—like that, be it added, of
the “primitives” of our day—left fragile traces. To give only one
example, the arguments adduced by Koby and Leroi-Gourhan can
equally well be used to invalidate their own conclusions: the geological
facts and the behavior of cave bears suffice to explain the absence of

15. J. Maringer, “Die Opfer der paldolithischen Menschen,”” p. 271,
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ritual deposits. As to the semantic opacity of the bone deposits whose
authenticity is certain, parallels are found among contemporary
Arctic hunters. In itself, the deposit is simply the expression of a
magico-religious intentionality; the particular meanings of the act
become accessible to us only through the information communicated
by members of the respective societies. We then learn whether the
skulls and long bones represent offerings to a Supreme Being or a
Lord of Wild Beasts, or whether, on the contrary, they are preserved
in the hope that they will be covered with flesh again. Even this last
belief can be interpreted in various ways: the animal is reborn by
virtue either of the Lord of Wild Beasts or of the soul that resides in
its bones or, finally, by virtue of the fact that the hunter has provided
it with a burial (to keep its bones from being devoured by dogs).

We must always take into consideration the multiplicity of possible
interpretations of a document whose magico-religious intentionality
is probable. On the other hand, we must not forget that, whatever
the difference between the Arctic hunters and the Paleolithics may be,
they all share the same economy and very probably the same religious
ideology, both of which are specific characteristics of hunting civili-
zations. Hence, comparison of prehistoric documents with ethno-
logical facts is justified.

It has been proposed to interpret from this point of view the
discovery in Silesia of the fossil skull of a young brown bear belonging
to a level of the early Aurignacian; while the incisors and canines had
been sawed or filed, the molars were still in excellent condition. W,
Koppers has referred this find to the bear festival among the Giliaks
of the island of Sakhalin and the Ainus of the island of Yezo; here,
before it is slaughtered, the canines and incisors of the young bear
are cut with a sort of saw, so that it can no longer wound the partici-
pants in the ceremony.*® And since, during the same ceremony, the
children shoot showers of arrows into the bound animal, the same
interpretation has been proposed for certain parietal engravings in
the Trois Fréres cave, which show bears struck by arrows and stones
and apparently vomiting a stream of blood.!” But such scenes can be
interpreted in various ways.

16. This is an extremely important ritual: the bear’s soul is sent as a mes-
senger from men to the guardian divinity, so that the latter will insure the
success of future hunts.

17. Cf. J. Maringer, The Gods of Prehistoric Man, pp. 103 ff. and fig. 14.
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The importance of an archaic religious idea is likewise confirmed
by its ability to survive into later periods. Thus the belief that an
animal can be reborn from its bones is found in a considerable
number of cultures.!® That is why it is forbidden to break the bones
of animals whose flesh has been eaten. This is an idea which is
proper to the civilizations of hunters and herders but which has
survived in more complex religions and mythologies. A well-known
example is that of Thor’s goats, which had their throats cut and were
eaten in the evening but which the god resuscitated from their bones
the next day (Gylfaginning, chap. 26). Equally well known is a vision
seen by Ezekiel (37:1-8 ff.): the prophet was transported into a
“valley full of bones” and, obeying the Lord’s command, he spoke
to them: “Dry bones, hear the word of Yahweh. The Lord Yahweh
says this to these bones: I am now going to make the breath enter
you, and you will live. . . . There was a noise, a sound of clattering;
and the bones joined together. I looked, and saw that they were
covered with sinews; flesh was growing on them.”*®

5. Rock paintings: Images or symbols?

The most important and most numerous figurative documents have
been provided by the exploration of decorated caves. These treasures
of Paleolithic art are disseminated over a comparatively restricted
territory, between the Urals and the Atlantic. Objects of mobiliary
art have been found in much of western and central Europe and in
Russia as far as the Don. But parietal art is confined to Spain,
France, and southern Italy (with the exception of a painted cave in
the Urals, discovered in 1961). What strikes us first of all, as Leroi-
Gourhan remarks, is the “extraordinary unity of the artistic content:
the apparent import of the images seems not to have varied from
30,000 B.c. to 9000 B.c. and remains the same in Asturias and on the
Don.”2° According to Leroi-Gourhan (p. 84), we here have a

18. See Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, pp. 160 ff., with
the bibliographies cited in the notes, and especially Joseph Henninger,
‘““Neuere Forschungen zum Verbot des Knochenzerbrechens,”” passim.

19. Unless otherwise specified, this and all other quotations from the Bible
are from The Jerusalem Bible, ed. A. Jones et al. (Garden City, N.Y.: Double-
day, 1966).

20. Leroi-Gourhan, Les religions de la préhistoire, p. 83.
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dissemination by contact of a single ideological system—notably,
the system that marks the “religion of the caves.” 2!

Since the paintings are found at a considerable distance from the
entrance, investigators agree in regarding the caves as a sort of
sanctuary. Besides, many of these caves were uninhabitable, and
difficulties of access reinforced their numinous character. To reach
the decorated walls it is necessary to proceed for hundreds of meters,
as in the case of the Niaux and Trois Fréres caves. The Cabarets cave
is a real labyrinth, a journey through which takes several hours. At
Lascaux, access to the lower gallery, which contains one of the
masterpieces of Paleolithic art, is obtained by descending a rope
ladder through a shaft 6.30 meters deep. The intentionality of these
painted or engraved works seems to be beyond doubt. To interpret
them, the majority of investigators appealed to ethnological parallels.
Certain comparisons were not convincing, especially when an
insistent attempt was made to “complete” the Paleolithic document
in order to increase its likeness to some ethnological analogue. But
such risky explanations impugn only their authors, not the method
which they claimed to use.

The bears, lions, and other wild animals riddled with arrows, or
the clay figures found in the Montespan cave and representing a bear
and several lions pierced by deep round holes, have been interpreted
as proofs of “hunting magic.”’22 The hypothesis is plausible, but
some of these works could as well be interpreted as the reactualization
of a primordial hunt. It is also probable that rites were performed in
the deepest parts of the ‘“sanctuaries,” perhaps before a hunting
expedition or on the occasion of what could be termed the “initia-
tion” of adolescents.?® A scene in the Trois Fréres cave has been

21. Leroi-Gourhan has established the chronology and morphology of
Paleolithic works of art, which he divides into five epochs, beginning with the
Prefigurative period (50,000 B.c.), followed by the Primitive period (30,000
B.C.), in which strongly stylized figures appear; the Archaic period (ca. 20,000-
15,000 B.c.), characterized by great technical mastery; the Classic period
(during the Magdalenian, ca. 15,000-11,000 B.c.), with a realism of forms that
is carried very far, only to decline and end in the Late period (ca. 10,000 B.C.).

22. Bégouen and Casteret have reconstructed a whole ritual on the basis of
the Montespan figure of a bear modeled in clay; see the critique of this recon-
struction by P. Graziosi, Palaeolithic Art, p. 152, and cf. Peter J. Ucko and
André Rosenfeld, Paleolithic Cave Art, pp. 188-89, for a discussion of Bégouen
and Casteret’s publications.

23. Charet has interpreted the prints of human feet in the Tuc d’Aubert
cave as a proof of the initiation of boys; the hypothesis has been accepted by
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explained as representing a dancer masked as a bison and playing an
instrument that might be a flute. The interpretation seems convincing,
since we know, in Paleolithic art, some fifty-five representations of
men dressed in skins, often in a dancing posture.?* In addition, this
is a characteristic ritual behavior of contemporary hunting peoples.

The Abbé Breuil has given celebrity to the “Great Magician” of
the Trois Fréres cave, an engraving 75 centimeters high cut into the
wall. Breuil’s drawing of it shows a figure with the head of a stag
bearing large antlers, but with the face of an owl, the ears of a
wolf, and the beard of a chamois. Its arms end in bear paws, and
it has a long horse’s tail. Only the lower limbs, the sex, and the
dancing posture indicate that the figure is that of a human being.
But recent photographs taken in the cave do not show all the elements
carefully described by Breuil.25 It is possible that certain details have
been damaged since the discovery of the engraving (for example, the
second antler), but it is not impossible that the Abbé Breuil made his
sketch incorrectly. As it appears in recent photographs, the ““ Great
Magician is less impressive. However, the figure can be interpreted
as a Lord of Wild Beasts or as a sorcerer personifying him. In
addition, a slate slab recently discovered at Lourdes shows a man
wrapped in a deerskin, with a horse’s tail and with his head sur-
mounted by antlers.

No less celebrated, and no less the subject of controversy, is the
famous composition recently discovered at Lascaux, in a lower
gallery to which access is extremely difficult. It shows a wounded
bison thrusting its horns toward a man who is apparently dead and
who lies on the ground; his weapon, a sort of pike with a hook, is
pressed against the animal’s belly; near the man (whose head ends in
a beak) is a bird on a perch. The scene has generally been interpreted
as representing a hunting accident. In 1950 Horst Kirchner proposed
seeing in it a shamanic séance; in this case, the man would not be
dead but in a trance before the sacrificed bison, while his soul would
be traveling in the beyond. The perched bird, a motif typical of
Siberian shamanism, would be his guardian spirit. According to
Kirchner, the séance was undertaken to enable the shaman to travel,

some scholars but is rejected by Ucko and Rosenfeld, Paleolithic Cave Art, pp.
177-78.

24. Maringer, The Gods of Prehistoric Man, p. 145.

25. Ucko and Rosenfeld, fig. 89 and pp. 204, 206.
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in ecstasy, into the presence of the gods to ask for their blessing, that
is, for success in the hunt. The same author considers that the
mysterious bdtons de commandement are drumsticks. If this inter-
pretation is accepted, it would mean that the Paleolithic sorcerers used
drums comparable to those of the Siberian shamans.2®

Kirchner’s explanation has been disputed, and we do not consider
ourselves competent to pronounce on it. However, the existence of a
certain type of shamanism during the Paleolithic period seems to be
certain. On the one hand, shamanism still dominates the religious
ideology of hunters and pastoralists in our day. On the other hand,
the ecstatic experience as such, as an original phenomenon, is a
constitutive element of the human condition; it is impossible to
imagine a period in which man did not have dreams and waking
reveries and did not enter into ““trance”—a loss of consciousness
that was interpreted as the soul’s traveling into the beyond. What was
modified and changed with the different forms of culture and religion
was the interpretation and evaluation of the ecstatic experience. Since
the spiritual universe of the Paleolithics was dominated by the
mystical relations between man and animal, it is not difficult to
divine the functions of a specialist in ecstasy.

The so-called X-ray drawings, that is, drawings showing the
skeleton and internal organs of the animal, have also been referred
to shamanism. These drawings, documented in France during the
Magdalenian (13,000-6000 B.C.) and in Norway between 6000 and
2000 B.C., are also found in eastern Siberia, among the Eskimos, in
America (among the Ojibways, the Pueblos, and others), but also in
India, Malaysia, New Guinea, and northwestern Australia.?” It is an
art specifically characteristic of hunting cultures, but the religious
ideology with which it is saturated is shamanic. For it is only the
shaman who, by virtue of his supernatural vision, is able to “see his
own skeleton.” 28 In other words, he is able to penetrate even into the
source of animal life, the bony element. That we here have an
experience fundamental for a certain type of mystic is proved, among
other things, by the fact that it is still cultivated in Tibetan Buddhism.

26. H. Kirchner, “Ein archidologischer Beitrag zur Urgeschichte des
Schamanismus,”” pp. 244 ff., 279 ff. In this connection we may cite the fact that
bone drumsticks have been found on the island of Oleny in the Barents Sea, in
a site dated ca. 500 B.c.; cf. Eliade, Shamanism, p. 503.

27. Andreas Lommel, Shamanism: The Beginnings of Art, pp. 129 fI.
28. Eliade, Shamanism, pp. 62 ff.
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6. The presence of woman

The discovery of feminine representations in the last Ice Age has
raised problems that are still being discussed. Their distribution is
quite extensive, from southwestern France to Lake Baikal in Siberia,
and from northern Italy to the Rhine. The statuettes, which range
from 5 to 25 centimeters in height, are carved in stone, bone, and
ivory. They have been called, quite unjustifiably, “Venuses,” the
most celebrated being the Venuses of Lespuges, Willendorf (Austria),
and Laussel (Dordogne).2® However, especially because of the scrupu-
lousness of the excavations, the most instructive examples are the ones
discovered at Gagarino and Mezine in the Ukraine. They come from
levels of habitation and hence seem to be related to domestic religion.
Gagarino has yielded, close to the walls of the habitation, six figurines
carved from bones of the mammoth. They are carved summarily,
with an abdomen of exaggerated size and a head without features.
The examples discovered at Mezine are strongly stylized; some of
them can be interpreted as female forms reduced to geometric
elements (this type is documented elsewhere in central Europe);
others very probably represent birds. The figurines are decorated
with various geometric designs, among others the swastika. To
explain their possible religious function, Hanéar has cited the fact
that certain hunting tribes of northern Asia make small anthropo-
morphic sculptures called dzuli. In the tribes in which the dzuli are
female, these ““idols” represent the mythical ancestress from whom
all members of the tribe are presumed to descend; they protect the
tribal families and habitations, and upon the return from great hunts
they are given offerings of wheat flour and fat.

Still more significant is Gerasimov’s discovery, at Mal’ta, in
Siberia, of a “village” whose rectangular houses were divided into
two halves, the right half reserved for men (only objects of masculine
use were found), and the left half belonging to the women; the
female statuettes come only from this section. Their homologues in
the male quarters represent birds, but some of them have been
interpreted as phalluses.®°

29. Franz Handar, “Zum Problem der Venusstatuetten in eurasiatischen
Jungpalidolithikum,” pp. 90 ff., 150 fT.

30. M. M. Gerasimov, ‘“Paleolithischeskaja stojanka Mal’ta,” p. 40,
summarized by Karl Jettmar in Les religions arctiques et finnoises, p. 292.
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It is impossible to determine the religious function of these
figurines. Presumably they in some sort represent feminine sacrality
and hence the magico-religious powers of the goddesses. The
“mystery”’ constituted by woman’s particular mode of existence has
played an important part in numerous religions, both primitive and
historical. We owe it to Leroi-Gourhan to have illuminated the
central function of the polarity masculine/feminine in the ensemble of
Paleolithic art, i.e., rock paintings and reliefs, stone statuettes or
slabs. He has further been able to show the unity of this symbolic
language, from the Franco-Cantabrian region to Siberia. By making
use of topographical and statistical analysis, Leroi-Gourhan has
concluded that the figures (forms, faces, etc.) and the signs are
interchangeable; for example, the image of a bison has the same
(“female”) value as “wounds” or other geometrical signs. He then
observed that there is a pairing of male-female values, for example,
bison (female) and horse (male). Deciphered in the light of this
symbolism, the cave proves to be a world both organized and laden
with meanings.

For Leroi-Gourhan, there is no doubt that the cave is a sanctuary
and that the stone slabs and the figurines constitute portable sanctu-
aries possessing the same symbolic structure as the decorated caves.
However, the same author admits that the synthesis he believes he
has reconstructed does not teach us the language of Paleolithic
religion. His method forbids him to recognize the “events” suggested
in certain rock paintings. In the celebrated “scene” at Lascaux,
interpreted by other investigators as a hunting accident or a shamanic
séance, Leroi-Gourhan sees only a bird belonging to a certain
“topographical group” and “symbolically equivalent to the man or
the rhinoceros which are in fact its neighbors on the wall” (Les
religions de la préhistoire, p. 148). Except for the pairing of symbols of
different sexual values (which perhaps expresses the religious
importance attributed to this complementarity), all that Leroi-
Gourhan can put forward is that “the representations cover an
extremely complex and rich system, a system far richer and more
complex than had been previously imagined” (p. 151).

Leroi-Gourhan’s theory has been criticized from various points of
view. He has been especially reproached with a certain inconsistency
in his “readings” of figures and signs and with the fact that he did
not connect the rites performed in the caves with his newly established
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symbolic system.?! However this may be, Leroi-Gourhan’s contribu-
tion is important: he has demonstrated the stylistic and ideological
unity of Paleolithic art and has illuminated the complementarity of
the religious values camouflaged under the signs ‘“male” and
“female.” An analogous symbolism characterized the village of
Mal’ta, with its two completely separate halves destined for the two
sexes. Systems implying the complementarity of the two sexual and
cosmological principles still abound in primitive societies, and we shall
also find them in the archaic religions. It is probable that this
principle of complementarity was called upon both to organize the
world and to explain the mystery of its periodical creation and
regeneration.

7. Rites, thought, and imagination among the Paleolithic hunters

The recent discoveries of paleontology have it in common that they
continually push the beginnings of man and of culture backward in
time. Man proves to be more ancient and his psychomental activity
more complex than they were thought to be a few decades ago.
Alexander Marshak has recently been able to demonstrate the
existence, in the Upper Paleolithic, of a symbolic system of temporal
notations, based on observation of the moon’s phases. These nota-
tions, which the author terms “time-factored,” that is, accumulated
continuously over a long period, permit the supposition that certain
seasonal or periodic ceremonies were fixed long in advance, as is the
case in our day among Siberians and North American Indians. This
system of notations remained in force for more than 25,000 years,
from the early Aurignacian to the late Magdalenian. According to
Marshak, writing, arithmetic, and the calendar properly speaking,
which make their appearance in the first civilizations, are probably
connected with the symbolism with which the system of notations
used during the Paleolithic is impregnated.32

31. Ucko and Rosenfeld, Paleolithic Cave Art, p. 220; 195 ff. Similar
criticisms have been made by Henri Lhote.

32. Alexander Marshak, The Roots of Civilization, pp. 81 ff. Equally signifi-
cant is the ability of the Paleolithics accurately to observe and draw the phases
of plant life (see Marshak, Roots, pp. 172 ff., and his ““Le baton de commande-
ment de Montgaudier (Charente),” pp. 329 ff.
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Whatever may be thought of Marshak’s general theory concerning
the development of civilization, the fact remains that the lunar cycle
was analyzed, memorized, and used for practical purposes some
15,000 years before the discovery of agriculture. This makes more
comprehensible the considerable role of the moon in archaic mythol-
ogies, and especially the fact that lunar symbolism was integrated
into a single system comprising such different realities as woman,
the waters, vegetation, the serpent, fertility, death, ‘“rebirth,”
etc.%8

From analyzing the meanders engraved on objects or painted on
the walls of caves, Marshak concludes that these designs constitute
a system because they present a succession and express an intention-
ality. This structure is already documented in the designs engraved
on a bone excavated at Pech de I’Az¢é (Dordogne) and belonging to
the Acheulian level (ca. 135,000 B.cC.), that is, at least 100,000 years
before the meanders of the Upper Paleolithic. What is more, the
meanders are represented around and upon designs of animals,
indicating a certain ritual (“individual act of participation,” as
Marshak terms it). It is difficult to determine their meaning, but
from a certain moment on (for example, the design at Petersfeld,
Baden), the meanders are presented in “running angles” and are
accompanied by fish. In this case, the aquatic symbolism is obvious.
But, according to the author, we are not presented with a simple
image of water; the countless traces left by fingers and various tools
denote an “individual act of participation” in which aquatic
symbolism or mythology played a part.3*

Such analyses confirm the ritual function of Paleolithic signs and
figures. It now seems evident that these images and symbols refer to
certain ‘““stories,” that is, to events related to the seasons, the habits
of game, sexuality, death, the mysterious powers of certain super-
natural beings and certain persons (““specialists in the sacred’’). We
may regard the Paleolithic representations as a code that signifies the
symbolic (hence magico-religious) value of the images and at the
same time their function in the ceremonies connected with various
“stories.” But the “systems” in which the different symbols take

33. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, chap. 4.

34. A. Marshak, “The Meander as System.”” The author holds that the
tradition of meanders cannot be explained by hunting magic or by sexual

symbolism. The complex Serpent—Water—Rain-Storm Cloud is found in
Neolithic Eurasia, Australia, Africa, and the two Americas.
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their place permit us at least to divine their importance in the magico-
religious practices of the Paleolithics—and the more so because a
number of these ‘““systems” are shared by the hunting societies.

As we observed above (§ 4), it is permissible to reconstruct certain
aspects of the religions of prehistory by considering the rites and
beliefs typical of primitive hunters. It is not simply a matter of
ethnographic parallels, a method which has been used, more or less
successfully, by all investigators except Leroi-Gourhan and Laming-
Emperair.3® But, taking into consideration all the differences that
separate a prehistoric from a primitive culture, it is still possible to
circumscribe certain fundamental configurations. For a number of
archaic civilizations based on hunting, fishing, and gathering have
survived until recent times on the margin of the ecumene (in Tierra
del Fuego, in Africa among the Hottentots and the Bushmen, in the
Arctic, in Australia, etc.) or in the great tropical forests (the Bambuti
Pygmies, etc.). Despite influences from the neighboring agricultural
civilizations (at least in certain cases), the original structures were
still intact at the end of the nineteenth century. These civilizations,
arrested at a stage similar to the Upper Paleolithic, thus constitute a
sort of living fossils.?¢

Of course, there is no attempt to transpose the religious practices
and mythologies of the “primitives” to the men of the Old Stone Age.
However, as we have already observed, ecstasy of the shamanic type
appears to be documented in the Paleolithic. This implies, on the one
hand, belief in a “soul,” able to leave the body and travel freely
through the world, and, on the other hand, the conviction that,
during such a journey, the soul can meet certain superhuman beings
and ask them for help or a blessing. The shamanic ecstasy also
implies the possibility of possessing, that is, entering, the bodies of

35. Their failure to use this method has provoked criticism from Ucko
(Paleolithic Cave Art, pp. 140 ff.), who, after citing some examples in which
ethnographic comparison has illuminated certain aspects of prehistoric
societies (pp. 151 ff.), offers an analysis of Paleolithic rock art in the light of
Australian and African facts (pp. 191 ff.).

36. The concept of ‘“‘living fossils’® has been successfully employed in
several branches of biology, especially in speleology. The troglobionts that
today inhabit caves belong to a fauna that has long since been transcended.
“They are veritable living fossils and often represent very ancient stages in the
history of life—Tertiary or even Secondary’ (Dr. Racovitza). Thus caves
preserve an archaic fauna, of great importance for an understanding of the
primitive zoomorphic groups that are not fossilizable.



Rites, thought, and imagination 25

human beings, and also of being possessed by the soul of a dead
person or by a spirit or a god.

To recall another example, the separation of the sexes (§6) permits
us to suppose the existence of secret rites in which only men may
take part and that are performed before hunting expeditions. Similar
rites are the prerogative of groups of adults similar to the “men’s
societies” (Mdnnerbiinde); the *“secrets” are revealed to adolescents
by means of initiation rites. Some authors consider that they have
found proof of such an initiation in the Montespan cave, but this
interpretation has been contested. However, the archaism of initiation
rites is beyond doubt. The analogies between a number of ceremonies
documented at the farthest regions of the ecumene (Australia, South
and North America)®” bear witness to a common tradition already
developed during the Paleolithic.

As for the “circular dance” at Montespan (whatever interpretation
is given to the marks left by the feet of young men on the clay floor
of the cave), Curt Sachs has no doubt that this ritual choreography
was well known to the Paleolithics.®® But the circular dance is
extremely widespread (throughout Eurasia, in eastern Europe, in
Melanesia, among the Indians of California, etc.). It is practiced
everywhere by hunters, whether to pacify the soul of the slain
animal or to insure the multiplication of game.®® In either case, the
continuity with the religious ideology of the Paleolithic hunters is
obvious. In addition, the mystical solidarity between the group of
hunters and the game supports the presumption of various trade
secrets known only to men; now, such “secrets” are imparted to
adolescents by means of initiations.

The circular dance admirably illustrates the persistence of pre-
historic rites and beliefs in the contemporary archaic cultures. We
shall come upon other examples. For the moment, we will repeat
that what made it possible to “decipher” certain rock paintings of
the Hoggar and the Tassili was an initiatory myth of the Peul
shepherds, a myth communicated by an educated Malian to the
Africanist Germaine Dieterlen, who published it.*® For his part,

37. See Eliade, Birth and Rebirth, pp. 28 fI.

38. Curt Sachs, World History of the Dance (1937), pp. 124, 208.

39. See the abundant documentation in Evel Gasparini, I/ Matriarcato Slavo,
pp. 667 ff.

40. G. Dieterlen, Koumen; cf. Henri Lhote, ‘“Les gravures et les peintures
rupestres du Sahara,” pp. 282 ff.
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H. von Sicard, in a monograph on Luwe and his onomastic analogues,
came to the conclusion that this African god represents the earliest
religious belief of the Euro-African hunters, at a period which the
Swedish scholar dates before 8000 B.C.*!

In short, it seems plausible to state that a certain number of myths
were familiar to the Paleolithic populations, first of all the cosmo-
gonic myths and the myths of origin (origin of man, of game, of death,
etc.). To give only one example, a cosmogonic myth brings on the
stage the primordial Waters and the Creator, the latter either as
anthropomorphic or in the form of an aquatic animal, descending to
the bottom of the ocean to bring back the material necessary for the
creation of the world. The immense dissemination of this cosmogony
and its archaic structure point to a tradition inherited from earliest
prehistory.*? Similarly, myths, legends, and rites related to ascent to
the sky and “magical flight” (wings, feathers of birds of prey—
eagle, falcon) are universally documented, on all the continents, from
Australia and South America to the Arctic.*® Now these myths are
bound up with certain oneiric and ecstatic experiences specifically
characteristic of shamanism, and their archaism is indubitable.

Equally widespread are the myths and symbols of the rainbow and
its terrestrial counterpart the bridge, the preeminent means of con-
nection with the otherworld. It is also permissible to suppose the
existence of a cosmological “system” built up on the basis of the
fundamental experience of a Center of the World, around which
space is organized. As early as 1914, W. Gaerte had collected a large
number of prehistoric signs and images that could be interpreted as
cosmic mountains, navels of the earth, and paradigmatic rivers
dividing the “world” in four directions.**

As for myths of the origin of animals and the religious relations
among the hunter, the game, and the Lord of Wild Beasts, it is
probable that they are very often mentioned, in cryptographic codes,
in the iconographic repertory of the Paleolithics. It is equally

41. H. von Sicard, ‘‘ Luwe und verwandte mythische Gestalten,”” pp. 720 fT.

42. See the comparative analysis of all its variants in our book Zalmoxis:
The Vanishing God, pp. 76-130.

43. See Eliade, Myths, Dreams, and Mysteries, pp. 121-22, Shamanism, pp.
403 ft., 448 fT., 477 f1., and Australian Religions, pp. 137 ff.

44. W. Gaerte, ‘“Kosmische Vorstellungen im Bilde prihistorischer Zeit:
Erdberg, Himmelsberg, Erdnabel und Weltstrome.”” It should be noted that most
of the examples cited by Gaerte belong to the more recent prehistoric cultures.
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difficult for us to imagine a society of hunters without myths of the
origin of fire, and the more so since the majority of these myths give
a leading role to sexual activity. Finally, we must always take into
consideration the primary experience of the sacrality of the sky and
of celestial and atmospheric phenomena. This is one of the few
experiences that spontaneously reveal transcendence and majesty.
In addition, the ecstatic ascents of shamans, the symbolism of flight,
the imaginary experience of altitude as a deliverance from weight,
contribute to consecrating the celestial space as supremely the source
and dwelling place of superhuman beings: gods, spirits, civilizing
heroes. But equally important and significant are the “revelations™
of night and darkness, of the killing of game and the death of a
member of the family, of cosmic catastrophes, of the occasional
crises of enthusiasm, madness, or homicidal ferocity among members
of the tribe.

A decisive part is played by the magico-religious valorizations of
language. Certain gestures could already indicate the epiphany of a
sacred power or of a cosmic ‘“mystery.” It is probable that the
gestures of the anthropomorphic figures of prehistoric art were laden
not only with meaning but also with power. The religious meaning of
“ gestures-epiphanies” were still known to certain primitive societies
toward the end of the nineteenth century.*® A fortiori, phonetic
inventiveness must have constituted an inexhaustible source of
magico-religious powers. Even before articulate language, the
human voice was able not only to transmit information, orders, or
desires but also to bring into being a whole imaginary universe by its
sonorous explosions, its phonic innovations. It is enough to think of
the fictional creations, not only paramythological and parapoetic but
also iconographic, brought into existence by the preliminary exercises
of shamans preparing for their ecstatic journeys or by the repetition
of mantras during certain yogic meditations, which involve both the
rhythm of respiration (pranayama) and at the same time the visualiza-
tion of the “mystical syllables.”

45. Among certain tribes of northern Australia the principal rite in the
initiation of a girl consists in solemnly presenting her before the community.
She is shown to be an adult—in other words, ready to assume the behavior
proper to women. Now to show something ritually, be it a sign, an object, or
an animal, is to declare a sacred presence, to acclaim the miracle of a hieroph-
any; see Eliade, Australian Religions, pp. 116-17; for other examples see
Birth and Rebirth, pp. 43 fI.
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In proportion as it was perfected, language increased its magico-
religious abilities. The uttered word loosed a force difficult, if not
impossible, to annul. Similar beliefs still survive in a number of
primitive and folk cultures. They are also found in the ritual function
of the magical formulas of panegyric, satire, execration, and anath-
ema in the most complex societies. The exalting experience of the
word as magico-religious force has sometimes led to the certainty
that language is able to insure the results obtained by ritual action.

To conclude, it is also necessary to take into consideration the
difference between the various types of personality. One hunter was
distinguished by his prowess or his craftiness, another by the intensity
of his ecstatic trances. These characterological differences imply a
certain variety in the valorization and interpretation of religious
experiences. In the last analysis, despite the few fundamental ideas
common to it, the religious heritage of the Paleolithic already dis-
played a complex configuration.



The Longest Revolution:
The Discovery of
Agriculture-Mesolithic
and Neolithic

8. A lost paradise

The end of the Ice Age, about 8000 B.C., radically changed the
climate and landscape, and hence the flora and fauna, of Europe
north of the Alps. The retreat of the glaciers brought on a migration
of the fauna toward the northern regions. Gradually, forest replaced
the arctic steppes. The hunters followed the game, especially the
herds of reindeer, but the diminishing stock of game animals obliged
them to settle on the banks of lakes and at the seashore and to live by
fishing. The new cultures that developed during the following mil-
lennia have been termed Mesolithic. In western Eutope they are
distinctly poorer than the grandiose creations of the Upper Paleo-
lithic. By contrast, in Southwest Asia, and especially in Palestine, the
Mesolithic constitutes an axial period: it is the time of the domesti-
cation of the first animals and the beginnings of agriculture.

Little is known concerning the religious practices of the hunters
who had followed the reindeer herds into northern Europe. In the
deposit of silt in a pool at Stellmoor, near Hamburg, A. Rust found
the remains of twelve entire reindeer, submerged with stones in their
thoracic cages or abdomens. Rust and other authors have interpreted
this as a first-fruits offering presented to a divinity, probably the
Lord of Wild Beasts. But H. Pohlhausen has cited the fact that the
Eskimos preserve supplies of meat in the icy water of lakes and
rivers.,! However, as Pohlhausen himself admits, this empirical
explanation does not exclude the religious intention of certain

1. A. Rust, Die alt- und mittelsteinzeitliche Funde von Stellmoor; H. Miiller-
Karpe, Handbuch der Vorgeschichte, vol. 1, pp. 224 ff.; H. Pohlhausen, ¢ Zum
Motiv der Rentierversenkung,” pp. 988-89; J. Maringer, “Die Opfer der
paldolitischen Menschen,” pp. 266 ff.
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deposits. For sacrifice by immersion is amply documented, and at
different periods, from northern Europe to India.?

The lake of Stellmoor was probably considered a sacred place by
the Mesolithic hunters. Rust collected various objects from the
deposit: wooden arrows, bone tools, axes made from reindeer
antlers. In all likelihood they represent offerings, as is the case with
objects from the Bronze Age and the Iron Age found in certain ponds
and lakes in western Europe. To be sure, more than five millennia
separate the two groups of objects, but the continuity of this type of
religious practice is beyond doubt. Discoveries at the Saint-Sauveur
spring (Forest of Compiégne) have included flints from the Neolithic
period (intentionally broken to signify that they were ex votos),
objects from the time of the Gauls and the Gallo-Romans, and from
the Middle Ages to our own day.® It must also be taken into con-
sideration that, in this last instance, the practice remained in force
despite the cultural influence of imperial Rome and, above all, in
spite of repeated prohibitions by the Church. In addition to its
intrinsic interest, this example has a paradigmatic value: it admirably
illustrates the continuity of “sacred places” and of certain religious
practices.

Still in the Mesolithic stratum at Stellmoor, Rust discovered a
pinewood post with a reindeer skull set at its summit. According to
Maringer, this cult post probably indicates ritual meals: the flesh of
reindeer was eaten and their heads were offered to a divine being.
Not far from Ahrensburg-Hopfenbach, in a Mesolithic station dated
at 10,000 B.c., Rust brought up from the bottom of a pond the trunk
of a willow 3.50 meters in length, crudely sculptured; it is possible to
make out a head, a long neck, and deeply incised lines that, according
to the maker of the discovery, represent arms. This “idol”” had been
set up in the pond, but neither bones nor any other objects were
found around it. In all probability it represents the image of a super-
natural being, though it is impossible to determine the structure of
the latter.*

2. Cf. A. Closs, “Das Versenkungsopfer,”” passim.

3. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, p. 200 (1958 Sheed & Ward
edition).

4. A. Rust, Die jungpaldolitischen Zeltanlagen von Ahrensburg, pp.
141 ff.; J. Maringer, ‘ Die Opfer der paldolitischen Menschen,” pp. 267 ff. H.
Miiller-Karpe, Handbuch d. Vorgeschichte, vol. 2, pp. 496-97 (no. 347),
hesitates to see an idol in this object.
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In comparison with the poverty of these few documents of the
reindeer-hunters, the rock art of eastern Spain offers the historian of
religions a large quantity of data. The naturalistic rock painting of
the Upper Paleolithic was transformed, in the “Spanish Levant,”
into a rigid and formalistic geometrical art. The rock walls of the
Sierra Morena are covered with anthropomorphic and theriomorphic
figures (principally of stags and ibexes), reduced to a few lines, and
with various signs (undulating ribbons, circles, points, suns). Hugo
Obermeier has shown that these anthropomorphic figures bear a
resemblance to the painted pebbles of the Azilian.® Since that
civilization derives from Spain, the anthropomorphic representations
inscribed on the rock walls and on pebbles must have similar
meanings. They have been explained as phallic symbols, as elements
of a system of writing, or as magical signs. The comparison with the
Australian tjurungas seems more convincing. These ritual objects,
most often of stone and decorated with various geometrical designs,
are known to represent the mystical body of the ancestors. The
tjurungas are hidden in caves or buried in certain sacred places and
are communicated to the young men only at the end of their initiation.
Among the Aranda, the father addresses his son as follows: “Here
is your own body, from which you came forth by a new birth,” or
“This is your own body. It is the ancestor whom you were when,
during your former existence, you traveled. Then you went down
into the sacred cave to rest.”®

Even if the painted pebbles from Mas d’Azil had, as is probable, a
function similar to that of the tjurungas, it is impossible to know if
their makers held ideas similar to those of the Australians. Yet there
can be no doubt of the religious significance of the Azilian pebbles.

In the Birsek cave, in Switzerland, 133 painted pebbles were found,
almost all of them broken. It seems plausible that they were broken
by enemies or by later occupants of the cave. In either case, what was
sought was annihilation of the magico-religious force present in these
objects. In all probability the caves and other sites decorated with

5. A civilization of hunters and fishers, so named from the station of Mas
d’Azil, a cave in the French Pyrenees.

6. Eliade, Australian Religions, pp. 95 fI., esp. p. 98 (quote). It is clear that,
according to the beliefs of the Australians, the ancestor exists simultaneously
in his mystical body, the fjurunga, and in the man in whom he has become
reincarnated. It should be added that he also exists underground and in the
form of ““spirit children”’ (ibid., p. 49).
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rock paintings in the Spanish Levant constituted holy places. As for
the suns and other geometrical signs that accompany the anthropo-
morphic representations, their meaning remains mysterious.”

We have no means of determining the origin and development of the
belief in ancestors during prehistory. To judge by the ethnographic
parallels, this religious complex is able to coexist with belief in super-
natural beings or Lords of Wild Beasts. There seems to be no reason
why the idea of mythical ancestors should not form part of the
religious system of the Paleolithics: it is bound up with the mythology
of origins—origin of the world, of game, of man, of death—that is
typical of hunting civilizations. In addition, it is a religious idea that
is universally disseminated and mythologically fertile, for it has
survived in all religions, even the most complex (with the exception
of Hinayana Buddhism). It can happen that an archaic religious idea
will develop in an unexpected way in certain periods and following
upon particular circumstances. If it is true that the idea of the mythical
ancestor and the cult of ancestors dominate the European Mesolithic,
it is probable, as Maringer believes (The Gods of Prehistoric Man,
p. 183), that the importance of this religious complex is explained by
the memory of the Ice Age, when the distant ancestors lived in a sort
of hunters’ paradise. And in fact the Australians consider that their
mythical ancestors lived during a golden age, in an earthly paradise
in which game abounded and the notions of good and evil were
practically unknown.® It is this paradisal world that the Australians
attempt to reactualize during certain festivals, when laws and pro-
hibitions are suspended.

9. Work, technology, and imaginary worlds

As we said: in the Near East, and especially in Palestine, the Meso-
lithic represents a creative period, though at the same time it
retains the character of transition between two types of civilizations,
the one based on hunting and gathering, the other on cultivation of
cereals. In Palestine the hunters of the Upper Paleolithic seem to

7. We mention that the Australians, as well as a number of South American
tribes, believe that their mythical ancestors were either changed into stars or
ascended into the sky to inhabit the sun and stars.

8. Eliade, Australian Religions, p. 46.
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have lived in caves for long periods. But it was especially the bearers
of the Natufian culture® who chose a definitely sedentary existence.
They inhabited caves as well as open-air sites (as at Einan, where
excavation has revealed a village made up of circular huts with fire-
places). The Natufians had discovered the importance of wild cereals
as foodstuffs, and they harvested them with stone sickles and
ground the seeds in a mortar with the help of a pestle.1® It was a
great step forward toward agriculture. The domestication of animals
also began during the Mesolithic (though it did not become general
until the beginning of the Neolithic): the sheep at Zawi Chemi-
Shanidar, about 8000 B.c.; the goat at Jericho, in Israel, about
7000 B.cC.; and the pig about 6500 B.c.; and the dog at Stan Carr, in
England, about 7500 B.c.!! The immediate results of the domesti-
cation of Graminaceae appear in the expansion of the population
and the development of commerce, phenomena already characteristic
of the Natufians.

Unlike the geometrical schematism typical of the designs and
paintings of the European Mesolithic, the art of the Natufians is
naturalistic; excavations have yielded small sculptures of animals and
human figurines, sometimes in erotic postures.'? The sexual symbolism
of pestles sculptured in the shape of a phallus is so obvious that their
magico-religious meaning cannot be doubted.

The two types of Natufian burial—(a) inhumation of the entire
body in a bent position and (b) burial of skulls—were known in the
Paleolithic and will continue into the Neolithic. In regard to the
skeletons excavated at Einan,'® it has been supposed that a human

9. The designation ‘“‘Natufian”’ derives from Wadi en-Natuf, where this
Mesolithic population was recognized for the first time.

10. Emmanuel Anati, Palestine before the Hebrews, pp. 49 ff.; Miiller-
Karpe, Handbuch, vol. 2, pp. 245 ff.; R. de Vaux, Histoire ancienne d’Israél,
vol. 1, pp. 41 ff.

11. All these dates have been obtained by radiocarbon analyses. On the
domestication of animals, see Miiller-Karpe, Handbuch, vol. 2, pp. 250 ff. A
recent discovery in the valley of the Upper Nile has revealed a pre-Neolithic
alimentary complex based on cereal and dated 13,000 B.c.; see Fred Wendorf,
S. Rushdi, and R. Schild, “Egyptian Prehistory: Some New Concepts,”
Science 169 (1970): 1161-71.

12. See, for example, the figurine found at Ain Sakhri (Anati, Palestine, p.
160). Now see Jacques Cauvin, Religions néolithiques, pp. 21 ff.

13. One of these tombs can be regarded as the earliest megalithic monument
in the world (Anati, Palestine, p. 172). On Einan, see Miiller-Karpe, Handbuch,
vol. 2, p. 349.



34 MESOLITHIC AND NEOLITHIC

victim was sacrificed in connection with the burial, but the meaning
of the ritual remains unknown. As for the deposits of skulls, the
Natufian documents have been compared with the deposits dis-
covered at Offnet, in Bavaria, and in the Héhlenstein cave in Wiirt-
temberg; all these skulls belonged to individuals who had been
massacred, perhaps by headhunters or cannibals.'*

In both cases we may presume a magico-religious act, since the
head (i.e., the brain) was considered to be the seat of the “soul.” As
the result of dreams and ecstatic and paraecstatic experiences, there
had long been a recognition of the existence of an element independent
of the body, which modern languages designate by the terms ““soul,”
“spirit,” “breath,” “life,” “double,” etc. This spiritual element (as
it must be called, since it was apprehended as image, vision, appari-
tion, etc.) was present in the entire body; it constituted in some sort
its “double.” But localizing the “soul” or “spirit” in the brain had
marked consequences;!® on the one hand, it was believed that the
victim’s spiritual element could be assimilated by eating his brain;
on the other hand, the brain, the source of power, became the object
of a cult.

In addition to agriculture, other inventions took place during the
Mesolithic, the most important being the bow and the manufacture
of cords, nets, hooks, and boats able to make fairly long voyages.
Like the other earlier inventions (stone tools, various objects made
from bone and antlers, clothes and tents made from skins, etc.), and
like those that will be achieved during the Neolithic (first and fore-
most, pottery), all these discoveries gave rise to mythologies and
paramythological fictions and sometimes became the basis for
various ritual behaviors. The empirical value of these inventions is
evident. What is less so is the importance of the imaginative activity
inspired by familiarity with the different modalities of matter. In
working with a piece of flint or a primitive needle, in joining together
animal hides or wooden planks, in preparing a fishhook or an arrow-
head, in shaping a clay statuette, the imagination discovers un-
suspected analogies among the different levels of the real; tools and

14. Anati, Palestine, p. 175; Maringer, The Gods of Prehistoric Man, pp.
184 ff. See also Miiller-Karpe, Handbuch, vol. 1, pp. 239 ff.

15. And not only for the beliefs accepted during prehistory. The Greeks, too,
had localized the soul (and later, with Alcmaeon of Crotona, the sperm) in the
head. Cf. Onians, Origins of European Thought, pp. 107-8, 115, 134-36, etc.
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objects are laden with countless symbolisms, the world of work—the
microuniverse that absorbs the artisan’s attention for long hours—
becomes a mysterious and sacred center, rich in meanings.

The imaginary world created and continually enriched by intimacy
with matter can be only inadequately grasped in the figurative or
geometric creations of the various prehistoric cultures, but it is still
accessible to us in the experiences of our own imagination. It is
above all this continuity on the plane of imaginative activity that
permits us to comprehend the existence of men living in those distant
periods. But, unlike the man of modern societies, the imaginative
activity of prehistoric man also possessed a mythological dimension.
A considerable number of supernatural figures and mythological
episodes, which we shall encounter again in later religious traditions,
very probably represent discoveries of the Stone Age.

10. The heritage of the Paleolithic hunters

The various kinds of progress effected during the Mesolithic put an
end to the cultural unity of the Paleolithic populations and launch
the variety and divergences that will thereafter become the chief
characteristic of civilizations. The remnants of the Paleolithic
hunting societies begin to make their way into the marginal regions
or those to which access is difficult: the desert, the great forests, the
mountains. But this increasing remoteness and isolation of the
Paleolithic societies does not imply the disappearance of the behavior
and spirituality typical of the hunter. Hunting as means of sub-
sistence continues in the societies of agriculturalists. Probably a
certain number of hunters who refused to take an active part in the
economy of the cultivators were employed as guardians of the
villages—first against the wild beasts that harassed the sedentary
populations and damaged the cultivated fields, later against bands
of marauders. Probably, too, the first military organizations took
shape from these groups of hunters acting as guardians. As we
shall soon see, warriors, conquerors, and military aristocracies
carry on the symbolism and ideology of the paradigmatic
hunter.

On the other hand, blood sacrifices, which were practiced by both
cultivators and pastoralists, in the last analysis repeat the killing of
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game by the hunter. A type of behavior that, for one or two million
years, had been inseparable from the human (or at least the masculine)
mode is not easily abolished.

Several millennia after the triumph of the agricultural economy,
the Weltanschauung of the primitive hunter will again have reper-
cussions on history. For the invasions and conquests of the Indo-
Europeans and the Turko-Mongols will be undertaken under the
sign of the supreme hunter, the carnivore. The members of the Indo-
European military confraternities (Mdnnerbiinde) and the nomadic
horsemen of Central Asia behaved toward the sedentary populations
that they attacked like carnivores hunting, strangling, and devouring
the herbivores of the steppe or the farmers’ cattle. Numerous Indo-
European and Turko-Mongol tribes had eponyms of beasts of prey
(primarily the wolf) and regarded themselves as descended from a
theriomorphic mythical ancestor. The military initiations of the Indo-
Europeans involved a ritual transformation into a wolf: the paradig-
matic warrior appropriated the behavior of a carnivore.

On the other hand, the pursuit and killing of a wild animal becomes
the mythical model for the conquest of a territory (Landndma) and
the founding of a state.’® Among the Assyrians, the Iranians, and the
Turko-Mongols the techniques of hunting and war are so much alike
as to be hardly separable. Everywhere in the Eurasian world, from
the appearance of the Assyrians to the beginnings of the modern
period, hunting constitutes at once the typical school and training
ground, and the favorite sport, of sovereigns and military aristoc-
racies. In addition, the fabled prestige of the hunter’s existence, in
comparison with that of the sedentary cultivators, is still maintained
among numerous primitive peoples.!” The hundreds of thousands of
years spent in a sort of mystical symbiosis with the animal world have
left indelible traces. What is more, orgiastic ecstasy is able to
reactualize the religious behavior of the earliest Paleohominians,
when the game was eaten raw; this happened in Greece, among the
worshipers of Dionysus (§124), or, still at the beginning of the
twentieth century, among the Aissawa of Morocco.

16. In Africa and elsewhere the ritual hunt is performed on the occasion of
initiations and at the installation of a new chief.

17. A characteristic example: the Desana of Colombia call themselves
hunters, even though 75 percent of their food comes from fishing and horti-
culture. In their view, only the hunter’s life is worth living,
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11. The domestication of food plants: Origin myths

Since 1960 it has been known that villages preceded the discovery of
agriculture. What Gordon Childe called the ““Neolithic Revolution”
took place gradually between 9000 and 7000 B.C. It is also known
that, contrary to what was thought until quite recently, the cultivation
of Graminaceae and the domestication of animals preceded the
making of pottery. Agriculture properly speaking—that is, the
cultivation of cereals—developed in Southwest Asia and Central
America. “Vegeculture,”” which depends upon the vegetative repro-
duction of tubers, roots, or rhizomes, seems to have originated in the
humid tropical plains of America and Southeast Asia.

The antiquity of vegeculture and its relations with ““ cerealiculture”
have not yet been adequately worked out. Some ethnologists are
inclined to consider vegeculture earlier than the cultivation of grains;
others, on the contrary, hold that it represents an impoverished
imitation of agriculture. One of the few clear indications was furnished
by excavations made in South America. In the plains of Rancho
Peludo, in Venezuela, and Momil, in Colombia, vestiges of a
cultivation of cassava were found below the level of the cultivation
of maize, which signifies the priority of vegeculture.'® A new proof
of the antiquity of vegeculture was recently brought to light in
Thailand, where excavation in a cave (the “Cave of Phantoms”)
yielded cultivated peas, beans, and roots of tropical plants; radio-
carbon analysis indicates dates of about 9000 B.C.®

It is unnecessary to emphasize the importance of the discovery of
agriculture for the history of civilization. By becoming the producer
of his food, man was obliged to alter his ancestral behavior. Above
all, he had to perfect his technique for calculating time, the first
discovery of which had already been made in the Paleolithic. It was
no longer enough for him to ascertain certain future dates correctly
by means of a rudimentary lunar calendar. From now on, the
cultivator had to make his plans several months before they were to
be implemented, had to perform, in an exact order, a series of
complex activities in view of a distant and, especially in the beginning,

18. David R. Harris, ‘ Agricultural Systems, Ecosystems, and the Origins
of Agriculture,” in The Domestication and Exploitation of Plants and Animals,
p. 12.

19. William Solhein, ‘“‘Relics from Two Diggings Indicate Thais Were the
First Agrarians,” New York Times, 12 January 1970.
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always uncertain result: the harvest. In addition, the cultivation of
plants imposed a differently oriented division of labor from that which
had earlier been in force, for thenceforth the chief responsibility for
assuring the means of subsistence fell upon women.

The consequences of the discovery of agriculture were no less
important for the religious history of mankind. The domestication
of plants gave rise to an existential situation that had previously been
inaccessible; hence it inspired creations of values and reversals of
them that radically altered the spiritual universe of pre-Neolithic
man. We shall soon analyze this religious revolution whose begin-
nings followed on the triumph of the cultivation of cereals. For the
moment, we will cite some of the myths that explain the origin of the
two types of agriculture. In learning how the cultivators explained
the appearance of food plants, we at the same time learn the religious
justification for various aspects of their behavior.

The majority of origin myths have been collected among primitive
populations practicing either vegeculture or cereal culture. (Such
myths are scarcer, and sometimes radically reinterpreted, in developed
cultures.) A rather widely disseminated theme explains that edible
tubers and fruit trees (coconut, banana, etc.) were born from an
immolated divinity. The most famous example comes from Ceram,
one of the islands off New Guinea: from the dismembered and buried
body of a semidivine maiden, Hainuwele, spring plants until then
unknown, especially tubers. This primordial murder radically changed
the human condition, for it introduced sexuality and death and first
established the religious and social institutions that are still in force.
Hainuwele’s violent death is not only a “creative” death, it permits
the goddess to be continually present in the life of human beings and
even in their death. Obtaining nourishment from plants that have
sprung from her own body is, in reality, to obtain it from the actual
substance of the goddess.

We shall not expand upon the importance of this origin myth for
the religious life and culture of the paleocultivators. It is enough to
say that all responsible activities (puberty ceremonies, animal or
human sacrifices, cannibalism, funerary ceremonies, etc.) properly
speaking constitute a recalling, a “remembrance,” of the primordial
murder.2° It is significant that the cultivator associates with a murder
the essentially peaceful labor that insures his existence, whereas in

20. Eliade, Myth and Reality, pp. 105 ff.
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societies of hunters the responsibility for slaughter is attributed to
another, to a ““stranger.” It is easy to understand the hunter: he fears
the vengeance of the slain animal (more precisely, of its ““soul”) or
he justifies himself before the Lord of Wild Beasts. As for the
paleocultivators, the myth of the primordial murder certainly
justifies such sanguinary rites as human sacrifice and cannibalism,
but it is difficult to determine its initial religious context.

A similar mythical theme explains the origin of food plants—both
tubers and cereals—as arising from the excreta or the sweat of a
divinity or mythical ancestor. When the beneficiaries discover the
repulsive source of their foodstuffs, they kill the author; but, following
his advice, they dismember his body and bury the pieces. Food
plants and other elements of culture (agricultural implements, silk-
worms, etc.) spring from his corpse.?!

The meaning of these myths is obvious: food plants are sacred,
since they are derived from the body of a divinity (for the excreta and
the sweat are also part of the divine substance). By feeding himself,
man, in the last analysis, eats a divine being. The food plant is not
“given” in the world, as the animal is. It is the result of a primitive
dramatic event; in this case it is the product of a murder. We shall
later see the consequences of these alimentary theologies.

The German ethnologist A. E. Jensen held that the myth of
Hainuwele is peculiar to the paleocultivators of tubers. As for the
myths concerning the origin of cereal culture, they feature a pri-
mordial theft: cereals exist, but in the sky, jealously guarded by the
gods; a civilizing hero ascends into the sky, makes off with a few
seeds, and bestows them on mankind. Jensen called these two types of
mythologies ‘“Hainuwele” and “Prometheus” and connected them
respectively with the civilization of the paleocultivators (vegeculture)
and that of the agriculturalists properly speaking (cereal culture).22
The distinction is certainly real. However, in respect to the two types
of origin myths, it is less rigid than Jensen thought, for a number of
myths explain the appearance of cereals from an immolated primitive
being. We should add that in the religions of agriculturalists the
origin of cereals is also divine; the bestowal of cereals on human

21. See most recently Atsuhiko Yoshida, ‘“‘Les excrétions de la Déesse et
Porigine de ’agriculture.”

22. See A. E. Jensen, Das religiose Weltbild einer frithen Kultur, pp. 35 f1.,
and Myth and Cult among Primitive Peoples, pp. 166 ff,
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beings is sometimes connected with a hierogamy between the god of
the sky (or of the atmosphere) and Mother Earth or with a mythical
drama involving sexual union, death, and resurrection.

12. Woman and vegetation. Sacred space and periodical
renewal of the world

The first, and perhaps the most important, consequence of the dis-
covery of agriculture precipitates a crisis in the values of the Paleo-
lithic hunters: religious relations with the animal world are
supplanted by what may be called the mystical solidarity between man
and vegetation. If the bone and the blood until then represented the
essence and the sacrality of life, from then on it is the sperm and the
blood that incarnate them. In addition, woman and feminine sacrality
are raised to the first rank. Since women played a decisive part in
the domestication of plants, they become the owners of the cultivated
fields, which raises their social position and creates characteristic
institutions, such as, for example, matrilocation, the husband being
obliged to live in his wife’s house.

The fertility of the earth is bound up with feminine fecundity;
hence women become responsible for the abundance of harvests, for
they know the “mystery” of creation. It is a religious mystery, for it
governs the origin of life, the food supply, and death. The soil is
assimilated to woman. Later, after the discovery of the plow,
agricultural work is assimilated to the sexual act.?® But for millennia
Mother Earth gave birth by herself, through parthenogenesis. The
memory of this “mystery” still survived in the Olympian mythology
(Hera conceives alone and gives birth to Hephaestus and Ares) and
can be read in numerous myths and popular beliefs concerning the
birth of men from the Earth, giving birth on the ground, depositing
the newborn infant on the ground, etc.2* Born of the Earth, man,
when he dies, returns to his mother. “Crawl toward the earth, thy
mother,” the Vedic poet exclaims (Rig Veda 10. 18. 10).

To be sure, feminine and maternal sacrality was not unknown in
the Paleolithic (§ 6), but the discovery of agriculture markedly
increases its power. The sacrality of sexual life, and first of all of

23. For some examples see Patterns in Comparative Religion, §§ 91 fI.
24, See ibid., §§ 86 fI., and Myths, Dreams, and Mysteries, pp. 165 ff.
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feminine sexuality, becomes inseparable from the miraculous enigma
of creation. Parthenogenesis, the hieros gamos, and the ritual orgy
express, on different planes, the religious character of sexuality. A
complex symbolism, anthropocosmic in structure, associates woman
and sexuality with the lunar rhythms, with the earth (assimilated to
the womb), and with what must be called the “mystery” of vege-
tation. It is a mystery that demands the “death” of the seed in order
to insure it a new birth, a birth all the more marvelous because
accompanied by an astonishing multiplication. The assimilation of
human existence to vegetable life finds expression in images and
metaphors drawn from the drama of vegetation (life is like the flower
of the field, etc.). This imagery nourished poetry and philosophical
reflection for millennia, and it still remains “true” for contemporary
man,

All these religious values that followed upon the invention of
agriculture were progressively articulated in the course of time. We
have, however, cited them now to bring out the specific character of
the Mesolithic and Neolithic creations. We shall constantly encounter
religious ideas, mythologies, and ritual scenarios that are bound up
with the “mystery” of vegetable life. For religious creativity was
stimulated, not by the empirical phenomenon of agriculture, but by the
mystery of birth, death, and rebirth identified in the rhythm of vege-
tation. In order to be understood, accepted, and mastered, the crises
that threaten the harvest (floods, droughts, etc.) will be translated
into mythological dramas. These mythologies and the ritual scenarios
that depend on them will dominate the religions of the Near East for
millennia. The mythical theme of gods who die and return to life is
among the most important. In certain cases, these archaic scenarios
will give birth to new religious creations (for example, Eleusis, the
Greco-Oriental mysteries; see § 96).

The agrarian cultures develop what may be called a cosmic
religion, since religious activity is concentrated around the central
mystery: the periodical renewal of the world. Like human existence,
the cosmic rhythms are expressed in terms drawn from vegetable life.
The mystery of cosmic sacrality is symbolized in the World Tree.
The universe is conceived as an organism that must be renewed
periodically—in other words, each year. ““ Absolute reality,” rejuve-
nation, immortality, are accessible to certain privileged persons
through the power residing in a certain fruit or in a spring near a
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tree.?®> The Cosmic Tree is held to be at the center of the world, and
it unites the three cosmic regions, for it sends its roots down into the
underworld, and its top touches the sky.2¢

Since the world must be renewed periodically, the cosmogony will
be ritually reiterated at each New Year. This mythico-ritual scenario
is documented in the Near East and among the Indo-Iranians. But it
is also found in the societies of the primitive cultivators, who in some
sense prolong the religious conceptions of the Neolithic. The funda-
mental idea—renewal of the world by repetition of the cosmogony—
is certainly earlier, preagricultural. It is found, with the inevitable
variations, among the Australians and a number of North American
tribes.2” Among both the paleocultivators and the agriculturalists
the mythico-ritual scenario of the New Year includes the return of the
dead, and similar ceremonies survive in classical Greece, among the
ancient Germans, in Japan, etc.

The experience of cosmic time, especially in the framework of
agricultural labors, ends by imposing the idea of circular time and
the cosmic cycle. Since the world and human existence are valorized
in terms of vegetable life, the cosmic cycle is conceived as the indefinite
repetition of the same rhythm: birth, death, rebirth. In post-Vedic
India this conception will be elaborated in two intertwined doctrines:
that of cycles (yugas), repeated to infinity, and that of the trans-
migration of souls. In addition, the archaic ideas articulated around
the periodic renewal of the world will be taken up again, reinter-
preted, and made part of several religious systems of the Near East.
The cosmologies, eschatologies, and messianisms that will dominate
the East and the Mediterranean world for two millennia have their
deepest roots in the conceptions of the Neolithics.

The religious valorizations of space—primarily of the habitation
and the village—were equally important. A sedentary existence
organizes the “world” differently from a nomadic life. For the
agriculturalist, the “true world” is the space in which he lives:

25. See Patterns, §§ 99 fI.

26. The Cosmic Tree is the most widespread expression of the axis mundi;
but the symbolism of the cosmic axis probably precedes—or is independent of
—the agricultural civilizations, since it is found in certain arctic cultures.

27. See some examples in Eliade, Myth and Reality, pp. 43 ff. Properly
speaking, the Australians do not know a cosmogony, but the ‘“formation of
the world”’ by superhuman beings is equivalent to its ““creation’’; see Australian
Religions, pp. 44 ff.
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house, village, cultivated fields. The “center of the world” is the
place consecrated by rituals and prayers, for it is there that communi-
cation with the superhuman beings is effected. We do not know what
religious meanings the Neolithics of the Near East attributed to their
houses and villages; we know only that, from a certain moment, they
built altars and sanctuaries. But in China it is possible to reconstruct
the symbolism of the Neolithic house, since there is continuity or
analogy with certain types of habitations found in North Asia and
Tibet. In the Neolithic culture of Yang-chao there were small
circular constructions (ca. 5 meters in diameter) with pillars sup-
porting the roof and spaced around a central hole that served as
hearth. Possibly the roof was pierced by a smoke hole above the
hearth. This house would have had, in lasting materials, the same
structure as the Mongol yurt of our day.?®2 Now the cosmological
symbolism that pervades the yurt and the tents of the North Asian
populations is well known; the sky is conceived as an immense tent
held up by a central pillar: the tent pole, or the aperture above for
the escape of smoke, are assimilated to the World Pillar or to the
“Hole in the Sky,” the North Star.?® This opening is also called the
“Sky Window.” The Tibetans call the opening in the roof of their
houses “Fortune of the Sky” or “Gate of the Sky.”

The cosmological symbolism of the habitation is documented in
numerous primitive societies. In ways more or less manifest, the
habitation is considered an imago mundi. Since examples of this are
found at all levels of culture, there seems to be no reason why the
Neolithics of the Near East should have been an exception, the more
so since it is in this region that the cosmological symbolism of
architecture will attain its richest development. The division of the
habitation between the two sexes (a custom already documented in
the Paleolithic; see § 6) probably had a cosmological meaning. The
divisions exhibited by the villages of cultivators correspond in general
to a dichotomy that is at once classificatory and ritual (sky and earth,
masculine and feminine, etc.) but also to two ritually antagonistic
groups. Now, as we shall see on many occasions, ritual combats

28. R. Stein, ““ Architecture et pensée religieuse en Extréme-Orient,”” p. 168.
See also Stein’s description of another type of Chinese Neolithic habitation,
square or rectangular in construction, half underground, with steps leading
down to it.

29. See Eliade, Shamanism, p. 262.
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between two opposing groups play an important part, especially in
the New Year scenarios. Whether it is the repetition of a mythical
combat, as in Mesopotamia (§22) or simply the confrontation
between two cosmogonic principles (winter/summer; day/night;
life/death), the deep meaning is always the same: confrontation,
jousts, combats awaken, stimulate, or increase the creative forces of
life.3° This biocosmological conception, probably elaborated by the
Neolithic agriculturalists, will undergo many reinterpretations, and
even deformations, in the course of time. It is recognizable only with
difficulty, for example in certain types of religious dualism.

We do not claim to have enumerated all the religious creations
inspired by the discovery of agriculture. We have considered it
enough to show the common source, in the Neolithic, of certain
ideas that will sometimes reach their full flowering only millennia
later. We will add that the dissemination of the religiosity whose
structure is agrarian resulted, despite countless variations and inno-
vations, in the constitution of a certain fundamental unity that, even
in our day, still underlies certain common traits in peasant societies
as far apart as those of the Mediterranean, India, and China.

13. Neolithic religions of the Near East

It could be said that, from the Neolithic to the Iron Age, the history
of religious ideas and beliefs is one with the history of civilization.
Each technological discovery, each economic and social innovation,
is, it would seem, ““doubled” by a religious meaning and value. When,
in the following pages, we shall mention certain innovations of the
Neolithic, their religious echo must be taken into consideration too.
However, in order not to break the unity of our exposition, we shall
not always emphasize these echoes.

Thus, for example, all the aspects of the culture of Jericho would
deserve a religious commentary. It is perhaps the most ancient city
on earth (ca. 6850, 6770 B.c.),®! though it is ignorant of ceramics.

30. See Eliade, ““Prolegomenon to Religious Dualism: Dyads and Polari-
ties,” in The Quest, pp. 127-75, esp. pp. 163 fI.

31. K. M. Kenyon, Archaeology in the Holy Land, pp. 39 ff. The formula
“the first city in the world”’ has been criticized by Gordon Childe and R. J.
Braidwood. According to Kathleen Kenyon, the earliest Natufians had built
a sanctuary near the great spring; it was burned before 7800 B.c.
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However, the fortifications, the massive tower, the large public
edifices—at least one of which seems to have been built for ritual
ceremonies—denote a social integration and an economic organiza-
tion that are the prelude to the future city-states of Mesopotamia.
The Garstangs and Kathleen Kenyon have brought to light several
buildings of unusual structure, which they have called “temples” and
a “family chapel.” Among the clearly religious documents, two
feminine statuettes and a few others representing animals indicate a
fertility cult. Some authors have attributed especial significance to the
remains of three plaster images discovered by the Garstangs in the
1930s: they are thought to represent a bearded male, a woman, and a
child. The eyes are marked by shells. The Garstangs thought it
possible to identify in these remains the earliest-known divine triad,
probably bound up with a mythology similar to those that will later
dominate the Near East. But this interpretation is still disputed.32

The dead were buried under the floors of the houses. Some skulls
exhumed by Kathleen Kenyon®3 show a strange preparation: the
lower parts are molded in plaster, and the eyes are represented by
shells, to the point that they have been compared to actual portraits.
All this undoubtedly indicates a cult of skulls.3* But it almost seems
that an attempt was made to preserve the memory of the living
individual.

The cult of skulls is also found at Tell Ramad (in Syria, near
Damascus), where excavations have brought to light craniums with
the forehead painted red and the face filled out with modeled clay.®
Still from Syria (Tell Ramad and Byblos), more precisely from levels
dated to the fifth millennium, come some anthropomorphic figurines
in clay. The one found at Byblos is bisexual.?® Other feminine
statuettes, found in Palestine and dated about 4500 B.C., show the
Mother Goddess in a terrifying and demonic aspect.?”

32. See Anati, Palestine before the Hebrews, p. 256, who accepts the
Garstangs’ interpretation (The Story of Jericho). Against it: J. Cauvin,
Religions néolithiques de Syro-Palestine, p. 51.

33. Kenyon, Archaeology in the Holy Land, p. 50.

34. Kenyon, Digging up Jericho, pp. 53 fi, 84 fI. See also Miiller-Karpe,
Handbuch, vol. 2, pp. 380-81; Cauvin, Religions néolithiques, pp. 44 ft.

35. Excavations by Contenson, summarized by Cauvin, pp. 59 ff. and fig. 18.

36. Excavations by Contenson (Tell Ramad) and Dunand (Byblos), sum-
marized by Cauvin, pp. 79 ff. and figs. 29-30.

37. See the figurines found at Munhata, Tel-Aviv, and Shaar-Ha-Golan,
reproduced in Cauvin, figs. 29-30.
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The fertility cult and the cult of the dead seem, then, to be bound
together. Indeed, the cultures of Hacilar and of Catal Hiiyiik (7000
B.C.) in Anatolia, which preceded—and probably influenced—the
preceramic culture of Jericho, indicate the existence of similar beliefs.
The cult of skulls is well documented at Hacilar. At Catal Hiiyiik the
skeletons were buried under the floors of houses, accompanied by
funeral gifts: jewels, semiprecious stones, weapons, textiles, wooden
vessels, etc.%8 In the forty sanctuaries excavated up to 1965, numerous
stone and clay statuettes were found. The principal divinity is the
goddess, presented under three aspects: young woman, mother
giving birth to a child (or to a bull), and old crone (sometimes
accompanied by a bird of prey). The masculine divinity appears in
the form of a boy or youth—the goddess’s child or lover—and of a
bearded adult, occasionally mounted on his sacred animal, the bull.
The variety of paintings on the walls is astonishing; no two sanctuaries
are alike. Reliefs of the goddess, sometimes 2 meters high, modeled in
plaster, wood, or clay, and heads of bulls (the epiphany of the god)
were fastened to the walls. Sexual imagery is absent, but a woman’s
bust and a bull’s horn—symbols of life—are sometimes combined.
A sanctuary (ca. 6200 B.c.) contained four men’s skulls deposited
under the bulls’ heads fastened to the walls. One wall is decorated
with paintings depicting vultures with anthropomorphic legs
attacking a decapitated man. This must certainly represent an
important mythico-ritual complex, the meaning of which unfortu-
nately escapes us.

At Hacilar, at a level dated 5700 B.c., the goddess is shown seated
on a leopard, or standing and holding a leopard cub, but also alone,
standing, seated, kneeling, resting, or accompanied by a child. Some-
times she is naked or has a tiny cache-sexe. Here, too, she is repre-
sented sometimes as young, sometimes as older. On a more recent
level (between 5435 and 5200 B.c.) the figurines of the goddess,
accompanied by a child or an animal, disappear, as do the masculine
statues. However, the last phases of the Hacilar culture are character-
ized by admirable ceramics, richly ornamented with geometrical
designs.3®

38. James Mellaart, Catal Hiiyiik: A Neolithic Town of Anatolia, pp. 60 ff.,
and Earliest Civilizations of the Near East, pp. 87 ff.

39. Mellaart, “Hacilar: A Neolithic Village Site,”” pp. 94 ff., and Earliest
Civilizations of the Near East, pp. 102 ff.
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The Tell Halaf culture, as it is called,*® appears at the time when
the Anatolian cultures disappear. It knows copper and seems to be
the creation of a population coming down from the North, perhaps
as refugees from Hacilar and Catal Hiiyiik. The Tell Halaf religious
complex is not very different from the cultures we have so far
considered. The dead were buried with gifts, among them clay
figurines. The wild bull was venerated as an epiphany of male
fertility. Images of bulls, bucrania, ram’s heads, and the double ax
certainly had a cult role, related to the storm god, so important in
all the religions of the ancient Near East. However, no masculine
figurines have been found, whereas images of the goddess are abun-
dant; often in a crouching position, accompanied by doves and with
exaggerated breasts, it is difficult not to recognize in them the
paradigmatic image of the Mother Goddess.*!

The Halafian culture was destroyed or disappeared about 4400-
4300 B.c., while the culture of Obeid, which originated in southern
Iraq, was being disseminated throughout Mesopotamia. It is already
documented at Warka (Sumerian Uruk, Semitic Erech) about 4325
B.C. No other prehistoric culture exercised a comparable influence.
Progress in metalworking is considerable (copper axes, various
objects of gold). Wealth accumulates through the progress of agri-
culture and through commerce. An almost life-size head of a man
and animal heads in marble certainly have a religious meaning. Some
seals of the Gawra type represent various cult scenes (persons around
an altar decorated with bucrania; ritual dances; emblematic animals,
etc.). The human figures are strongly schematized. In fact, a non-
figurative tendency characterizes the entire Obeid culture. The
sanctuaries depicted on amulets are not copies of particular edifices
but represent a sort of paradigmatic image of the temple.

Some human statuettes in chalk probably represent priests. For in
fact the most significant novelty of the Obeid period is precisely the
appearance of monumental temples.*? One of the most remarkable

40. From the name of the site, Tell Halaf, in the village of Arpachiyah, near
Mosul.

41. For a general presentation and bibliography see Miiller-Karpe, Hand-
buch, vol. 2, pp. 59 fI. For the religious symbolism of the Halafian figurines and
iconographic motifs, see B. L. Goff, Symbols of Prehistoric Mesopotamia, pp.
11 ff.

42. See Muiiller-Karpe, Handbuch, vol. 2, pp. 61 ff., 339, 351, 423; M. E. L.
Mallowan, Early Mesopotamia and Iran, pp. 40 ff. (the White Temple).
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is the White Temple (3100 B.C.), 22.3 x 17.5 meters, raised on a
platform 70 meters long, 66 meters wide, and 13 meters high. This
platform incorporates the remains of ancient sanctuaries and con-
stitutes a ziggurat, a sacred ‘“mountain,” whose symbolism we shall
investigate later (§ 54).

14. The spiritual edifice of the Neolithic

For our purpose it would be useless to follow the dissemination of
agriculture and, later, of metallurgy through the Aegean and the
castern Mediterranean—to Greece and the Balkans—and thence
through the Danubian regions and the rest of Europe; it would be
equally unnecessary to follow its spread into India, China, and
Southeast Asia. We will merely mention that, in the beginning,
agriculture made its way only slowly into some regions of Europe.
On the one hand, the postglacial climate permitted the Mesolithic
societies of central and western Europe to subsist on the products of
hunting and fishing. On the other hand, the cultivation of cereals had
to be adapted to a temperate and forest-covered zone. The earliest
agricultural communities develop along watercourses and on the
edges of the great forests. Nevertheless, the propagation of Neolithic
agriculture, begun in the Near East about 8000 B.C., proves to be an
inescapable process. Despite the resistance of certain populations,
especially after the crystallization of pastoralism, the dissemination
of the cultivation of food plants was approaching Australia and
Patagonia when the effects of European colonization and the
Industrial Revolution were beginning to be felt.

The propagation of cereal culture carries with it rites, myths, and
religious ideas peculiar to that mode of life. But this is by no means a
mechanical process. Even reduced, as we are, to archeological
documents—in other words, ignorant of their religious meanings and,
above all, of the concomitant myths and rituals—we still observe
differences, sometimes of great importance, between the Neolithic
cultures of Europe and their Eastern sources. It is certain, for
example, that the cult of the bull, documented by numerous images
in the Danubian regions, comes from the Near East. Yet there is no
proof of the sacrifice of bulls, such as was practiced in Crete or in the
Neolithic cultures of the Indus. So, too, idols of the gods, or the
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iconographic ensemble of Mother Goddess and Child, idols so
common in the East, are comparatively scarce in the Danubian
regions. What is more, such statuettes have never been found in
burials.

Some recent discoveries have brilliantly confirmed the originality
of the archaic cultures of southeastern Europe, that is, of the complex
that Marija Gimbutas calls “Old European civilization.” For in fact
a civilization that includes the cultivation of wheat and barley and
the domestication of sheep, cattle, and the pig is manifested simul-
taneously, about 7000 B.c. or earlier, on the coasts of Greece and
Italy, in Crete, in southern Anatolia, in Syria and Palestine, and in
the Fertile Crescent. Now on the basis of radiocarbon dates it is
impossible to say that this cultural complex made its appearance in
Greece later than in the Fertile Crescent, Syria, Cilicia, or Palestine.
We still do not know what the ““initial impulse” for this culture
was.*3 But there is no archeological proof indicating an influx of
immigrants arriving in Greece from Asia Minor and possessing
cultivated plants and domesticated animals.**

Whatever its origin may have been, the “Old European civiliza-
tion” developed in an original way, one that distinguishes it both
from the cultures of the Near East and from those of central and
northern Europe. Between 6500 and 5300 B.c. there was a powerful
upsurge of culture in the Balkan Peninsula and in central Anatolia.
A large number of objects (seals with ideograms, human and animal
figures, theriomorphic vessels, images of divine masks) indicate
ritual activities. Toward the middle of the sixth millennium there is a
multiplication of villages defended by ditches or walls and able to
contain up to a thousand inhabitants.*®> A large number of altars and
sanctuaries, as well as various cult objects, bear witness to a well-
organized religion. In the Aeneolithic station of Cascioarele, 60
kilometers south of Bucharest, excavation has revealed a temple
whose walls were painted with magnificent spirals in red and green
on a yellowish-white ground. No statuettes were found, but a column
2 meters high and also a smaller one indicate a cult of the sacred

43. Marija Gimbutas, ‘“Old Europe, ¢. 7000-3500 B.C.,” p. 5.

44. In addition, cattle, the pig, and a species of wheat (einkorn wheat) have
indigenous ancestors in Europe (Gimbutas, p. 5).

45. In comparison, groups of habitations like those of the Swiss lakes seem
to be hamlets (Gimbutas, p. 6).
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pillar, symbol of the axis mundi.*® Above this temple another, of
later date, was found, which yielded a terra-cotta model of a sanc-
tuary. The model represents a decidedly impressive architectonic
complex: four temples set on a high pedestal.*’

Several models of temples have been found in the Balkan Peninsula.
Added to countless other documents (figurines, masks, various non-
figurative symbols, etc.), they indicate the richness and complexity
of a religion whose content still remains inaccessible,*®

It is unnecessary to enumerate all the Neolithic documents that
can support a religious interpretation. We will sometimes refer to
them when we discuss the religious prehistory of certain nuclear
zones (the Mediterranean, India, China, Southeast Asia, Central
America). At this point we will say that, reduced solely to the archeo-
logical documents, and without the light thrown by the texts or
traditions of certain agricultural societies (traditions that were still
alive at the beginning of this century), the Neolithic religions run the
risk of appearing simplistic and monotonous. But the archeological
documents present us with a fragmentary, and indeed mutilated,
vision of religious life and thought. We have just seen what the
religious documents of the earliest Neolithic cultures reveal: cults of
the dead and of fertility, indicated by statuettes of goddesses and of
the storm god (with his epiphanies: the bull, the bucranium); beliefs
and rituals connected with the “mystery” of vegetation; the assimi-
lation woman/cultivated soil/plant, implying the homology birth/
rebirth (initiation); very probably the hope of a postexistence; a
cosmology including the symbolism of a ““center of the world” and
inhabited space as an imago mundi. It is enough to consider a

46. Vladimir Dumitrescu, ‘“Edifice destiné au culte découvert & CiHscio-
arele,”” p. 21. The two columns are hollow, which means that they were
modeled around tree trunks (ibid., pp. 14, 21). The symbolism of the axis
mundi assimilates the Cosmic Tree to the Cosmic Pillar (columna universalis).
The radiocarbon dates given by Dumitrescu vary between 4035 and 3620 B.c.
(see ibid., p. 24, n. 25); Marija Gimbutas says ‘“‘about 5000 B.c.”” (“‘Old
Europe,” p. 11).

47. Hortensia Dumitrescu, “Un modé¢le de sanctuaire découvert a3 Ciscio-
arele,” figs. 1 and 4 (the latter is reproduced by Gimbutas, fig. 1, p. 12).

48. According to Gimbutas, the “Old European civilization’’ had also
developed a writing (see figs. 2 and 3) as early as ca. 5300-5200 B.c., that is,
2,000 years before Sumer (p. 12). The disintegration of this civilization begins
after 3500 B.c., subsequent to the invasion by the populations of the Pontic
steppe (p. 13).
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contemporary society of primitive cultivators to realize the complexity
and richness of a religion articulated around ideas of chthonian
fertility and the cycle life-death-postexistence.4®

In addition, as soon as the earliest texts come to supplement the
archeological documents of the Near East, we see how greatly they
reveal a universe of meanings that are not only complex and profound
but that have long been meditated on and reinterpreted and, indeed,
are sometimes on the way to becoming obscure and almost unintelli-
gible. In some cases the earliest texts available to us represent an
approximate recollection of immemorial religious creations that
have become outdated or half-forgotten. We must not lose sight of
the fact that the grandiose Neolithic spirituality is not “trans-
parent” through the documentation at our disposal. The semantic
possibilities of archeological documents are limited, and the earliest
texts express a vision of the world that is strongly influenced by the
religious ideas bound up with metallurgy, urban civilization, royalty,
and an organized priesthood.

But if the spiritual edifice of the Neolithic®° is no longer accessible
to us in its entirety, scattered fragments have been preserved in the
traditions of peasant societies. The continuity of “sacred places”
(cf. § 8) and of certain agricultural and funerary rituals is no longer
in need of proof. In twentieth-century Egypt, the ritual sheaf is still
tied exactly as we see it on the ancient monuments—where, be it
added, a custom inherited from prehistory is reproduced. In Arabia
Petraea, the last sheaf is buried under the name of “the Old Man,”
which is the same name that it bore in the Egypt of the pharaohs.
The grain gruel that is offered at funerals and festivals of the dead in
Romania and the Balkans is called coliva. The name (kollyba) and
the offering are documented in ancient Greece, but the custom is
certainly more archaic (it is believed to have been represented in the
Dipylon burials). Leopold Schmidt has shown that certain mythico-
ritual scenarios, still in use among the peasants of central and south-
eastern Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century, preserve
mythological fragments and rituals that had disappeared, in ancient

49. A comparative analysis of the iconography and symbolism of the
ornamental motifs found on vessels and bronze objects can sometimes
markedly increase our knowledge of a prehistoric religion; but this is possible
only from the time of painted ceramics and, above all, from the Age of Metals.

50. We refer, of course, to the archeological Neolithic of the Near East and
Europe.
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Greece, before Homer. There is no use extending the list. We would
only emphasize that such rites maintained themselves for a period
of 4,000 to 5,000 years, of which the last 1,000 to 1,500 were under
the vigilant scrutiny of two monotheisms famous for their vigor,
Christianity and Islam.

15. Religious context of metallurgy: Mythology of the
Iron Age

The “mythology of polished stone” was succeeded by a ““mythology
of metals”; the richest and most characteristic was developed around
iron. It is known that the archaic preliterate peoples, as well as the
prehistoric populations, worked meteoric iron long before they
learned to use the ferrous ores occurring on the earth’s surface. They
treated certain ores like stones, that is, they regarded them as raw
material for the manufacture of lithic tools.! When Cortez asked the
Aztec chieftains where they got their knives, they pointed to the sky.
And in fact excavations have revealed no trace of terrestrial iron in
the prehistoric deposits of the New World.5? The paleo-Oriental
peoples presumably held similar ideas. The Sumerian word AN.BAR,
the earliest vocable designating iron, is written with the signs *“sky”
and “fire.” It is generally translated as “celestial metal” or “star-
metal.” For a long period the Egyptians knew only meteoric iron.
The same is true of the Hittites: a text of the fourteenth century
states that the Hittite kings used “the black iron of the sky.” 53
Iron, therefore, was scarce (it was as precious as gold), and its use
was principally ritual. It required the discovery of the smelting of
ores to inaugurate a new stage in the history of mankind. Unlike
copper and bronze, the metallurgy of iron very soon became indus-
trial. Once the secret of smelting magnetite or hematite was dis-
covered, there was no more difficulty in obtaining large quantities of
iron, for the deposits were very rich and easy to work. But the
treatment of terrestrial ore was not like that of meteoric iron, and it
also differed from the smelting of copper and bronze. It was only
after the discovery of furnaces, and especially after the perfecting of

51. See Eliade, The Forge and the Crucible, p. 21.
52. R. C. Forbes, Metallurgy in Antiquity, p. 401.
53. T. A. Ricard, Man and Metals, vol. 1, p. 149.
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the technique of ‘““hardening” metal brought to the white-hot point,
that iron achieved its predominant position. It was the metallurgy of
terrestrial iron that made this metal fit for everyday use.

This fact had important religious consequences. Beside the celestial
sacredness of the sky, immanent in meteorites, there is now the
telluric sacredness of the earth, in which mines and ores share.
Metals “grow” in the bosom of the earth.5* Caves and mines are
assimilated to the womb of Mother Earth. The ores extracted from
mines are in some sort “embryos.” They grow slowly, as if they obey
a different temporal rhythm from the life of vegetable and animal
organisms; nevertheless, they grow, they “ripen” in the telluric
darkness. Hence their extraction from the bosom of Mother Earth is
an operation performed prematurely. If they had been given the
time to develop (that is, in the geological rhythm of time), ores would
have become ripe, “perfect” metals.

All over the world miners practice rites involving a state of purity,
fasting, meditation, prayers, and cult acts. The rites are governed by
the nature of the intended operation, for the performer of them is to
introduce himself into a sacred zone, supposedly inviolable; he
enters into contact with a sacrality that does not participate in the
familiar religious universe, for it is a deeper and also more dangerous
sacrality. He has the feeling that he risks entering a domain that does
not rightfully belong to man: the underground world with its mysteries
of the slow mineralogical gestation that takes place in the womb of
Mother Earth. All the mythologies of mines and mountains, the
countless fairies, genii, elves, phantoms, and spirits, are the multiple
epiphanies of the sacred presence that the individual confronts when
he penetrates into the geological levels of Life.

Laden with this dark sacrality, the ores are taken to the furnaces.
Then begins the most difficult and the riskiest operation. The artisan
takes the place of Mother Earth in order to hasten and perfect the
“growth” of the ores. The furnaces are in some sort a new, artificial
womb, in which the ore completes its gestation. Hence the countless
precautions, taboos, and rituals that accompany smelting.®

54. See The Forge and the Crucible, pp. 43 ff.

55. Ibid., pp. 57 ff. Certain African populations divide ores into ‘“male’’ and
“female’’; in ancient China, Yu the Great, the primordial Smelter, distin-
guished male metals and female metals (ibid., p. 37). In Africa the work of
smelting is assimilated to the sexual act (ibid., p. 57).
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The metallurgist, like the blacksmith and, before him, the potter,
is a “master of fire.” It is by means of fire that he brings about the
passage of the material from one state to another. As for the metal-
lurgist, he accelerates the “growth” of ores, he makes them “ripe”
in a miraculously short time. Smelting proves to be the means of
““acting faster” but also of acting to make a different thing from what
already existed in nature. This is why, in archaic societies, smelters
and smiths are held to be masters of fire, along with shamans,
medicine men, and magicians. But the ambivalent character of metal
—laden with powers at once sacred and demonic—is transferred to
metallurgists and smiths: they are highly esteemed but are also
feared, segregated, or even scorned.®®

In many mythologies the divine smiths forge the weapons of the
gods, thus insuring them victory over dragons or other monstrous
beings. In the Canaanite myth, Koshar-wa-Hasis (literally, “ Adroit-
and-Clever”) forges for Baal the two clubs with which he will kill
Yam, lord of the seas and underground waters (see § 49). In the
Egyptian version of the myth, Ptah (the potter god) forges the
weapons that enable Horus to conquer Seth. Similarly, the divine
smith Tvastr makes Indra’s weapons for his battle with Vrtra;
Hephaestus forges the thunderbolt that will enable Zeus to triumph
over Typhon (see §84). But the cooperation between the divine
smith and the gods is not confined to his help in the final combat for
sovereignty over the world. The smith is also the architect and
artisan of the gods, supervises the construction of Baal’s palace, and
equips the sanctuaries of the other divinities. In addition, this god-
smith has connections with music and song, just as in a number of
societies the smiths and braziers are also musicians, poets, healers,
and magicians.®” It seems, then, that on different levels of culture (an
indication of great antiquity) there is an intimate connection between
the art of the smith, occult techniques (shamanism, magic, healing,
etc.), and the arts of song, of the dance, and of poetry.

All these ideas and beliefs articulated around the trades of miners,
metallurgists, and smiths have markedly enriched the mythology of
Homo faber inherited from the Stone Age. But the wish to collaborate
in the perfecting of matter had important consequences. In assuming
the responsibility for changing nature, man took the place of time;

56. On the ambivalent situation of smiths in Africa, see ibid., pp. 89 ff.
57. Ibid., pp. 97 fI.
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what would have required eons to ripen in the subterranean depths,
the artisan believes he can obtain in a few weeks; for the furnace
replaces the telluric womb.

Millennia later, the alchemist will not think differently. A character
in Ben Jonson’s play The Alchemist declares: ‘““‘lead and other
metals . . . would be gold if they had had time” to become so. And
another alchemist adds: “And that our art doth further.”5® The
struggle for mastery over time—which will enjoy its greatest success
with synthetic products obtained by organic chemistry, a decisive
stage in the synthetic preparation of life itself (the homunculus, the
old dream of the alchemists)—the struggle to take the place of time
that characterizes the man of the modern technological societies, had
already begun in the Iron Age. We shall later estimate its religious
meanings.

58. See ibid., pp. 51 ff., 171 ff. See also the chapters on Occidental alchemy
and on the religious implications of “‘scientific progress’’ in the third volume
of the present work.



The Mesopotamian
Religions

16. ““History begins at Sumer’’

This is the well-known title of a book by S. N. Kramer. In it, the
eminent American Orientalist showed that our earliest information
concerning a number of religious institutions, techniques, and con-
ceptions is preserved in Sumerian texts. That is, they represent the
carliest written documents, whose originals go back to the third
millennium. But these documents certainly reflect more archaic
religious beliefs.

The origin and early history of Sumerian civilizations are still im-
perfectly known. It is supposed that a population speaking Sumerian,
a language that is not Semitic and cannot be explained by any
other known linguistic family, came down from the northern regions
and settled in Lower Mesopotamia. Very probably the Sumerians
conquered the autochthonous inhabitants, whose ethnic component
is still unknown (culturally, they shared in the Obeid civilization ; see
§ 13). Not long afterward, groups of nomads coming from the Syrian
desert and speaking a Semitic language, Akkadian, began entering
the territories north of Sumer, at the same time infiltrating the
Sumerian cities in successive waves. Toward the middle of the third
millennium, under a leader who became legendary, Sargon, the
Akkadians imposed their supremacy on the Sumerian cities. Yet,
even before the conquest, a Sumero-Akkadian symbiosis developed,
which was greatly increased by the unification of the two countries.
Thirty or forty years ago scholars referred to a single culture, the
Babylonian, the result of the fusion of these two ethnic stocks. It is
now generally agreed that the Sumerian and Akkadian contributions
should be studied separately, for, despite the fact that the invaders
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had assimilated the culture of the defeated people, the creative genius
of the two was different.

It is especially in the religious domain that these differences are
perceptible. From the most remote antiquity, the characteristic
emblem of divine beings was a horned tiara. At Sumer, then, as
everywhere in the Near East, the religious symbolism of the bull,
documented from the Neolithic, had been handed down uninter-
ruptedly. In other words, the divine modality was defined by the
power and the ‘““transcendence” of space, i.e., the stormy sky in
which thunder sounds (for thunder was assimilated to the bellowing
of bulls). The “transcendent,” celestial structure of divine beings is
confirmed by the determinative sign that precedes their ideograms
and that originally represented a star. According to the vocabularies,
the proper meaning of this determinative is “sky.” Hence every
divinity was imagined as a celestial being; this is why the gods and
goddesses radiated a very bright light.

The earliest Sumerian texts reflect the work of classification and
systematization accomplished by the priests. First of all is the triad
of the great gods, followed by the triad of the planetary gods. We
have also been left lengthy lists of divinities of all kinds, concerning
whom we very often know nothing but their names. At the dawn of
its history, the Sumerian religion already proves to be ancient. To be
sure, the texts so far discovered are fragmentary and peculiarly
difficult to interpret. However, even on the basis of this sparse
information, we can understand that certain religious traditions were
in the course of losing their original meanings. The process is per-
ceptible even in the triad of the great gods, made up of An, En-lil, and
En-ki. As his name shows (an = sky), the first is a uranian god. He
must have been the supreme sovereign god, the most important in
the pantheon; but An already presents the syndrome of a deus otiosus.
More active and more “actual” are En-lil, god of the atmosphere
(also called the “Great Mount™), and En-ki, “Lord of the Earth,”
god of the “foundations,” who has wrongly been taken by modern
scholars to be the god of the primordial waters because, in the
Sumerian view, the earth was supposed to rest on the ocean.

So far, no cosmogonic text properly speaking has been discovered,
but some allusions permit us to reconstruct the decisive moments of
creation, as the Sumerians conceived it. The goddess Nammu (whose
name is written with the pictograph representing the primordial sea)
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is presented as ‘“‘the mother who gave birth to the Sky and the
Earth” and the “ancestress who brought forth all the gods.” The
theme of the primordial waters, imagined as a totality at once cosmic
and divine, is quite frequent in archaic cosmogonies. In this case too,
the watery mass is identified with the original Mother, who, by
parthenogenesis, gave birth to the first couple, the Sky (An) and the
Earth (Ki), incarnating the male and female principles. This first
couple was united, to the point of merging, in the hieros gamos. From
their union was born En-lil, the god of the atmosphere. Another
fragment informs us that the latter separated his parents: the god An
carried the sky upward, and En-lil took his mother, the Earth, with
him.! The cosmogonic theme of the separation of sky and earth is
also widely disseminated. It is found, indeed, at different levels of
culture. But probably the version recorded in the Near East and the
Mediterranean derive, in the last analysis, from the Sumerian
tradition.

Certain texts describe the perfection and bliss of the “ beginnings™:
“the ancient days when each thing was created perfect,” etc.2 How-
ever, the true Paradise seems to be Dilmun, a country in which
neither illness nor death exists. There “no lion kills, no wolf carries
off a lamb. . . . No man with eye disease repeats: ‘My eyes are sick.’
... No night watchman walks about his post.”? Yet, all in all, this
perfection was a stagnation. For the god En-ki, the Lord of Dilmun,
lay asleep beside his wife, who was still a virgin, as the earth itself
was virgin. When he woke, En-ki united with the goddess Nin-gur-
sag, then with the daughter whom the latter bore, and finally with
the daughter’s daughter—for this is a theogony that must be com-
pleted in this paradisal land. But an apparently insignificant incident
occasions the first divine drama. The god eats certain plants that had
just been created; but he was supposed to ““determine their destiny,”
that is, to settle their mode of being and their function. Outraged by
this senseless act, Nin-gur-sag declares that she will no longer look
on En-ki with the “look of life,” and thus he will die. And in fact

1. See S. N. Kramer, From the Tablets of Sumer, pp. 77 fi., and The Sume-
rians, p. 145.

2. See a new translation of the poem “‘ Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Under-
world”’ in Giorgio R. Castellino, Mitologia sumerico-accadia, pp. 176-81. On
the Egyptian conception of initial perfection, see § 25.

3. After the translation of Maurice Lambert, in La Naissance du Monde,
p. 106.
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unknown ills afflict the god, and his increasing weakness presages
his speedy death. Finally, it is his wife who cures him.*

As it has been possible to reconstruct it, this myth shows instances
of rehandling, the purpose of which cannot be determined. The
paradisal theme, completed by a theogony, ends in a drama that
reveals the crime and punishment of a creator god, followed by an
increasing weakness that portends his death. Certainly, a fatal fault
is involved, for En-ki did not behave in accordance with the principle
that he incarnated. This fault came near to compromising the structure
of his own creation. Other texts have preserved the lamentations of
the gods when they fall victims to fate. And we shall later see the
risks run by Inanna in going beyond the frontiers of her sovereignty.
What is surprising in the drama of En-ki is not the mortal nature of
the gods but the mythological context in which it is proclaimed.

17. Man before his gods

There are at least four Sumerian narratives that explain the origin of
man. They are so different that we must assume a plurality of
traditions. One myth relates that the first human beings sprouted
from the ground like the plants. According to another version, man
was fashioned from clay by certain divine artisans; then the goddess
Nammu modeled a heart for him, and En-ki gave him life. Other
texts name the goddess Aruru as the creator of human beings.
Finally, according to the fourth version, man was formed from the
blood of two Lagma gods immolated for the purpose. This last theme
will be revived and reinterpreted in the famous Babylonian cosmo-
gonic poem, Enuma elish (§ 21).

All these motifs, with numerous variants, are documented more or
less throughout the world. According to two of the Sumerian
versions, the primitive man shared in a way in the divine substance:
in En-ki’s vital breath or in the blood of the Ldgma gods. This means
that there was no impassable distance between the divine mode of
being and the human condition. It is true that man was created in
order to serve the gods, who, first of all, needed to be fed and clothed.?

4. We follow the interpretation given by R. Jestin, ““La religion sumérienne,”
p. 170.

5. On the cult, see Kramer, The Sumerians, pp. 140 ff.; A. L. Oppenheim,
Ancient Mesopotamia, pp. 183 fi.
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The cult was conceived of as service to the gods. However, if men are
the gods’ servants, they are not their slaves. The sacrifice consisted
primarily in offerings and homage. As for the great collective festivals
of the city—celebrated at the New Year or at the building of a temple
—they have a cosmological structure.

Raymond Jestin emphasizes the fact that the notion of sin, the
expiatory element, and the idea of the scapegoat are not documented
in the texts.® This implies that men are not only servants of the gods
but are also their imitators and hence their collaborators. Since the
gods are responsible for the cosmic order, men must obey their
commands, for these are based on the norms—the “decrees,” me—
which insure the functioning both of the world and of human
society.” These decrees establish, that is, determine, the destiny of
every being, of every form of life, of every divine or human enter-
prise. The determination of the decrees is accomplished by the act of
nam-tar, which constitutes, and proclaims, the decision taken. At
each New Year the gods fix the destiny of the following twelve
months. This, to be sure, is an old idea, found elsewhere in the Near
East; but the first strictly articulated expression of it is Sumerian and
shows the deep work of investigation and systematization performed
by the theologians.

The cosmic order is continually troubled, first of all by the Great
Serpent, which threatens to reduce the world to chaos, and then by
men’s crimes, faults, and errors, which must be expiated and purged
by the help of various rites. But the world is periodically regenerated,
i.e., re-created, by the festival of the New Year. “ The Sumerian name
of this festival, a-ki-til, means ‘power making the world live again’
(til means ‘live’ and ‘live again’; thus a sick man ‘lives [again],’” that
is, is cured); the whole cycle of the law of eternal return is evoked.” 8
More or less similar mythico-ritual scenarios of the New Year are

6. Jestin, ‘‘La religion sumérienne,’’ p. 184. “‘Penitential psalms’ appear in
the late literature, but the increasing Semitic influence that is discernible in
them no longer permits them to be considered genuine expressions of Sumerian
consciousness’’ (ibid.).

7. On the me of the different trades, vocations, and institutions, see Kramer,
From the Tablets, pp. 89 ff.; The Sumerians, pp. 117 fI. The term me has been
translated by ‘‘being’’ (Jacobsen) or ‘‘divine power’’ (Landsberger and
Falkenstein) and has been interpreted as a ‘“divine immanence in dead and
living matter, unchangeable, subsistent, but impersonal, to which only the
gods have access’’ (J. van Dijk).

8. Jestin, “La religion sumérienne,” p. 181.
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documented in countless cultures. We shall have occasion to gauge
their importance when we analyze the Babylonian festival akitu (§ 22).
The scenario involves the hieros gamos between two patron divinities
of the city, represented by their statues or by the sovereign (who
received the title of husband of the goddess Inanna and incarnated
Dumuzi)® and a hierodule. This hieros gamos actualized the com-
munion between the gods and men—a momentary communion, to be
sure, but with considerable consequences. For the divine energy
flowed directly upon the city (that is, upon the Earth), sanctified it,
and insured its prosperity and happiness for the beginning year.

Still more important than the New Year festival was the one
associated with the building of a temple. It was no less a reiteration
of the cosmogony, for the temple—the “palace” of the god—
represented the most perfect imago mundi. The idea is archaic and
widely disseminated. (We shall find it in the myth of Baal, § 50.)
According to the Sumerian tradition, after the creation of man, one
of the gods founded the five cities; he built them “in pure places,
called their names, apportioned them as cult centers.”!® Since that
time the gods have contented themselves with imparting the plans of
cities and sanctuaries directly to the sovereigns. In a dream King
Gudea sees both the goddess Nidaba showing him a placard on which
the beneficent stars are named and a god revealing the plan of the
temple to him.!! The models of the temple and the city are, we might
say, “transcendental,” for they preexist in the sky. The Babylonian
cities had their archetypes in the constellations: Sippar in Cancer,
Niniveh in the Great Bear, Assur in Arcturus, etc.'? This concept is
general in the ancient East.

The institution of kingship was similarly ‘‘lowered from the sky,”
together with its emblems, the tiara and the throne.'® After the flood,
it was brought down to earth for the second time. The belief in
the preexistence of words and institutions will have considerable
importance for archaic ontology and will find its most famous

9. See S. N. Kramer, “Le Rite de Mariage sacré Dumuzi-Inanna,”” p. 129,
and his The Sacred Marriage Rite, pp. 49 fI.

10. See the text translated by Kramer, From the Tablets, p. 177.

11. E. Burrows, “Some Cosmological Patterns in Babylonian Religion,”
pp. 65 ff.

12. Seeibid., pp. 60 ff.

13. See the “Sumerian King List,”” translated by Kramer, The Sumerians,
pp. 328 fI.
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expression in the Platonic doctrine of Ideas. It is attested for the first
time in Sumerian documents, but its roots presumably reach down
into prehistory. Indeed, the theory of celestial models continues and
develops the universally disseminated archaic conception that man’s
acts are only the repetition (imitation) of acts revealed by divine
beings.

18. The first myth of the flood

Royalty had to be brought down from the sky again after the flood,
for the diluvial catastrophe was equivalent to the end of the world.
In fact, only a single human being, named Zisudra in the Sumerian
version and Utnapishtim in the Akkadian, was saved. But, unlike
Noah, he was not allowed to live on in the new earth that emerged
from the waters. More or less divinized, but in any case enjoying
immortality, the survivor is transported to the land of Dilmun
(Zisudra) or to the “mouth of the rivers” (Utnapishtim). From the
few fragments of the Sumerian version that have come down to us
we learn that, despite the reluctance or the opposition of some
members of the pantheon, the great gods decide to destroy humanity
by the flood. Someone mentions the merits of King Zisudra, ‘‘ humble,
obedient, pious.” Informed by his protector, Zisudra learns of the
decision reached by An and En-lil. The text is here interrupted by a
long lacuna. Probably Zisudra received exact instructions for building
the ark. After seven days and seven nights the sun comes out again,
and Zisudra prostrates himself before the sun god, Utu. In the last
fragment that has been preserved, An and En-lil confer on him ““the
life of a god” and the “eternal breath” of the gods and send him to
live in the fabulous land of Dilmun.*

The same theme of the Deluge is found in the Epic of Gilgamesh.
This famous work, which has been fairly well preserved, casts still
greater light on the similarities to the biblical narrative. In all
probability, we may assume the existence of a common, and quite
archaic, source. As has been well known since the compilations made
by R. Andree, H. Usener, and J. G. Frazer, the deluge myth is almost
universally disseminated; it is documented in all the continents

14. See Kramer, From the Tablets, pp. 177 ff.; Kramer, Sumerian Mythology,
pp. 97 ff.; and G. R. Castellino, Mitologia, pp. 140-43.
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(though very rarely in Africa) and on various cultural levels. A
certain number of variants seem to be the result of dissemination,
first from Mesopotamia and then from India. It is equally possible
that one or several diluvial catastrophes gave rise to fabulous narra-
tives. But it would be risky to explain so widespread a myth by
phenomena of which no geological traces have been found. The
majority of the flood myths seem in some sense to form part of the
cosmic rhythm: the old world, peopled by a fallen humanity, is
submerged under the waters, and some time later a new world
emerges from the aquatic ““chaos.”!®

In a large number of variants, the flood is the result of the sins
(or ritual faults) of human beings: sometimes it results simply from
the wish of a divine being to put an end to mankind. It is difficult to
determine the cause of the flood in the Mesopotamian tradition.
Some allusions suggest that the gods reached the decision because of
“sinners.” According to another, En-lil’s anger was aroused by the
intolerable “uproar” made by human beings.}® However, if we
examine the myths that, in other cultures, announce the coming
flood, we find that the chief causes lie af once in the sins of men and
the decrepitude of the world. By the mere fact that it exists—that is,
that it lives and produces—the cosmos gradually deteriorates and
ends by falling into decay. This is the reason why it has to be re-
created. In other words, the flood realizes, on the macrocosmic scale,
what is symbolically effected during the New Year festival: the “end
of the world” and the end of a sinful humanity in order to make a
new creation possible.'”

19. Descent to the underworld: Inanna and Dumuzi

The triad of Sumerian planetary gods was made up of Nanna-Suen
(the Moor), Utu (the Sun), and Inanna, goddess of the planet Venus

15. On the symbolism implicit in certain flood myths, see Eliade, Patterns
in Comparative Religion, pp. 210 ff.

16. We shall see (§ 21) that it is always the “noise’’—on this occasion, the
uproar made by the young gods, preventing him from sleeping—that decides
Apsu to exterminate them (see Enuma elish, tab. 1, lines 21 ff.).

17. See Myth and Reality, pp. 54 ff. According to the version preserved in
the Epic of Atrahasis, after the flood Ea decided to create seven men and seven
women; see Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic, pp. 259-60.
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and of love. The gods of the Moon and the Sun will have their apogee
during the Babylonian period. As for Inanna, homologized with the
Akkadian Ishtar and later with Ashtarte, she will enjoy an ““actuality”
in both cult and mythology never approached by any other goddess of
the Near East. At her apogee, Inanna-Ishtar was the goddess at once
of love and of war, that is, she governed life and death; to indicate
the fullness of her powers, she was called hermaphroditic (Ishzar
barbata). Her personality was already fully outlined in the Sumerian
period, and her central myth constitutes one of the most significant
creations of the ancient world. The myth begins with a love story:
Inanna, the tutelary goddess of Erech, marries the shepherd
Dumuzi,'® who thus becomes sovereign of the city. Inanna proclaims
her passion and her happiness aloud: “I, in joy I walk!...My
Lord is seemly for the sacred lap.” Yet she has a presentiment of
the tragic fate that awaits her husband: “My beloved, my man of
the heart ... thee, I have brought about an evil for you... you
have touched your mouth to mine, you have pressed my lips to
your head, that is why you have been decreed an evil fate” (Kramer,
“Le rite de mariage sacré,” p. 141).

This “evil fate” was decided on the day when the ambitious
Inanna determined to go down into the underworld to supplant her
“elder sister,” Ereshkigal. Sovereign of the Great Above, Inanna
aspires also to reign over the World Below. She manages to enter
Ereshkigal’s palace, but, as she successively passes through the Seven
Gates, the gatekeepers strip her of her clothes and ornaments. Inanna
arrives stark naked—that is, stripped of all “power” —in her sister’s
presence. Ereshkigal fixes the “look of death” on her, and “her body
became inert.” After three days, her devoted friend Ninshubur,
obeying the instructions that Inanna had given her before setting out,
informs the gods En-lil and Nanna-Sin. But they decline to intervene,
because Inanna, they say, by entering a domain—the Land of the
Dead—which is governed by inviolable decrees, ““sought to meddle
with forbidden things.”” However, En-lil finds a solution: he creates
two messengers and sends them to the underworld carrying “the

18. According to another version, she first preferred the farmer Enkimdu,
but her brother, the sun god Utu, makes her change her mind; see Kramer,
The Sacred Marriage Rite, pp. 69 ff., and his “Le Rite de Mariage Sacré
Dumuzi-Inanna,” pp. 124 ff. Except where otherwise specified, we use the
translations by Kramer published in the latter article.
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food of life” and ““the water of life.” By a trick, they succeed in
reviving “the corpse, which was hanging from a nail.” Inanna was
preparing to ascend, when the Seven Judges of the Underworld (the
Anunaki) held her back, saying: “Who, having descended into the
underworld, has ever ascended from the underworld again un-
harmed ? If Inanna wishes to ascend out of the underworld, let her
furnish a replacement!’’®

Inanna returns to earth escorted by a troop of demons, the gallas;
they are to bring her back if she does not furnish them with another
divine being. The demons first try to seize Ninshubur, but Inanna
stops them. Next they all go to the cities of Umma and Bad-Tibira;
terrified, their tutelary divinities crawl in the dust at Inanna’s feet,
and the goddess pities them and decides to search elsewhere. Finally
they arrive at Erech. In surprise and indignation, Inanna discovers
that, instead of lamenting, Dumuzi was sitting on his throne, richly
clad—satisfied, it almost seemed, to be sole sovereign of the city.
““She fixed an eye on him: the eye of death! She spoke a word against
him: the word of despair! She cried out against him: the cry of
damnation! ‘This one (she said to the demons), carry him away.””’ 2°

Dumuzi implores his brother-in-law, the sun god Utu, to change
him into a snake, and flees to the house of his sister, Geshtinanna,
then to his sheepfold. There the demons seize him, torture him, and
lead him to the underworld. A lacuna in the text prevents us from
reading the epilogue. “In all probability, it is Ereshkigal who,
softened by Dumuzi’s tears, lightens his sad fate by deciding that he
should spend only half the year in the netherworld and that his sister,
Geshtinanna, should replace him during the other half” (Kramer,
“Le rite de mariage sacré,” p. 144).

The same myth, but with some significant differences, is narrated
in the Akkadian version of the Descent of Ishtar to the Underworld.
Before the publication and translation of the Sumerian texts, it was
possible to believe that the goddess journeyed to the ““Land without
return” after the ““death” of Tammuz and precisely in order to bring
him back. Certain elements that are absent in the Sumerian version

19. After the translation by Jean Bottéro, Annuaire de I’Ecole des Hautes
Etudes, sec. 4 (1971-72), p. 85.

20. After the translation by Bottéro, ibid., p. 91. In another version, it is fear
that seems to explain Inanna’s action. When the demons seized her and were

threatening to take her back, ‘“Terrified, she abandons Dumuzi to them!
“This young man’ (she says to them), ‘chain his feet” ** (ibid.).
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seemed to support this interpretation—in the first place, the disastrous
consequences of Ishtar’s captivity, which are emphasized in the
Akkadian version: human and animal reproduction ended entirely
after the goddess’s disappearance. This calamity was understandable
as following upon the interruption of the hieros gamos between the
goddess of love and fertility and Tammuz, her beloved husband. The
catastrophe was of cosmic proportions, and, in the Akkadian
version, it is the great gods who, terrified by the imminent disappear-
ance of life, had to intervene to free Ishtar.

What is surprising in the Sumerian version is the ““psychological,”
that is, human, justification for the condemnation of Dumuzi:
everything seems to be explained by Inanna’s anger at finding her
husband proudly seated on his throne. This romantic explanation
appears to overlie a more archaic idea: “ death”—ritual and therefore
reversible—inevitably follows every act of creation or procreation.
The kings of Sumer, like the Akkadian kings later, incarnate Dumuzi
in the hieros gamos with Inanna.?! This, to a greater or lesser degree,
implies acceptance of the ritual “death” of the king. In this case, we
must suppose, behind the story transmitted by the Sumerian text, a
“mystery” established by Inanna to insure the cycle of universal
fertility. It is possible to perceive an allusion to this “mystery” in
Gilgamesh’s scornful answer when Ishtar invites him to become her
husband: he reminds her that it is she who decreed the yearly lamenta-
tions for Tammuz.22 But these lamentations were ritual: the young
god’s descent to the underworld was bewailed on the eighteenth of
the month of Tammuz (June-July), though everyone knew that he
would rise again six months later.

The cult of Tammuz is disseminated more or less everywhere
in the Middle East. In the sixth century, Ezekiel (8:14) cried out
against the women who wept for him even at the gates of the Temple.
Tammuz ends by taking on the dramatic and elegiac figure of the
young gods who die and are resurrected annually. But his Sumerian
prototype probably had a more complex structure: the kings who
incarnated him, and who therefore shared his fate, annually cele-
brated the re-creation of the world. But in order to be re-created

21. See Kramer, The Sacred Marriage Rite, pp. 63 ff., and ““Le Rite de
Mariage Sacré,” pp. 131 ff.

22. Tablet VI, lines 46-47. Bottéro (p. 83) renders: “Tammuz, thy first
husband, it is thou who didst establish universal mourning for him.”
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anew, the world had to be annihilated; the precosmogonic chaos
also implied the ritual death of the king, his descent to the under-
world. In short, the two cosmic modalities—life/death, chaos/cosmos,
sterility/fertility—constituted the two moments of a single process.
This “mystery,” perceived after the discovery of agriculture, becomes
the principle of a unified explanation of the world, of life, and of
human existence; it transcends the vegetable drama, since it also
governs the cosmic rhythms, human destiny, and relations with the
gods. The myth relates the defeat of the goddess of love and fertility
in her attempt to conquer the kingdom of Ereshkigal, that is, to
abolish death. In consequence, men, as well as certain gods, have to
accept the alternation life/death. Dumuzi-Tammuz disappears, to
reappear six months later. This alternation—periodical presence and
absence of the god—was able to institute “mysteries” concerning
the salvation of men, their destiny after death. The role of Dumuzi-
Tammuz, ritually incarnated by the Sumero-Akkadian kings, was
considerable, for it effected a connection between the divine and
human modalities. Eventually, every human being could hope to
enjoy this privilege, previously reserved for kings.

20. The Sumero-Akkadian synthesis

The majority of the Sumerian city-temples were united by Lugal-
zaggisi, the sovereign of Umma, about 2375 B.c. This is the first
manifestation of the imperial idea of which we have any knowledge.
A generation later the attempt was repeated, with greater success, by
Sargon, king of Akkad. But Sumerian civilization preserved all its
structures. The change concerned only the kings of the city-temples:
they acknowledged themselves to be tributaries to the Akkadian
conqueror. Sargon’s empire collapsed after a century, as the result of
attacks by the Gutians, barbarians who led a nomadic existence in
the region of the Upper Tigris. Thereafter, the history of Mesopo-
tamia seems to repeat itself: the political unity of Sumer and Akkad
is destroyed by barbarians from without; in their turn, these are over-
thrown by internal revolts.

Thus, the domination of the Gutians lasted only a century, and was
replaced, for another century (ca. 2050-1950 B.C.), by the kings of the
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third dynasty of Ur. It is during this period that Sumerian civilization
attained its culminating point. But it was also the last manifestation of
Sumerian political power. Harassed by the Elamites on the east and, on
the west, by the Amorites, who came from the Syro-Arabian desert, the
empire fell. For more than two centuries Mesopotamia remained divided
into several states. It was not until about 1700 B.c. that Hammurabi, the
Amorite sovereign of Babylon, succeeded in imposing unity. He fixed the
center of the empire farther north, in the city of which he was the sovereign.
The dynasty founded by Hammurabi, which appeared to be all-powerful,
reigned for less than a century. Other barbarians, the Kassites, come down
from the north and begin to harass the Amorites. Finally, about 1525 B.c.,
they triumph. They will remain the masters of Mesopotamia for four
centuries.

The transformation of the city-temples to city-states and then to
the empire represents a phenomenon of considerable importance in
the history of the Near East.2® For our purpose, it is important to
cite the fact that the Sumerian language, though it ceased to be spoken
about 2000 B.C., retained its function as the liturgical language and,
indeed, as the language of knowledge for fifteen more centuries.
Other liturgical languages will have a similar destiny: Sanskrit,
Hebrew, Latin, Old Slavic. Sumerian religious conservatism is carried
on in the Akkadian structures. The supreme triad remained the
same: An, En-lil, Ea (= En-ki). The astral triad partly takes over the
Semitic names of the respective divinities: the Moon, Sin (which
derives from the Sumerian Suen); the Sun, Shamash; the planet
Venus, Ishtar (= Inanna). The underworld continued to be governed
by Ereshkigal and her husband, Nergal. The few changes, imposed
by the needs of the empire—for example, the transfer of religious
primacy to Babylon and the replacement of En-lil by Marduk—
“took centuries to come about.”2* As for the temple, ‘“nothing
essential changed in its general plan . . . from the Sumerian phase on,
except perhaps the size and number of buildings.” 2°

Nevertheless, the contributions of the Semitic religious genius are
added to the earlier structures. A first example is that of the two
“national” gods—Marduk of Babylon and, later, the Assyrian

23. New institutions (such as the professional army and the bureaucracy)
are first documented; in the course of time they will be adopted by other states.

24. Jean Nougayrol, ““La religion babylonienne,” p. 217.

25. Ibid., p. 236.
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Assur—who are raised to the rank of universal divinities. Equally
significant is the importance assumed in the cult by personal prayers
and penitential psalms. One of the most beautiful Babylonian
prayers is addressed to all the gods, even to those whom the speaker
of the prayer admits that he does not know: “O Lord, . .. great are
my sins. O god whom I do not know, great are my sins.... O
goddess whom I do not know, great are my sins. ... Man knows
nothing; whether he is committing sin or doing good, he does not
even know. . .. O my Lord, do not cast thy servant down. My trans-
gressions are seven times seven; remove my transgressions.” 26 In
the penitential psalms the speaker acknowledges his guilt and
confesses his sins aloud. The confession is accompanied by precise
liturgical gestures: kneeling, prostration, and “flattening the
nose.”

The great gods—An, En-lil, and Ea—gradually lose their suprem-
acy in the cult. The worshipers address themselves rather to
Marduk or to the astral divinities, Ishtar and especially Shamash. In
the course of time the latter will become the unrivaled universal
divinity. A hymn proclaims that the sun god is revered everywhere,
even among foreigners; Shamash defends justice, he punishes the
wrongdoer and rewards the just.?” The numinous character of the
gods increases: they inspire a holy fear, especially by their terrifying
brightness. Light is considered to be the particular attribute of
divinity, and, insofar as the king shares in the divine condition, he
himself emanates rays of light.2®

Another creation of Akkadian religious thought is divination. We
also note a multiplication of magical practices and the development
of the occult disciplines (especially astrology), which will later
become popular throughout the Asiatic and Mediterranean world.

In short, the Semitic contribution is characterized by the impor-
tance accorded to the personal element in religious experience and
by the exaltation of certain divinities to a supreme rank. Yet this
new and grandiose Mesopotamian synthesis presents a tragic view
of human existence.

26. Translation condensed from F. J. Stevens, in ANET, pp. 391-92. The
lines cited are 21-26, 51-53, and 59-60.

27. See the translation in ANET, pp. 387-89.

28. A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, p. 176; E. Cassin, La
splendeur divine, pp. 26 fI., 65 ff., and passim.
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21. Creation of the world

The cosmogonic poem known as the Enuma elish (after its incipit:
“When on high”) constitutes, with the Epic of Gilgamesh, the most
important creation of the Akkadian religion. Nothing comparable in
greatness, in dramatic tension, in its effort to connect the theogony,
the cosmogony, and the creation of man, is to be found in Sumerian
literature. The Enuma elish narrates the origin of the world in order
to exalt Marduk. Despite their being reinterpreted, the themes are
ancient: first of all, the primordial image of an undifferentiated
aquatic totality, in which the first couple, Apsu and Tiamat, can be
discerned. (Other sources specify that Tiamat represents the sea, and
Apsu the mass of fresh water on which the earth floats.) Like so
many other original divinities, Tiamat is conceived of as at once
woman and bisexual. From the mixture of fresh and salt waters other
divine couples are born. Almost nothing is known about the second
couple, Lakhmu and Lakhamu (according to one tradition they were
sacrificed in order to create man). As for the third couple, Anshar
and Kishar, their names in Sumerian mean “totality of the upper
elements™ and “totality of the lower elements.”

Time passes (““‘the days stretched out, the years multiplied’).2®
From the hieros gamos of these two complementary “totalities” is
born the god of the sky, Anu, who in his turn engenders Nudimmud
(= Ea).?° By their play and their cries these young gods trouble
Apsu’s repose. He complains to Tiamat: “ Unbearable to me is their
behavior. By day, I cannot rest; by night, I cannot sleep. I want to
annihilate them, in order to put an end to their doings. And let
silence reign for us, at last we can sleep!” (tablet 1, lines 37-39). We
can read in these lines the nostalgia of matter (that is, of a mode of
being corresponding to the inertia and unconsciousness of substance)
for the primordial immobility, the resistance to all movement—the
preliminary condition for the cosmogony. Tiamat ““began to cry out
against her husband. She gave a cry of pain...: ‘“What! We shall
ourselves destroy what we have created! Painful, to be sure, is their

29. Tablet I, line 13. Unless otherwise indicated, we follow the translation
by Paul Garelli and Marcel Leibovici, ‘“La naissance du monde selon Akkad,”
pp. 133-45. We have also used the translations by Labat, Heidel, Speiser, and
Castellino.

30. Of the divinities of the great Sumerian triad, En-lil is missing; his place
was taken by Marduk, son of Ea.
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behavior, but let us be patient and mild’” (1. 41-46). But Apsu
would not be persuaded.

When the young gods learned of their ancestor’s decision, ‘““they
were left speechless” (58). But the “all-knowing Ea” set to work.
With his magical incantations, he makes Apsu sink into a deep sleep,
he takes away ““his brightness and clothes himself in it,” and, after
binding him, kills him. Ea thus became the god of the Waters, which
he thenceforth named agpsu. It is in the depths of the apsu, “in the
chamber of destinies, the sanctuary of archetypes™ (79), that his wife,
Damkina, gave birth to Marduk. The text exalts the gigantic majesty,
the wisdom, and the omnipotence of this last-born of the gods. It is
then that Anu resumes the attack on his ancestors. He caused the
four winds to rise and ““created the waves to trouble Tiamat™ (108).
The gods, deprived of rest, turn to their mother: “When they killed
Apsu, thy spouse, far from walking at his side, thou didst remain
apart without a word” (113-14).

This time, Tiamat decided to react. She formed monsters, snakes,
the “great lion,” “raging demons,” and yet others, “pitiless bearers
of arms, unafraid of battle” (144). And “among the gods, her first-
born, . . . she exalted Kingu” (147 f.). Tiamat fastened to Kingu’s
chest the tablet of Destinies and bestowed the supreme power on him
(144 f1.). Faced with these preparations, the young gods lose courage.
Neither Anu nor Ea dares to confront Kingu. It is only Marduk who
accepts the battle, but on condition that he should first be proclaimed
supreme god, which the gods hasten to grant. The battle between the
two troops is decided by a single combat between Tiamat and
Marduk. “When Tiamat opened her maw to swallow him” (4. 97),
Marduk hurled the raging winds, which ‘““dilated her body. She was
left with her belly swollen and her mouth gaping. He then loosed an
arrow, which perforated her belly, tore her entrails, and pierced her
heart. Having thus overcome her, he took her life, threw the corpse
on the ground, and stood on it” (100-104). Tiamat’s partisans tried
to escape, but Marduk “bound them and broke their weapons”
(111); he then chained Kingu, snatched the tablet of Destinies from
him, and fastened it to his own chest (120 ff.). Finally, he returned to
Tiamat, split her skull, and cut the corpse in two, “like a dried fish”
(137); one half became the vault of the sky, the other half the earth.
Marduk set up in the sky a replica of the palace of the apsu and fixed
the courses of the stars. The fifth tablet reports the organization of
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the planetary universe, the determination of time, and the configura-
tion of the earth from Tiamat’s organs (from her eyes flow the
Euphrates and the Tigris, “from a loop of her tail he created the link
between sky and earth™ [5. 59]; etc.).

Finally, Marduk decides to create man, so that “on him shall rest
the service of the gods, for their relief” (6. 8). The conquered and
chained gods were still awaiting their punishment. Ea suggests that
only one of them shall be sacrificed. Asked who ‘“fomented war,
incited Tiamat to revolt, and began the battle” (23-24), all give but
one name: Kingu. His veins are cut, and from his blood Ea creates
mankind (30).2! The poem then relates the building of a sanctuary
(i.e., his palace) in honor of Marduk.

While using traditional mythological themes, the Enuma elish
presents a rather somber cosmogony and a pessimistic anthropology.
To exalt the young champion, Marduk, the gods of the primordial
epoch, and most of all Tiamat, are charged with demonic values.
Tiamat is no longer merely the primitive chaotic totality that precedes
any cosmogony; she ends by proving to be the producer of countless
monsters. Her “creativity” is thus wholly negative. As it is described
in the Enuma elish, the creative process is very soon endangered by
Apsu’s wish to annihilate the young gods, that is, in the last analysis,
to stop the creation of the universe in the bud. (A certain “world”
already existed, since the gods were multiplying and had ““dwellings”’;
but it was a purely formal mode of being.) The killing of Apsu opens
the series of ““creative murders,” for Ea not only takes his place but
also begins a first organization in the aquatic mass (“in this place he
established his dwelling place. .. he determined the sanctuaries”).
The cosmogony is the result of a conflict between two groups of gods,
but Tiamat’s troop also includes her monstrous and demonic
creatures. In other words, “primordiality” as such is presented as
the source of “negative creations.” It is from Tiamat’s remains that
Marduk forms the sky and the earth. This theme, which is also
documented in other traditions, can be variously interpreted. The
universe, made from the body of an original divinity, shares in its
substance. But, after the “demonization” of Tiamat, can one still
speak of a substance that is divine?

Hence the cosmos has a double nature; it consists of an ambivalent,

31. We will add that other parallel traditions concerning the cosmology and
the creation of man also exist.
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if not frankly demonic, matter and a divine form, for it is the work of
Marduk. The celestial vault is formed from one half of Tiamat’s
body, but the stars and constellations become “ dwellings” or images
of the gods. The earth itself comprises the other half of Tiamat and
her various organs, but it is sanctified by the cities and temples. In the
last analysis, the world proves to be the result of a mingling of chaotic
and demonic primordiality on the one hand with divine creativity,
presence, and wisdom on the other. This is perhaps the most complex
cosmogonic formula arrived at by Mesopotamian speculation, for it
combines in a daring synthesis all the structures of a divine society,
some of which had become incomprehensible or unusable.

As for the creation of man, it continues the Sumerian tradition
(man is created to serve the gods), particularly the version that
explains his origin from the two sacrificed Lagma gods. But it adds
this aggravating element: Kingu, despite his having been one of the
first gods, became the archdemon, the leader of the troop of monsters
and demons created by Tiamat. Hence man is made from a demonic
substance: the blood of Kingu. The difference from the Sumerian
versions is significant. We can speak of a tragic pessimism, for man
seems to be already condemned by his own origin. His only hope lies
in the fact that it is Ea who fashioned him; hence he possesses a form
created by a great god. From this point of view, there is a symmetry
between the creation of man and the origin of the world. In both
cases, the raw material is constituted by the substance of a fallen
primordial divinity, demonized and put to death by the victorious
young gods.

22. Sacrality of the Mesopotamian sovereign

At Babylon the Enuma elish was recited in the temple on the fourth
day of the New Year festival. This festival, named zagmuk (*‘begin-
ning of the year”) in Sumerian and akifu in Akkadian, took place
during the first twelve days of the month of Nisan. It comprised
several sequences, of which we will mention the most important:
(1) a day of expiation for the king, corresponding to Marduk’s
“captivity”’; (2) the freeing of Marduk; (3) ritual combats and a
triumphal procession, led by the king, to the Bit Akitu (the house of
the New Year festival), where a banquet was held; (4) the hieros
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gamos of the king with a hierodule personifying the goddess; and
(5) the determination of destinies by the gods.

The first sequence of this mythico-ritual scenario—the king’s
humiliation and Marduk’s captivity—indicates the regression of the
world to the precosmogonic chaos. In the sanctuary of Marduk the
high priest stripped the king of his emblems (scepter, ring, scimitar,
and crown) and struck him in the face. Then, on his knees, the king
uttered a declaration of innocence: “I have not sinned, O lord
of the lands, I have not been negligent regarding thy divinity.”
The high priest, speaking in Marduk’s name, replied: “Do not
fear. ... Marduk will hear thy prayer. He will increase thy
dominion.” 82

During this time the people sought for Marduk, supposed to be
““shut up in the mountain” (a formula indicating the “death” of a
divinity). As we saw in the case of Inanna-Ishtar, this “death” was
not final; yet she had to be redeemed from the lower world. Similarly,
Marduk was made to descend ‘“far from the sun and light.” 22
Finally, he was delivered, and the gods assembled (that is, their
statues were brought together) to determine the destinies. (This
episode corresponds, in the Enuma elish, to Marduk’s advancement
to the rank of supreme god.) The king led the procession to the Bit
Akitu, a building situated outside of the city. The procession repre-
sented the army of the gods advancing against Tiamat. According to
an inscription of Sennacherib, we may suppose that the primordial
battle was mimed, the king personifying Assur (the god who had
replaced Marduk).3* The hieros gamos took place after the return
from the banquet at the Bit Akitu. The last act consisted in the
determination of the destinies® for each month of the year. By
“determining” it, the year was ritually created, that is, the good
fortune, fertility, and richness of the new world that had just been
born were insured.

The akitu represents the Mesopotamian version of a quite wide-

32. Texts cited by H. Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods, p. 320.

33. The classic authors refer to the ““tomb of Bel’’ (= Marduk) at Babylon.
This was in all probability the ziggurat of the Etemenanki temple, considered
the god’s momentary burial place.

34. Some allusions imply that there were mimed combats between two
groups of actors.

35. Just as, in the Enuma elish, Marduk had determined the laws governing
the universe that he had just created.
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spread mythico-ritual scenario, specifically of the New Year festival
considered as a repetition of the cosmogony.®® Since the periodic
regeneration of the cosmos constitutes the great hope of traditional
societies, we shall often refer to New Year festivals. We will mention
at this point that various episodes of the akifu are found (to confine
ourselves to the Near East) in Egypt, among the Hittites, at Ugarit,
in Iran, and among the Mandaeans. Thus, for example, “chaos,”
ritually actualized during the last days of the year, was signified by
orgiastic excesses of the Saturnalia type, by the reversal of all social
order, by the extinguishing of fires, and by the return of the dead
(represented by maskers). Combats between two groups of actors are
documented in Egypt, among the Hittites, and at Ugarit. The custom
of “fixing the fates” of the twelve months during the twelve inter-
calary days still persists in the Near East and in eastern Europe.®”

The role of the king in the akitu is inadequately known. His
“humiliation” corresponds to the regression of the world to chaos
and to Marduk’s captivity in the mountain. The king personifies the
god in the battle against Tiamat and in the hieros gamos with a
hierodule. But identification with the god is not always indicated; as
we have seen, during his “humiliation”” the king addresses Marduk.
Nevertheless, the sacrality of the Mesopotamian sovereign is amply
documented. We have mentioned the sacred marriage of the Sumerian
king, representing Dumuzi, to the goddess Inanna; this kieros gamos
took place during the New Year festival (§ 19). For the Sumerians,
royalty was held to have descended from the sky; its origin was
divine, and this conception remained in force until the disappearance
of the Assyro-Babylonian civilization.

The sovereign’s sacrality was proclaimed in many ways. He was
called “king of the land™ (that is, of the world) or “of the four
regions of the universe,” titles originally appertaining to the gods
alone.®® Just as in the case of the gods, a supernatural light shone
from his head.®® Even before his birth, the gods had predestined him
to sovereignty. Though the king recognized his earthly begetting, he
was considered a “son of god” (Hammurabi declares that he was

36. See Eliade, Cosmos and History, pp. 49 ff.; Myth and Reality, pp. 41 fI.

37. See Cosmos and History, pp. 65 ff.

38. See Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 227 ff.

39. This light, named melammii in Akkadian, corresponds to the xvarenah

of the Iranians; see Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, p. 206; Cassin, La
splendeur divine, pp. 65 fT.
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begotten by Sin, and Lipitishtar by En-lil). This twofold descent
made him supremely the intermediary between gods and men. The
sovereign represented the people before the gods, and it was he who
expiated the sins of his subjects. Sometimes he had to suffer death for
his people’s crimes; this is why the Assyrians had a “substitute for
the king.””4® The texts proclaim that the king had lived in fellowship
with the gods in the fabulous garden that contains the Tree of Life
and the Water of Life.?! (Actually, it is he and his courtiers who eat
the food offered daily to the statues of the gods.) The king is the
“envoy” of the gods, the “shepherd of the people,” named by god
to establish justice and peace on earth.*? “When Anu and En-lil
called Lipit-Ishtar to the government of the land in order to establish
justice in the land ..., then I, Lipit-Ishtar, the humble shepherd of
Nippur . . ., established justice in Sumer and Akkad, in accordance
with the word of En-lil.” #2

It could be said that the king shared in the divine modality, but
without becoming a god. He represented the god, and this, on the
archaic levels of culture, also implied that he was in a way he whom
he personified. In any case, as mediator between the world of men
and the world of the gods, the Mesopotamian king effected, in his
own person, a ritual union between the two modalities of eXistence,
the divine and the human. It was by virtue of this twofold nature that
the king was considered, at least metaphorically, to be the creator of
life and fertility. But he was not a god, a new member of the pantheon
(as the Egyptian pharaoh was; cf. § 27). Prayers were not addressed
to him; on the contrary, the gods were implored to protect him. For
the sovereigns, despite their intimacy with the divine world, despite
the hieros gamos with certain goddesses, did not reach the point of
transmuting the human condition. In the last analysis, they remained
mortals. It was never forgotten that even the fabled king of Uruk,
Gilgamesh, failed in his attempt to gain immortality.

40. Labat, Le caracteére religieux de la royauté assyro-babylonienne, pp. 352
ff.; Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 262 fI.

41. It is the king who, in the role of gardener, took care of the Tree of Life;
see Widengren, The King and the Tree of Life in Ancient Near Eastern Religion,
esp. pp. 22 ff., 59 fI.

42. See the introduction to the “Code of Hammurabi’’ (I. 50), in ANET,
p. 164.

43. Prologue to the “Lipit-Ishtar Lawcode,”” ANET, p. 159. See the texts
cited and translated by J. Zandee, ‘“Le Messie,” pp. 13, 14, 16.
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23. Gilgamesh in quest of immortality

The Epic of Gilgamesh is certainly the best known and most popular
of Babylonian creations. Its hero, Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, was
already famous in the archaic period, and the Sumerian version of
several episodes from his legendary life has been found. Despite these
antecedents, however, the Epic of Gilgamesh is a product of the
Semitic genius. It is in the Akkadian version in which it was composed
on the basis of various isolated episodes that we may read one of the
most moving tales of the quest for immortality or, more precisely, of
the final failure of an undertaking that seemed to have every possi-
bility of succeeding. This saga, which begins with the erotic excesses
of a hero who is at the same time a tyrant, reveals, in the last analysis,
the inability of purely “heroic” virtues radically to transcend the
human condition.

And yet Gilgamesh was two-thirds a divine being, son of the
goddess Ninsun and a mortal.** At the outset the text praises his
omniscience and the grandiose works of construction that he had
undertaken. But immediately afterward we are presented with a
tyrant who violates women and girls and wears men out in forced
labor. The inhabitants pray to the gods, and the gods decide to
create a being of gigantic size who can confront Gilgamesh. This
half-savage creature, who receives the name of Enkidu, lives in peace
with the wild beasts; they all drink together at the same springs.
Gilgamesh obtains knowledge of his existence first in a dream and
then from a hunter who had come upon him. He sends a courtesan
to bewitch him by her charms and lead him to Uruk. As the gods had
foreseen, the two champions compete as soon as they meet each
other. Gilgamesh emerges victorious, but he conceives an affection
for Enkidu and makes him his companion. In the last analysis, the
gods’ plan was not foiled; henceforth Gilgamesh will expend his
strength on heroic adventures.

Accompanied by Enkidu, he sets out for the distant and fabulous
forest of cedars, which is guarded by a monstrous and all-powerful
being, Huwawa. After cutting down his sacred cedar, the two heroes
kill him. On his way back to Uruk, Ishtar sees Gilgamesh. The
goddess invites him to marry her, but he returns an insolent refusal.

44. A high priest of the city of Uruk, according to Sumerian tradition; see
A. Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic, p. 4.
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Humiliated, Ishtar begs her father, Anu, to create the Bull of
Heaven to destroy Gilgamesh and his city. Anu at first refuses, but
he gives in when Ishtar threatens to bring the dead back from the
underworld. The Bull of Heaven charges at Uruk, and its bellowings
make the king’s men drop dead by hundreds. However, Enkidu
succeeds in catching it by the tail, and Gilgamesh thrusts his sword
into its neck. Furious, Ishtar mounts the city walls and curses the
king. Intoxicated by their victory, Enkidu tears a thigh from the Bull
of Heaven and throws it at the goddess’s feet, at the same time
assailing her with insults. This is the culminating moment in the
career of the two heroes, but it is also the prologue to a tragedy. That
same night Enkidu dreams that he has been condemned by the gods.
The next day he falls ill, and, twelve days later, he dies.

An unexpected change makes Gilgamesh unrecognizable. For
seven days and seven nights he mourns for his friend and refuses to
let him be buried. He hopes that his laments will finally bring him
back to life. It is not until the body shows the first signs of decom-
position that Gilgamesh yields, and Enkidu is given a magnificent
funeral. The king leaves the city and wanders through the desert,
complaining: “Shall not I, too, die like Enkidu?” (tablet 9, column
I, line 4).° He is terrified by the thought of death. Heroic exploits do
not console him. Henceforth his only purpose is to escape from the
human condition, to gain immortality. He knows that the famous
Utnapishtim, survivor of the flood, is still alive, and he decides to
search for him.

His journey is full of ordeals of the initiatory type. He comes to the
mountains of Mashu and finds the gate through which the Sun passes
daily. The gate is guarded by a scorpion-man and his wife, ““whose
glance is death” (9. 2. 7). The invincible hero is paralyzed by fear and
prostrates himself humbly. But the scorpion-man and his wife
recognize the divine part of Gilgamesh and allow him to enter the
tunnel. After walking for twelve hours in darkness, Gilgamesh comes
to a marvelous garden on the other side of the mountains. Some
distance away, by the seaside, he meets the nymph Siduri and asks her
where he can find Utnapishtim. Siduri tries to make him change his
mind: ‘“When the gods made men, they saw death for men; they kept
life for themselves. Thou, Gilgamesh, fill thy belly and make merry

45. Except as otherwise indicated, we follow the translation by Contenau,
L’épopée de Gilgamesh.
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by day and night. On each day make a feast, and dance and play, day
and night.” 46

But Gilgamesh holds to his decision, and then Siduri sends him to
Urshanabi, Utnapishtim’s boatman, who happened to be nearby.
They cross the Waters of Death and reach the shore on which
Utnapishtim lived. Gilgamesh asks him how he had gained immor-
tality. He thus learns the story of the flood and the gods’ decision to
make Utnapishtim and his wife their “kin,” establishing them “at
the mouths of the rivers.” “But,” Utnapishtim asks Gilgamesh, “as
for thee, which of the gods will unite thee to their assembly, that
thou mayest obtain the life that thou seekest ?”” (11. 198). However,
what he goes on to say is unexpected: “Up, try not to sleep for six
days and seven nights!” (199). What we have here is, undoubtedly,
the most difficult of initiatory ordeals: conquering sleep, remaining
“awake,” is equivalent to a transmutation of the human condition.*’
Are we to take it that Utnapishtim, knowing that the gods will not
grant Gilgamesh immortality, suggests that he conquer it by means
of an initiation? The hero has already successfully gone through
several ordeals: the journey through the tunnel, the “temptation” by
Siduri, crossing the Waters of Death. These were in some sense
ordeals of the heroic type. This time, however, the ordeal is
“spiritual,” for only an unusual power of concentration can enable
a human being to remain awake for six days and seven nights. But
Gilgamesh at once falls asleep, and Utnapishtim exclaims sarcasti-
cally: “Look at the strong man who desires immortality: sleep has
come over him like a violent wind!” (203-4). He sleeps without a
break for six days and seven nights; and, when Utnapishtim wakes
him, Gilgamesh reproaches him for waking him when he had only
just fallen asleep. However, he has to accept the evidence, and he
falls to lamenting again: “ What shall I do, Utnapishtim, where shall
I go? a demon has taken possession of my body; in the room in
which I sleep, death lives, and wherever I go, death is there!” (230-
34).

Gilgamesh now makes ready to leave, but at the last moment
Utnapishtim, at his wife’s suggestion, reveals a “secret of the gods”
to him: the place where he can find the plant that brings back youth.

46. Tablet X, column III, lines 6-9; after the translation by Jean Nougayrol,
Histoire des religions, vol. 1, p. 222.
47. See Eliade, Birth and Rebirth, pp. 14 ff.
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Gilgamesh goes down to the bottom of the sea, gathers it,%® and
starts back rejoicing. After traveling for a few days, he sees a spring
of fresh water and hurries to bathe. Attracted by the odor of the
plant, a snake comes out of the spring, carries off the plant, and
sheds its skin.*® Sobbing, Gilgamesh complains to Urshanabi of his
bad fortune. This episode may be read as a failure in another
initiatory ordeal: the hero failed to profit from an unexpected gift; in
short, he was lacking in wisdom. The text ends abruptly: arrived at
Uruk, Gilgamesh invites Urshanabi to go up on the city walls and
admire its foundations.®°

The Epic of Gilgamesh has been seen as a dramatized illustration
of the human condition, defined by the inevitability of death. Yet
this first masterpiece of universal literature can also be understood
as illustrating the belief that certain beings are capable, even without
help from the gods, of obtaining immortality, on the condition that
they successfully pass through a series of initiatory ordeals. Seen from
this point of view, the story of Gilgamesh would prove to be the
dramatized account of a failed initiation.

24. Destiny and the gods

Unfortunately, we do not know the ritual context of Mesopotamian
initiation, always supposing that such a thing existed. The initiatory
meaning of the quest for immortality can be deciphered in the partic-
ular structure of the ordeals undergone by Gilgamesh. The Arthurian
romances present a similar situation; they, too, are filled with
initiatory symbols and motifs, but it is impossible to decide whether
these belong to a ritual scenario, represent recollections of Celtic
mythology or Hermetic gnosticism, or are merely products of the
imagination. In the case of the Arthurian romances, we at least know
the initiatory traditions that preceded their composition, whereas we

48. We may wonder why Gilgamesh did not eat it as soon as he had
gathered it, but he was saving it for later; see Heidel, The Gilgamesh Epic, p. 62,
n. 211.

49, This is a well-known folklore theme: by shedding its old skin, the snake
renews its life.

50. Tablet XII, composed in Sumerian, was added later; the incidents
narrated in it have no direct relation to the narrative we have summarized.
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know nothing of the protohistory of the initiatory scenario possibly
implied in Gilgamesh’s adventures.

It has been emphasized, and rightly, that Akkadian religious
thought puts the accent on man. In the last analysis, the story of
Gilgamesh becomes paradigmatic: it proclaims the precariousness of
the human condition, the impossibility—even for a hero—of gaining
immortality. Man was created mortal, and he was created solely to
serve the gods. This pessimistic anthropology was already formulated
in the Enuma elish. It is also found in other important religious texts.
The “Dialogue between Master and Servant™ seems to be the
product of nihilism exacerbated by a neurosis: the master does not
even know what he wants. He is obsessed by the vanity of all human
effort: “Climb the mounds of ancient ruins and walk about: look at
these skulls of late and early men; who among them is an evildoer,
who a public benefactor ?”’ 52

Another celebrated text, the “Dialogue about Human Misery,”
which has been called the ‘““Babylonian Ecclesiastes,” is even more
despairing. “ Does the fierce lion, who eats the best of meat, / Present
his dough-and-incense offering to appease his goddess’ displeasure? /
... [As for me,] have I withheld the meal-oblation? [No], I have
prayed to the gods, / I have presented the prescribed sacrifices to the
goddess” (lines 50 ff.). From his childhood, this just man has striven
to understand the god’s thought, he has sought the goddess humbly
and piously. Yet “the god brought ime scarcity instead of wealth”
(lines 71 ff.). On the contrary, it is the scoundrel, the godless, who
has acquired wealth (line 236). People ““extol the word of a prominent
man, expert in murder, / But they abase the humble, who has
committed no violence.” The evildoer is justified, the righteous man
is driven away. It is the bandit who receives gold, while the weak are
left to hunger. The wicked man is strengthened, the feeble are cast
down (lines 267 ff.).52

This despair arises, not from a meditation on the vanity of
human existence, but from the experience of general injustice: the
wicked triumph, prayers are not answered; the gods seem indifferent
to human affairs. From the second millennium, similar spiritual
crises will make themselves felt elsewhere (Egypt, Israel, Iran, India,

51. ““A Pessimistic Dialogue between Master and Servant,” line 84; trans.
R. H. Pfeiffer, ANET, p. 438.
52. “A Dialogue about Human Misery,”’ trans. Pfeiffer, ANET, pp. 439-40.
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Greece), with various consequences; for the responses to this type of
nihilistic experience were made in accordance with the religious
genius characteristic of each culture. But in the Mesopotamian wisdom
literature the gods do not always prove to be indifferent. One text
presents the physical and mental sufferings of an innocent man who
has been compared to Job. He is the very pattern of the just man
suffering, for no divinity seems to help him. Countless sicknesses
have reduced him to being “soaked in his own excrement,” and he is
already bewailed as dead by his relatives when a series of dreams
reveals to him that Marduk will save him. As in an ecstatic trance, he
sees the god destroying the demons of sickness and then extracting
his pains from his body as one uproots a plant. Finally, his health
restored, the just man gives thanks to Marduk by ritually passing
through the twelve gates of his temple at Babylon.%®

In the last analysis, by putting the accent on man, Akkadian
religious thought brings out the limits of human possibilities. The
distance between men and the gods proves to be impossible to cross.
Yet man is not isolated in his own solitude. First of all, he shares in a
spiritual element that can be regarded as divine: it is his “spirit,” ilu
(literally, “god”).>* Secondly, through rites and prayers he hopes to
obtain the blessing of the gods. Above all, he knows that he forms
part of a universe that is unified by homologies: he lives in a city that
constitutes an imago mundi and whose temples and ziggurats repre-
sent ““‘centers of the world” and, in consequence, insure communi-
cation with heaven and the gods. Babylon was a Bab-il-ani, a “Gate
of the Gods,” for it is there that the gods came down to earth. A
number of cities and sanctuaries were named ““ Link between Heaven
and Earth.” %% In other words, man does not live in a closed world,
separated from the gods, completely isolated from the cosmic
rhythms. In addition, a complex system of correspondences between
heaven and earth made it possible for terrestrial realities to be
understood and at the same time to be ‘“influenced” by their
respective celestial prototypes. An example: Since each planet had
its corresponding metal and color, everything colored was under the

53. ‘I Will Praise the Lord of Wisdom,”’ trans. Pfeiffer, ANET, pp. 434-37.

54. The spirit (ilu) is the most important element of a personality. The
others are istaru (its destiny), lamassu (its individuality; resembles a statue),
and §édu (comparable to Lat. genius); see A. L. Oppenheimer, Ancient

Mesopotamia, pp. 198-206.
55. Eliade, Cosmos and History, pp. 14 fI.
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influence of a planet. But each planet belonged to a god, who, by that
fact, was represented by the respective metal.>® In consequence, one
who ritually manipulated a certain metallic object or a semiprecious
stone of a particular color felt that he was under the protection of a
god.

Finally, numerous techniques of divination, most of them developed
during the Akkadian period, made it possible to know the future. So
it was believed that certain misadventures could be avoided. The
variety of techniques and the large number of written documents that
have come down to us prove the high esteem in which the mantic art
was held on all levels of society. The most elaborate method was
extispicy, that is, examining the entrails of a victim; the least costly,
lecanomancy, consisted in pouring a little oil on water, or vice versa,
and interpreting the signs that could be read in the shapes produced
by the two liquids. Astrology, developed later than the other techni-
ques, was principally practiced by the royal entourage. As for the
interpretation of dreams, it was complemented, from the beginning of
the second millennium, by methods of offsetting unfavorable omens.5”

All the techniques of divination pursued the discovery of ““signs,”
whose hidden meanings were interpreted in accordance with certain
traditional rules. The world, then, revealed itself to be structured and
governed by laws. If the signs were deciphered, the future could be
known; in other words, time was “mastered,” for events that were
to occur only after a certain interval of time were foreseen. The
attention paid to signs led to discoveries of genuine scientific value.
Some of these discoveries were later taken over and perfected by the
Greeks. But Babylonian science remained a ““traditional” science,
in the sense that scientific knowledge preserved a totalitarian structure,
that is, a structure that involved cosmological, ethical, and existen-
tial presuppositions.5®

Toward 1500 B.C. the creative period of Mesopotamian thought
seems definitely to have ended. During the ten following centuries,
intellectual activity appears to spend itself in erudition and compila-
tion. But the influence of Mesopotamian culture, documented from

56. Gold corresponded to En-lil, silver to Anu, bronze to Ea. When
Shamash took En-lil’s place, he became the “patron’’ of gold ; see B. Meissner,
Babylonien und Assyrien, vol. 2, pp. 130 ff., 254.

57. J. Nougayrol, ‘‘La divination babylonienne,”” esp. pp. 39 fI.

58. As did, for example, medicine and alchemy in China.
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the most ancient times, continues and increases. Ideas, beliefs, and
techniques of Mesopotamian origin circulate from the western
Mediterranean to the Hindu Kush. It is significant that the Baby-
lonian discoveries that were destined to become popular imply,
whether more or less directly, correspondences between heaven and
earth, or macrocosm-microcosm.



Religious Ideas
and Political Crises
in Ancient Egypt

25. The unforgettable miracle: The ““First Time”

The birth of Egyptian civilization has never failed to inspire wonder
and admiration in one historian after another. During the two
millennia that preceded the formation of the United Kingdom, the
Neolithic cultures continued to develop, but without any profound
changes. However, from the fourth millennium, contacts with the
civilization of Sumeria bring about nothing short of a mutation.
Egypt borrows the cylinder seal, the art of construction in brick, the
technique of boat-building, a number of artistic motifs, and, above
all, writing, which appears suddenly, with no antecedents, at the
beginning of the First Dynasty (ca. 3000 B.C.).!

But Egyptian civilization very quickly elaborated a characteristic
style, manifest in all its creations. To be sure, the geography of the
country itself imposed a development different from that of the
Sumero-Akkadian cultures. For, unlike Mesopotamia, vulnerable to
invasions from every direction, Egypt—more precisely, the Nile
Valley—was not only isolated but also defended by the desert, the
Red Sea, and the Mediterranean. Until the invasion by the Hyksos
(1674 B.C.), Egypt experienced no danger coming from without. On
the other hand, the navigability of the Nile enabled the sovereign to
govern the country by an increasingly centralized administration. In
addition, Egypt had no great cities of the Mesopotamian type. It
could be said that the country was constituted by a rural mass ruled
by representatives of an incarnate god, the pharaoh.

But it is religion, and especially the dogma of the pharaoh’s

1. H. Frankfort, The Birth of Civilization in the Near East, pp. 100-11; E. J.
Baumgartel, The Culture of Prehistoric Egypt, pp. 48 fI.
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divinity, which, from the beginning, contributed to shaping the
structure of Egyptian civilization. According to tradition, the
unification of the country and the founding of the state were the work
of the first sovereign, known by the name of Menes. A native of the
South, Menes built the new capital for this united Egypt at Memphis,
near the present city of Cairo. It was there that, for the first time, he
celebrated the ceremony of coronation. Later, and for more than
three thousand years, the pharaohs were crowned at Memphis; in all
probability, the culminating ceremony represented the one inaugu-
rated by Menes. It was not a commemoration of Menes’ exploits but
the renewal of the creative source present in the original event.?

The founding of the united state was the equivalent of a cosmogony.
The pharaoh, incarnate god, established a new world, a civilization
infinitely more complex, and far higher, than that of the Neolithic
villages. It was supremely important to insure the permanence of this
work, accomplished in accordance with a divine model—in other
words, to avoid crises that could shake the foundations of the new
world. The divinity of the pharaoh constituted the most potent
guarantee. Since he was immortal, his death meant no more than his
translation to heaven. The continuity from one incarnate god to
another incarnate god, and hence the continuity of the cosmic order,
was insured.

It is remarkable that the most important sociopolitical and
cultural creations took place during the earliest dynasties. It is these
creations that established the models for the following fifteen
centuries. After the Fifth Dynasty (2500-2300 B.c.) almost nothing of
importance was added to the cultural patrimony. This “immobilism,”
which is characteristic of Egyptian civilization but which is also
found in the myths and nostalgias of other traditional societies, is
religious in origin. The stability of hieratic forms, the repetition of
gestures and exploits performed at the dawn of time, are the logical
consequence of a theology that considered the cosmic order to be
supremely the divine work and saw in all change the danger of a
regression to chaos and hence the triumph of demonic forces.

The tendency that European scholars have termed *“immobilism”
made the utmost effort to maintain the original creation intact, for it
was perfect from every point of view—cosmological, religious,
social, ethical. The successive phases of the cosmogony are vividly

2. H. Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods, p. 23.
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recalled in the various mythological traditions. Indeed, the myths
refer exclusively to the events that took place in the fabled time of
the beginnings. This period, called Tep zepi, the “First Time,” lasted
from the appearance of the creating god above the primordial waters
down to the enthronement of Horus. All existing things, from
natural phenomena to religious and cultural realities (plans of
temples, the calendar, writing, rituals, royal emblems, etc.), owe
their validity and their justification to the fact that they were created
during the initial period. Clearly, the First Time constitutes the
Golden Age of absolute perfection, “before anger, or noise, or
conflict, or disorder made their appearance.” Neither death nor
disease were known during this marvelous period, called “the time
of Re” (or Osiris or Horus).® At a certain moment, as a result of the
intrusion of evil, disorder appeared, putting an end to the Golden
Age. But the fabled period of the First Time was not relegated to the
relics of a past that had finitely run its course. Since it constitutes the
sum of the models that are to be imitated, this period is continually
reactualized. In short, it could be said that the rites, pursuing the
defeat of the demonic forces, have as their purpose restoring the
initial perfection,

26. Theogonies and cosmogonies

As in all the traditional religions, the cosmogony and the origin
myths (origin of man, of royalty, of social institutions, of rituals,
etc.) constituted the essence of the science of sacred things. Naturally,
there were several cosmogonic myths, featuring different gods and
localizing the beginning of Creation in a multitude of religious
centers. Their themes belong among the most archaic: the emergence
of a mound, a lotus, or an egg above the primordial waters. As for
the creator-gods, each important city gave the leading role to its own.
Dynastic changes were often followed by a change of capital. Such
events obliged the theologians of the new capital to combine several
cosmogonic traditions, identifying their chief local god with the
demiurge. When creator-gods were involved, assimilation was made
easy by their structural similarity. But the theologians also elaborated

3. See Rundle Clark, Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt, pp. 263-64. “The
perfection of the beginnings’’ is a widespread mythical motif.
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daring syntheses by assimilating heterogeneous religious systems and
associating definitely antagonistic divine figures.*

Like so many other traditions, the Egyptian cosmogony begins
with the emergence of a mound in the primordial waters. The appear-
ance of this “First Place™ above the aquatic immensity signifies the
emergence of the earth, but also the beginning of light, life, and
consciousness.® At Heliopolis, the place named the “Hill of Sand,”
which formed part of the temple of the sun, was identified with the
primordial hill. Hermopolis was famous for its lake, from which the
cosmogonic lotus emerged. But other localities took advantage of
the same privilege.® Indeed, each city, each sanctuary, was considered
to be a “center of the world,” the place where the Creation had
begun. The initial mound sometimes became the cosmic mountain
up which the pharaoh climbed to meet the sun god.

Other versions tell of the primordial egg, which contained the
“Bird of Light” (Coffin Texts, vol. 4, 181c ff.), or of the original
lotus that bore the Child Sun,” or, finally, of the primitive serpent,
first and last image of the god Atum. (And in fact chapter 175 of the
Book of the Dead prophesies that when the world returns to the state
of chaos, Atum will become the new serpent. In Atum we may
recognize the supreme and hidden God, whereas Re, the Sun, is
above all the manifest God; see §32.) The stages of creation—
cosmogony, theogony, creation of living beings, etc.—are variously
presented. According to the solar theology of Heliopolis, a city
situated at the apex of the Delta, the god Re-Atum-Khepri® created
a first divine couple, Shu (the Atmosphere) and Tefnut, who became
parents of the god Geb (the Earth) and of the goddess Nut (the Sky).
The demiurge performed the act of creation by masturbating himself
or by spitting. The expressions are naively coarse, but their meaning

4. The myths were not related in a continuous and consistent way in order
to constitute, as it were, ‘‘canonical versions.”” Consequently we have to
reconstruct them from episodes and allusions found in the earliest collections,
especially in the Pyramid Texts (ca. 2500-2300 B.c.), the Coffin Texts (ca.
2300-2000 B.C.), and the Book of the Dead (after 1500 B.C.).

5. See Rundle Clark, Myth and Symbol in Ancient Egypt, p. 36.

6. See the texts cited and commented on by Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 151 ff.

7. Sauneron and Yoyotte, in La Naissance du Monde, p. 37, and the references
given in S. Morenz, La religion égyptienne, pp. 234 ff. (Eng. trans., pp. 325 ff.).

8. The trinomial represents three forms of the sun: Khepri, the rising sun;
Re, the sun at the zenith; and Atum, the setting sun.
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is clear: the divinities are born from the very substance of the supreme
god. Just as in the Sumerian tradition (§16), Sky and Earth were
united in an uninterrupted hieros gamos until the moment when they
were separated by Shu, the god of the atmosphere.® From their
union were born Osiris and Isis, Seth and Nephthys, protagonists of
a touching drama that will engage our attention further on.

At Hermopolis, in Middle Egypt, the theologians elaborated a
complex doctrine around the Ogdoad, the group of eight gods, later
joined by Ptah. In the primordial lake of Hermopolis there emerged
a lotus, from which came the “sacrosanct child, the perfect heir
engendered by the Ogdoad, divine seed of the very first Anterior
Gods,” “he who knotted the seeds of gods and men.”*°

But it is in Memphis, capital of the pharaohs of the First Dynasty,
that the most systematic theology was articulated, around the god
Ptah. The principal text of what has been called the “Memphite
theology” was engraved on stone in the time of the Pharaoh
Shakaba (ca. 700 B.C.), but the original was composed some two
thousand years earlier. It is surprising that the earliest Egyptian
cosmogony yet known is also the most philosophical. For Ptah
creates by his mind (his “heart”) and his word (his “tongue”). “He
who manifested himself as the heart (= mind), he who manifested
himself as the tongue (= word), under the appearance of Atum, he
is Ptah the most ancient.” Ptah is proclaimed the greatest god, Atum
being considered only the author of the first divine couple. It is Ptah
“who made the gods exist.” Afterward, the gods assumed their
visible bodies, entering into “every kind of plant, every kind of stone,
every kind of clay, into everything that sprouts on its surface (i.e., of
the earth) and by which they can manifest themselves.””**

In short, the theogony and the cosmogony are effected by the

9. See the texts cited by Sauneron and Yoyotte, La Naissance du Monde,
pp. 46-47. We add that the role of separator is not given exclusively to Shu;
see the texts cited by Morenz, La religion égyptienne, p. 228 (Eng. trans., p.
174), where the agent of the separation is Ptah.

10. Texts cited by Sauneron and Yoyotte, La Naissance du Monde, p. 59.
See other texts translated, with commentaries, by Morenz and Schubert in Der
Gott auf der Blume, pp. 32 ff.; cf. also Morenz, La religion égyptienne, pp. 229
ff. (Eng. trans., pp. 174 f1.).

11. After the translation by Sauneron and Yoyotte, Naissance, pp. 63—64.
See the commentary by Morenz, Rel. égyptienne, pp. 216 ff. (Eng. trans., pp.
163 ff.) and, especially, Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 24-35.
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creative power of the thought and word of a single god. We here
certainly have the highest expression of Egyptian metaphysical
speculation. As John Wilson observes (ANET, p. 4), it is at the
beginning of Egyptian history that we find a doctrine that can be
compared with the Christian theology of the Logos.

In comparison with the theogony and the cosmogony, the myths
concerning the origin of man prove to be rather summary. Men
(erme) are born from the tears (erme) of the solar god, Re. In a text
composed later (ca. 2000 B.C.), during a period of crisis, it is written:
“Men, the cattle of God, have been well provided for. He (i.e., the
sun god) made the sky and the earth for their benefit. . . . He made
the air to vivify their nostrils, for they are his images, issued from his
flesh. He shines in the sky, he makes plants and animals for them,
birds and fish to feed them.”’*2

However, when Re discovers that men have plotted against him,
he decides to destroy them. It is Hathor who undertakes to carry out
the slaughter. But when she threatens to destroy the human race
completely, Re has recourse to a subterfuge and manages to get her
drunk.'® The revolt of men and its consequences took place during
the mythical agé. Obviously, “men” were the earliest inhabitants of
Egypt, since Egypt was the first country formed, hence the center of
the world.* The Egyptians were its only rightful inhabitants; this
explains the prohibition against foreigners entering sanctuaries,
which were microcosmic images of the country.'® Certain late texts
reflect the tendency toward universalism. The gods (Horus, Sekhmet)
protect not only the Egyptians but also the Palestinians, the Nubians,
and the Libyans.'® However, the mythical history of the first men
does not play an important role. During the prodigious period of the
First Time, the two decisive moments were the cosmogony and the
advent of the pharaoh.

12. Passage from The Instruction of King Meri-ka-Re, after the translation
by Sauneron and Yoyotte, Naissance, pp. 75-76. See the complete translation
by Wilson, ANET, pp. 414-18.

13. See the text translated by Wilson, ANET, pp. 10-11. The Canaanite
tradition includes a similar myth; see § 50.

14. See the examples cited by Morenz, Rel. égyptienne, pp. 70 ff. (Eng.
trans., pp. 43 ff.). The conception is one that is typical of the traditional
civilizations; cf. Eliade, Cosmos and History, pp. 12 ff.

15. See the examples in Morenz, Rel. égyptienne, pp. 78 fI.

16. The Book of Gates, portion translated by Sauneron and Yoyotte,
Naissance, pp. 76-77. See other references in Morenz, p. 80 (Eng. trans., p. 51).
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27. The responsibilities of an incarnate god

As Henri Frankfort observes,'” the cosmogony is the most important
of events because it represents the only real change: the emergence of
the world. Thenceforth only the changes involved in the rhythms of
cosmic life have any meaning. But, in this case, we are dealing with
successive moments expressed in different cycles and insuring their
periodicity: the motions of the heavenly bodies, the circle of the
seasons, the phases of the moon, the rhythm of vegetation, the flux
and reflux of the Nile, etc. Now it is precisely this periodicity of the
cosmic rhythms that constitutes the perfection established in the age
of the “First Time.” Disorder implies a useless, and therefore harm-
ful, change in the paradigmatic cycle of perfectly ordered changes.

Since the social order represents an aspect of the cosmic order,
royalty is held to have existed from the beginning of the world. The
Creator was the first king;!® he transmits this function to his son and
successor, the first pharaoh. This delegation consecrated royalty as a
divine institution. And indeed the pharaoh’s gestures and deeds are
described in the same terms as those used to describe the acts of the
god Re or of the solar epiphanies. To give only two examples: Re’s
creation is sometimes summarized in a precise formula: “He put
order (ma‘at) in the place of Chaos.” And it is these same terms that
are used of Tut-ankh-Amon when he restored order after the
“heresy” of Akh-en-Aton (cf. § 32), or of Pepi II: “He put ma‘at in
the place of falsehood (of disorder).” Similarly, the verb kkay, “to
shine,” is used indifferently to depict the emergence of the sun at the
moment of creation or at each dawn and the appearance of the
pharaoh at the coronation ceremony, at festivals, or at the privy
council.*®

The pharaoh is the incarnation of ma‘at, a term translated by
“truth” but whose general meaning is “good order” and hence
“right,” ““justice.” Ma‘at belongs to the original creation; hence it
reflects the perfection of the Golden Age. Since it constitutes the

17. Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion, pp. 49 ff.

18. In the Book of the Dead (chap. 17) the God proclaims: “I am Atum,
when I was alone in Num (the primeval ocean). I am Re in his first appearance,
when he began to rule that which he had made.”” A gloss adds the following
explanation: ‘““This means that Re began to appear as a king, as one who
existed before Shu had even lifted heaven from earth’ (Frankfort, Ancient

Egyptian Religion, pp. 54-55).
19. Frankfort, ibid., pp. 54 ff. See other examples in Kingship, pp. 148 fI.
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very foundation of the cosmos and life, ma‘at can be known by each
individual separately. In texts of different origins and periods, there
are such declarations as these: “Incite your heart to know ma‘at”;
“I make thee to know the thing of ma‘at in thy heart; mayest thou
do what is right for thee!” Or: *“I was a man who loved ma‘at and
hated sin. For I knew that (sin) is an abomination to God.” And in
fact it is God who bestows the necessary knowledge. A prince is
defined as “one who knows truth (ma‘ar) and whom God teaches.”
The author of a prayer to Re cries: “Mayest Thou give me ma‘at in
my heart!” 20

As incarnating ma‘at, the pharaoh constitutes the paradigmatic
example for all his subjects. As the vizier Rekh-mi-Re expresses it:
“He is a god who makes us live by his acts.” 2! The work of the
pharaoh insures the stability of the cosmos and the state and hence
the continuity of life. And indeed the cosmogony is repeated every
morning, when the solar god “repels” the serpent Apophis, though
without being able to destroy him; for chaos (= the original darkness)
represents virtuality; hence it is indestructible. The pharaoh’s
political activity repeats Re’s exploit: he too “repels” Apophis, in
other words he sees to it that the world does not return to chaos.
When enemies appear at the frontiers, they will be assimilated to
Apophis, and the pharaoh’s victory will reproduce Re’s triumph.
(This tendency to interpret life and history in terms of categories and
paradigmatic models is characteristic of the traditional cultures.)??
Certainly, the pharaoh was the only protagonist of particular, non-
repeatable historical events: military campaigns in various countries,
victories over various peoples, etc. Yet when Ramses III builds his
tomb, he repeats the names of the conquered cities inscribed on the
funerary temple of Ramses II. Even in the period of the Old Kingdom,
the Libyans who “appear as the victims of Pepi II’s conquests bear
the same personal names as those who appear in the temple reliefs of
Sahure, two centuries earlier.”” 23

20. Texts translated in Morenz, Rel. égyptienne, pp. 167-70 (Eng. trans.,
pp. 122-24).

21. According to Frankfort, such a conception explains the complete
absence of popular uprisings. During the political troubles of the Intermediate
periods (ca. 2250-2040 and 1730-1562) the institution of the monarchy was
not called into question (Ancient Egyptian Religion, p. 43).

22. See Cosmos and History, chap. 1.

23. H. Frankfort, Kingship, p. 347.
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It is impossible to recognize the individual features of the pharaohs
as they are depicted on the monuments and in the texts. In many
characteristic details—for example, the initiative and courage of
Thut-mose III during the battle of Megiddo—A. de Buck has
recognized the conventional elements of the portrait of an ideal
sovereign. The same tendency toward impersonality is observable in
the representation of the gods. Except for Osiris and Isis, all the gods,
despite their distinct forms and functions, are evoked in the hymns
and prayers in almost the same terms.2*

In principle, the cult was to be celebrated by the pharaoh, but he
delegated his functions to the priests of the different temples.
Directly or indirectly, the purpose of the rituals was the defense,
hence the stability, of the “original creation.” At each New Year the
cosmogony was reiterated,?® and even more paradigmatically than
Re’s daily victory, for a vaster temporal cycle was involved. The
enthronement of the pharaoh reproduced the episodes of the gesta of
Menes: the unification of the two lands. In short, the founding of the
state was ritually repeated (cf. § 25). The coronation ceremony was
reenacted on the occasion of the sed festival, performed thirty years
after the enthronement and intended to renew the sovereign’s divine
energy.?® As for the periodical festivals of certain gods (Horus, Min,
Anubis, etc.), we have only scanty information. The priests, walking
in procession, carried on their shoulders the statue of the god or the
sacred boat; the procession included songs, music, and dances and
took place amid the plaudits of the worshiping crowd.

The great festival of Min, one of the most popular in all Egypt, is
better known to us by virtue of the fact that it was later associated
with the royal cult. Originally it was the harvest festival; the king,
the queen, and a white bull took part in the procession. The king cut

24. See the comparison between Min and Sobek in Frankfort, Ancient
Egyptian Religion, pp. 25-26. Recognizing the importance of the static vision
of the universe, interpreted as a rhythmical movement within an immutable
totality, Frankfort has proposed an ingenious explanation for the manifesta-
tions of the gods in animal forms: whereas among human beings individual
characteristics outbalance morphological structure, animals are unchanging;
they always reproduce their species. Thus, in the eyes of the Egyptians, animal
life appeared superhuman, since it shared in the static life of the universe
(ibid., pp. 13-14).

25. Cf. Cosmos and History, pp. 51 ff.; Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 155 ff.

26. Cf. Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 82 ff.; Vandier, La Religion égyptienne,
pp. 200-201.
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a sheaf of grain and offered it to the bull; the remainder of the rites
is obscure.?” The ceremonies of the foundation and inauguration of
temples were presided over by the pharaoh. Unfortunately, we
know only certain symbolic gestures: in the trench opened on the
site of a future temple the king placed the “foundation deposits” (a
brick molded by the sovereign, gold ingots, etc.); at the inauguration,
he consecrated the building by raising his right arm, etc.

The daily divine cult was addressed to the statue of the god kept in
the naos. Once the ritual purification was accomplished, the officiant
approached the naos, broke the clay seal, and opened the door. He
prostrated himself before the statue, declaring that he had entered
heaven (the naos) to contemplate the god. The statue was then
purified with natron to “open the mouth” of the god. Finally, the
officiant shut the door again, sealed the bolt, and withdrew, walking
backward.?8

Our information concerning the funerary cult is very much fuller.
Death and the beyond preoccupied the Egyptians more than they
did the other Near Eastern peoples. For the pharaoh, death constituted
the point of departure for his celestial journey and his “immortaliza-
tion.” In addition, death directly involved one of the most popular
Egyptian gods: Osiris.

28. The pharaeh’s ascent to heaven

So far as they can be reconstructed, the earliest Egyptian beliefs
concerning existence after death resembled the two traditions that
are amply documented throughout the world: the dwelling place of
the dead was either underground or else in the sky—more precisely,
among the stars. After death, souls made their way to the stars and
shared in their eternity. The sky was imagined as a Mother Goddess,
and death was equivalent to a new birth, in other words to a rebirth
in the sidereal world. The maternity of the sky implied the idea that
the dead person had to be engendered a second time; after his

27. According to Gardiner, the service also included a ceremonial union of
the royal couple (see Frankfort, Kingship, p. 390).

28. A. Moret, Le rituel du culte divin journalier en Egypte, passim; Vandier,
Relig. égyptienne, pp. 164 f1.
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celestial rebirth he was fed on the milk of the Mother Goddess
(represented in the form of a cow).2®

The subterranean localization of the otherworld was a predominant
belief in the Neolithic cultures. Already as early as the predynastic
period (i.e., at the beginning of the fourth millennium), certain
religious traditions bound up with agriculture found expression in
the mythico-ritual Osirian complex. Now, Osiris, the only Egyptian
god who suffered a violent death, also figured in the royal cult. We
shall later examine the consequences of this encounter between a god
who dies and the solar theology that defined and validated the
immortalization of the pharaoh.

The Pyramid Texts express almost exclusively conceptions con-
cerning the postmortem destiny of the king. Despite the efforts of the
theologians, the doctrine was not perfectly systematized. We find a
certain opposition between parallel and sometimes antagonistic
conceptions. The majority of the formulas forcefully repeat that the
pharaoh, son of Atum (= Re), engendered by the Great God before
the creation of the world, cannot die; but other texts assure the king
that his body will not suffer decomposition. Here, certainly, there are
two different religious ideologies that are not yet adequately inte-
grated.3° However, the majority of the formulas refer to the pharaoh’s
celestial journey. He flies away in the form of a bird—a falcon,
heron, wild goose (Pyr. 461-63, 890-91, 913, 1048), a scarabaeus
(366), or a grasshopper (890-91), etc. The winds, the clouds, the
gods are bound to help him. Sometimes the king ascends to the sky by
a ladder (365, 390, 971 ff., 2083). During his ascent the king is
already a god, totally different in essence from the race of human
beings (650, 809).%!

Nevertheless, before arriving at the celestial abode in the East,
named the Field of Offerings, the pharaoh had to undergo certain
ordeals. The entrance was defended by a lake ““ with winding shores”

29. This idea justifies the incestuous union of the dead pharaoh, called the
“Bull Who Makes His Mother Fertile.”” See Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 177 fI.

30. Certain texts (Pyr. 2007-9) give instructions that the king’s bones shall
be reassembled and his limbs freed from their wrappings to insure his ascension;
Vandier has shown that this belongs to an Osirian mythico-ritual complex
(Relig. égyptienne, p. 81).

31. Texts cited by Vandier, p. 78. See also the passages translated by
Breasted (Development of Religion and Thought in Ancient Egypt, pp. 109-15,

118-20, 122, 136) and reproduced in our anthology From Primitives to Zen,
pp. 353-55.
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(Pyr. 2061), and the ferryman had the power of a judge. To be
admitted into the boat, the pharaoh must have accomplished all the
ritual purifications (Pyr. 519, 1116) and, above all, must answer an
interrogation of the initiatory type, that is to say, must answer by
stereotyped formulas that served as passwords. Sometimes the king
has recourse to pleading (1188-89), or to magic (492 ff.), or even to
threats. He implores the gods (especially Re, Thoth, and Horus), or
begs the two sycamore trees between which the sun rises every day,
to let him pass on into the “Field of Reeds.” 32

Arrived in heaven, the pharaoh is received in triumph by the Sun
God, and messengers are sent to the four quarters of the world to
announce his victory over death. In heaven, the king continues his
earthly existence: seated on the throne, he receives the homage of
his subjects and still judges and gives orders.>® For though he alone
enjoys solar immortality, the pharaoh is surrounded by a number of
his subjects, principally the members of his family and high officials.3*
These are identified with the stars and are called “the glorified.”
According to Vandier (Religion égyptienne, p. 80): “The stellar
passages of the Pyramid Texts are suffused with a poetry of excep-
tional quality: in them we find the simple and spontaneous imagina-
tion of a primitive people that moves easily in the realm of mystery.”

As we observed, the soteriological doctrine of the Pyramid Texts is
not always consistent. By identifying him with Re, the solar theology
stressed the privileged role of the pharaoh: he did not fall under the
jurisdiction of Osiris, the ruler of the dead. “Thou openest thy place
in Heaven among the stars of Heaven, for thou art a star. . .. Thou

32. Vandier, Relig. égyptienne, p. 72. A more detailed discussion is to be
found in Breasted, Development, pp. 103 ff., and in R. Weill, Le champ des
roseaux et le champ des offrandes, pp. 16 ff. Such ordeals are known in many
archaic traditions. They presuppose a preparatory initiation, including certain
rituals and teachings (funerary mythology and geography, secret formulas,
etc.). The few allusions found in the Pyramid Texts constitute the earliest
written documents having to do with obtaining a privileged destiny by virtue
of certain secret kinds of knowledge. We here undoubtedly have an immemorial
heritage, also shared by the predynastic Neolithic cultures. In the royal
Egyptian ideology, these initiatory allusions more nearly represent a useless
relic; as son of god and god incarnate, the pharaoh did not need initiatory
ordeals in order to gain the right to enter the celestial paradise.

33. Pyr. 1301, 1721; 134-35, 712-13, 1774-76, cited by Vandier, Relig.
égyptienne, p. 79. See other texts translated, with commentaries, by Breasted,
Development, pp. 118 ff.

34. That is, those who were buried in the vicinity of the royal tombs.
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lookest over Osiris, thou commandest the dead, thou keepest thyself
apart from them, thou art not of them” (Pyr. 251). “Re-Atum does
not deliver thee to Osiris, who judges not thy heart and has not
power over thy heart. . . . Osiris, thou shalt not lay hold on him, thy
son (Horus) shall not lay hold on him” (Pyr. 145-46; after the trans-
lation by R. Weill, p. 116). Other texts are even aggressive; they
affirm that Osiris is a dead god, for he was murdered and thrown into
the water. Certain passages, however, allude to the pharaoh’s
identification with Osiris. We find such formulas as this: “Even as
Osiris lives, this king Unis lives; even as Osiris does not die, so this
king Unis does not die” (Pyr. 167 f.).

29. Osiris, the murdered god

To grasp the meaning of such formulas, we must briefly present the
myths and the religious function of Osiris. To begin, we mention that
the most complete version of the Osiris myth is the one transmitted
by Plutarch (second century A.D.) in his treatise De Iside et Osiride.
‘For as we observed in regard to the cosmogony (§ 26), the Egyptian
texts refer only to isolated episodes. Despite certain inconsistencies
and contradictions, which can be explained by the tensions and
syncretisms that preceded the final victory of Osiris, his central myth
can easily be reconstructed. According to all the traditions, he was
a legendary king, famous for the energy and justice with which he
governed Egypt. Seth, his brother, set a snare for him and succeeded
in murdering him. His wife, Isis, a “great magician,” manages to
become pregnant by the dead Osiris. After burying his body, she
takes refuge in the Delta; there, hidden in the papyrus thickets, she
gives birth to a son, Horus. Grown up, Horus first makes the gods of
the Ennead recognize his rights, then he attacks his uncle.

At first, Seth is able to tear out one of his eyes (Pyr. 1463), but the
combat continues, and Horus finally triumphs. He recovers his eye
and offers it to Osiris. (It was thus that Osiris returned to life; see
Pyr. 609 ff., etc.) The gods condemn Seth to carry his victim (for
example, Seth is transformed into the boat that carries Osiris on the
Nile).®® But, like Apophis, Seth cannot be finally destroyed, for he

35. Pyr.626-27,651-52, etc. According to a variant that Plutarch emphasizes,
Seth dismembered Osiris’ corpse (cf. Pyr. 1867) into fourteen pieces and
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too incarnates an irreducible force. After his victory, Horus goes
down to the land of the dead and announces the good news: recog-
nized as his father’s legitimate successor, he is crowned king. It is
thus that he “awakens” Osiris; according to the texts, “he sets his
soul in motion.”

It is especially this last act of the drama that throws light on the
mode of being characteristic of Osiris. Horus finds him in a state of
unconscious torpor and is able to reanimate him. “Osiris! look!
Osiris! listen! Arise! Live again!” (Pyr. 258 ff.). Osiris is never
represented as in motion; he is always shown as powerless and
passive.®® After his coronation—that is, after he has put an end to the
period of crisis (““chaos”)—Horus reanimates him: “Osiris! thou
wert gone, but thou hast returned; thou didst sleep, but thou hast
been awakened ; thou didst die, but thou livest again!”’ (Pyr. 1004 ff.).
However, Osiris is resuscitated as “spiritual person” (= soul) and
vital energy. It is he who will henceforth insure vegetable fertility and
all the powers of reproduction. He is described as being the entire
Earth or is compared to the Ocean that encircles the world. Already
by about 2750 Osiris symbolizes the sources of fecundity and
growth.3” In other words, Osiris, the murdered king (= the deceased
pharaoh), insures the prosperity of the kingdom ruled by his son,
Horus (represented by the newly installed pharaoh).

We can perceive the general outline of the relations among Re, the
pharaoh, and the pair Osiris-Horus. The sun and the royal tombs
constituted the two principal sources of sacrality. According to the
solar theology, the pharaoh was the son of Re; but since he succeeded
to the deceased sovereign (= Osiris), the reigning pharaoh was also
Horus. The tension between these two orientations of the Egyptian
religious spirit, “solarization” and “Osirianization,”3® appears in

scattered them. But Isis found them all (except the sexual organ, which had
been swallowed by a fish) and buried them where they had been scattered; this
explains the fact that numerous sanctuaries were supposed to possess a tomb
of Osiris. See A. Brunner, “Zum Raumbegriff der Aegypter,”” p. 615.

36. It is only in texts from the Ninth and Tenth dynasties that Osiris begins
to speak in his own name; see Rundle Clark, Myth and Symbol in Ancient
Egypt, p. 110.

37. See Frankfort, Kingship, pp. 195 ff. (Osiris in the grain and in the Nile).

38. From a certain viewpoint it is possible to speak of the rivalry between
a dead god, Osiris, and a dying god, Re; for the sun, too, “died’’ every
evening but was reborn at dawn the next day.
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the function of royalty. As we have seen, Egyptian civilization is the
result of the union of Upper and Lower Egypt in a single kingdom.
In the beginning Re was regarded as sovereign of the Golden Age;
but from the time of the Middle Kingdom (ca. 2040-1730 B.C.), this
role was transferred to Osiris. In the royal ideology, the Osirian
formula ended by imposing itself, for the filiation Osiris-Horus
guaranteed the continuity of the dynasty and, in addition, insured the
prosperity of the country. As source of universal fertility, Osiris
made the reign of his son and successor flourish.

A text from the Middle Kingdom admirably expresses the exalta-
tion of Osiris as source and foundation of all creation: “Whether I
live or die, I am Osiris; I enter in and reappear through you, I decay
in you, I grow in you. ... The gods are living in me, for I live and
grow in the corn that sustains the Honoured Ones. I cover the earth;
whether I live or die I am Barley. I am not destroyed. I have entered
the Order. . . . I become Master of Order, I emerge in the Order.”®°

We here have a daring valorization of death, henceforth accepted
as a sort of exalting transmutation of incarnate existence. Death
accomplishes passage from the sphere of the meaningless to the
sphere of the meaningful. The tomb is the place where man’s trans-
figuration (sakh) is accomplished, for the dead person becomes an
Akh, a “transfigured spirit.” *°© What is important for our purpose is
the fact that Osiris increasingly becomes the paradigmatic model, not
only for the sovereigns but for every individual. To be sure, his cult
was already popular under the Old Kingdom; this explains his
presence in the Pyramid Texts despite the resistance of the Helio-
politan theologians. But a first serious crisis, which we shall soon
recount, had suddenly put an end to the classic period of Egyptian
civilization., Once order was reestablished, Osiris is found to be at the
center of ethical preoccupations and religious hopes. It is the begin-

39. Coffin Texts 330, trans. Rundle Clark, Myth and Symbol in Ancient
Egypt, p. 142,

40. Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion, pp. 96, 101. It should be borne in
mind that laying the deceased in his coffin meant placing him in the arms of
his mother, the sky goddess Nut: “Thou art given to thy mother Nut under
her name of Coffin’’ (Pyr. 616). Another text compares Nut to a bed in which
the deceased sleeps, waiting to wake to a new life (Pyr. 741). The four sides of
the coffin are personified as Isis, Nephthys, Horus, and Thoth; its floor is
identified with Geb, the earth god, and its cover with the sky goddess. Thus the

deceased in his coffin was surrounded by personifications of the entire cosmos;
cf. A. Piankoff, The Shrines of Tut-Ankh-Amon, pp. 21-22,
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ning of a process that has been described as the “democratization”
of Osiris.

And indeed, besides the pharaohs, many others profess their ritual
participation in the drama and apotheosis of Osiris. The texts
formerly inscribed on the walls of the hidden chambers in the pyra-
mids erected for the pharaohs are now reproduced inside the coffins
of the nobility and even of totally unprivileged people. Osiris becomes
the model for all those who hope to conquer death. A Coffin Text
(4. 276 ft.) proclaims: “Thou art now the son of a king, a prince, as
long as thy heart (i.e., spirit) shall be with thee.” Following Osiris’
example, and with his help, the dead are able to transform themselves
into “souls,” that is, into perfectly integrated and hence indestruc-
tible spiritual beings. Murdered and dismembered, Osiris was “re-
constituted” by Isis and reanimated by Horus. In this way he
inaugurated a new mode of existence: from a powerless shade, he
became a ““person” who “knows,” a duly initiated spiritual being. **
It is probable that the Hellenistic mysteries of Isis and Osiris developed
similar ideas. Osiris takes over from Re the function of judge of the
dead; he becomes the Master of Justice, installed in a palace or on the
Primordial Mound, that is, at the ““center of the world.” Meanwhile,
as we shall see (§ 33), the tension Re-Osiris will find a solution during
the Middle Kingdom and the Empire.

30. Syncope: Anarchy, despair, and ““ democratization” of the
afterlife

Pepi I1 was the last pharaoh of the Sixth Dynasty. Soon after his
death, about 2200 B.c., Egypt was seriously shaken by civil war, and
the state collapsed. The weakness of the central power had encouraged
the ambition of dynasts. For some time, anarchy ravaged the country.
At a certain moment Egypt was divided into two kingdoms, that of
the North, with its capital at Heracleopolis, and that of the South,
whose capital was Thebes. The civil war ended with the victory of the
Thebans, and the last kings of the Eleventh Dynasty were able to
reunite the country. The period of anarchy, known to historians as

41. When Horus descended into the otherworld and resuscitated Osiris, he
bestowed on him the power of ‘“knowing.”” Osiris was an easy victim because

he ““did not know,” he had no knowledge of Seth’s true nature; see the text
translated, with commentaries, by Rundle Clark, Myth and Symbol, pp. 114 ff.



Anarchy, despair, * democratization™ of the afterlife 101

the First Intermediate Period (or First Interregnum), ended in 2050
B.C. with the accession of the Twelfth Dynasty. The restoration of the
central power marked the beginning of a veritable renaissance.

It was during the Intermediate Period that the “democratization™
of life after death took place: the nobles copied on their coffins the
Pyramid Texts that had been composed exclusively for the pharaohs.
This is also the only period in Egyptian history when the pharaoh
was accused of weakness and even of immorality. By the aid of
several extremely interesting literary compositions we can follow the
profound transformations that took place during the crisis. The most
important texts are known by the titles The Instruction for King
Meri-ka-Re; The Admonitions of Ipu-wer; A Song of the Harper,; and
The Dispute of a Man Weary of Life with His Soul. Their authors
describe the disasters brought on by the collapse of traditional
authority, and especially the injustices and crimes that encourage
skepticism and despair, even suicide. But these documents at the
same time indicate a change of an inward kind. At least certain
dignitaries question themselves as to their responsibility in the
catastrophe and do not hesitate to pronounce themselves guilty.

A certain Ipu-wer comes before the pharaoh to report the extent
of the disaster to him. *“ Behold now, it has come to a point where the
land is despoiled of the kingship by a few irresponsible men!. ..
Behold now, it has come to a point where men rebel against the royal
uraeus, . . . which makes the Two Lands peaceful. ... The royal
residence may be razed within an hour!” Provinces and temples no
longer pay taxes because of the civil war. The tombs of the pyramids
have been savagely pillaged. “The king has been taken away by poor
men. Behold, he who was buried as a (divine) falcon (now lies) on a
(mere) bier; what the pyramid hid has become empty.” Yet, as he
went on speaking, the “prophet” Ipu-wer became bolder and ended
by blaming the pharaoh for the general anarchy. For the king should
be the shepherd of his people, yet his reign enthroned death. “ Author-
ity and justice are with thee, (but) it is confusion which thou wouldst
set throughout the land, together with the voice of contention.
Behold, one thrusts against another. Men conform to that which
thou hast commanded. This really means that thou hast acted to
bring such (a situation) into being, and thou hast spoken lies.” 42

42, The Admonitions of Ipu-wer, translated by Wilson, ANET, pp. 441-44;
Erman-Blackman, The Ancient Egyptians, pp. 92 ff.
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One of the kings of the same period composed a treatise for his
son Meri-ka-Re. He humbly admits his sins: “Egypt fights even in
the necropolis . . . I did the same!” The misfortunes of the country
“happened through what I had done, and I knew of it only after I
had done it!”” He recommends to his son ““to do justice (ma‘ar) whilst
thou endurest upon earth.” “Do not trust in length of years, for the
judges (who will judge thee after death) regard a lifetime as (but) an
hour.” Only a man’s acts remain with him. Hence, ‘“do not evil.”
Instead of erecting a monument of stone, “make thy memorial to
last through the love of thee.” “Love all men!” For the gods esteem
justice more than offerings. “Quiet the weeper; do not oppress the
widow; supplant no man in the property of his father. . . . Be on thy
guard against punishing unjustly. Do not slaughter!” 43

One kind of vandalism had particularly horrified the Egyptians:
men destroyed the ancestral tombs, threw out the bodies, and carried
off the stones for their own tombs. As Ipu-wer said: “Many dead
are buried in the river. The stream is a tomb.” And the king advised
his son Meri-ka-Re: “Harm not the tomb of another. . . . Build not
thy tomb from ruins!” The Song of the Harper describes the pillage
and destruction of tombs, but for entirely different reasons. “The
gods who lived formerly (i.e., the kings) rest in their pyramids, the
beatified dead (i.e., the nobles) also, buried in their pyramids—their
places are not. See what has been made of them! . . . Their walls are
broken apart, and their places are not—as though they had never
been!” For the author of the poem, however, these iniquities only
confirm once more the impenetrable mystery of death. “There is none
who comes back from (over) there, that he may tell their state, that
he may tell their needs, that he may still our hearts until we too (may)
travel to the place where they have gone.” And so the Harper con-
cludes: “Make holiday, and weary not therein!” %%

The downfall of all the traditional institutions finds expression at
once in agnosticism and pessimism and in an exaltation of joy that
cannot hide a profound despair. The syncope of the divine royalty
inevitably brings on the religious devalorization of death. If the
pharaoh no longer behaves like an incarnate god, everything becomes
doubtful again, first of all the meaning of life and hence the reality

43, Trans. Wilson, ANET, pp. 414-18; Erman-Blackman, pp. 72 ff.
44. Trans. Wilson, ANET, p. 467; see also Breasted, Development of Religion
and Thought, p. 183; Erman-Blackman, pp. 132 ff.
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of a postexistence beyond the grave. The Song of the Harper is
reminiscent of other crises of despair—in Israel, in Greece, in ancient
India—crises brought on by the collapse of traditional values.

The most moving text is certainly the Dispute of a Man Weary of
Life. Tt is a dialogue between a man overwhelmed by despair and his
soul (ba). The man tries to convince his soul of the expedience of
suicide. “To whom can I speak today? One’s fellows are evil; the
friends of today do not love. ... Hearts are rapacious: every man
seizes his fellow’s goods. . . . There are no righteous; the land is left
to those who do wrong. . . . The sin which treads the earth, it has no
end.” Called to mind amid these evils, death seems to him more than
desirable: it fills him with forgotten or seldom-known blessings.
“Death is in my sight today (like) the recovery of a sick man . . . like
the odor of myrrh. .. like the odor of lotus blossoms. .. like the
scent (of fields) after rain ... like the longing of a man to see his
house again after he has spent many years held in captivity.” His
soul (ba) reminds him that suicide will forbid him burial and funeral
services; it then tries to persuade him to forget his troubles by seeking
for sensual pleasures. Finally the soul assures him that it will remain
with him even if he decides to kill himself.*®

The literary compositions of the Intermediate Period continued to
be read and copied long after the restoration of political unity under
the pharaohs of the Middle Kingdom (2040-1730 B.C.). These texts
represented not only incomparable testimonies to the great crisis;
they also illustrated a tendency of the Egyptian religious spirit that
did not cease to increase from that time on. It is a current of thought
that it is difficult to describe briefly, but whose chief characteristic is
the importance accorded to the human person as a virtual replica of
the paradigmatic model, the person of the pharaoh.

31. Theology and politics of ““solarization”

The Middle Kingdom was ruled by a series of excellent sovereigns,
almost all of them belonging to the Twelfth Dynasty. Under their
reign Egypt experienced a period of economic expansion and great

45. Trans. Wilson, ANET, pp. 405-7; cf. Breasted, Development, pp. 189 ff.;
Erman-Blackman, pp. 86 ff.
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international prestige.*® The names chosen by the pharaohs at their
coronation express their will to conduct themselves justly (ma‘at)
toward men and gods.*” It is during the Twelfth Dynasty that Amon,
one of the eight gods worshiped at Hermopolis, rose to the supreme
rank under the title Amon-Re. (The founder of the dynasty was
named Amen-em-het, “Amon is at the head.”) The “hidden” god
(cf. § 26) was identified with the sun, the supremely “manifested”
god. It was due to ““solarization” that Amon became the universal
god of the Empire, which succeeded to the defunct Old and Middle
kingdoms.

Paradoxically, this empire was the consequence, delayed but
inevitable, of a second crisis that arose after the extinction of the
Twelfth Dynasty. A large number of sovereigns followed one another
in rapid succession until the invasion by the Hyksos in 1674 B.C.
The causes of the disintegration of the state, which began as early as
two generations before the Hyksos attacked, are not known, but in
any case the Egyptians could not long have resisted the assault of
these redoubtable warriors, who used the horse, the chariot, armor,
and the composite bow. The history of the Hyksos is inadequately
known ;%% however, their thrust toward Egypt was certainly the
result of the migrations that had shaken the Near East during the
seventeenth century.

After their victory, the conquerors settled in the Delta. From their
capital, Avaris, and through the agency of vassals, they governed the
greater part of Lower Egypt; but they made the mistake of tolerating,
in exchange for a tribute, the succession of the pharaohs in Upper
Egypt. The Hyksos imported certain Syrian gods, most importantly

46. A result all the more creditable in view of the fact that the governors of
the various regions had kept their local sovereignty intact.

47. See the examples cited by Wilson, The Culture of Ancient Egypt, p. 133.
It is true that the Egyptians still regarded themselves as the only really human
beings; foreigners were assimilated to animals, and in certain cases they could
be sacrificed (see Wilson, ibid., p. 140).

48. The etymological source of the term Hyksos is Egyptian: hikau khasut,
“governor of foreign lands.”” The majority of the known names are of
Semitic origin, but Hurrian words have also been identified. The Hyksos are
not mentioned in any contemporary Egyptian document. A reference to their
fortified town, Tanis, occurs in a text of the Nineteenth Dynasty and in a
popular tale composed at about the same period. As was to be expected, the
conquerors (“barbarians’’ in Egyptian eyes) were assimilated to the serpent
Apophis, symbol of primordial chaos.
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Baal and Teshub, whom they identified with Seth. The advancement
of the murderer of Osiris to the supreme rank certainly constituted a
cruel humiliation. It must, however, be borne in mind that the cult of
Seth was already practiced in the Delta in the days of the Fourth
Dynasty.

For the Egyptians, the Hyksos invasion represented a catastrophe
difficult to comprehend. Confidence in their privileged position,
predetermined by the gods, was severely shaken. In addition, while
the Delta was colonized by Asiatics, the conquerors, withdrawn into
their fortified fields, scornfully ignored Egyptian civilization. But the
Egyptians understood the lesson. They learned more and more to
handle the arms of their conquerors. A century after the collapse (i.c.,
ca. 1600 B.c.), Thebes, where a pharaoh of the Seventeenth Dynasty
was ruling, began the war of liberation. The final victory coincides
with the accession of the Eighteenth Dynasty (1562-1308 B.c.) and
the founding of the Empire.*®

The liberation found expression in the rise of nationalism and
xenophobia. It took at least a century to quench the thirst for
revenge against the Hyksos. At first the sovereigns launched punitive
raids. But in 1470 B.c. Thut-mose III opened the series of military
campaigns in Asia by an expedition against the former fortified
places of the Hyksos. The feeling of insecurity produced by the
foreign occupation was long in disappearing. It was in order to make
Egypt invulnerable to external aggression that Thut-mose III
proceeded to a series of conquests that ended in the Empire. Very
probably, the frustrations undergone during the first twenty-two
years of his reign increased his military ambitions. For during all that
time the actual sovereign was his aunt and mother-in-law, Hat-
shepsut. This singularly gifted queen preferred cultural and com-
mercial expansion to wars of conquest. But two weeks after her fall
from power, Thut-mose was on his way to Palestine and Syria—to
reduce the “rebels.” Not long afterward he triumphed at Megiddo.
Fortunately for the future of the Empire, Thut-mose proved to be
generous to the vanquished.

It was the end of Egyptian isolationism, but it also marked the

49. No official document records the expulsion of the Hyksos. The only
testimony occurs in the short autobiography of a minor participant in the war
of liberation; the text was translated by Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt,
vol. 2, pp. 1 fT.; see also Wilson, The Culture of Ancient Egypt, pp. 164—65.
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decline of the traditional Egyptian culture. Despite the comparatively
short life of the Empire, its repercussions were irreversible. As the
result of its international policy, Egypt increasingly opened itself to a
cosmopolitan culture. A century after the victory at Megiddo the
massive presence of ““Asiatics”’ is documented everywhere, even in the
administration and the royal residences.’® A number of foreign
divinities were not only tolerated but were assimilated to national
divinities. What is more, the Egyptian gods began to be worshiped in
foreign lands, and Amon-Re became a universal god.

The solarization of Amon had facilitated both religious syncretism
and the restoration of the solar god to the first rank. For the sun was
the only universally accessible god.?! The most beautiful hymns to
Amon-Re, exalting him as the universal creator and cosmocrator,
were composed at the beginning of the imperial period. Then too, the
worship of the solar god as the supreme god prepared a certain
religious unity: the supremacy of one and the same divine principle
imposed itself progressively, from the Nile Valley to Syria and
Anatolia. In Egypt this solar theology, with its universalist tendency,
was fatefully involved in the existence of political tensions. During
the Eighteenth Dynasty the temples of Amon-Re were considerably
enlarged, and their revenues were increased tenfold. As the result of
the Hyksos occupation, and above all of the liberation of Egypt by a
Theban pharaoh, the gods were led to govern the business of the
state more directly. This meant that the gods—and first of all Amon-
Re—communicated their advice through the priests. The high priest
of Amon acquired considerable authority; his place was directly
below the pharaoh. Egypt was in the course of becoming a theocracy;
yet this did not diminish the struggle for power between the high
priest and the pharaohs. It was this excessive politicization of the
priestly hierarchy that stiffened the tension between different theo-
logical orientations into sometimes irreducible antagonisms.

32. Akh-en-Aton, or the unsuccessful reform

What has been called the “ Amarna Revolution” (1375-1350), that is,
the advancement of Aton, the solar disk, as sole supreme divinity,
50. See Wilson, Culture, pp. 189 ff.

51. For reasons that we have examined elsewhere (§ 20; see also Patterns
in Comparative Religion, §§ 14, 30), the celestial gods had become dii otiosi.
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is partly explained by the determination of the Pharach Amen-hotep
IV to free himself from the domination of the high priest. In fact,
soon after his enthronement the young sovereign deprived the high
priest of Amon of the administration of the god’s properties, thus
taking away the source of his power. Next, the pharaoh changed his
name (“Amon-is-satisfied”’) to Akh-en-Aton (““He-who-serves-
Aton”"), abandoned the old capital, Thebes, the “city of Amon,” and
built another, 500 kilometers farther north, which he called Akhet-
Aton (now Tell el-Amarna) and where he built palaces and temples
of Aton. Unlike Amon’s sanctuaries, Aton’s were not roofed; the
Sun could be worshiped in all his glory. This was not Akh-en-Aton’s
only innovation. In the figurative arts he encouraged the style later
called Amarnan “naturalism,” and, for the first time, the popular
language was introduced into royal inscriptions and official decrees;
in addition, the pharaoh renounced the strict conventionality
imposed by etiquette and allowed spontaneity to govern relations
with the members of his family and his intimates.

All these innovations were justified by the religious value that
Akh-en-Aton accorded to “truth” (ma‘at), hence to all that was
“natural,” in conformity with the rhythms of life. For this sickly and
almost deformed pharaoh, who was to die very young, had dis-
covered the religious significance of the “joy of life,” the bliss of
enjoying Aton’s inexhaustible creation, first of all, divine light. To
impose his “reform,” Akh-en-Aton ousted Amon and all the other
gods ®2 in favor of Aton, the Supreme God, identified with the solar
disk, universal source of life: he was represented with his rays ending
in hands, bringing his wors}}ipers the symbol of life (the ankh). The
essence of Akh-en-Aton’s theology is found in two hymns addressed
to Aton, the only ones that have been preserved. Beyond any doubt
they represent one of the noblest Egyptian religious expressions. The
Sun “is the beginning of life,” his rays “embrace all lands.” “Though
thou art very far away, thy rays are on the earth; even though thou
art on the faces of men, thy traces are invisible.”%® Aton is “the
creator of the seed,in woman,” and it is he who gives life to the

52. In principle, for he retained Re, Macat, and Har-akhti.

53. “When thou settest . . . the Earth is in darkness, like unto death.” It is
during the night that wild beasts and snakes move about, and then ‘the world
sinks into silence.”” Akh-en-Aton describes, with details that are surprisingly
fresh, the miracle of dawn, the bliss shared by trees, flowers, birds, fish.
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embryo and guards the birth and growth of the child—even as he
also gives breath to the chick in the egg and later protects it. ““ How
diverse are thy works! They are hidden before men, O! only God,
beyond whom there is no another.”> It is Aton who created all the
lands, and men and women, and put each created thing in its proper
place, supplying its needs. “The world subsists by thee!” “Each has
his food.”

This hymn has rightly been compared to Psalm 104. There has
even been discussion of the “monotheistic” character of Akh-en-
Aton’s reform. The originality and importance of this “first individual
in history,” as Breasted called him, are still disputed, but there can
be no doubt of his religious fervor. The prayer found in his coffin
contained these lines: “I go to breathe the sweet breath of thy mouth.
Every day, I shall behold thy beauty. . . . Give me thy hands, laden
with thy spirit, so that I may receive thee and live by it. Call my
name for all eternity: it will never fail to answer thy summons!”
After thirty-three centuries, this prayer still keeps its power to move.

During Akh-en-Aton’s reign, and precisely because of his political
and military passivity, Egypt had lost her Asiatic empire. His
successor, Tut-ankh-Amon (1357-1349 B.C.), resumed relations with
the high priest of Amon and returned to Thebes. The traces of the
““ Atonist reform” were largely obliterated. Soon afterward the last
pharaoh of the long and glorious Eighteenth Dynasty died.

According to the view generally accepted among scholars, the
extinction of the Eighteenth Dynasty also marks the end of the
creativity of the Egyptian genius. As for religious creations, we may
wonder if their unpretentiousness until the foundation of the
Mysteries of Isis and Osiris is not explained by the greatness and
effectiveness of the syntheses worked out during the New Empire.®®
For, from a certain point of view, these syntheses represent the high
point of Egyptian religious thought: they constitute a perfectly
articulated system that encourages only stylistic innovations.

The better to grasp the importance of these theological syntheses,
let us return for a moment to ““ Atonist monotheism.” To begin, it

54. “Thou didst create the Earth...when thou wert alone.” “Thou
madest the sky distant, so that thou mightest rise thither and look upon all
that thou hast made!”’

55. We are thinking, of course, of the religious elites to whom the deep
meanings of these syntheses were accessible.
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must be made clear that the expression used by Akh-en-Aton in his
hymn—the “only God, beyond whom there is no another”—had
already been applied, a thousand years before the Amarna reform,
to Amon, to Re, to Atum, and to other gods. In other words, as John
Wilson observes, there were at least two gods, for Akh-en-Aton was
himself worshiped as a divinity.*® The prayers of the faithful (that is,
of the small group of court functionaries and dignitaries) were
addressed not to Aton but directly to Akh-en-Aton. In his admirable
hymn, the pharaoh declares that Aton is his personal god: “Thou
art in my heart, and no one else knows thee except thy son (i.e.,
Akh-en-Aton) whom thou hast initiated into thy plans and thy
power!” This explains the almost instantaneous disappearance of
“Atonism” after Akh-en-Aton’s death. In the last analysis, it was a
devotion confined to the royal family and the courtiers.

We must add that Aton was known and worshiped long before the
Amarna reform.5” In The Book of What Is in the Beyond, Re is called
“Lord of the Disk (Aton).” In other texts of the Eighteenth Dynasty,
Amon (the “hidden god”) is overlooked, while Re is described as the
god whose “face is covered” and who “hides in the other world.” In
other words, Re’s mysterious character and invisibility are declared
to be complementary aspects of Aton, the god fully manifested in the
solar disk.°®

33. Final synthesis: The association Re-Osiris

The theologians of the New Empire stress the complementarity of
opposed, or even antagonistic, gods. In the Litany of Re, the solar
god is called “The One-joined-together™; he is represented in the
form of an Osiris mummy, wearing the crown of Upper Egypt. In
other words, Osiris is imbued with the soul of Re.?® The identification
of the two gods takes place in the person of the dead pharaoh: after
the process of Osirification, the king revives as the young Re. For the
sun’s course represents the paradigmatic model of man’s destiny:
passage from one mode of being to another, from life to death and,

56. Wilson, Culture of Ancient Egypt, pp. 223 ff.

57. Seeibid., pp. 210 ff.; A. Piankoff, The Shrines of Tut-Ankh-Amon, pp. 5 fI.

58. Piankoff, Shrines, p. 2.
59. Piankoff, The Litany of Re, p. 11.
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after that, to a new birth. Re’s descent into the underworld signifies
at once his death and his resurrection. A certain text speaks of “Re
who goes to rest in Osiris, and Osiris who goes to rest in Re.” 80
Numerous mythological allusions emphasize the twofold aspect of
Re: solar and Osirian. By descending into the otherworld, the king
becomes the equivalent of the binomial Osiris-Re.

According to one of the texts cited above, Re “hides himself in the
other world.” Several invocations in the Litany (lines 20-23) empha-
size the watery nature of Re and identify the solar god with the
primordial ocean. But the union of contraries is principally expressed
by the occult solidarity between Re and Osiris or between Horus and
Seth.! To use a brilliant formula of Rundle Clark (Myth and Symbol,
p. 158), Re as transcendent and Osiris as emergent are the complemen-
tary forms of deity. In the last analysis, both represent the same
“mystery,” and especially the multiplicity of forms emanated by the
one God.52 According to the theogony and cosmogony accomplished
by Atum (§ 26), the divinity is at the same time one and multiple; the
creation consists in the multiplication of his names and forms.

The association and coalescence of the gods were operations
familiar to Egyptian religious thought from the most remote antiq-
uity. What makes the originality of the theology of the Empire is,
on the one hand, the postulate of the twofold process of the Osirifi-
cation of Re and the solarization of Osiris and, on the other hand, the
conviction that this twofold process reveals the secret meaning of
human existence: the complementarity between life and death.®® From
a certain point of view, this theological synthesis confirms the victory
of Osiris at the same time that it gives him a new meaning. The
triumph of the murdered god was already complete at the beginning
of the Middle Kingdom. From the Eighteenth Dynasty, Osiris
becomes the judge of the dead. The two acts of the after-death drama
—the “trial” and the “weighing of the heart”—take place in the

60. Piankoff, Ramesses VI, p. 35.

61. See the examples cited by Piankoff, Litany, p. 49, n. 3.

62. Already in the Pyramid Texts, Atum causes the gods to emanate from his
own being. In his primordial-serpent form (see § 26) Atum has also been identi-
fied with Osiris (which implies that he, too, can ‘“die’’) and, consequently,
with Horus; see the texts cited and commented on by Piankoff, Litany, p. 11,
n. 2.

63. A similar effort, though in pursuit of different ends, was made in India
from the period of the Brahmanas; see chapter 9.
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presence of Osiris. Separate in the Coffin Texts, the “trial” and the
“weighing of the soul” tend to become amalgamated in the Book of
the Dead.®* These funerary texts, published during the Empire but
containing earlier material, will enjoy an unequaled popularity until
the end of Egyptian civilization. The Book of the Dead is the supreme
guide of the soul in the beyond. The prayers and magical formulas
that it contains are intended to facilitate the soul’s journey and,
above all, to insure its success in the ordeals of the ““trial” and the
“weighing of the heart.”

Among the archaic elements in the Book of the Dead, mention
must be made of the danger of a ““second death” (chaps. 44, 130,
135-36, 175-76) and the importance of preserving one’s memory
(chap. 90) and remembering one’s name (chap. 25)—beliefs that are
amply documented among the “primitives” but also in Greece and
in ancient India. The work, however, reflects the theological syntheses
of the Empire. A hymn to Re (chap. 15) describes the sun’s daily
journey; when he enters the world underground, he spreads joy. The
dead “rejoice when thou shinest there for the great god Osiris, the
master of eternity.” No less significant is the dead person’s desire to
identify himself with a divinity: Re, Horus, Osiris, Anubis, Ptah, etc.
This does not exclude the use of magical formulas. And indeed, to
know the name of a god is equivalent to obtaining a certain power
over him. The magical value of names, and of words in general, was
certainly known from prehistory. For the Egyptians, magic was a
weapon created by the gods for the defense of men. In the period of
the Empire, magic is personified by a god who accompanies Re in his
boat as an attribute of the solar god.®® In the last analysis, Re’s
nightly journey through the subterranean world, a dangerous descent,
strewn with obstacles, constitutes the paradigmatic model of the
journey of each dead person to the place of judgment.®®

One of the most important chapters in the Book of the Dead,

64. Yoyotte, “Le jugement des morts dans ’Egypte ancienne,” p. 45. It
should be made clear that the judgment of the dead and the notion of a
celestial justice “‘occurring after the death of all, men and kings,” are clearly
documented from the Ninth Dynasty (ibid., p. 64).

65. But the role of magical formulas finally becomes supreme, especially
among the common people.

66. Other funerary collections—The Book of What Is in the Beyond, The
Book of Gates, etc.—systematically describe the kingdom of the dead, through
which Re travels in his boat during the twelve hours of night.
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chapter 125, is devoted to the judgment of the soul in the great hall
called “Of the Two Ma‘ats.” " The deceased’s heart is suspended on
one pan of the scales; on the other is a feather or an eye, symbols of
ma‘at. During the operation, the deceased recites a prayer, imploring
his heart not to bear witness against him. Then he must utter a
declaration of innocence, erroneously termed the ‘“negative con-
fession™:

I have not committed evil against men. . . .

I have not blasphemed a god.

I have not done violence to a poor man. . ..

I have not killed. . ..

I have not caused anyone suffering.

I have not cut down on the food(-income) in the temples, . .
I am pure. I am pure. I am pure. I am pure.

The deceased addresses the forty-two gods who make up the
tribunal: ““Hail to you, ye gods who are here! I know you, I know
your names. I shall not fall under your blows. You will not report
that T am wicked to the god whose suite you form. . .. You will say
that ma‘at is my due, in the presence of the Universal Master; for I
have practiced ma‘at in Egypt.” He utters his own eulogy: “I have
satisfied God by that which he loves (to see done). I have given bread
to him who was hungry, water to him who was thirsty, clothing to
him who was naked, a boat to him who had none. . . . Save me then,
protect me then! Make no report against me in the presence of the
great god!” Finally he turns to Osiris: “O god who art high on thy
support . . . mayest thou protect me from these messengers who sow
evil and raise up troubles . . . for I have practiced ma‘at for the sake
of the Master of ma‘“at. I am pure.” ®® The deceased must also undergo
an interrogation of the initiatory type. He must prove that he knows
the secret names of the different parts of the door and the threshold,
or the gatekeeper of the hall, and of the gods.®°

It is by meditating on the mystery of death that the Egyptian
genius realized the last religious synthesis, the only one that main-
tained its supremacy until the end of Egyptian civilization. It is, of

67. On the meaning of this expression, see Yoyotte, ‘ Jugement des morts,”
pp. 61 ff. ~

68. After the translation by Yoyotte, ibid., pp. 52-56.

69. Ibid., pp. 56-57. During the Old Kingdom, the pharaoh too had to
undergo an initiatory interrogation; see § 28.
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course, a creation susceptible of many interpretations and appli-
cations. The deep meaning of the binomial Re-Osiris or of the
continuity life-death-transfiguration was not necessarily accessible to
those believers who were convinced of the infallibility of magical
formulas; nevertheless, these reflected the same eschatological
gnosis. By developing the old conception of death as spiritual trans-
mutation, the theologians of the Empire identified the models of this
“mystery” at once in Re’s daily exploits and in the primordial drama
of Osiris. In this way they articulated in a single system what seemed
the supreme example of the eternal and invulnerable (the course of
the sun), what was only a tragic episode but, in the last analysis, a
fortuitous one (the murder of Osiris), and what would seem by
definition to be ephemeral and meaningless (human existence). In the
articulation of this soteriology, the role of Osiris was essential. By
virtue of him, every mortal could henceforth hope for a “royal
destiny” in the other world. In the last analysis, the pharaoh con-
stituted the universal model.

The tension among ““privilege,” “‘initiatory wisdom,” and “good
works” is resolved in a way that can sometimes be deceptive. For
if “justice” was always assured, ‘““initiatory wisdom” could be
reduced to the possession of magical formulas. Everything depended
on the point of view assumed in respect to the eschatological summa,
awkwardly connected in the Book of the Dead and other similar
works. These texts were open to various ““readings,” performed on
different levels. The magical reading was, of course, the easiest: it
implied only faith in the omnipotence of the word. In proportion as,
by virtue of the new eschatology, the “royal destiny” becomes
universally accessible, the prestige of magic will not fail to increase.
The twilight of Egyptian civilization will be dominated by magical
beliefs and practices.”® But it is only right to remember that, in the
“Memphite Theology” (cf. § 26), Ptah had created the gods and the
world by the power of the Word.

70. See the second volume of the present work.



Megaliths, Temples,
Ceremonial Centers:

Occident, Mediterranean,
Indus Valley

34. Stone and banana

The megalithic constructions of western and northern Europe have
fascinated investigators for over a century. Indeed, it is impossible to
look at a good photograph of the alignments at Carnac or the
gigantic trilithons of Stonehenge without wondering what their
purpose and meaning could have been. The technological ability of
these farmers of the Age of Polished Stone arouses astonishment.
How did thay manage to set 300-ton blocks in an upright position
and lift 100-ton slabs? Then, too, such monuments are not isolated.
They form part of a whole megalithic complex, which extendsfromthe
Mediterranean coast of Spain, covers Portugal, half of France, the
western seaboard of England, and continues into Ireland, Denmark,
and the southern coast of Sweden. To be sure, there are significant
morphological variations. But two generations of prehistorians have
made every effort to demonstrate the continuity of all the European
megalithic cultures—a continuity that could be explained only by
dissemination of the megalithic complex from a center situated at
Los Millares, in the province of Almeria.

The megalithic complex comprises three categories of structures:
(1) the menhir (from Breton men = “stone” and hir = “lang”) is
a large stone, sometimes of considerable height,® set vertically into
the ground; (2) the cromlech (from crom = “circle, curve,” and
lech = ““place”), which designates a group of menbhirs, set in a circle
or half-circle (the most monumental is the cromlech of Stonehenge,
near Salisbury); sometimes the menhirs are aligned in several parallel

1. The menhir located near Locmariaquer measured more than 20 meters
in height. In Brittany certain isolated menhirs are associated with burials.
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rows, as at Carnac in Brittany;2 (3) the dolmen (do/ = ““table” and
men = “‘stone”’) is made up of an immense capstone supported by
several upright stones arranged to form a sort of enclosure or
chamber. Originally the dolmen was covered by a mound.

Strictly speaking, dolmens are burial places. Later and in certain
regions—western Europe, Sweden—the dolmen was transformed
into a covered passage by the addition of a sort of vestibule in the
form of a long corridor covered with capstones. Some dolmens are
gigantic; the one at Soto (near Seville), for example, is 21 meters long
and has as pediment a granite block 3.40 meters high, 3.10 meters
wide, and 0.72 meters thick and weighing 21 tons. At Los Millares a
necropolis of about a hundred covered passages has been excavated.
Most of the graves are under enormous mounds. Certain burials
contain as many as a hundred dead, representing several generations
of the same gens. Sometimes the burial chambers have a central pillar,
and remains of painting can still be discerned on the walls. Dolmens
are found along the Atlantic, especially in Brittany, and as far as the
Netherlands. In Ireland the funerary chambers, which are compara-
tively high, have walls decorated with sculptures.

All this undoubtedly testifies to a very important cult of the dead.
Whereas the houses of the Neolithic peasants who raised these
monuments were modest and ephemeral (and in fact have left almost
no traces), the dwellings for the dead were built of stone. It is
obvious that there was an intention to construct imposing and solid
works, capable of resisting time. The complexity of lithic symbolism
and the religious valences of stones and rocks are well known.® The
rock, the slab, the granite block reveal duration without end, per-
manence, incorruptibility—in the last analysis a modality of existing
independently of temporal becoming.

When we contemplate the grandiose megalithic monuments of the
earliest agriculturalists of western Europe, we cannot but call to
mind a certain Indonesian myth. In the beginning, when the sky was
very near to the earth, God hung his gifts on a cord in order to
bestow them on the primordial couple. One day he sent them a stone,
but the ancestors, surprised and indignant, refused it. Some days
later God let the cord down again, this time with a banana, which

2. The alignments at Carnac comprise 2,935 menhirs on a terrain 3,900
meters long.
3. See our Patierns in Comparative Religion, §§ 74 ff.
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was immediately accepted. Then the ancestors heard the creator’s
voice: “Since you have chosen the banana, your life shall be like the
life of that fruit. If you had chosen the stone, your life would have
been like the existence of stone, unchangeable and immortal.” *

As we have seen (§ 12), the discovery of agriculture radically
changed the conception of human existence: it proved to be as frail
and ephemeral as the life of plants. Yet, on the other hand, man
shared in the cyclical destiny of vegetation: birth, life, death, rebirth.
The megalithic monuments could be interpreted as a response to our
Indonesian myth: since man’s life is like the life of cereals, strength
and perenniality become accessible through death. The dead return
to the bosom of Mother Earth, with the hope of sharing the destiny
of sown seed; but they are also mystically associated with the stone
blocks of the burial chambers and consequently become as strong
and indestructible as rocks.

For the megalithic cult of the dead appears to include not only a
certainty of the soul’s survival but, above all, confidence in the power
of the ancestors and the hope that they will protect and help the
living. Such a confidence differs radically from the concepts docu-
mented among other peoples of antiquity (Mesopotamians, Hittites,
Hebrews, Greeks, etc.), for whom the dead were pitiable shades,
unhappy and powerless. What is more: whereas for the megalith-
builders, from Ireland to Malta and the Aegean islands, ritual
communion with the ancestors constituted the keystone of their
religious activity, in the protohistorical cultures of central Europe, as

n the ancient Near East, separation between the dead and the living
was strictly prescribed.

In addition to various ceremonies (processions, dances, etc.), the
megalithic cult of the dead involved offerings (food, beverages, etc.),
sacrifices performed in the vicinity of the monuments, and ritual
meals on the burial places. A certain number of menhirs were erected
independently of burials. In all probability, these stones constituted
a sort of “substitute body,” in which the souls of the dead were
incorporated.® In the last analysis, a stone “substitute” was a body

4. A. C. Kruijt, cited by J. G. Frazer, The Belief in Immortality (1913), vol.
1, pp. 74-75. We have commented on this myth in ‘““Mythologies of Death”
(chap. 3 of Occultism, Witchcraft, and Cultural Fashions).

5. Horst Kirchner, ““ Die Menhire in Mitteleuropa und der Menhirgedanke,”
pp. 698 ff. (pp. 90 ff. of the offprint).
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built for eternity. Menhirs are sometimes found decorated with
human figures; in other words, they are the “dwelling,” the “body”
of the dead. Similarly, the stylized figures depicted on the walls of
dolmens, together with the small idols excavated from the megalithic
burial places of Spain, probably represented the ancestors. In certain
cases a parallel belief can be discerned: the ancestor’s soul is able to
leave the tomb from time to time.® The perforated stones that close
certain megalithic tombs, and which, furthermore, are called “soul
holes,” allowed communication with the living.

The sexual meaning of menhirs must also be taken into considera-
tion, for it is universally documented, and on various levels of culture.
Jeremiah (2:27) refers to those “who say to a piece of wood, ‘You
are my father,” to a stone, ‘ You have begotten me.””” Belief in the
fertilizing virtues of menhirs was still common among European
peasants at the beginning of this century. In France, in order to have
children, young women performed the glissade (letting themselves
slide along a stone) and the friction (sitting on monoliths or rubbing
their abdomens against certain rocks).®

This generative function must not be explained by the phallic
symbolism of the menhir, though such a symbolism is documented
in certain cultures. The original, and fundamental, idea was the
“transmutation” of the ancestors into stone, either by the device of
a menhir as “substitute body” or by incorporating an essential
element of the dead person—skeleton, ashes, ‘“soul”—into the
actual structure of the monument. In either case the dead person

6. Certain Breton menbhirs, set up in front of the galleries of dolmens, have
been explained by the Egyptian belief that the souls of the dead, transformed
into birds, left their tombs to perch on a pillar in full sunlight. “This notion
appears to have been entertained throughout the Mediterranean area and also
in western Europe’ (Maringer, The Gods of Prehistoric Man, p. 235). Carl
Schuchhardt put forward the same interpretation for the obelisks painted on
the sarcophagus of Hagia Triada (see § 41), on which birds are perched. But
see the critique by Kirchner, ‘“Die Menhire,” p. 706 (offprint, p. 98). In the
megalithic cultures of Southeast Asia, the menhir serves as “seat’’ for souls
(cf. § 36).

7. Nevertheless, even such a vigorously Yahwistic treatise as Deuteronomy
still uses the ontological metaphor of stone when it proclaims the absolute
reality of God as sole source of creativity: *“You forget the Rock who begot
you, unmindful now of the God who fathered you’’ (Deut. 32:18).

8. See some examples and the bibliography in Patterns in Comparative
Religion, § 77, to which Kirchner, *“Die Menhire,” pp. 650 ff. (offprint, p. 42)
should be added.



118 MEGALITHS, TEMPLES, CEREMONIAL CENTERS

“animated” the stone; he inhabited a new body that, being mineral,
was imperishable. Hence the menhir or the megalithic tomb consti-
tuted an inexhaustible reservoir of vitality and power. By virtue of
their projection into the structures of the funerary stones, the dead
became masters of fertility and prosperity. In the language of the
Indonesian myth, they had succeeded in taking possession of both
the stone and the banana.

35. Ceremonial centers and megalithic constructions

Certain megalithic complexes, such as the one at Carnac or the one
at Ashdown, in Berkshire (containing 800 megaliths in a parallelo-
gram 250 by 500 meters), undoubtedly constituted important
ceremonial centers. The festivals included sacrifices and, it may be
presumed, dances and processions. Indeed, thousands of men could
move in procession along the great avenue at Carnac. Probably most
of the festivals were connected with the cult of the dead. Like other
similar English monuments,® the Stonehenge cromlech was situated
in the middle of a field of funeral barrows. This famous ceremonial
center constituted, at least in its primitive form,*° a sanctuary built to
insure relations with the ancestors. In terms of structure, Stonehenge
can be compared with certain megalithic complexes developed, in
other cultures, from a sacred area: temples or cities. We have the
same valorization of the sacred space as “center of the world,”
the privileged place that affords communication with heaven and
the underworld, that is, with the gods, the chthonian goddesses,
and the spirits of the dead.

In certain parts of France, in the Iberian Peninsula, and elsewhere,
traces have been found of a cult of the Goddess, the guardian
divinity of the dead. Yet nowhere else did megalithic architecture,
the cult of the dead, and worship of a Great Goddess find such
spectacular expression as on Malta. Excavations have brought to
light very few houses; but up to now seventeen temples have been

9. For example, Woodhenge, Avebury, Arminghall, and Arbor Low; see
Maringer, The Gods of Prehistoric Man, p. 247.

10. Stonehenge was not all built at once. It is now known that the original
work underwent several rehandlings. See Colin Renfrew, Before Civilization,
pp. 214 ff.
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discovered, and their number is thought to be still greater, which
justifies the opinion of certain scholars that during the Neolithic
period Malta was an isola sacra.'® The vast elliptical terraces that
stretched before the sanctuaries or between them certainly served for
processional and ritual choreography. The temple walls are decorated
with admirable spirals in low relief, and a number of stone sculptures
representing women lying on one side have been excavated. But the
most sensational discovery is the enormous statue of a woman—
certainly a goddess—in a seated position.

The excavations have revealed an elaborate cult, with animal
sacrifices, food offerings and libations, and rites of incubation and
divination, indicating the existence of an important and well-
organized sacerdotal body. The cuit of the dead probably played the
central role. In the remarkable necropolis at Hal Saflieni, now called
the Hypogeum and comprising several chambers cut into the rock,
the bones of some 7,000 persons have been exhumed. It is the
Hypogeum that has yielded the statues of recumbent women,
suggesting an incubation rite. Just as in other megalithic monuments,
the inner rooms have their walls sculptured and painted. These large
chambers served for certain religious ceremonies reserved for priests
and initiates, for they were isolated by carved screens.!?

Whereas the Hypogeum was at once necropolis and chapel, no
burials have been found in the temples. The curvilinear structure of
the Maltese sanctuaries seems to be unique; the archeologists
describe it as “kidney-shaped,” but according to Zuntz their structure
more nearly suggests that of the womb. Since the temples were
covered by a roof and the rooms were without windows and rather
dark, entering a sanctuary was equivalent to entering the *“bowels of
the earth,” i.e., the womb of the chthonian Goddess. But the rock-
cut tombs are also womb-shaped. One would say that the dead
person is placed in the bosom of the earth for a new life. “The
temples reproduce the same model on a large scale. The living who
enter them enter the body of the goddess.” Indeed, Zuntz concludes,
these monuments constitute the stage for ““a mystery-cult in the
exact sense of the word.”3

11. Gunther Zuntz, Persephone,p. 4,n. 1.

12. J. D. Evans, Malta, p. 139; Glyn Daniel and J. D. Evans, The Western
Mediterranean, p. 20.

13. Zuntz, Persephone, pp. 8, 25.
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We will add that the surfaces of the dolmens and menhirs of
Iberia and western Europe also display other magico-religious signs
and symbols—for example, the image of a sun with rays, the sign of
the ax (peculiar to storm gods), the snake, symbol of life, associated
with figures of the ancestors, the stag, etc. To be sure, these figures
have been discovered in different regions and belong to cultures of
different ages, but they have in common the fact that they are bound
up with the same megalithic complex. This may be explained either
by the variety of religious ideas held by the different “megalithic”
peoples or by the fact that the cult of ancestors, despite its importance,
was associated with different religious complexes.

36. The ““enigma of the megaliths®’

A decade ago archeologists explained the megalithic cultures by
influences from colonizers arrived from the eastern Mediterranean,
where, in fact, collective burials are already documented in the third
millennium.** In the course of its dissemination into the West, the
construction of dolmens (“chamber tombs”’) was transformed into
cyclopean architecture. According to Glyn Daniel, this transforma-
tion took place on Malta, in the Iberian Peninsula, and in southern
France. The same writer compares the dissemination of megalithic
architecture with the Greek and Phoenician colonization in the
Mediterranean or the expansion of Islam into Spain. “It was a
powerful, compelling, Aegean-inspired religion that made them
build their tombs (or their tomb temples?) with such labor and
preserve . . .the image of their tutelary and funerary goddess.
The goddess figure, the axe, the horns, and other symbols take us
back from the Paris Basin, from Gavrinnis, from Anghelu Raju to
Crete, the Aegean, even Troy. It cannot be disputed that a powerful
religion of east Mediterranean origin informed and inspired the
builders of the megalithic tombs as they spread through western
Europe.”*® But religion was not the primary cause of their migrations;
religion was only “the solace of their exile in the far west and the

14. The Minoan collective tombs were either natural caves or circular
enclosures, usually called tholoi; see Glyn Daniel, The Megalithic Builders of

Western Europe, 2d ed. (1962), p. 129.
15. Ibid., p. 136.
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north of Europe.” The emigrants were seeking new countries to live
in and ores for their trade.®

In his last book, Gordon Childe discussed a “megalithic religion,”
disseminated by Mediterranean prospectors and colonizers. Once
accepted, the idea of building megalithic tombs was adapted by the
various societies, without, however, affecting their specific structures.
Each tomb probably belonged to a nobleman or to the head of a
family; the labor was supplied by his companions. “A megalithic
tomb should be compared to a church rather than a castle, and its
occupants to Celtic saints rather than to Norman barons.”'” The
“missionaries” of the megalithic faith, a religion above all of the
Mother Goddess, attracted a large number of agriculturalists to their
communities. And in fact the dolmens and cromlechs are located in
the regions most suitable for Neolithic agriculture.®

Similar explanations of the megalithic complex have been pro-
posed by other eminent prehistorians.’® However, these explanations
were invalidated by the discovery of dating by the radioactivity of
carbon and by dendrochronology.2® It has been possible to show
that the megalithic sepulchers (““chamber tombs’’) of Brittany were
built before 4000 B.c. and that in England and Denmark stone tombs
were being built before 3000 B.c.2! As for the gigantic complex of
Stonehenge, it was thought to be contemporary with the Wessex
culture, which was linked with the Mycenaean civilization. But

16. Ibid., pp. 136-37.

17. Gordon Childe, The Prehistory of European Society, pp. 126 ff. The
author (p. 128) compares the megalithic tombs with the little chapels founded
by the Welsh and Irish saints in the same parts of the British Isles.

18. Ibid., p. 129.

19. Stuart Piggott derives the megalithic monuments from the eastern
Mediterranean and compares them with Christian churches or mosques; see
his Ancient Europe, p. 60. For Grahame Clark, the Aegean rite of collective
burials, associated with the cult of the Mother Goddess, was disseminated in
the West by prospectors and explorers for mines; see his World Prehistory,
pp. 138-39.

20. For this “tree-ring calibration of radiocarbon,” see a clear exposition
in Colin Renfrew, Before Civilization, pp. 48-83. As is well known, the two
“revolutions’’—dating by carbon 14 and by dendrochronology—radically
altered the chronology of European prehistory.

21. It should be born in mind that in Egypt the earliest stone pyramids
were erected about 2700 B.c. It is true that these pyramids had predecessors
of brick, but the fact remains that, before 3000 B.c., we know of no Egyptian
stone monument comparable to the megaliths of western Europe; see Renfrew,
Before Civilization, p. 123.
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analyses based on the recent methods prove that Stonehenge was
finished before Mycenae; its last rebuilding (Stonehenge III) dates
from 2100-1900 B.C.22 So too on Malta, the period represented by the
Tarxien temples and the necropolis of Hal Saflieni had ended before
2000 B.c.; hence certain of its characteristic features cannot be
explained by an influence from the Minoan Bronze Age.?® So the
conclusion is inescapable that the European megalithic complex
precedes the Aegean contribution. We are dealing with a series of
original autochthonous creations.

However, the chronological “upset” and the demonstration of the
originality of the western populations have not advanced the inter-
pretation of the megalithic monuments. There has been much
discussion concerning Stonehenge, but, despite some noteworthy
contributions,?* the religious function and the symbolism of the
monument are still disputed. Furthermore, in reaction against
certain risky hypotheses (for example, that of Sir Grafton Elliot
Smith, who derived all the megalithic constructions from the one
source of pharaonic Egypt), investigators no longer dare to attack
the problem as a whole. But this timidity is regrettable, for “mega-
lithism™ is an exemplary, and probably unique, subject of study.
Indeed, comparative research should be able to show to what extent
the analysis of the numerous megalithic cultures that were still
flourishing in the nineteenth century can contribute to an under-
standing of the religious concepts held by the originators of the
prehistoric monuments.

37. Ethnography and prehistory

It is well known that, outside of the Mediterranean and western and
northern Europe, megaliths of prehistoric and protohistoric origin
are spread over a vast area: Algeria, Palestine, Abyssinia, the Deccan,

22. See the documentation ibid., pp. 214 ff.

23. Ibid., p. 152. See also Daniel and Evans, The Western Mediterranean,
p. 21. Zuntz, however, thinks of an Egyptian or Sumerian influence (Per-
sephone, pp. 10 ff.).

24. Since the tectonic structure of Stonehenge seems also to imply the
function of an astronomical observatory, it is probable that the chief festivals
were related to the changes of the seasons, as among the Hopis and the
Cherokees; see Renfrew, Before Civilization, pp. 239 ff.
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Assam, Ceylon, Tibet, and Korea. As for the megalithic cultures that
were still alive at the beginning of the twentieth century, the most
notable are documented in Indonesia and Melanesia. Robert Heine-
Geldern, who devoted part of his life to studying this problem, held
that the two groups of megalithic cultures—those of prehistory and
those of cultures at the ethnographic stage—are historically con-
nected, for in his view the megalithic complex was disseminated
from a single center, very probably the eastern Mediterranean.

We shall later return to Heine-Geldern’s hypothesis. For the
moment, we may appropriately summarize his conclusions regarding
the beliefs typical of the living megalithic societies. Megaliths have a
relation to certain ideas concerning existence after death. The
majority of them are built in the course of ceremonies intended to
defend the soul during its journey into the beyond; but they also
insure an eternal postexistence, both to those who raise them during
their own lifetime and to those for whom they are built after death.
In addition, megaliths constitute the unrivaled connection between
the living and the dead; they are believed to perpetuate the magical
virtues of those who constructed them or for whom they were
constructed, thus insuring the fertility of men, cattle, and harvests.
In all the megalithic cultures that still flourish, the cult of ancestors
plays an important part.?®

The monuments serve as the seat of the souls of the dead when
they come back to visit the village, but they are also used by the
living. The place where the megaliths stand is at once the outstanding
cult site (ceremonial choreography, sacrifices, etc.) and the center of
social activity. In the megalithic-type cult of the dead, genealogies
play an important part. According to Heine-Geldern, it is probable
that the genealogies of the ancestors—that is, of the founders of
villages and of certain families—were ritually recited. It is important
to emphasize this fact: man hopes that his name will be remembered
through the agency of stomne; in other words, connection with the
ancestors is insured by memory of their names and exploits, a
memory “fixed” in the megaliths.

As we have just observed, Heine-Geldern claims for the megalithic
civilizations a continuity extending from the fifth millennium down to
the contemporary ‘primitive” societies. However, he rejects G.

25. R. Heine-Geldern, “Prehistoric Research in the Netherlands Indies,”
p. 149, and *‘Das Megalithproblem,” pp. 167 ff.
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Elliot Smith’s and J. W. Perry’s pan-Egyptian hypothesis. In addition,
he denies the existence of a “megalithic religion,” for the simple
reason that certain “megalithic” beliefs and concepts are documented
in connection with many religious forms, both elementary and higher.
The Austrian scholar compares the megalithic complex with certain
“mystical” movements—for example, Tantrism, which can be
indifferently either Hindu or Buddhist. He also denies the existence
of a ““megalithic cultural circle,” made up, according to certain
authors, of particular myths and characteristic social or economic
institutions; and in fact megalithic ideas and practices are docu-
mented among populations that possess a great variety of social
forms, economic structures, and cultural institutions.2é

The analysis of the megalithic complex accomplished by Heine-
Geldern still has value. But his hypotheses concerning the unity of
ancient and contemporary megalithic cultures are today disputed, or
simply ignored, by many investigators. The problem of the *“conti-
nuity” of the megalithic complex is substantial and must remain
open. For, as a certain author put it recently, it represents ‘“‘the
greatest enigma of prehistory.” In any case—and whatever hypo-
thesis is adopted, whether continuity or convergence—it is impossible
to speak of one megalithic culture. For our purpose, it should be
noted that, in the megalithic religions, the sacrality of stone is
chiefly valorized in relation to postexistence. The attempt is made to
“found” a particular mode of existence after death by means of the
ontophany peculiar to stones. In the megalithic cultures of western
Europe, the fascination exercised by stone in masses is obvious; but
it is a fascination aroused by the desire to transform collective burials
into spectacular and indestructible monuments. By virtue of the
megalithic constructions the dead enjoy an exceptional power; how-
ever, since communication with the ancestors is ritually assured, this
power can be shared by the living. To be sure, other forms of the
cult of ancestors exist. What characterizes the megalithic religions is
the fact that the ideas of perenniality and of continuity between life and
death are apprehended through the exaltation of the ancestors as
identified, or associated, with the stones. We will add, however, that
these religious ideas were not fully realized and perfectly expressed
except in a few privileged creations.

26. See ‘‘Das Megalithproblem,”” pp. 164 ff.
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38. The first cities of India

Recent researches into the prehistory of Indian civilization have
opened perspectives that were unforesecable a few decades ago. They
also raised problems that have not yet received satisfactory solutions.
The excavation of the two cities, Harappa and Mohenjo-daro,
brought to light a quite advanced urban civilization, at once mercan-
tile and theocratic. The chronology is still in dispute, but it appears
certain that the Indus civilization was fully developed about 2500 B.C.
What most struck the directors of the earliest excavations was the
uniformity and stagnation of the Harappan civilization. No change,
no innovation, could be discerned in the thousand years of its
history. The two towns were probably the capitals of the “empire.”
This uniformity and continuity can be explained only by supposing a
regime based on some kind of religious authority.2”

Today this culture is known to have extended far beyond the
Indus Valley, and it everywhere presented the same uniformity.
Gordon Childe considered Harappan technology to be equal to those
of Egypt and Mesopotamia. However, the majority of its products
lack imagination, “‘suggesting that the people of Harappa had their
eyes on things not of this world.” 28

As for the origin of this earliest urban civilization to develop in
India, scholars are agreed in looking for it in Baluchistan. According
to Fairservis, the ancestors of the Harappans were descended from
the pre-Aryan agriculturalists of Iran. Certain phases of the pre-
Harappan culture are beginning to be better known as a result of the
excavations made in southern Baluchistan. It is noteworthy that the
earliest important agglomerations were built near structures that had
a ceremonial function. In the important archeological complex
excavated in the region of the Porali River and known as the “Edith
Shahr Complex,” a mound 7 to 12 meters high has been brought to
light, together with a number of structures surrounded by walls. At
its summit the mound rose in the form of a ziggurat ; several stairways
led to the platform. The structures in stone seem to have been seldom
and sporadically inhabited, which indicates that the function of the
entire edifice was ceremonial. The second phase of the same complex
(phase B) is characterized by the presence of great stone circles, by

27. Cf. M. Eliade, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom, pp. 353 ff.
28. B. and R. Allchin, The Birth of Indian Civilization, p. 136.
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more than a hundred buildings, 3 to 8 meters wide, and by “avenues™
of white stones. These structures, too, appear to have served only
religious objectives.2®

Fairservis compares these sacred sites, and in general the structures
excavated in the Quetta Valley (representing the pre-Harappan
phases of Sind and Baluchistan), with Mohenjo-daro and Harappa,
cities that he considers were originally built for cult ceremonies. This
hypothesis is still disputed, though there is no doubt concerning the
religious function of the “citadel,” a platform comprising character-
istic structures, which are the same in the two cities. For our purpose
the controversy is of little interest. For, on the one hand, the cult
origin of the pre-Harappan agglomerations (hence, of the earliest
cities!) is certain, and, on the other hand, scholars today agree in
seeing ceremonial complexes in the most ancient urban centers. Paul
Wheatley has brilliantly demonstrated the religious intention and
function of the earliest cities in China, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Central
America, and elsewhere.®® The most ancient cities were built around
sanctuaries, that is, close to a sacred space, a ‘“ center of the world,”
where communication between earth, heaven, and the subterranean
regions was deemed possible.?! If it could be shown that the two
capital cities of the Indus are clearly different from their pre-Harappan
prototypes (and from other ancient cities), Harappa and Mohenjo-
daro would have to be considered the first examples of the
secularization of an urban structure, which is an essentially modern
phenomenon.

What needs to be emphasized for the moment is the morphological
diversity of the sacred space and the cult center. In the megalithic
cultures of the Mediterranean and western Europe, the ceremonial
center, bound up with the cult of the dead, was consecrated by
menhirs and dolmens, seldom by sanctuaries, and the agglomerations
did not exceed the dimensions of villages.3? As we have seen, the real

29. W. A. Fairservis, The Roots of Ancient India, pp. 195 fI., 362 ff. On the
relations between this phase of pre-Harappan culture and the megaliths of
southern India, see ibid., pp. 375 ff.

30. Paul Wheatley, The Pivot of the Four Quarters, esp. pp. 20 ff., 107 ff,,
225 f1.

31. Eliade, Cosmos and History, chap. 1, and *‘Centre du Monde, Temple,
Maison.”

32. The earliest cities built in these regions were likewise ““sacred cities,”
that is, ““centers of the world’’; cf. Werner Miiller, Die heilige Stadt, passim.
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megalithic “cities” in the West were built for the dead: they were
necropolises.

39. Protohistorical religious concepts and their parallels in
Hinduism

The Harappan religion—that is, the religion of the first urban
civilization of India—is also important for another reason: its
relationship with Hinduism. Despite the skepticism of some authors,
the religious life of Mohenjo-daro and Harappa is accessible to us,
at least in its general outlines. Thus, for example, a great number of
figurines and certain designs inscribed on seals indicate cults of a
Mother Goddess. In addition, as Sir John Marshall had already
recognized, an ithyphallic figure seated in a “yogic” position and
surrounded by wild animals represents a Great God, probably a
prototype of Siva.3® Fairservis has called attention to the large
number of scenes of worship or sacrifice depicted on the seals. The
most famous one shows a figure seated (or dancing) on a platform
between two kneeling suppliants, each accompanied by a cobra.
Other seals feature a personage immobilizing two tigers, in the
manner of Gilgamesh, or a horned god with the legs and tail of a
bull, suggesting the Mesopotamian Enkidu; there are also various
tree spirits, to which sacrifices are being brought, processions of
people carrying ““standards,” etc.* In the scenes painted on certain
urns excavated at Harappa, Vats believed that he could identify the
souls of the dead preparing to cross a stream.®®

Since Sir John Marshall, scholars have emphasized the “Hindu-
istic”” character of the Harappan religion. Aside from the examples
already cited—the Great Goddess, a proto-Siva in “yogic” position,
the ritual value of trees and snakes and the /ingam—we may mention
the “Grand Bath” at Mohenjo-daro, which resembles the bathing
pools of modern Hindu temples, the pipal tree, the use of the turban
(unknown in the Vedic texts, documented only after the period of the

33. Sir John Marshall, Mohenjo-daro, vol. 1, p. 52; Eliade, Yoga, p. 355.
Stones in the form of the lingam have also been found in these cities; see
Allchin, Birth of Indian Civilization, p. 312.

34. Fairservis, Roots of Ancient India, pp. 274 ff.

35. Allchin, p. 314 and fig. 75.
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Brahmanas), nasal ornaments, the ivory comb, etc.® The historical
process that insured the transmission of a part of the Harappan
heritage and its absorption into Hinduism is inadequately known.
Scholars are still discussing the causes for the decadence and ultimate
ruin of the two capital cities. The catastrophic floods of the Indus
have been suggested, as have the consequences of desiccation,
seismic movements,®” and the attacks of the Aryan invaders. It
would seem probable that the decline had multiple causes. In any
case, about 1750 B.c. the Indus civilization was on its deathbed, and
the Indo-Aryans only gave it its mortal blow (cf. § 64). But it must be
made clear, on the one hand, that the invasion by the Aryan tribes
took place progressively, during several centuries, and, on the other
hand, that in the South, in the region formerly known as Saurashtra,
a culture derived from the nuclear Harappan complex continued its
development after the Aryan thrust.3®

Twenty years ago we wrote concerning the destruction of the Indus
culture:

The collapse of an urban civilization is not equivalent to the simple
extinction of its culture, but merely to that culture’s regression to
rural, larval, “popular” forms. (This phenomenon was amply
demonstrated in Europe during and after the great barbarian
invasions.) But before very long the Aryanization of the Punjab
launched the great movement of synthesis that was one day to
become Hinduism. The considerable number of “Harappan”
elements found in Hinduism can be explained only by a contact,
begun quite early, between the Indo-European conquerors and the
representatives of the Indus culture. These representatives were not
necessarily the authors of the Indus culture or their direct descen-
dants; they might be tributaries, by dissemination, of certain
Harappan cultural forms, which they had preserved in eccentric
regions, spared by the first waves of Aryanization. This would
explain the following apparently strange fact: the cult of the Great
Goddess and of Siva, phallism and tree worship, asceticism and
Yoga, etc., appear for the first time in India as the religious

36. See Eliade, Yoga, p. 356; Piggott, Prehistoric India, pp. 268 fI.; Alichin,
Birth of Indian Civilization, pp. 310 ff.; Sir Mortimer Wheeler, The Indus
Civilization, p. 135.

37. See the discussion of these hypotheses in Wheeler, pp. 127 ff., Alichin,
pp. 143 ff., and Fairservis, pp. 302 ff.

38. Wheeler, pp. 133 ff., Allchin, pp. 179 ff., Fairservis, pp. 293, 295.
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expression of a high urban civilization, that of the Indus—whereas,
in medieval and modern India, these religious elements are charac-
teristic of “popular™ cultures. To be sure, from the Harappan
period on, there was certainly a synthesis between the spirituality
of the Australoid aborigines and that of the “masters,” the authors
of the urban civilization. But we must presume that it was not only
this synthesis that was preserved, but also the specific and almost
exclusive contribution of the “masters” (a contribution related
especially to their theocratic conceptions). Otherwise it would be
impossible to explain the considerable importance assumed by the
Brahmans after the Vedic period. Very probably all these Harappan
religious conceptions (which strongly contrast with those of the
Indo-Europeans) were preserved, with inevitable regressions,
among the “popular” strata, in the margin of the society and
civilization of the new Aryan-speaking masters. Very probably it
is from there that they welled up, in successive waves, during the
later synthesis that ended in the formation of Hinduism.®®

Since that was published (1954), other proofs of continuity have
been adduced.*® What is more, similar processes are documented
elsewhere, notably in Crete, in continental Greece, and in the Aegean
region as a whole, where the Hellenic culture and religion are the
result of a symbiosis between the Mediterranean substratum and the
Indo-European conquerors from the north. Here, just as in India,
the religious ideas and beliefs of the autochthonous inhabitants are
accessible chiefly through the archeological data, whereas the earliest
texts—Homer and Hesiod first of all—largely reflect the traditions
of the Aryan-speaking invaders. It must be made clear, however,
that Homer and Hesiod already represent the first phases of the
Hellenic synthesis.

40. Crete: Sacred caves, labyrinths, goddesses

On Crete the Neolithic culture, documented from the fifth millennium,
came to an end when, about the third millennium, the island was
colonized by immigrants arriving from the south and the east. The

39. Yoga, p. 358.

40. They will be found in the works by Wheeler, Alichin, and Fairservis.
See also Mario Cappiori, “Ist die Indus-Kultur und ihre Bevolkerung wirklich
verschwunden ?”’; W. Koppers, * Zentralindische Fruchtbarkeitsriten und ihre
Beziehungen zur Induskultur’’; J. Haekel, ¢ ¢ Adonisgirtchen’ im Zeremoniel-
wesen der Rathwa in Gujerat (Zentralindien). Vergleich und Problematik.”
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newcomers were masters of the metallurgical techniques of copper
and bronze. Sir Arthur Evans called their culture “Minoan,” after
the legendary King Minos, and divided it into three periods: Early
Minoan (about the end of the third millennium); Middle Minoan
(from the building of the palaces of Cnossus and Mallia, 2000 B.C.—-
1580 B.c.); and Late Minoan (1580-1150 B.c.).*! During the Middle
Minoan the Cretans used a hieroglyphic script, followed, about
1700 B.C., by a linear script (Linear A); neither has yet been deci-
phered. It is during this period (between 2000 and 1900 B.C.) that the
first Greeks, the Minyans, entered continental Greece. They represent
the advance guard of the Indo-European groups that, in successive
waves, will come to settle in Hellas, in the islands, and on the
littoral of Asia Minor. The first phase of Late Minoan (1580-1450
B.C.) constitutes the apogee of the Minoan civilization. This is the
period during which, in the Peloponnesus, the Aryan-speaking
invaders build Mycenae and maintain relations with Crete. Not long
afterward (1450-1400 B.C.) the Mycenaeans (or Achaeans) settle at
Cnossus and introduce the type of script known as Linear B. The
last phase of Late Minoan, called the Mycenaean Period (1400-1150
B.C.), ends with the invasion by the Dorians and the final destruction
of the Cretan civilization.

Until Ventris deciphered Linear B in 1952, the only documents for
Minoan culture and religion came from archeological excavations.
They are still the most important. The first indications of acts having
a religious intention were discovered in caves. In Crete, as every-
where else in the Mediterranean, caves long served as dwelling
places, but also, especially since the Neolithic, as cemeteries (a custom
that has survived down to modern times). However, a considerable
number of caves were consecrated to various autochthonous divini-
ties. Certain rites, myths, and legends associated with these power-
haunted caves were later incorporated into the religious traditions of
the Greeks. Thus, one of the most celebrated, the cave at Amnisos,
near Cnossus, was consecrated to Eileithyia, a pre-Hellenic goddess
of childbirth. Another, on Mount Dicte,*? was famous for having

41. On these periods, see R. W. Hutchinson, Prehistoric Crete, pp. 137-98,
267-316; R. F. Willetts, Cretan Cults and Festivals, pp. 8-37.

42. On sacred caves, see M. P. Nilsson, The Minoan-Mycenaean Religion,
pp. 53 ff.; Charles Picard, Les religions préhelléniques, pp. 58 ff., 130-31;
Willetts, Cretan Cults and Festivals, pp. 141 ff.
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sheltered the infant Zeus; it was there that the future master of
Olympus came into the world, and the nursling’s cries were smothered
under the clashing of the Curetes’ shields. The armed dance of the
Curetes probably constituted an initiation ceremony, performed by
the young men’s brotherhoods (cf. § 83). For certain caves were used
by the brotherhoods for their secret rites—for example, the cave on
Mount Ida, which was the scene of the assemblies of the Dactyls, the
mythological personification of a brotherhood of master metallurgists.

As is well known, caves played a religious role from the Paleolithic.
The labyrinth takes over and enlarges this role; entering a cave or a
labyrinth was equivalent to a descent into Hades, in other words, to
a ritual death of the initiatory type. The mythology of the famous
labyrinth of Minos is obscure and fragmentary, but its most dramatic
episodes are connected with an initiation. The original meaning of
this mythico-ritual scenario was probably forgotten long before the
first written documents that attest to it. The saga of Theseus, and
especially his entrance into the labyrinth and his victorious fight with
the Minotaur, will engage our attention later (§ 94). But it is appro-
priate at this point to mention the ritual function of the labyrinth as
initiatory ordeal.

The excavations at Cnossus have revealed no trace of Daedalus’
fabulous handiwork. Nevertheless, the labyrinth appears on Cretan
coins of the classic period, and labyrinths are mentioned in connection
with other cities. As for its etymology, the word had been explained
as meaning ‘“house of the double ax” (labrys), in other words,
designating the royal palace of Cnossus. But the Achaean word for
“ax” was pelekys (cf. Mesopotamian pilakku). More probably the
term derives from the Asiatic labra/laura, “stone,” “cave.” Hence
“labyrinth” designated an underground quarry, hewn out by human
hands. And in fact the cave of Ampelusia, near Gortyna, is still
called a “labyrinth” in our day.*® For the moment, we will point out
the archaism of the ritual role of caves. We shall return to the
persistence of this role, for it admirably illustrates the continuity of
certain religious ideas and initiatory scenarios, from prehistory down
into modern times (§ 92).

Feminine figurines increase in number during the Neolithic; they
are characterized by their bell-shaped skirt, which leaves the breasts

43. P. Faure, ““Spéléologie crétoise et humanisme,” p. 47.
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bare, and their arms, raised in a gesture of worship. Whether they
represent ex votos or ‘““idols,” these figurines indicate the religious
preeminence of woman and, above all, the primacy of the Goddess.
Later documents confirm and define this primacy. If we judge by the
representations of processions, palace festivals, and scenes of sacrifice,
women played a large part in all these activities.** The goddesses are
represented veiled or partly naked, pressing their breasts or raising
their arms in token of benediction.*® Other images represent them as
Mistress of Wild Beasts (potnia theron). A seal from Cnossus shows
the Lady of the Mountains pointing her scepter down toward a male
worshiper, who covers his eyes.%® On the intaglios, the goddess is
seen preceded by a lion, or grasping a doe or a ram, or standing
between two animals, etc. As we shall see, the Mistress of Wild
Beasts survives in Greek mythology and religion (cf. § 92).

The cult was celebrated on the summits of mountains as well as in
palace chapels or private houses. And everywhere the goddesses are
found at the center of religious activity. The beginning of the Middle
Minoan (2100-1900 B.c.) furnishes our earliest evidence for sanc-
tuaries on high places. At first these are only modest enclosures;
later they are small edifices. In the sanctuaries at Petsofa, as on
Mount Juktas, the thick layer of ashes has yielded a number of human
and animal figures in terra cotta. Nilsson holds that a goddess of
nature was worshiped there, with casting of votive figurines into fires
that were periodically ignited.*” More complex, and still enigmatic,
are the so-called agrarian or vegetation cults. Of rural origin, they
were incorporated, at least symbolically, into the palace services.
But they were chiefly celebrated in the sacred enclosures. To judge
from intaglios and the paintings and reliefs on vases, these cults
comprised dances, processions of sacred objects, and lustrations.

Trees played a central role. The iconographic documents show
various personages in the act of touching leaves, worshiping the
goddess of vegetation, or performing ritual dances. Certain scenes

44, Picard, Les religions préhistoriques, pp. 71, 159 ff.

45. Evans, Palace of Minos, vol. 2, pp. 277 fI.; Picard, Religions préhistori-
ques, pp. 714 ff.; Nilsson, Minoan-Mycenaean Religion, pp. 296 ff. The goddesses
are sometimes replaced by columns and pillars; see Picard, p. 77; Nilsson,
pp. 250 fT.

46. Picard, p. 63. But Nilsson considers this impression to be comparatively
late, and Hutchinson makes it Mycenaean (Prehistoric Crete, p. 206).

47. Nilsson, Minoan-Mycenaean Religion, p. 75.
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stress the extravagant, not to say ecstatic, nature of the rite: a naked
woman passionately clasps the trunk of a tree; an officiant pulls the
tree away with averted face, while his companion appears to be
weeping on a tomb.*8 Such scenes have been rightly viewed as
depicting not only the yearly drama of vegetation but also the
religious experience inspired by discovering the mystical solidarity
between man and plant (cf. §§12, 14).%°

41. Characteristic features of Minoan religion

According to Picard, “as yet, we have no proof of the existence of an
adult male god.”®® The goddess is sometimes escorted by an armed
acolyte, but his role is obscure. Nevertheless, certain vegetation gods
were undoubtedly known, for the Greek myths refer to hierogamies
that took place in Crete, hierogamies characteristic of the agrarian
religions. Persson has attempted, on the basis of iconographic repre-
sentations, to reconstruct the ritual scenario of the periodical death
and resurrection of vegetation. The Swedish scholar believed that he
could place the different scenes of the cult in the seasons of the
agrarian cycle: spring (epiphany of the goddess of nature and her
worship by officiants, etc.); summer (epiphany of the god of vegeta-
tion, etc.); winter (ritual laments; scenes representing the departure
of the divinities, etc.).?* Some of these interpretations are persuasive,
but the reconstruction of the whole scenario is disputed.

What seems to be certain is that the majority of the iconographic
documents had a religious meaning and that the cult was centered on
the “mysteries” of life, death, and rebirth ; hence it included initiation
rites, funerary laments, orgiastic and ecstatic ceremonies. As Francis
Vian rightly emphasizes:

It would be a mistake to conclude, from the smallness of the places
devoted to it, that religion played little part in the princely dwell-
ings. The fact is that it is the palace in its entirety that is sacred, for

48. Evans, Palace of Minos, vol. 2, pp. 838 ff.; Nilsson, Minoan-Mycenaean
Religion, pp. 268 fI.; Axel W. Persson, The Religion of Greece in Prehistoric
Times, pp. 38-39.

49. Picard, Religions préhistoriques, p. 152.

50. Ibid., p. 80. The masculine figures represent worshipers (ibid., p. 154).

51. Persson, Religion of Greece in Prehistoric Times, pp. 25-104.
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it is the residence of the divine patroness and of the priest-king
who serves as intercessor between her and men. The dance floors
surrounded by tiers of steps, the inner courts in which altars stand,
the storerooms themselves, are religious installations. The throne
was an object of veneration, as is proved by the symbolic griffons
that flank it at Cnossus and Pylos; possibly it was even reserved
for the epiphany of the goddess rather than for the sovereign.>?

It is important to emphasize the function of the palace as cere-
monial center. The sacred bullfights, in which the bull was not killed,
were performed in the spaces surrounded by tiers of steps, the so-
called theatrical areas of the palaces. Paintings at Cnossus show us
acrobats of both sexes vaulting over bulls. Despite Nilsson’s skepti-
cism, the religious meaning of “acrobats” is indubitable: passing
across the running bull constitutes a perfect initiatory ordeal.5® Very
probably the legend of Theseus’ companions, seven youths and seven
maidens ““offered” to the Minotaur, reflects the memory of such an
initiatory ordeal. Unfortunately, we know nothing of the mythology
of the divine bull and his role in the cult. Probably the specifically
Cretan cult object known as ““horns of consecration” represents the
stylization of the frontal aspect of a bull. Its omnipresence confirms
the importance of its religious function: the horns served to conse-
crate objects placed between them.

The religious meaning and the symbolism of a certain number of
cult objects are still in dispute. The double ax was certainly used in
sacrifices. It is found in an area of considerable extent outside of
Crete. In Asia Minor, as symbol of the thunderbolt, it is the emblem
of the storm god. But as early as the Paleolithic, it is also found
beside a naked goddess in Iraq, at Tell Arpachiyah. In Crete, too, the
double ax is seen in the hands of women—priestesses or goddesses—
or on their heads. Taking into consideration its double cutting edge,
Evans explained it as an emblem symbolizing the union of the
complementary masculine and feminine principles.

Columns and pillars probably shared in the cosmological sym-
bolism of the axis mundi, already documented from prehistory on

52. F. Vian, “‘La religion de la Créte minoenne et de la Gréce achéenne,”
in Henri-Charles Puech, ed., Histoire des religions, vol. 1, p. 475. Evans had
already called the king of Cnossus a priest-king, a term accepted by Nilsson
(pp. 486 ff.) and Picard (pp. 70 ff.). See also Willetts, Cretan Cults, pp. 84 fI.

53. Evans, Palace of Minos, vol. 3, p. 220, fig. 154; Picard, pp. 144, 199;
Persson, pp. 93 fI.; J. W. Graham, The Palaces of Crete, pp. 73 fI.
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(cf. §12). The colonnettes surmounted by birds can be variously
interpreted, since the bird can represent the soul as well as the
epiphany of a goddess. In any case, columns and pillars replace the
goddess, “for they are sometimes seen, like her, flanked by lions or
griffons heraldically attached.” %*

The cult of the dead played a considerable part. Corpses were
introduced from above into the deep chambers of the ossuaries. As
elsewhere in Asia Minor and the Mediterranean, underground
libations were bestowed on the dead. The living could go down into
certain chambers, furnished with benches for the cult. Probably the
funeral service was performed under the auspices of the Goddess
(cf. § 35). In fact, the rock-cut tomb of a priest-king of Cnossus
comprised a pillared crypt, whose blue-painted ceiling represented
the celestial vault; above, a chapel resembling the palace sanctuaries
of the Mother Goddess had been built.5®

The most precious, but also the most enigmatic, document con-
cerning Cretan religion is constituted by the two decorated panels
of a sarcophagus excavated at Hagia Triada. To be sure, this docu-
ment reflects the religious ideas of its period (thirteenth to twelfth
centuries), when the Mycenaeans were already established in Crete.
Nevertheless, insofar as the scenes depicted on the panels are suscep-
tible of a coherent interpretation, they evoke Minoan and Oriental
beliefs and customs. One of the panels depicts the sacrifice of a bull:
three priestesses advance toward it in procession; on the other side
of the victim, whose throat has been cut, a blood sacrifice before a
sacred tree is shown. On the second panel we see the completion of
the funeral libation: a priestess pours the red liquid into a large urn.
The last scene is the most mysterious: in front of his tomb, the dead
man, in a long robe, lends his presence to the funerary offering; three
male sacrificers bring him a small boat and two calves.>®

54. Picard, p. 77.

55. Evans, Palace of Minos, vol. 4, pt. 2, pp. 962 ff. Picard cites the tradition
transmitted by Diodorus (4. 76-80; 16. 9), according to which Minos was
buried in a crypt-tomb over which a temple dedicated to Aphrodite, who
inherited the role of the Aegean Goddess, was built (Religions préhistoriques,
p. 173).

56. See the reproductions in Paribeni, “Il sarcofago dipinto...,” pls.
I-111, and J. Harrison, Themis, figs. 31-38. See also Nilsson, pp. 426 fI.;
Picard, pp. 168 ff. The marine voyage to the afterlife left traces in the Greek
conception of the Isles of the Blessed; see Hesiod, Works and Days 167 fI.;
Pindar, Second Olympian 67 ff.
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A number of scholars, judging from his appearance (according to
Picard, “one would say a mummy’’), hold that the dead man is
deified. The hypothesis is plausible. The representation would then
be of a privileged person, such as the priest-king of Cnossus or one
of the Greek heroes (Heracles, Achilles, Menelaus). However, it
seems more likely that the scenes suggest, not the dead man’s
divinization, but the accomplishment of his initiation, a ceremony of
the mystery-religion type, able to insure him a happy postexistence.
And in fact Diodorus (first century B.C.) had already noted the
similarity between the Cretan religion and the mystery religions.
Now this type of religion will later be suppressed in so-called Dorian
Greece and will live on only within certain closed societies, the
thiasoi (perhaps a pre-Hellenic word).5”

The tradition transmitted by Diodorus is of the highest interest,
for it indicates the limits of the process of assimilation of Oriental
and Mediterranean religious ideas by the Aryan-speaking con-
querors.

42, Continuity of the pre-Hellenic religious structures

The deciphering of Linear B has proved that, about 1400 B.C., Greek
was spoken and written at Cnossus. It follows, therefore, that the
Mycenaean invaders played a decisive part not only in the destruction
of the Minoan civilization but also in its final period; in other words,
during its last phase Cretan civilization also included continental
Greece. If we consider the fact that, before the invasion by the
Mycenaeans, influences from Egypt and Asia Minor®® had resulted
in an Asianic-Mediterranean synthesis, we can gauge the antiquity
and complexity of the Greek cultural phenomenon. Hellenism sends
its roots into Egypt and Asia; but it is the contribution of the
Mycenaean conquerors that will produce the “Greek miracle.”

The tablets unearthed at Cnossus, Pylos, and Mycenae mention
the Homeric gods under their classical names: Zeus, Hera, Athena,
Poseidon, and Dionysus. Unfortunately, the information they
afford regarding mythology and cult is rather meager; mention is

57. Picard, p. 142. See also § 99.
58. It should be noted that the influences were also exercised in the opposite
direction.
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made of Zeus Dictaeus and of Daedalus, of “slaves of the god,” of
the “slave of Athena,” of names of priestesses, etc. Decidedly more
significant is the fame of Crete in the mythology and religion of
classical Greece. It is in Crete that Zeus was held to have had his
birth and death; Dionysus, Apollo, Heracles performed their child-
hood exploits in Crete; it is there that Demeter loved Iasion and that
Minos received the laws and, with Rhadamanthys, became judge in
Hades. And it was still from Crete that, at the height of the classical
period, accredited purifiers were summoned.?® The island was
endowed with the fabulous virtues of the period of the primordium:
for classical Greece, Minoan Crete shared in the prodigies of
“origins” and of ““autochthony.”

There can be no doubt that the religious traditions of the Greeks
were modified by symbiosis with the autochthonous inhabitants, in
Crete as well as elsewhere in the Aegean zone. Nilsson had pointed
out that, of the four religious centers of classical Greece—Delphi,
Delos, Eleusis, and Olympia—the first three were inherited from the
Mycenaeans. The persistence of certain Minoan religious structures
has been aptly brought out. It has been possible to show the pro-
longation of the Minoan-Mycenaean chapel in the Greek sanctuary
and the continuity between the Cretan cult of the hearth and that of
the Mycenaean palaces. The image of the psyché-butterfly was
familiar to the Minoans. The origins of the cult of Demeter are
documented in Crete, and the oldest sanctuary at Eleusis dates from
Mycenaean times. ““Certain architectural and other dispositions of
the mystery temples of classical times appear to derive, more or less,
from installations recorded in pre-Hellenic Crete.”” ©

As in pre-Aryan India, it is above all the cults of the Goddesses,
and the rites and beliefs related to fertility, death, and the soul’s
survival, which persisted. In certain cases the continuity is found from
prehistory down to modern times. To cite only one example, the
cave of Skoteino, ““one of the most grandiose and picturesque in all
Crete,” is 60 meters deep and has four levels; at the end of the second
level are two ““cult idols, set up above, and in front of, a stone altar”
—a woman and “a beardless bust with a sardonic smile.” In front
of these two statues ‘‘the fragments of vessels reach a height of
several meters; others litter the floor of the third underground level.

59. Picard, p. 73.
60. Ibid., p. 142.
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... Chronologically, they follow one another without a break from
the beginning of the second millennium B.C. to the end of the Roman
period.” 8! The sanctity of the cave has persisted down to our day.
Very near by is a small white chapel dedicated to the Parasceve (Good
Friday). On July 26 there is an assemblage at the entrance to the cave.
It consists of “the entire population of the valley of the Aposelemi
and of the Chersonese region; there is dancing in two areas under the
vault and heavy drinking, and love songs are sung as ritually as mass
was heard in the near-by chapel.” 62

Continuity is also demonstrated in respect to other specific
expressions of archaic Cretan religiosity. Sir Arthur Evans empha-
sized the solidarity between the tree cult and the veneration of sacred
stones. A similar solidarity is found in the cult of Athena Parthenos
at Athens: a pillar associated with the sacred tree (the olive) and with
the owl, the goddess’s emblematic bird. Evans also showed the
survival of the pillar cult down to modern times; for example, the
sacred pillar at Tekekioi, near Skoplje, a replica of the Minoan
column, venerated by both Christians and Muslims. The belief that
sacred springs are associated with goddesses is found again in
classical Greece, where springs were worshiped as Nereids; it
persists in our day: fairies are still called Neraides.

There is no need to multiply examples. It should be remembered
that a similar process of continuity of archaic religious structures is
characteristic of all folk cultures, from western Europe and the
Mediterranean to the plain of the Ganges and China (cf. §14). For
our purpose, it is important to emphasize the fact that this religious
complex, linking goddesses of fertility and death with rites and
beliefs concerning initiation and the survival of the soul, was not
incorporated into the Homeric religion. Despite symbiosis with the
countless pre-Hellenic traditions, the Aryan-speaking conquerors
succeeded in imposing their pantheon and in maintaining their
specific religious style (see chapters 10-11).

61. P. Faure, ‘Spéléologie crétoise et humanisme,’’ p. 40.
62. Ibid., p. 40. Numerous caves are dedicated to saints, and more than a
hundred chapels are located in caves (ibid., p. 45).



The Religions
of The Hittites and
The Canaanites

43. Anatolian symbiosis and Hittite syncretism

The surprising religious continuity that existed in Anatolia, from the
seventh millennium to the introduction of Christianity, has been
remarked upon. “Indeed, there is no solution of continuity between
the shapeless statuettes of a masculine divinity standing on a bull,
like the ones found at Catal Hiiyiik on level VI (ca. 6000 B.C.),
the representations of the storm god from the Hittite period, and
the statues of Jupiter Dolichenus, worshiped by the soldiers of the
Roman legions; nor between the goddess with leopards from Catal
Hiiyiik, the Hittite goddess Hebat, and the Cybele of the classical
period.”?

At least in part, this continuity is the consequence of an astonishing
vocation for religious syncretism. The Indo-European ethnic group
that modern historiography designates by the name Hittites domi-
nated Anatolia during the second millennium (the Old Kingdom,
ca. 1740-1460 B.C., and the Empire, ca. 1460-1200 B.C.). By sub-
jugating the Hattians—the earliest Anatolian population whose
language is known—the Aryan-speaking invaders began a process of
cultural symbiosis that continued long after the collapse of their
political creations. Soon after entering Anatolia, the Hittites under-
went Babylonian influences. Later, and especially during the Empire,
they assimilated the essentials of the culture of the Hurrians, a non-
Indo-European population inhabiting the northern regions of
Mesopotamia and Syria. Hence, in the Hittite pantheon, divinities
of Sumero-Akkadian stock stood side by side with Anatolian and

1. Maurice Vieyra, “La religion de I’Anatolie antique,” in Histoire des
religions, vol. 1, p. 258.
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Hurrian divinities. The greater part of the Hittite myths and rituals
so far known have parallels, and even models, in the Hattian or
Hurrian religious traditions. The Indo-European heritage proves to
be the least significant. Nevertheless, despite the heterogeneity of
their sources, the creations of the Hittite genius—first of all, its
religious art—do not lack originality.

The divinities were distinguished by the terrifying and luminous
force that emanated from them (cf. ““the divine splendor,” melammu,
§ 20). The pantheon was very large, but of certain gods nothing is
known except their names. Each important town was the principal
residence of a deity, who was, however, surrounded by other divine
personages. As everywhere in the ancient Near East, the divinities
“lived in” the temples; the priests and their acolytes had the duty
of bathing, dressing, and feeding them and entertaining them with
dances and music. From time to time the gods left their temples and
went traveling; sometimes these absences could be used to explain
failures in the answering of requests.

The pantheon was conceived as a large family, having as its head
the first couple, the patrons of the Hittite country: the storm god and
a Great Goddess. The storm god was known principally by his
Hurrian name, Teshub, the name that we shall adopt. His wife was
named, in the Hurrian language, Hebat. Their sacred animals—the
bull and, for Hebat, the lion (or the panther)—confirm the continuity
from prehistory (cf. §13). The most famous Great Goddess was
known by the name “sun” goddess of Arinna (in the Hattian
language, Wurusema). In fact, she was an epiphany of the same
Mother Goddess,? since she is praised as ““queen of the land, queen
of Earth and Heaven, protectress of the kings and queens of the
Hatti land,” etc. Probably the *“solarization” represents an act of
homage, performed when the goddess of Arinna became the patroness
of the Hittite kingdom.

The Babylonian ideogram ‘“Ishtar” was used to designate the
numerous local goddesses, whose Anatolian names are unknown.
The Hurrian name was Shanshka. But it must be borne in mind that

2. In a beautiful prayer, Queen Pudu-hepas identifies the goddess of Arinna
with Hebat (see the translation by A. Goetze, ANET, p. 393). However, this
is the only document that points in this direction. In the rituals and lists of
offerings the names of the two goddesses are given one after the other. This

fact may be explained by the importance obtained, under the Hittite sovereigns,
by the two famous epiphanies of the Mother Goddess.
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the Babylonian Ishtar, goddess of love and war, was known in
Anatolia; hence in certain cases we have an Anatolian-Babylonian
syncretism. The sun god, son of Teshub, was considered, like
Shamash, the defender of right and justice. No less popular was
Telepinus, also a son of Teshub, whose myth we shall soon consider.

As for religious life, the sources inform us only about the official
cult. The prayers whose texts have been preserved belong to the
royal milieu. In other words, we know nothing of the beliefs and
rituals of the people. However, there can be no doubt of the roles
attributed to the goddesses of fecundity and the god of storms. The
seasonal festivals, especially the New Year festival (purulli), were
celebrated by the king, representative of the Aryan-speaking con-
querors; but similar ceremonies had been performed in the country
from Neolithic times.

Black magic was forbidden by the law code; those guilty of it were
executed. This indirectly confirms the extraordinary repute that
certain archaic practices enjoyed in popular circles. On the other
hand, the considerable number of texts so far discovered proves
that white magic was openly and frequently practiced; it chiefly
involved rituals of purification and the banishment of evil.

The prestige and the religious role of the king are considerable.
Sovereignty is a gift of the gods. ““To me, the King, have the gods—
Sun God and Storm God—entrusted the land and my house. ...
(The gods) have taken care of the kings. They have renewed his
strength and set no limit to his years.”® The king is “loved” by a
great god. (However, fictitious divine descent, of the Mesopotamian
type, is not documented.) His prosperity is identified with that of the
whole people. The sovereign is the vicar of the gods on earth, but he
also represents the people before the pantheon.

No text describing the ceremonial of the king’s consecration has
been found, but it is known that the sovereign was anointed with oil,
clothed in a special dress, and crowned; finally, he received a royal
name. The sovereign was also a high priest, and, alone or with the
queen, he celebrated the most important festivals of the year. After
their death the kings were deified. In speaking of the death of a king,
the phrase “he has become a god” was used. His statue was placed
in the temple, and the reigning sovereigns brought him offerings.

3. Ritual for the erection of a new palace, trans. Goetze, ANET, p. 357.
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According to certain texts, the king, during his lifetime, was con-
sidered to be the incarnation of his deified ancestors.*

44, The ‘‘god who disappears”’

The originality of “Hittite”® religious thought is seen especially in
the reinterpretation of some important myths. One of the most
notable themes is that of the “god who disappears.” In the best-
known version, the protagonist is Telepinus. Other texts give the role
to his father, the storm god, to the sun god, or to certain goddesses.
The background, like the name Telepinus, is Hattian. The Hittite ver-
sions were composed in connection with various rituals; in other
words, the recitation of the myth played a fundamental part inthecult.

Since the beginning of the narrative® is lost, we do not know why
Telepinus decides to “disappear.” Perhaps it is because men have
angered him. But the consequences of his disappearance immediately
make themselves felt. Fires go out on hearths, gods and men feel
“stifled”’; the ewe neglects her lamb, the cow her calf; “grain and
spelt thrive no longer”; animals and men do not copulate; the
pastures dry up, the springs fail. (This is, perhaps, the earliest
literary version of the well-known mythological motif of the ““waste
land,” made famous by the Grail romances.) Then the sun god sends
messengers—first the eagle, then the storm god himself—to look for
Telepinus, but without success. Finally, the Mother Goddess sends
the bee; it finds the god asleep in a grove, and, by stinging him,
wakes him. Furious, Telepinus brings down such calamities on the
land that the gods take fright and, to calm him, have recourse to
magic. By magical ceremonies and formulas, Telepinus is purged of
his anger and of “evil.”” Pacified, he finally returns to his place
among the gods—and life resumes its rhythms.

4. O. R. Gurney, “Hittite Kingship,” p. 115.

5. We have added the quotation marks to indicate that, in many cases, the
myths are originally Hattian or Hurrian, translated or adapted into the Hittite
language.

6. We use the translations by A. Goetze, ANET, pp. 126-28, by Giiterbock,
Mpythologies of the Ancient World, pp. 144 f., and by Vieyra in R. Labat, ed.,
Les religions du Proche-Orient, pp. 532 ff. See also Theodor Gaster, Thespis,
pp. 302-9.

7. Similar pacification rites are performed by the priest; see the text trans-
lated by Gaster, Thespis, pp. 311-12.
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Telepinus is a god who, angered, hides—that is to say, disappears
from the world around him. He does not belong to the category of
vegetation gods, who die and return to life periodically. Nevertheless,
his disappearance has the same disastrous consequences on all levels
of cosmic life. Furthermore, ‘““disappearance” and ‘“epiphany”
signify both descent to the underworld and return to earth (cf.
Dionysus, §122). But what distinguishes Telepinus from the vegetation
gods is the fact that his discovery and reanimation by the bee make
the situation worse; it is purgation rituals that succeed in pacifying
him.

The specific characteristic of Telepinus is his demonic rage, which
threatened to ruin the entire country. What we have here is the
capricious and irrational fury of a fertility god against his own
creation, life in all its forms. Similar conceptions of divine ambiv-
alence are found elsewhere; they will be elaborated especially in
Hinduism (cf. Siva, Kali). The fact that the role of Telepinus was also
given to the gods of the storm and the sun and to certain goddesses—
that is, in general, to divinities governing various sectors of cosmic
life—proves that the myth refers to a more complex drama than that
of vegetation; in fact, it illustrates the incomprehensible mystery of
the destruction of the Creation by its own creators.

45. Conquering the Dragon

On the occasion of the New Year festival, purulli, the myth of the
battle between the storm god and the dragon (illuyankas)® was
ritually recited. In a first encounter, the storm god is vanquished and
begs for the help of the other divinities. The goddess Inaras makes
ready a banquet and invites the Dragon. Before this, she had asked
the help of a mortal, Hupasiyas. He accepted, on condition that she
would sleep with him; the goddess consented. The Dragon eats and
drinks so voraciously that he cannot descend to his lair again, and
Hupasiyas binds him with a rope. Enter the storm god, who kills the
Dragon without a fight. This version of the myth ends with an incident
well known in fairy tales: Hupasiyas comes to live in Inaras’ house
but does not heed the goddess’s warning not to look out the window

29 ¢¢

8. Illuyankas, literally ‘‘dragon,” ““serpent,” is also a proper name.
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during her absence. He sees his wife and children and begs Inaras to
let him go home. The rest of the text is lost, but Hupasiyas is pre-
sumably killed.

The second version gives this detail: the Dragon conquers the
storm god and takes his heart and eyes. Then the storm god marries
the daughter of a poor man and has a son by her. When he grows up,
the son decides to marry the Dragon’s daughter. Instructed by his
father, the young man has no sooner entered his wife’s house than he
asks for the storm god’s heart and eyes; he obtains them and gives
them to his father. In possession of his ““forces,” the storm god again
meets the Dragon, “near the sea,” and succeeds in vanquishing him.
But, by marrying his daughter, the son has obliged himself to be
loyal to the Dragon, and he asks his father not to spare him. ““So the
storm god killed the Dragon and his own son too.”®

The fight between a god and a dragon is a well-known mythico-
ritual theme. A first defeat of the god and his mutilation have their
parallels in the fight between Zeus and the giant Typhon. The latter
succeeded in cutting the tendons out of Zeus’s hands and feet, took
him on his shoulders, and carried him to a cave in Cilicia. Typhon
hid the tendons in the pelt of a bear, but Hermes and Aegipan finally
managed to steal them. Zeus recovered his power and overthrew the
giant.'® The motif of the theft of a vital organ is well known. But in
the Hittite version the Dragon is no longer the terrifying monster that
appears in a number of cosmogonic myths or myths of combats for
the sovereignty of the world (cf. Tiamat, Leviathan, Typhon, etc.).
Illuyankas already represents certain characteristics of the dragons
of folktales, for he lacks intelligence and is a glutton.!

The storm god, vanquished a first time (theme documented else-
where), ends by triumphing not by virtue of his own heroism but
with the help of a human being (Hupasiyas or the storm god’s son by
a mortal woman). It is true that, in both versions, this human
personage has previously been equipped with a force of divine
origin: he is the lover of the goddess Inaras or the son of the storm
god. In both cases, though for different reasons, the helper is done
away with by the very author of his quasi-divinization. After sleeping

9. Trans. Goetze, ANET, pp. 125-26; Vieyra, in Labat, Les religions du
Proche-Orient, pp. 526 fI.

10. Apollodorus, Bibliotheca 1. 6. 3.

11. See Gaster, Thespis, pp. 259-60.
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with Inaras, Hupasiyas no longer has the right to rejoin his family—
that is, human society—for, having shared in the divine condition, he
could transmit it to other human beings.

Despite this partial folklorization, the myth of Illuyankas played a
central role: it was ritually recited in the setting of the New Year
festival. Certain texts show the existence of a ritual combat between
two opposing groups,'? comparable to the Babylonian akitu cere-
mony. The cosmogonic meaning of the myth, evident in the struggle
between Marduk and Tiamat, is replaced by the competition for the
sovereignty of the world (cf. Zeus-Typhon). The god’s victory
insures the stability and prosperity of the country. We may presume
that, before its folklorization, the myth presented the reign of the
Dragon as a “chaotic” period, endangering the very sources of life
(the Dragon symbolizes not only virtuality” (potentiality) and
darkness, but also drought, the suspension of norms, and death).

46. Kumarbi and sovereignty

Exceptional interest attaches to what has been called the Hurrito-
Hittite “theogony,”!? that is, the sequence of mythical events whose
protagonist is Kumarbi, the father of the gods. The initial episode,
“Kingship in Heaven,” explains the succession of the first gods. In
the beginning, Alalu was king, and Anu, the most important of the
gods, bowed before him and served him. But after nine years Anu
attacked and vanquished him. Then Alalu took refuge in the sub-
terranean world, and Kumarbi became the new sovereign’s servant.
Nine years passed, and Kumarbi in his turn attacked Anu. The latter
fled, flying into the sky, but Kumarbi pursued him, caught him by the
feet, and threw him to the ground, after biting his “loins.”** Since
he was laughing and rejoicing over his exploit, Anu told him that he
had been impregnated. Kumarbi spat out what was still in his mouth,

12. See the text (KUB XVII 95, III 9-17) translated by Gaster, Thespis, pp.
267 fI. See also O. R. Gurney, The Hittites, p. 155. Another text refers to the
“fixing of the destinies”’ by the assembly of the gods (see Gurney, The Hittites,
p. 152, and his “Hittite Kingship,”” pp. 107 ff.).

13. The reference is to Hittite translations from Hurrian texts, made ca.
1300 B.c. The Hurrian “theogony”’ reflects syncretism with the earlier Sumerian
and North Syrian traditions.

14. The first translators proposed ‘‘knees.’’” The two terms are euphemisms
for the male genital organ.
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but a part of Anu’s virility entered his body, and he became big with
three gods. The rest of the text is badly mutilated, but it is presumed
that Anu’s “children,” with Teshub, the storm god leading them,
make war on Kumarbi and dethrone him.

The following episode, the *“Song of Ullikummi,” relates the
effort made by Kumarbi to recover the royalty that Teshub had
taken from him. In order to create a rival able to conquer Teshub,
he impregnated a rock with his semen. The product of this union was
Ullikummi, an anthropomorphic being made of stone. Placed on the
shoulder of the giant Ubelluri, who, with half his body emerging
from the sea, supports heaven and earth (this is the Hurrian analogue
of Atlas), Ullikummi grew so fast that he reached the sky. Teshub
went to the seaside and attacked the diorite giant but was vanquished.
The text presents considerable lacunae, but the sequence of events
can be reconstructed. Ullikummi threatens to destroy all mankind,
and the gods, in alarm, assemble and decide to appeal to Ea. The
latter at once goes to Ellil and then to Ubelluri and asks them if they
have learned that a stone giant has resolved to overthrow Teshub.
ElliP’s answer is lost. As for Ubelluri, he reports a detail of great
importance. “ When they built heaven and earth upon me, I did not
know anything. When they came and separated the heaven from the
earth with a cleaver, I did not know that either. Now my right
shoulder is a little sore. But I do not know who that god is.” Ea
then asks the “olden gods™ to “open the ancient storehouses of the
fathers and forefathers” and to bring the old knife with which they
had separated heaven from earth. Ullikummi’s feet are sawed, thus
crippling him, but the diorite man still boasts that the celestial king-
ship was assigned to him by his father, Kumarbi. Finally, he is
overthrown by Teshub..

This myth is remarkable in several respects. First, it contains
certain archaic elements: Kumarbi’s self-fecundation by swallowing
the sexual organ of the god whom he has dethroned ; the sexual union
of a divine being with a mass of rock, resulting in the birth of an
anthropomorphic mineral monster; the relations between this
diorite giant and the Hurrian Atlas, Ubelluri. The first episode can
be interpreted as an allusion to the bisexuality of Kumarbi, a
characteristic of primordial divinities (cf., for example, Tiamat,
Zurvan). In this case, Teshub, who irrevocably obtains the sover-
eignty, is the son of a celestial god (Anu) by an androgynous
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divinity.'® As for the fecundation of a rock by a superhuman being,
a similar myth is found in Phrygia: Papas (= Zeus) fertilizes a stone
named Agdos, and it engenders a hermaphroditic monster, Agditis;
but the gods castrate Agditis, thus transforming him into the goddess
Cybele (Pausanias 7. 17. 10-12).

Much more widespread are the myths that recount the birth of
men from stones; these are found in Asia Minor, in the Far East, and
in Polynesia. Probably what is involved is the mythical theme of the
autochthony of the first men; they are engendered by a chthonian
Great Goddess. Certain gods (Mithra, for example) are also imagined
as emerging from a rock, like the sun, whose light shines out every
morning above the mountains. But this mythical theme cannot be
reduced to a solar epiphany.1® It could be said that the petra genetrix
reinforces the sacrality of Mother Earth with the prodigious virtues
with which stones were held to be imbued. As we have seen (§ 34),
the sacredness of massive rock was nowhere more exalted than in the
megalithic religions. It is not by chance that Ullikummi is set on the
shoulder of the giant who holds up the heavens; the “diorite man”
is himself also preparing to become a columna universalis. However,
this motif, specifically characteristic of the megalithic religions, is
integrated into a larger context: the struggle for succession to the
divine sovereignty.

47. Conflicts between divine generations

From the first translation of the Hurrian/Hittite text, analogies were
noted between it and the Phoenician theogony, as presented by Philo
of Byblos, and, on the other hand, between it and the tradition
transmitted by Hesiod. According to Philo,'7 the first sovereign god

15. According to certain mythological fragments, it seems that the gods
who were ““‘inside’” Kumarbi discussed with him through what apertures of
his body they were to emerge (Giiterbock, Mythologies of the Ancient World,
pp. 157-58).

16. In fact, Mithra’s first combat, when he had only just emerged from the
rock, is with the Sun. Victorious, he takes away the Sun’s radiant crown. But
soon afterward the two gods pledge friendship by shaking hands.

17. Some fragments of his Phoenician History have been preserved by
Eusebius and Porphyry. Philo states that he summarizes the writings of
Sanchoniaton, a Phoenician scholar who was supposed to have lived ‘ before
the Trojan War.”” See Clemen, Die phdnikische Religion, p. 28.
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was Elioun (in Greek, Hypsistos, “The Most High”), corresponding
in the Hurrian/Hittite mythology to Alalu. From his union with
Bruth there came into the world Uranus (corresponding to Anu) and
Ge (Gaea). In their turn, these two engendered four sons, the first of
whom, El (or Kronos), corresponds to Kumarbi. As the result of a
quarrel with his wife, Uranus tries to destroy his progeny, but El
forges a saw (or lance ?) for himself, drives out his father, and becomes
the sovereign.'® Finally, Baal (representing the fourth generation and
corresponding to Teshub and Zeus) obtains the sovereignty; excep-
tionally, he obtains it without a combat.

Until the discovery of Ugaritic literature there was doubt con-
cerning the genuineness of this tradition transmitted by Philo. But
the succession of divine generations is documented in Canaanite
mythology (see § 49). The fact that Hesiod (§ 83) mentions only three
generations—represented by Uranus, Kronos, and Zeus—reconfirms
the genuineness of the Philo (“‘Sanchoniaton ) version, for the latter
mentions, before Uranus (= Anu), the reign of Elioun (= Alalu).
It is probable that the Phoenician version of the myth of divine
sovereignty derives from, or was strongly influenced by, the Hurrian
myth. We may presume that Hesiod made use of the same tradition,
known in Greece either through the Phoenicians or directly from the
Hittites.

It is important to emphasize at once the “specialized” and at the
same time syncretistic character of this myth, and not only in its
Hurrian/Hittite version (in which, besides, there are a number of
Sumero-Akkadian elements).’® The Enuwma elish likewise presents
(1) a series of divine generations, (2) the battle of the young gods
against the old gods, and (3) the victory of Marduk, who thus
assumes the sovereignty. But in the Mesopotamian myth the
victorious combat ends with a cosmogony, more precisely with the
creation of the universe as men will know it. This myth takes its
place in the series of cosmogonies that involve a combat between a
god and the Dragon, followed by the dismemberment of the con-

18. It is not until thirty-two years later that El succeeds in castrating
Uranus. The two acts, castration of the father and conquest of the sovereignty,
which go together in the Hurrian/Hittite and Greek myths, are here sep-
arated.

19. Cf. the names of the divinities Anu, Ishtar, and perhaps Alalu; a god
Alala appears in a Babylonian list as one of the ancestors of Anu (Giiterbock,
Mythologies of the Ancient World, p. 160).
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quered foe. In Hesiod’s Theogony the cosmogonic act—i.e., the
separation of Heaven (Uranus) from Earth (Gaea) by the castration
of Uranus—takes place at the beginning of the drama and in fact
precipitates the struggle for sovereignty. The same situation obtains
in the Hurrian/Hittite myth: the cosmogony—that is, the separation
of Heaven and Earth—took place long before, during the period of
the “olden gods.”

To sum up, all the myths that recount the conflicts between
successive generations of gods for the conquest of universal sover-
eignty justify, on the one hand, the exalted position of the last
conquering god and, on the other hand, explain the present structure
of the world and the actual condition of humanity.

48. A Canaanite pantheon: Ugarit

Shortly before 3000 B.C. a new civilization, that of the Early Bronze
Age, appears in Palestine: it marks the first establishment of the
Semites. Following the usage of the Bible, we may call them “ Canaan-
ites,” but the name is merely conventional.2® The invaders become
sedentary, practice agriculture, and develop an urban civilization.
During the next several centuries, other immigrants filter into the
region, and exchanges with the neighboring countries, especially with
Egypt, increase. About 2200 B.c. the Early Bronze civilization is
ruined by the irruption of a new Semitic population, the Amorites,
seminomadic warriors, occasional agriculturalists, but principally
herders. The end of this civilization, however, constitutes the
beginning of a new era. The invasion of Syria and Palestine by the
Amorites (MAR.TU in Sumerian, Amurru in Akkadian) is only an
episode in a much larger movement, documented, at about the same
period, in Mesopotamia and Egypt. There is a constant series of
attacks by impetuous and “savage” nomads,?! hurrying on, wave
after wave, from the Syrian desert, at once fascinated and exasperated

20. Canaan is not mentioned in the texts before the middle of the second
millennium; see R. de Vaux, Histoire ancienne d’Israél, vol. 1, p. 58.

21. In the Mesopotamian literary texts of the end of the third millennium,
the MAR.TU are designated as ‘“mountain rustics,” ‘“who do not know
wheat,” ‘““who know neither house not city’’ (texts cited by de Vaux, Histoire
ancienne d’Israél, p. 64).
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by the opulence of the cities and the cultivated fields. But, in the
course of conquering them, they adopt the life style of the aborigines
and become civilized. After a certain length of time their descendants
will be obliged to defend themselves against the armed incursions of
other barbarians leading a nomadic life on the outskirts of the
cultivated areas. The process will be repeated during the last centuries
of the second millennium, when the Israelites will begin to enter
Canaan.

The tension and the symbiosis between the cults of agrarian
fertility that flourished on the Syro-Palestinian coast and the religious
ideology of the nomadic pastoralists, which was dominated by
celestial and astral divinities, will reach a new intensity with the
settling of the Hebrews in Canaan. It could be said that this tension,
which often finally led to symbiosis, will be raised to the rank of a
paradigmatic model, for it is here, in Palestine, that a new type of
religious experience came into conflict with the old and venerable
traditions of cosmic religiosity.

Until 1929 the available data concerning the Syro-Canaanite
religion came from the Old Testament, Phoenician inscriptions, and
certain Greek authors—especially Philo of Byblos (first/second
centuries A.D.) but also Lucian of Samosata (second century A.D.)
and Nonnus of Panopolis (fifth century). However, the Old Testament
reflects the polemic against paganism, and the other sources are
either late or too fragmentary. Since 1929 a large number of mytho-
logical texts have been brought to light by the excavations at Ras
Shamra, the ancient Ugarit, a port city on the northern coast of
Syria. They are texts composed in the fourteenth to twelfth centuries
but containing mythico-religious conceptions that are earlier. The
documents so far deciphered and translated still do not suffice to
give us a comprehensive view of Ugaritic religion and mythology.
Unfortunately lacunae interrupt the narratives; the beginnings and
ends of columns having been broken, there is not even general agree-
ment concerning the order of the mythological episodes. Despite this
fragmentary condition, the Ugaritic literature is of inestimable value.
But the fact must be borne in mind that the religion of Ugarit was
never that of all Canaan.

The interest of the Ugaritic documents lies above all in the fact
that they illustrate the phases of the passage from one religious
ideology to another. El is the head of the pantheon. His name means
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“god” in Semitic, but among the West Semites he is a personal god.
He is called “Powerful,” “Bull,” “Father of Gods and Men,”2?
“King,” “Father of the Years.” He is “holy,” “merciful,” “very
wise.” On a stela of the fourteenth century he is represented enthroned,
majestic, bearded, clad in a long robe, and wearing a tiara crowned
by horns.2® Up to the present, no cosmogonic text has been found.2*
However, the creation of the stars by hierogamy can be interpreted
as reflecting Canaanite cosmogonic conceptions. And indeed text
number 52 (““ The birth of the gracious and beautiful gods”’) describes
El impregnating his two wives, Asherah and Anath, with the Morning
Star and the Evening Star.?® Asherah, herself “engendered by EL” is
named “Mother of the Gods” (text number 51); she bore seventy
divine sons. Except for Baal, all the gods descend from the first
couple, El-Asherah.

Yet, despite the epithets that present him as a powerful god, true
“Lord of the Earth,” despite the fact that in the sacrificial lists his
name is always mentioned first, El appears in the myths as physically
weak, indecisive, senile, resigned. Certain gods treat him with scorn.
Finally, his two wives, Asherah and Anath, are taken from him by
Baal. We must conclude that the laudatory epithets reflect an earlier
situation, when El was in fact the head of the pantheon. The
replacement of an old creator and cosmocrator god by a more
dynamic young god, “specialized” in cosmic fertility, is a rather
frequent phenomenon. Often the creator becomes a deus otiosus and
withdraws farther and farther from his creation. Sometimes his
replacement is the result of a conflict between divine generations or
between their representatives. Insofar as it is possible to reconstruct
the essential themes of Ugaritic mythology, we may say that the texts
show us the advancement of Baal to the supreme rank. But it is an

22. The title ab, ““father,” is one of the most frequent epithets; cf. also ab
adm, *‘father of humanity’’ (see M. H. Pope, El in the Ugaritic Texts, pp. 47 fT.).

23. F. A. Schaeffer, The Cuneiform Texts of Ras Shamra-Ugarit, pl. XXXI,
pp. 60, 62.

24. In the West Semitic inscriptions, however, El is called *Creator of the
Earth’’; see Pope, WdM, vol. 1, p. 280.

25. This myth is the model for a ritual performed at the beginning of a new
cycle of seven years, which proves that at an early date El was still regarded as
the author of the fertility of the earth, an eminence that will later fall to Baal.
See Cyrus H. Gordon, ‘Canaanite Mythology,”” pp. 185 ff.; UIf Oldenburg,
The Conflict between El and Baal in Canaanite Religion, pp. 19 fI.; and Cross,
Canaanite Myth, pp. 21 fI.
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advancement obtained by force and cleverness, and it does not lack a
certain ambiguity.

Baal is the only god who, while reckoned among the sons of El
(since the latter was the father of all the gods), is called “Son of
Dagan.” This god, whose name signifies ““grain,” was venerated in
the third millennium in the Upper and Middle Euphrates regions.2¢
However, Dagan plays no part in the mythological texts from
Ugarit, where Baal is the chief protagonist. The common noun baal
(“master”’) became his personal name. He also has a proper name,
Haddu, that is, Hadad. He is called “Rider of the Clouds,”
“Prince, Master of the Earth.” One of his epithets is Aliyan, the
“Powerful,” the “Sovereign.” He is the source and principle of
fertility but is also a warrior, as his sister and wife Anath is at once
the goddess of love and war. Beside them, the most important
mythological personages are Yam, “Prince Sea, River Regent,”” and
Mot, “Death,” who challenge the young god for the supreme power.
In fact, a great part of Ugaritic mythology is devoted to the conflict
between El and Baal and to Baal’s combats with Yam and Mot to
impose and maintain his sovereignty.

49. Baal captures the sovereignty and triumphs over
the Dragon

According to a badly mutilated text,>” Baal and his confederates
attack El by surprise in his palace on Mount Sapan and succeed in
tying him up and wounding him. Apparently ““something” falls to
the ground, which can be interpreted as the castration of the father
of the gods. The hypothesis is plausible, not only because, in similar
conflicts for the sovereignty, Uranus and the Hurrian/Hittite god

26. The name Anath is also documented in the same regions. It is possible
that Baal son of Dagan was introduced by the Amorites; see, most recently,
Oldenburg, The Conflict between El and Baal, pp. 151 ff. In this case he must
have been agglutinated with a local ““Baal” = Hadad, for it is impossible to
conceive of the old Canaanite religion without that famous Semitic god of the
storm and hence of fertility. See also Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic,
pp. 112 ff.

27. The reference is to tablet VI AB, first published by C. Virolleaud; see
the translation by Oldenburg, The Conflict between El and Baal, pp. 185-86.
The text has been interpreted by Cassuto, Pope, and Oldenburg (p. 123) as
referring to Baal’s attack and El’s fall from his throne.
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Anu are castrated, but also because, despite the hostility he shows to
Baal, El will never attempt to recover his supreme position, not even
when he learns that Baal has been killed by Mot.2® For in the
ancient East, such a mutilation excludes the victim of it from sover-
eignty. Besides, except for text number 56, in which El proves his
virility by engendering the planetary gods, the Ugaritic documents
seem to make him impotent. This explains his submissive and
hesitant attitude and also the fact that Baal carries off his wife.

By usurping his throne on Mount Sapan, Baal forces El to take
refuge at the end of the world, ““at the source of the Rivers, in the
hollow of the Abysses,” which will henceforth be his dwelling
place.2® El laments and implores the help of his family. Yam is the
first to hear him, and offers him a strong drink. El blesses him, gives
him a new name, and proclaims him his successor. He further
promises to build a palace for him; but he also urges him to drive
Baal from the throne.

The text that describes the combat between Yam and Baal is
interrupted by lacunae. Though Yam now appears to be the sover-
eign, El is seen, with the majority of the gods, on a mountain that is
obviously no longer Mount Sapan. Since Baal has insulted Yam, by
declaring that he has presumptuously raised himself to his position
and that he will be destroyed, Yam sends messengers and demands
that Baal surrender. The gods are frightened, and Baal reprimands
them: ““Raise your heads, gods, from your knees, and I myself will
frighten Yam’s messengers!” 3% But El receives the messengers and
declares that Baal is their slave and will pay a tribute to Yam. And
since it appears that Baal will prove to be threatening, El adds that
the messengers can easily subdue him. However, helped by Anath,
Baal prepares to confront Yam. (According to another tablet, Yam
drove Baal from his throne, and it was Anath who vanquished him.)3!

28. He addresses Asherah: “Give one of thy sons, that I may make him
king”’ (Cyrus Gordon, Ugaritic Manual, 49:1:16-18; Oldenburg, p. 112).

29. Since the mountain is a celestial symbol, for a sovereign god its loss is
equivalent to his fall.

30. G. R. Driver, Canaanite Myths and Legends, p. 79. See also Vieyra, in
Labat, Les religions du Proche-Orient, p. 386, and Cross, Canaanite Myths and
Hebrew Epic, pp. 114 ff.

31. “Did I not destroy the beloved of El, Yam? Did I not annihilate
Nabhar, the great god ? Did I not muzzle Tannin (= the Dragon)? I muzzled

him! I destroyed the crooked Serpent, the Powerful One with seven heads!”’
(trans. Oldenburg, p. 198; cf. ANET, p. 137). Hence this text alludes to a first
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The divine blacksmith, Koshar-wa-Hasis (““Adroit and Skillful”),
brings him two magical cudgels, which have the ability to hurl them-
selves like arrows from the hands of the user. The first cudgel strikes
Yam on the shoulder, but he does not fall. The second strikes his
forehead, and *“Prince Sea’ crashes to the ground. Baal finishes him
off, and the goddess Athtart asks him to dismember and scatter his
corpse.32

Yam is portrayed as at once god and demon. He is the son
“loved by EL” and, as a god, he receives sacrifices like the other
members of the pantheon. On the other hand, he is an aquatic
monster, a seven-headed dragon, “Princeé Sea,” principle and epiph-
any of the subterranean waters. The mythological meaning of the
combat is manifold. On the one hand, on the plane of seasonal and
agricultural imagery, Baal’s victory signifies the triumph of rain over
the sea and the subterranean waters; the rhythm of rain, representing
the cosmic norm, replaces the chaotic and sterile immensity of the
sea and catastrophic floods. Baal’s victory marks the triumph of
confidence in order and in the stability of the seasons. On the other
hand, the battle with the aquatic Dragon illustrates the emergence of
a young god as champion, and hence as new sovereign, of the
pantheon. Finally, we can read in this episode the vengeance of the
firstborn (Yam) against the usurper who has castrated and dethroned
his father (EI).%®

Such combats are paradigmatic, that is, can be repeated indefinitely.
It is for this reason that Yam, though “killed”’ by Baal, will reappear
in the texts. Nor is he alone in enjoying a “circular existence.” As
we shall see, Baal and Mot have a similar mode of being.

50. The palace of Baal

In order to celebrate the victory over the Dragon, Anath gives a
banquet in Baal’s honor. Soon after, the goddess shuts the doors of
the palace and, succumbing to homicidal fury, falls to killing the

victory of Yam over Baal, followed by his defeat (in this case, by Anath),
which corresponds to a well-known mythological theme: the god’s defeat by,
and triumphant revenge over, an ophidian monster.

32. Gordon, Ugaritic Manual, § 68:28-31, trans. Caquot and Sznycer, in
Labat, ed., Les religions du Proche-Orient, p. 389.

33. On this motif, see Oldenburg, Conflict, pp. 130 ff.
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guards, the soldiers, the old; in the blood that rises to her knees she
girdles herself with the heads and hands of her victims. The episode is
significant.* Parallels to it have been found in Egypt and especially
in the mythology and iconography of the Indian goddess Durga.?®
Carnage and cannibalism are characteristic features of archaic
fertility goddesses. From this paint of view, the myth of Anath can
be classed among the elements common to the ancienf agricultural
civilization that extended from the eastern Mediterranean to the
plain of the Ganges. In another episode, Anath threatens her own
father, El: she will cover his hair and his beard with blood (text nz:V:
Oldenburg, p. 26). When she found Baal’s lifeless body, Anath began
to lament, “eating his flesh without a knife and drinking his blood
without a cup.” ¢ It is because Of her brutal and sanguinary behavior
that Anath, like other goddesses of love and war, was given male
attributes and hence was regarded as bisexual.

After another lacuna the text shows Baal sending messengers
bearing gifts to Anath. He informs her that war is hateful to him; so
let her lay down her arms and make offerings for peace and the
fecundity of the fields. He tells her that he is about to create thunder
and lightning so that gods and men may know that rain is coming.
Anath assures him that she will follow his advice.

However, although he is sovereign, Baal has neither a palace nor
a chapel, whereas the other gods have them. In other words, Baal
does not own a temple sufficiently grandiose to proclaim his sover-
eignty. A series of episodes relates the building of the palace. Contra-
dictions are not lacking. Indeed, though he has dethroned El, Baal
needs his authorization; he sends Asherah to plead his cause, and
the mother of the gods lauds the fact that henceforth Baal “will give
abundance of rain” and will “send forth his voice in the clouds.”
El consents, and Baal instructs Koshar-wa-Hasis to build him the

34. Blood being regarded as the essence of life, it has been proposed to see
in this slaughter a rite whose purpose was passage from the sterility of the
Syrian late summer to the fertility of the new season; see Gray, The Legacy of
Canaan, p. 36. The text is translated by Caquot and Sznycer in Les religions du
Proche-Orient, pp. 393-94.

35. As it has been transmitted to us, the Egyptian myth no longer presents
the primitive stage; see above, § 26. The comparison with Durga, which
Marvin Pope has emphasized (see, most recently, WdM, vol. 1, p. 239), had
already been made by Walter Dostal, ““Ein Beitrag,” pp. 74 fI.

36. Text published by Virolleaud, ““ Un nouvel épisode du mythe ugaritique
de Baal,” pp. 182 ff.; cf. Albright, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan, pp. 131 fi.
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palace. At first Baal refuses to have his dwelling fitted with windows,
for fear that Yam may enter it. But he finally agrees.?”

The building of a temple-palace after the god’s victory over the
Dragon proclaims his advancement to the supreme rank. The gods
build the temple-palace in honor of Marduk after the defeat of
Tiamat and the creation of the world (cf. § 21). But the cosmogonic
symbolism is also present in the myth of Baal. The temple-palace
being an imago mundi, its building corresponds in a certain way to a
cosmogony. In fact, by triumphing over the aquatic “chaos,” by
regulating the rhythm of the rains, Baal “forms” the world as it is
today.38

51. Baal confronts Mot: Death and return to life

When the palace is finished, Baal prepares to confront Mot, “Death.”
The latter is a highly interesting god. He is, of course, a son of El and
reigns over the subterranean world ; but he represents the only known
Near Eastern example of a personification (which is also a deification)
of Death. Baal sends him messengers to inform him that henceforth
Baal alone is king of gods and men, ‘““so that the gods may grow fat,
and human beings, the multitudes on earth, may be filled with food ™
(Gordon, Ugaritic Manual, VII:50 2; Driver, Canaanite Myths and
Legends, p. 101). Baal orders his messengers to travel to the two
mountains that mark the limits of the world, to lift them up, and to
descend under the earth. They will find Mot seated on his throne in
the mud, in a region covered with ordure. But they must not approach
him too closely, otherwise Mot will swallow them down his enormous
throat. Nor must they forget, Baal adds, that Mot is responsible for
the deaths caused by torrid heat.

Mot sends back the messengers, bidding Baal come to him. For,
he explains, Baal killed Yam; it is now his turn to descend to the

37. The windows might symbolize the opening in the clouds through which
Baal sends rain. His temple at Ugarit was built with an opening in the roof, so
that the rain fell on the god’s face represented on a stela; see Schaeffer,
Cuneiform Texts, p. 6, pl. XXXII, fig. 2. But the symbolism and function of
roof apertures are more complex; see, among others, A. K. Coomaraswamy,
“The Symbolism of the Dome.”’

38. Loren R. Fisher uses the term ‘““creation of the Baal type’’ and distin-
guishes it from ““creation of the El type”’; see his “Creation at Ugarit,” pp.
320 ff.



Baal confronts Mot: Death and return to life 157

underworld.?®® This is enough to confound Baal. “Hail, Mot, son of
EL” he tells his messengers to say, “I am thy slave, thine forever.”
Exultant, Mot declares that, once he is in the underworld, Baal will
lose his strength and be destroyed. He orders him to bring his sons
and his suite of winds, clouds, and rain with him—and Baal consents.
But before going down into the underworld, he couples with a heifer
and conceives a son. Baal clothes the child in his own garment and
entrusts him to El. It would seem that, at the moment of extreme
danger, Baal recovers his first form, that of the cosmic bull; at the
same time, he makes sure that he will have a successor in case he
does not return to earth.

We do not know how Baal dies, whether he was vanquished in
combat or simply succumbed to the terrifying presence of Mot. The
interest of the Ugaritic myth lies in the fact that Baal, young god of
the storm and fecundity and recently head of the pantheon, goes
down to the underworld and perishes like Tammuz and the other
vegetation gods. No other “Baal-Hadad” undergoes a like fate,
neither the Adad revered in Mesopotamia nor the Hurrian Teshub.
(However, at a late date, Marduk ‘“disappeared” too, annually,
“shut up in the mountain.”) We divine in this descensus ad inferos
the will to bestow manifold and complementary qualities on Baal;
he is the champion, who triumphs over the aquatic “chaos” and
hence is a cosmocratic, even cosmogonic, god; he is god of the storm
and agrarian fertility (we must remember that he is the son of Dagan,
“Grain”); but he is also the sovereign god, determined to extend his
sovereignty over the entire world (hence also over the underworld).

In any case, after this last undertaking the relations between El
and Baal change. In addition, the structure and rhythms of the
universe receive their present form. When the text resumes after
another lacuna, two messengers are reporting to El that they have
found Baal’s corpse. El sits down on the ground, tears his garments,
beats his breast, and gashes his face; in short, he proclaims the
ritual mourning that was practiced at Ugarit. “Baal is dead!” he
cries. “What will become of the multitudes of men?”*° Suddenly,
El seems to be freed from his resentment and his desire for revenge.

39. Gordon, Ugaritic Manual, § 67:1:1-8; translation by Oldenburg, The
Conflict between El and Baal, p. 133.

40. Driver, Canaanite Myths and Legends, p. 109; Caquot and Sznycer, in
Labat, ed., Religions du Proche-Orient, pp. 424-25.
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He behaves like a true cosmocrator god; he realizes that universal
life is endangered by Baal’s death. El asks his wife to name one of his
sons king in Baal’s stead. Asherah chooses Athar, “the Terrible,”
but when he seats himself on the throne he discovers that he is not
big enough to occupy it and admits that he cannot be king.

In the meanwhile, Anath goes to search for the corpse. When she
finds it, she lifts it on her shoulder and sets out northward. Having
buried it, she sacrifices a large number of cattle for the funerary
banquet. After a certain time Anath meets with Mot. She seizes him,
and “with a blade she cuts him; with the winnowing basket she
winnows him; with fire she roasts him; with the mill she crushes
him; in the fields she sows him, and the birds eat him.”*! Anath
performs a sort of ritual murder, treating Mot like an ear of grain.
In general, this kind of death is specifically characteristic of vegetation
gods and spirits.*2 We may wonder if it is not precisely because of
this type of agrarian death that Mot will later return to life.

However this may be, the killing of Mot is not without connections
with the destiny of Baal. El dreams that Baal is alive and that “fat
rained down from heaven, and honey ran in the wadies” (which
recalls biblical images; cf. Ezekiel 32:14; Job 20:17). He bursts out
laughing and declares that he will sit down and rest, for “the
victorious Baal is alive, the Prince of the Earth exists” (Driver, p.
113). But, just as Yam returns to life, Mot reappears after seven
years and complains of the treatment he has received from Anath.
He also complains of Baal’s having robbed him of the sovereignty,
and the two adversaries begin the combat again. They confront each
other, striking with their heads and feet like wild oxen, bite each
other like snakes, until they both crash to the ground, Baal on top of
Mot. But Shapash, the goddess of the sun, gives Mot a warning from
El that it is useless to continue the battle, and Mot surrenders,
recognizing Baal’s sovereignty. After some other episodes that are
only partially comprehensible, Anath is informed that Baal will be
king forever, inaugurating an era of peace, when ““the ox shall have
the voice of the gazelle and the falcon the voice of the sparrow.” 43

41. Driver, p. 111; Caquot and Sznycer, p. 430.

42. It has been proposed to see in Mot a ““spirit of the harvest,”” but his
funerary characteristics are too evident: he lives in the underground world or
the desert, and everything that he touches turns to desolation.

43, Driver, p. 119.
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52, Canaanite religious vision

Certain authors claim to have seen in this myth a reflection of the
annual death and reappearance of vegetation. But in Syria and
Palestine summer does not bring the “death” of vegetable life: on the
contrary, it is the season of fruits. It is not torrid heat that frightens
the farmer but a prolonged drought. So it seems plausible that Mot’s
victory refers to the cycle of seven dry years, of which there are
echoes in the Old Testament (Genesis 41; 2 Samuel 24:12 ff.).4*

But the interest of the myth goes beyond its possible connections
with the rhythm of vegetation. In fact, these touching and sometimes
spectacular events reveal to us a specific mode of divine existence,
particularly a mode of being that includes defeat and “death,”
“disappearance” by burial (Baal) or by dismemberment (Mot),
followed by more or less periodical ““reappearances.” This type of
existence, at once intermittent and circular, recalls the modality of
the gods who govern the cycle of vegetation. However, this is a new
religious creation, which aims at integrating certain negative aspects
of life into a unified system of antagonistic rhythms.

In the last analysis, Baal’s combats, with his defeats and his
victories, insure him the sovereignty of heaven and earth; but Yam
continues to reign over the sea and Mot remains lord over the sub-
terranean world of the dead. The myths bring out the primacy of
Baal and hence the perenniality of life and the norms that rule the
cosmos and human society. By this very fact the negative aspects
represented by Yam and Mot find their justification. The fact that
Mot is a son of El, and, above all, that Baal is unable to destroy him,
proclaims the normality of death. In the last analysis, death proves
to be the condition sine qua non of life.*®

It is probable that the myth that relates the combat between Baal
and Yam was recited during the New Year festival and the myth of
the Baal-Mot conflict at the harvest season; but no text so far known
mentions these facts. So, too, we may suppose that the king—of

44. See Cyrus Gordon, “Canaanite Mythology,” pp. 184, 195 ff.; M. Pope,
in WdM, vol. 1, pp. 262-64.

45. It is only in Buddhist mythology that we find another great god of death,
Mara, who owes his immense power precisely to the blind love of life felt by
human beings. But obviously, from the post-Upanishadic Indian point of view,
the cycle life-sexuality—death—return-to-life is the greatest obstacle on the path
to deliverance (see the second volume of the present work).
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whom we know that he played an important part in the cult—
represented Baal in these mythico-ritual scenarios; but this is still
the subject of controversy. The sacrifices were regarded as food
offered to the gods. The sacrificial system appears to resemble
that of the Old Testament: it included the holocaust, the sacrifice
or offering of “peace” and ‘““communion,” and the expiatory
sacrifice.

The priests (khnm) had the same name as in Hebrew (kdhén).
With the priests, there is also mention of priestesses (kAnf) and
gadesim, “consecrated” persons. (In the Bible this term designates
sacred prostitution, but the Ugaritic texts indicate nothing of the
kind.) Finally, there is mention of the oracular priests or prophets.
The temples were furnished with altars and decorated with images
of the gods and divine symbols. Aside from the blood sacrifices, the
cult included dances and many orgiastic acts and gestures, which
later aroused the wrath of the prophets. But it must be remembered
that the documentary lacunae allow us only an approximate sup-
position as to Canaanite religious life. We do not have a single
prayer. We know that life is a divine gift, but we do not know the
myth of the creation of man.

Such a religious vision was not exclusively Canaanite. But its
importance and significance were increased by the fact that the
Israclites, when they entered Canaan, were confronted with this type
of cosmic sacrality, which inspired a complex cult activity and which,
despite its orgiastic excesses, was not without a certain grandeur.
Since belief in the sacredness of life was also shared by the Israelites,
a problem immediately arose: how would it be possible to preserve
such a belief without accepting other elements of the Canaanite
religious ideology, of which it was an integral part? This ideology
implied, as we have just seen, a particular theology centered on the
intermittent and circular modality of the chief god, Baal, symbol of
the totality of life. Now Yahweh did not share in this mode of being.
(Nor, indeed, did El, but El had undergone other humiliating
changes.) In addition, though his cult involved a certain number of
sacrifices, Yahweh did not allow himself to be constrained by cult
acts: he demanded the inner transformation of his worshipers
through obedience and trust (§114).
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As we shall see (§ 60), many Canaanite religious elements were
assimilated by the Israelites.

But these borrowings were themselves an aspect of the conflict:
Baal was combated with his own arms. If we consider that all the
foreign groups, even such non-Semites as the Hurrians and later
the Philistines, completely forgot their own religion very soon
after they arrived in Canaan, we must consider it humanly extra-
ordinary that this struggle between Yahweh and Baal continued
for so long and that, despite certain compromises and many lapses
into infidelity, it concluded with the victory of Yahwism.*6

46. R. de Vaux, Histoire ancienne d’Israél, vol. 1, pp. 147-48.
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53. The first two chapters of Genesis

The religion of Israel is supremely the religion of the Book. This
scriptural corpus is made up of texts of different ages and orienta-
tions, representing, to be sure, oral traditions of considerable
antiquity but reinterpreted, corrected, and redacted in the course of
several centuries and in different milieus.! Modern authors begin
the history of the religion of Israel with Abraham. And in fact,
according to the tradition, it is he who was chosen by God to become
the ancestor of the people of Israel and to take possession of Canaan.
But the first eleven chapters of Genesis recount the fabulous events
that preceded Abraham’s election, from the creation to the flood and
the Tower of Babel. The redaction of these chapters is well known to
be more recent than that of many other texts of the Pentateuch.
Then, too, certain authors, and by no means the least respected, have
maintained that cosmogony and origin myths (creation of man,
origin of death, etc.) played a secondary part in the religious con-
sciousness of Israel. In short, the Hebrews were more interested in
“sacred history,” that is, in their relations with God, than in the
history of origins narrating the fabulous and mythical events of the
primordium.

1. The problems raised by the sources and redaction of the Pentateuch, that
is, the first five books of the law (térdh) are considerable. For our purpose it is
enough to say that the sources have been designated by the following terms:
Yahwistic (because this source, which is the earliest—tenth or ninth century—
calls God Yahweh); Elohistic (a little later; it uses the name Elohim, “God”);
Priestly (the latest; the work of the priests, it stresses the cult and the Law);
and Deuteronomic (this source occurs almost exclusively in the Book of
Deuteronomy). We add, however, that for contemporary Old Testament

criticism, textual analysis is more complex and more subtle. Except where
otherwise indicated, we quote from the Jerusalem Bible.
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This may be true from a certain period on and, above all, for a
certain religious elite. But there are no reasons for concluding that
the ancestors of the Israelites were indifferent to the questions in
which all archaic societies were intensely interested, notably the
cosmogony, the creation of man, the origin of death, and certain
other grandiose episodes. Even in our day, after 2,500 years of
“reforms,” the events reported in the first chapters of Genesis
continue to feed the imagination and the religious thought of the
heirs of Abraham. Hence, following the premodern tradition, we
begin our exposition with the first chapters of Genesis. The late date
of their redaction does not constitute a difficulty, for their content is
archaic; in fact, it reflects conceptions much older than the saga of
Abraham.

Genesis opens with a famous passage: “In the beginning God
(Elohim) created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was a
formless void, there was darkness over the deep, and God’s spirit
hovered over the water” (1:1-2). The image of the primordial ocean,
over which there hovers a creator god, is extremely archaic.2 How-
ever, the theme of the god flying over the watery abyss is not docu-
mented in the Mesopotamian cosmogony, though the myth narrated
in the Enuma elish was probably familiar to the author of the biblical
text. (And in fact the primordial ocean is called in Hebrew tehdm, a
word etymologically closely connected with the Babylonian tiamat).
The creation properly speaking, that is, the organization of “chaos™
(t6hit wd bohi), is effected by the power of the word of God. He said:
“Let there be light,” and there was light (1:3). The successive stages
of the creation are all accomplished by the divine word. The aquatic
chaos is not personified (cf. Tiamat) and hence is not “conquered” in
a cosmogonic combat.

This biblical account presents a specific structure: (1) creation by
the Word;? (2) of a world that is “good”; and (3) of life (animal and
vegetable) that is “good” and that God blesses (1:10, 21, 31); (4)
finally, the cosmogonic work is crowned by the creation of man. On

2. In a number of traditions the Creator is imagined in the form of a bird.
But this is a “hardening’’ of the original symbol: the divine spirit transcends
the aquatic mass, it is free to move; hence it “flies” like a bird. The bird is, of
course, one of the archetypal images of the spirit.

3. We add that the creative word of the god is documented in other tradi-
tions, not only in Egyptian theology but also among the Polynesians. See
Eliade, Myth and Reality, pp. 31 ff.
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the sixth and last day, God says: “Let us make man in our own
image, in the likeness of ourselves, and let them be masters of the fish
of the sea, the birds of heaven, the cattle,” etc. (1:26). There is no
spectacular exploit (combat of the Tiamat-Marduk type),* no
“pessimistic” element in the cosmogony or the anthropogony (the
world formed from a “demonic” primordial being, Tiamat; man
modeled from the blood of an archdemon, Kingu). The world is
“good” and man is an imago dei, he lives, like his creator and model,
in paradise. However, as Genesis is not slow to emphasize, life is
painful, even though it was blessed by God, and men no longer
inhabit paradise. But all that is the result of a series of errors and sins
on the part of the ancestors. It is they who changed the human
condition. God has no responsibility in this deterioration of his
masterpiece. As he is for post-Upanisadic Indian thought, man—
more precisely, the human species—is the result of his own acts.

The other, Yahwistic, account (2:5 ff.) is older and differs markedly
from the sacerdotal text we have just summarized. There is no longer
any question of the creation of heaven and earth but rather of a
desert that God (Yahweh) made fertile by a flood that rose from the
ground. Yahweh modeled man (dddm) from loam and animated him
by breathing “into his nostrils a breath of life.” Then Yahweh
“planted a garden in Eden,” made every kind of “good tree” grow
(2:8 ff.), and set man in the garden to “cultivate and take care of it”
(2:15). Then Yahweh fashioned the animals and birds, still from the
soil, and brought them to Adam, and Adam gave them names.®
Finally, after putting him to sleep, God took one of Adam’s ribs and
formed a woman, who received the name of Eve (Heb. hawwdh, a
word etymologically closely connected with the term meaning “life’).

The exegetes have observed that the Yahwistic account, which is
simpler, does not oppose the aquatic ‘““chaos” to the world of
“forms” but rather the desert and dryness to life and vegetation. So
it seems plausible that this origin myth came into existence in a

4. But there are other texts that refer to a victory over an ophidian monster,
called dragon (tannin) or Rahab or Leviathan, and that are reminiscent of the
Mesopotamian and Canaanite traditions (cf., for example, Psalm 74:13 ff.;
Job 26:12fT.).

5. This is a feature peculiar to the archaic ontologies: animals and plants
begin really to exist from the moment when they are given names (cf. the
example of an Australian tribe in Eliade, Myths, Dreams, and Mysteries, p.
194).
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desert region. As for the creation of the first man from loam, the
theme was known, as we have seen (§17), at Sumer. Similar myths
are documented more or less throughout the world, from ancient
Egypt and Greece to the “primitive” peoples. The basic idea seems
to be the same: man was formed from a primal substance (earth,
wood, bone) and was animated by the creator’s breath. In a number
of cases his form is that of his originator. In other words, as we have
already observed in regard to a Sumerian myth, by his “form” and
his “life” man in some way shares in the condition of the creator.
It is only his body that belongs to “matter.”®

The creation of woman from a rib taken from Adam can be
interpreted as indicating the androgyny of the primordial man.
Similar conceptions are documented in other traditions, including
those transmitted by certain midrashim. The myth of the androgyne
illustrates a comparatively widespread belief: human perfection,
identified in the mythical ancestor, comprises a unity that is at the
same time a torality. We shall gauge the importance of androgyny
when we come to discuss certain Gnostic and Hermetic speculations.
We should note that human androgyny has as its model divine
bisexuality, a conception shared by a number of cultures.”

54. Paradise lost. Cain and Abel

The Garden of Eden, with its river that divided into four branches,
and its trees that Adam was to guard and cultivate, is reminiscent of
Mesopotamian imagery. Probably, in this case too, the biblical
narrative makes use of a particular Babylonian tradition. But the
myth of an original paradise, inhabited by the primordial man, and

6. We add that, according to many traditions, at death the “spirit”’ returns
to the presence of its celestial creator and the body is restored to the earth. But
this anthropological ““dualism’’ was rejected by the biblical authors, as it was,
furthermore, by the majority of their Near Eastern contemporaries. It is only
comparatively late that new anthropological conceptions proposed a more
daring solution.

7. Divine bisexuality is one of the many formulas for the totality/unity
signified by the union of opposed pairs: feminine-masculine, visible-invisible,
heaven-earth, light-darkness, but also goodness-wickedness, creation-
destruction, etc. Meditation on these pairs of opposites led, in various regions,
to daring conclusions concerning both the paradoxical condition of the
divinity and the revalorization of the human condition.
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the myth of a paradisal place whose access is difficult for human
beings, were known beyond the Euphrates and the Mediterranean.
Like all “paradises,” Eden?® is situated at the “center of the world,”
where the four-branched river emerges. In the middle of the garden
stood the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and
Evil (2:9). Yahweh gave man this commandment: “You may eat
indeed of all the trees in the garden. Nevertheless the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil, you are not to eat, for on the day you
eat of it you shall most surely die”” (2:16-17). Anidea that is unknown
elsewhere emerges from this prohibition: the existential value of
knowledge. In other words, knowing can radically alter the structure
of human existence.

However, the serpent succeeds in tempting Eve. “No! You will
not die,” it says to her. “God knows in fact that on the day you eat
it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like gods, knowing good
and evil” (3:4-5). This rather mysterious episode has given rise to
countless interpretations. The background suggests a well-known
mythological emblem: the naked goddess, the miraculous tree, and its
guardian, the serpent. But instead of a hero who triumphs and wins
a share in the symbol of life (miraculous fruit, fountain of youth,
treasure, etc.), the biblical narrative gives us Adam, ingenuous victim
of the serpent’s perfidy. In short, we are dealing with a failed “im-
mortalization,” like that of Gilgamesh (§ 23). For, once omniscient,
equal to the “gods,” Adam could discover the Tree of Life (of which
Yahweh had not spoken to him) and become immortal. The text is
clear and categorical: “Yahweh God said, See, the man has become
like one of us, with his knowledge of good and evil. He must not be
allowed to stretch his hand out next and pick from the tree of life
also and eat some and live forever” (3:22). And God banished the
couple from paradise and condemned them to work for a living.

If we return to the scenario mentioned a moment ago, of the naked
goddess and the miraculous tree, guarded by a dragon, we can see
that the serpent of Genesis succeeded, all things considered, in its role
as guardian of a symbol of life or of youth. But this archaic myth was

8. The Hebrews connected the world with ‘eden, ‘“delights.”” The term
““paradise,” of Iranian origin (pairi-daeza), is later. Parallel images, chiefly
familiar in the Near East and the Aegean world, present a Great Goddess
beside a Tree of Life and a vivifying spring, or a Tree of Life guarded by
monsters and griffins; see Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, §§104-8.
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radically altered by the author of the biblical accounts. Adam’s
“initiatory failure” was reinterpreted as a well-justified punishment:
his disobedience betrayed his Luciferian pride, the desire to be like
God. It was the greatest sin that the creature could commit against
his creator. It was the “original sin,” a notion pregnant with con-
sequences for the Hebrew and Christian theologies. Such a vision of
the “fall” could command recognition only in a religion centered on
the omnipotence and jealousy of God. As it has been handed down
to us, the biblical narrative indicates the increasing authority of
Yahwistic monotheism.®

According to the redactors of chapters 4-7 of Genesis, this first
sin not only brought about the loss of paradise and the transformation
of the human condition; it became in some sense the source of all the
evils that burdened humanity. Eve gave birth to Cain, who “tilled
the soil,” and Abel, a “shepherd.” When the brothers made their
thank offering—Cain of the products of the soil, and Abel of the
firstborn of his flock—Yahweh accepted the latter’s offering, but not
Cain’s. Angry, Cain “set on his brother Abel and killed him”’ (4:8).
“Now,” spake Yahweh, “be accursed and driven from the ground. ...
When you till the ground, it shall no longer yield you any of its
produce. You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer over the earth”
(4:11-12).

It is possible to find in this episode an opposition between culti-
vators and herders and, implicitly, an apologia for the latter. Yet, if
the name Abel means ‘“shepherd,” Cain means “smith.” Their
conflict reflects the ambivalent position of the smith in certain
societies of pastoralists, where he is either scorned or respected but is
always feared.!’® As we saw (§15), the smith is regarded as the
“master of fire” and possesses redoubtable magical powers. In any
case, the tradition preserved in the biblical narrative reflects the
idealization of the “simple and pure” existence of the nomadic
herders and the resistance against the sedentary life of agriculturalists
and dwellers in towns. Cain became ‘“‘builder of a town™ (4:17),

9. It must be added, however, that the myth of the “fall”” has not always
been understood in accordance with its biblical interpretation. Especially from
the Hellenistic period and down to the time of illuminism, countless specula-
tions have sought to elaborate a more daring, and often more original,
Adamic mythology.

10. See Eliade, The Forge and the Crucible, pp. 89 ff.
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and one of his descendants is Tubal-cain, “the ancestor of all metal-
workers in bronze or iron”’ (4:22). So the first murder is performed
by him who in some sort incarnates the symbol of technology and
urban civilization. Implicitly, all techniques are suspected of magic.

55. Before and after the flood

It would serve no purpose to enumerate the descendants of Cain and
of Seth, Adam’s third son. In conformity with the tradition docu-
mented in Mesopotamia, according to which the earliest ancestors
attain a fabulous age, Adam engendered Seth at the age of 130 and
died 800 years later (5:3 ff.). All the descendants of Seth and Cain
enjoyed lives 800 to 900 years in length. A curious episode marks
this prediluvial period: the union of certain celestial beings, “sons
of God,” with the daughters of men, who gave them children, “the
heroes of days gone by, the famous men” (6:1-4). These “sons of
God” are probably “fallen angels.” Their story will be told in full in
a late book (Enoch 6-11), which does not necessarily imply that the
myth was previously unknown. And in fact similar beliefs are found
in ancient Greece and in India: it is the period of the heroes, semi-
divine figures whose activity took place just before the beginning of
the present age (““at the dawn of history”), that is, at the time when
the institutions peculiar to each culture were being established. To
return to the biblical narrative, it was after these unions between the
fallen angels and the daughters of mortals that God resolved to
limit man’s lifetime to 120 years. Whatever the origin of these
mythical themes may be (Cain and Abel, the patriarchs of the time
before the flood, the descent of the “sons of God,” the birth of the
heroes), it is significant that the redactors maintained them in the
final text of Genesis, and this despite certain anthropomorphic
characteristics with which they burden Yahweh.

The greatest event of this period was the flood. “ Yahweh saw that
the wickedness of man was great on the earth, and that the thoughts
of his heart fashioned nothing but wickedness all day long” (6:5).
God repented of having created man and decided to destroy him.
Only Noah, his wife, and his sons (Shem, Ham, and Japheth), with
their wives, were saved. For “Noah was a good man...and he
walked with God” (6:10). Following Yahweh’s detailed instructions,
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Noah built the ark and filled it with representatives of all the animal
species. “In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second
month, and on the seventeenth day of that month, that very day all
the springs of the great deep broke through, and the sluices of
heaven opened. It rained on the earth forty days and forty nights”
(7:11-12). When the waters withdrew, the ark stopped on Mount
Ararat. Noah went out of the ark and offered a sacrifice. “ Yahweh
smelt the appeasing fragrance” and, pacified, promised himself
that he would not ““curse the earth again because of man” (8:21).
And he made a covenant with Noah and his descendants, and the
sign of the covenant was the rainbow (9:13).

The biblical account has a certain number of elements in common
with the account of the flood in the Epic of Gilgamesh. 1t is possible
that the redactor knew the Mesopotamian version or, what seems
still more probable, used an archaic source, preserved from time
immemorial in the Near East. Flood myths, as we observed before
(§18), are extremely widespread, and they all share in essentially the
same symbolism: the need to radically destroy a degenerate world
and humanity so that they can be recreated, that is, restored to their
initial integrity. But this cyclical cosmology proves to be already
modified in the Sumerian and Akkadian versions. The redactor of
the biblical narrative returns to and carries on the reinterpretation
of the catastrophe of the flood: he raises it to the rank of an episode
in sacred history. Yahweh punishes man’s depravity and does not
regret the victims of the cataclysm (as the gods do in the Babylonian
version; cf. the Epic of Gilgamesh, tablet 11, lines 116-25, 136-37).
The importance that he accords to moral purity and to obedience
anticipates the Law that will be revealed to Moses. Like so many
other fabulous events, the flood was later continually reinterpreted
and revalorized from different points of view.

The sons of Noah became the ancestors of a new humanity. In that
period everyone spoke the same language. But one day men decided
to build “a tower with its top reaching heaven” (11:14). This was
the last Luciferian exploit. Yahweh “came down to see the town and
the tower” and realized that, henceforth, ““there will be nothing too
hard for them to do” (11:5-6). Then he confused their language, and
men no longer understood one another. After that, Yahweh scattered
them “over the whole face of the earth, and they stopped building
the town” (11:7-8), which later was known by the name of Babel.
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In this case, too, we are dealing with an old mythical theme
reinterpreted from the viewpoint of Yahwism. We have, first of all,
the archaic tradition according to which certain privileged beings
(ancestors, heroes, legendary kings, shamans) mounted to the sky
by the help of a tree, a lance, a rope, or a chain of arrows. But ascent
to the sky in concreto was interrupted at the end of the primordial
mythical period.!! Other myths report the failure of later attempts to
climb to heaven by means of various scaffoldings. It is impossible to
know if the redactor of the biblical narrative knew of these imme-
morial beliefs. In any case, he was familiar with the Babylonian
ziggurats, which had a similar symbolism. Indeed, the ziggurat was
considered to have its base at the navel of the earth and its summit in
the sky. By climbing the ziggurat, the king or the priest arrived
ritually (that is, symbolically) in heaven. Now, for the redactor of the
biblical narrative, this belief, which he took literally, was at once
simplistic and sacrilegious, so it was radically reinterpreted; more
precisely, it was desacralized and demythicized.

It is important to emphasize the following fact: despite a long and
complex labor of selection, elimination, and devalorization of the
archaic materials, whether inherited or borrowed, the last redactors
of Genesis preserved a whole mythology of the traditional type. It
begins with the cosmogony and the creation of man, paints the
“paradisal” existence of the ancestors, relates the drama of the
“fall,” with its fatal consequences (mortality, need to work in order
to live, etc.), describes the progressive degeneration of the first
humanity, which justifies the flood, and concludes with a last
fabulous episode: the loss of linguistic unity and the dispersal of the
second, postdiluvial humanity, the consequence of a new Luciferian
project. As in the archaic and traditional cultures, this mythology,
all things considered, constitutes a ““sacred history”: it explains the
origin of the world and at the same time the actual human condition.
To be sure, for the Hebrews this “sacred history” became paradig-
matic after Abraham and, above all, with Moses; but this does not
invalidate the mythological structure and function of the first eleven
chapters of Genesis.

A number of authors have dwelt on the fact that the religion of
Israel did not invent even one myth. Yet if the term “invent™ is

11. In our day shamans undertake this celestial journey ““in spirit,”” that is,
in an ecstatic trance.
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understood to mean a spiritual creation, the work of selection and
criticism of the immemorial mythological traditions is equivalent to
the emergence of a new myth, in other words, of a new religious
vision of the world which can become paradigmatic. Now the
religious genius of Israel transformed the relations of God with the
chosen people into a sacred history of a type previously unknown.
After a certain moment, this “sacred history,” seemingly exclusively
national, proves to be a paradigmatic model for all humanity.

56. The religion of the patriarchs

The twelfth chapter of Genesis introduces us into a new religious
world. Yahweh'? says to Abraham: “Leave your country, your
family, and your father’s house for a land I will show you. I will make
you a great nation; I will bless you and make your name so famous
that it will be used as a blessing. I will bless those who bless you: I
will curse those who slight you. All the tribes of the earth shall bless
themselves in you” (12:1-3).

In its present form this text was certainly redacted centuries after
the event that it relates. But the religious conception implicit in the
“election” of Abraham continues beliefs and customs well known
in the Near East of the second millennium. What distinguishes the
biblical narrative is God’s personal message and its consequences.
Without being first invoked, God reveals himself to a human being
and, after laying a series of injunctions on him, makes him a series of
prodigious promises. According to the tradition, Abraham obeys
him, as he will obey him later, when God will demand that he
sacrifice Isaac. We are here in the presence of a new type of religious
experience—** Abrahamic faith,” as it was understood after Moses—
which, in the course of time, will become the religious experience
peculiar to Judaism and to Christianity.

So Abraham left Ur of the Chaldaeans and arrived at Haran, in
the northwest part of Mesopotamia. Later he traveled south and
settled for a time at Shechem; after that he led his caravans between
Palestine and Egypt (Gen. 13:1-3). The history of Abraham and the

12. Obviously, “Yahweh’ is an anachronism, here and in all the other
passages previously cited, for the name was revealed later, to Moses.
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adventures of his son Isaac, of his grandson Jacob, and of Joseph,
constitute the period known as the Age of the Patriarchs, For a long
time, criticism held the patriarchs to be legendary figures. But for the
past half-century, especially in the light of archeological discoveries,
some authors have been inclined to accept, at least in part, the
historicity of the patriarchal traditions. To be sure, this does not
mean that chapters 11-50 of Genesis represent “historical doc-
uments.”

For our purpose it is of little significance to know if the ancestors
of the Hebrews, the Apiru, were donkey-breeders and merchant
caravaners'® or if they were herders of lesser cattle on the way to
becoming sedentary.'* It is enough to remember that there are a
certain number of analogies between the customs of the patriarchs
and the social and juridical institutions of the Near East. It is also
admitted that many mythological traditions were known to, and
adapted by, the patriarchs during their stay in Mesopotamia. As for
the religion of the patriarchs, it is characterized by the cult of the
“god of the father.”!® He is invoked, or manifests himself, as “the
god of my/thy/his father” (Gen. 31:5; etc.). Other formulas include
a proper name, sometimes preceded by the word ““father”: “the god
of Abraham™ (Gen. 31:53), “the god of thy father Abraham”
(26:24; etc.), “the god of Isaac” (28:13), “the god of my/his father
Isaac” (32:10; etc.), or “god of Abraham, of Isaac, and of Jacob”
(32:24, etc.). These formulas have parallels in the ancient East.'®

The “god of the father™ is primitively the god of the immediate
ancestor, whom his sons recognize. By revealing himself to the
ancestor, he certified a sort of kinship. He is a god of nomads, not
tied to a sanctuary but to a group of men, whom he accompanies and
protects. He “binds himself to those who believe in him by

13. As Albright maintained in several works; see most recently his Yahweh
and the Gods of Canaan, pp. 62-64 and passim.

14. This is the thesis maintained by, among others, R. de Vaux, Histoire
ancienne d’Israél, vol. 1, pp. 220-22.

15. Albrecht Alt was the first to call attention to this particular character-
istic; see his Der Gott der Viter (1929).

16. In the nineteenth century B.C. the Assyrians of Cappadocia called to
witness “‘the god of my father” (or of thy/his father). See the sources cited by
Ringgren, La religion d’Israél, p. 32 (Eng. trans., p. 20); Fohrer, History of
Israelite Religion, p. 37; de Vaux, Histoire ancienne d’Israél, vol. 1, pp. 257-58.
For a more subtle interpretation, see Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic,
pp. 12 fI.
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promises.”"” Other names, perhaps even more ancient, are pahad
yishdk, which has been translated “fear of Isaac™ but which rather
means ‘“‘kinsman of Isaac,” and ‘abhir ya‘aqobh, which means
“fortress (or defender) of Jacob” (Gen. 31:42, 53).

On entering Canaan the patriarchs were confronted by the cult of
the god El, and the “god of the father” ended by being identified
with him.!® This assimilation allows us to suppose that there was a
certain structural resemblance between the two types of divinity. In
any case, once he was identified with El, the “god of the father™
obtained the cosmic dimension that he could not have as the divinity
of families and clans. This is the first historically documented
example of a synthesis that enriches the patriarchal heritage. It will
not be the only one.

A number of passages describe, though rather summarily, the
religious practices of the patriarchs. Some of these passages, how-
ever, reflect a later situation. Hence it is advisable to compare the
biblical data with the practices typical of archaic pastoral cultures
and, first of all, those of the pre-Islamic Arabs. According to
Genesis, the patriarchs offered sacrifices, built altars, and set up
stones, which they anointed with oil. But it is probable that only the
blood sacrifice (zebah) of the pastoral type, without priests and,
according to some, without altars, was practiced: “Each sacrificer
immolated his own victim, chosen from the flock; it was not burned,
it was eaten in common by the sacrificer and his family.”1®

It is difficult to determine the original meaning of standing stones
(massebah), for their religious context differs. A stone can bear
witness to a compact (Gen. 31:45, 51-52), serve as a tomb (35:20),

17. De Vaux, p. 261: “The theme of the promise recurs often in Genesis. It
appears there in different forms: promise of a posterity, or of land, or of both
together.”

18. The patriarchal narratives mention names made up of the element e/
followed by a substantive: El Roi, *“El of the vision” (Gen. 16:13); El Shaddai,
‘“He of the Mountain”’ (18:1; etc.); El <Olam, “El of Eternity”’ (21:33); El
Bethel (31:13; etc.). See de Vaux, pp. 262 ff.; Ringgren, pp. 33 ff. (Eng. trans.,
pp. 20 ff.); Cross, pp. 44 ff.

19. De Vaux, p. 271: “In Central Arabia, the victim was immolated before
a standing stone, symbol of the divine presence; the blood was poured over the
stone or into a trench dug at the foot of it. Such sacrifices were offered espe-
cially at the festivals that the nomadic Arabs celebrated in the first spring month
to insure the fertility and prosperity of the herd. It is probable that the an-
cestors of Israel, seminomadic herders, already celebrated a similar festival.”
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or indicate a theophany, as in the episode of Jacob. Jacob fell asleep
with his head on a stone and saw a ladder whose top reached heaven,
and “Yahweh was there, standing over him,” and promised him that
country. When he woke, Jacob set up the stone on which he had
slept, and he called the place béth-el, the “house of God” (Gen.
28:10-22). Standing stones played a role in the Canaanite cult; this
is why they were later condemned by Yahwism. But the custom
existed among the pre-Islamic Arabs (cf. note 19), so it is probable
that it was also practiced by the ancestors of the Israelites.2®

57. Abraham, “Father of the Faith”

However, the two rituals that played a considerable part in the
religious history of Israel are the sacrifice marking the covenant and
the sacrifice of Isaac. The first (Gen. 15:9 ff.) was directly prescribed
to Abraham by God. It included dividing a heifer, a goat, and a ram
in two, a rite that has analogies elsewhere (for example, among the
Hittites; cf. § 43). But the decisive element is a nocturnal theophany:
“When the sun had set . . . there appeared a smoking furnace and a
firebrand that went between the halves (of the sacrificed animals)”
(15:17). “That day (God) made a covenant with Abraham™ (15:18).
This covenant is not a contract. God laid no obligation on Abraham:
it is only he who engages himself. The ritual, of which no other
example is found in the Old Testament, was practiced until the time
of Jeremiah. A number of authors deny that it was known in the
days of the patriarchs. To be sure, the sacrifice is presented in a
Yahwistic context, but its theological interpretation could not
destroy its primitive character.

In Genesis only one sacrifice is described in detail: the sacrifice of
Isaac (22:1-19). God had demanded of Abraham that he sacrifice his
son to him as a burnt offering (‘olah), and Abraham was preparing
to sacrifice Isaac when a ram was substituted for him. This episode
has given rise to countless controversies. For one thing, it has been

20. The patriarchal narratives mention certain sacred trees, for example the
Oak of Moreh (Gen. 12:6) and the Oak of Mamre (13:18; etc.). These trees of
the patriarchs, the veneration of which became embarrassing, were later for-
bidden, when condemnations were issued against the Canaanite cult sites (‘‘on
hills, under any spreading tree”’—Deut, 12:2).
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observed that the term “burnt offering” is repeated six times. Now
this type of sacrifice appears to have been borrowed from the
Canaanites after the definitive settlement of the tribes.?! The term
““idealization of the past™ has also been used. However, it must not
be forgotten that Genesis contains a number of sordid stories,
“which shows that the writers were more concerned with the faithful
transmission of tradition than with idealization.” ?? (The italics are
ours.)

Whatever its origin may be, the episode illustrates, more forcefully
than any other in the Old Testament, the deep meaning of ““ Abra-
hamic” faith. Abraham did not prepare to sacrifice his son in
pursuit of a definite purpose, as Mesha, king of the Moabites, did
when he sacrificed his eldest in order to wrest victory from Israel
(2 Kings 3:27), or as Jephthah did, who vowed to Yahweh that he
would sacrifice the first person he met after the victory as a burnt
offering to him, never imagining that it would be his own daughter, his
only child (Judges 11:30 ft.). This is not a sacrifice of the firstborn, a
ritual that, in any case, was not known until later and that never
became common among the Israelites. Abraham felt that he was
bound to his God by *“faith.” He did not “understand”” the meaning
of the act that God had demanded of him, whereas those who
offered their firstborn to a divinity were perfectly well aware of the
meaning and the magico-religious power of the ritual. On the other
hand, Abraham never doubted the sanctity, perfection, and omnip-
otence of his God. Consequently, if the prescribed act had every
appearance of being an infanticide, it was because of the powerless-
ness of human understanding. God alone knew the meaning and the
value of a gesture that, for all others, was indistinguishable from a
crime.

Here we are confronted by a special case of the dialectic of the
sacred: not only is the “profane” transmuted into the ““sacred,” at
the same time retaining its original structure (a sacred stone does not
cease to be a stone), but its ““sacralization” is not even comprehensible

21. De Vaux, Histoire ancienne d’Israél, p. 270: ““ The first mentions in the
unquestionably ancient texts date from the period of the Judges.”

22. H. H. Rowley, Worship in Ancient Israel, p. 27. And indeed the text
teaches us very little about the cult practiced by some of Jacob’s sons, but we
are told many stories that are dishonorable to him, for example the story of
Simeon and Levi at Shechem (Gen. 34) or of Judah and Tamar (Gen. 38).
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by the mind: infanticide is not transformed into a ritual intended to
produce a particular effect (as was the case with those who sacrificed
their firstborn). Abraham did not perform a ritual (since he pursued
no objective and did not understand the meaning of his act); on the
other hand, his “faith” assured him that he was not committing a
crime. One would say that Abraham did not doubt the “sacrality”
of his gesture, but it was “irrecognizable” and hence unknowable.

Meditation on this impossibility of recognizing the sacred (since
the sacred is completely identified with the profane) will have marked
consequences. As we shall see, Abrahamic faith will enable the
Jewish people, after the destruction of the Temple and the disappear-
ance of the state, to bear all the ordeals of their tragic history. And
it is equally by meditating on the example of Abraham that, even at
such a late date as the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, certain
Christian thinkers have grasped the paradoxical and, in the last
analysis, “irrecognizable” nature of their faith. Kierkegaard re-
nounced his fiancée in the hope that, in some way impossible to
imagine, she would be restored to him. And when Leon Chestov
affirmed that true faith implies only one certainty—that “for God all
is possible’—he was only restating, in simpler terms, the experience
of Abraham.

58. Moses and the departure from Egypt

The beginnings of the religion of Israel are related in Genesis, chapters
46-50, in Exodus, and in the Book of Numbers. Their content is a
series of events, most of which were directly caused by God. We list
the most important: the settling of Jacob and his sons in Egypt; the
persecution launched some centuries later by a pharaoh who ordered
the extermination of the firstborn of the Israelites; the vicissitudes
of Moses (miraculously saved from the massacre and brought up at
the pharaoh’s court) after killing an Egyptian soldier who was
beating a Hebrew, especially his flight into the desert of Midian, the
appearance of the “burning bush” (his first encounter with Yahweh),
the mission laid upon him by God, to bring his people out of Egypt,
and the revelation of the divine name; the ten plagues sent by God to
force the pharaoh to consent; the departure of the Israelites and their
crossing the Sea of Reeds, whose waters overwhelmed the Egyptian
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chariots and soldiers that were pursuing them; the theophany on
Mount Sinai and Yahweh’s covenant with his people, followed by
instructions concerning the content of the revelation and the cult;
finally, the forty years of journeying in the desert, the death of Moses,
and the conquest of Canaan under the leadership of Joshua.

For more than a century criticism has made every effort to
separate the “probable,” and hence “historical,” elements of these
biblical narratives from the mass of “mythological” and ““folkloric™
excrescences and sedimentations.?® Use has also been made of the
philological and archeological documents relating to the political,
cultural, and religious history of the Egyptians, the Canaanites, and
other peoples of the Near East. With the help of such documents,
there was hope of illuminating and clarifying, perhaps even of
reconstructing, the history of the different groups of Hebrews, from
Jacob’s settling in Egypt (eighteenth to seventeenth centuries) down
to the events that are echoed in the traditions of the Exodus and the
entry into Canaan, events that a number of authors place in the
twelfth century.?* The extrabiblical documents have certainly contri-
buted to fitting the Exodus and the conquest of Canaan at least
partially into a historical context. Quite definite dates have, for
example, been proposed for the departure from Egypt, on the basis
of data concerning the military and political situation of certain
pharaohs of the Nineteenth Dynasty; the stages of the conquest of
Canaan have been identified by taking into consideration the results
of excavations, first of all the dates of the successive destructions of
certain Canaanite cities. But a number of these chronological corre-
lations and concordances are still in dispute.

It is not for us to take a position in a controversy in which few
specialists are in agreement. It is enough to cite the fact that it has
not been possible, as it had been hoped, to recover the historicity of

23. The work of ‘“demythicization’ was comparatively easy (for such
‘““miracles’’ as the ten plagues or the crossing of the Sea of Reeds could not be
regarded as ‘““historical’’ events). On the other hand, the interpretation of the
possible historicity of the biblical texts proved to be extremely delicate.
Analysis had distinguished several redactions, made at different periods and
from different theological viewpoints. In addition, the influence of several
literary genres had been detected. The seeming historicity of an episode
became subject to doubt when it was found that the redactor used the clichés
of a particular literary genre (saga, novella, proverb, etc.).

24. According to Exodus 12:40, the Israelites remained in Egypt for 430
years.
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certain events of the utmost importance for the religion of Israel.
This, of course, in no way proves their nonhistoricity. But the
historical events and personages have been so much modeled on
paradigmatic categories that in most cases it is no longer possible to
detect their original “reality.” There are no reasons for doubting the
reality of the personage known by the name of Moses, but his biog-
raphy and the specific traits of his personality escape us. By the
mere fact that he has become a charismatic and fabulous figure, his
life, beginning with his miraculous preservation in a papyrus basket
left among the reeds of the Nile, follows the model of many other
heroes (Theseus, Perseus, Sargon of Agade, Romulus, Cyrus, etc.).

The name of Moses, like that of other members of his family, is
Egyptian. It contains the element msy, “born, son,” comparable to
Ahmosis or Rameses (Ra-messes, “son of Ra”). The name of one
of Levi’s sons, Merari, is the Egyptian Mrry, “ Well-loved’’; Pinhas,
Aaron’s grandson, is P-nhsy, “the Negro.” It is not impossible that
the young Moses knew the “reform™ of Akh-en-Aton (ca. 1375~
1350), who had replaced the cult of Amon by the solar ‘“mono-
theism” of Aton. Some scholars have noted?® the analogy between
the two religions: Aton, too, is proclaimed “the only god”; like
Yahweh, he is the god “who creates everything that exists”’; finally,
the importance that Akh-en-Aton’s “reform” accords to ““instruc-
tion” is comparable to the role of the Torah in Yahwism. On the
other hand, the Ramesside society, in which Moses was brought up
two generations after Akh-en-Aton’s “reform” had been suppressed,
could not attract him. Its cosmopolitanism, religious syncretism
(especially between Egyptian and Canaanite cults), certain orgiastic
practices (prostitution of both sexes), the “cult” of animals, were so
many abominations for anyone brought up in the “religion of the
Fathers.”

As for the departure from Egypt, it seems certainly to reflect a
historical event. However, it does not involve the exodus of the
whole people, but only of a group, and precisely of the group led by
Moses. Other groups had already begun their more or less peaceful
entrance into Canaan. Later, the Exodus was claimed by all the

25. See, for example, Albright, From the Stone Age to Christianity, pp. 218
ff., 269 fT., and his The Biblical Period from Abraham to Ezra, pp. 15 ff. But for
other authors the analogies do not seem convincing; see Ringgren, La religion
d’Israél, p. 51 (Eng. trans., p. 39); Fohrer, History of Israelite Religion, p. 79.
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Israelite tribes as an episode of their sacred history. What is important
for our purpose is that the departure from Egypt was put into
relation with the celebration of the Passover. In other words, an
archaicsacrifice peculiar to nomad herders and practiced for millennia
by the ancestors of the Israelites was revalorized and incorporated
into the sacred history of Yahwism. A ritual belonging to cosmic
religiosity (the pastoral festival of spring) was interpreted as the
commemoration of a historical event. The transformation of religious
structures of the cosmic type into events of sacred history is character-
istic of Yahwistic monotheism and will be taken up again and
continued by Christianity.

59. “I Am Who I Am”’

While he is keeping sheep for his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of
Midian, Moses crosses the desert and comes to the ‘“mountain of
God,” Horeb. There he sees a ““flame of fire coming from the middle
of a bush” and hears himself called by name. A few moments later
the voice of God comes to him, saying, “I am the God of your
father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of
Jacob” (Exodus 3:6). Nevertheless, Moses senses that he is in the
presence of an unknown aspect of the divinity, or even of a new god.
He accepts the order to go to the children of Israel and say to them,
“The God of your fathers has sent me to you’’; but, if they ask what
God’s name is, “what am I to tell them?” (3:13). *“ And God said to
Moses, I Am Who I am (eyeh *aser *ehyeh).” And he teaches him to
address the children of Israel in these terms: “I Am has sent me to
you” (3:14).

This name has given rise to an immense amount of discussion.2®
God’s answer is mysterious enough: he refers to his mode of being
but does not reveal his person. All that can be said is that the divine
name suggests, to use a modern expression, the totality of being and
of the existent. Yet Yahweh declares that he is the god of Abraham
and the other patriarchs, and this identity is still accepted today by
all those who lay claim to the Abrahamic inheritance. And in fact

26. See the recent bibliographies given in Ringgren, pp. 43 ff. (Eng. trans.,
pp. 31 ff.), Fohrer, pp. 75 ff., de Vaux, Histoire ancienne d’Israél, pp. 321 ff.,
and Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, pp. 60 ff,
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it is possible to discover a certain continuity between the god of the
father and the god who reveals himself to Moses. As has been said,
“to begin with, there is the fact that Yahwism is born in a milieu of
herders and develops in the desert. The return to pure Yahwism will
be presented as a return to the desert situation: it will be the ‘nomadic
ideal’ of the prophets.” 27 Exactly like the god of the father, Yahweh
is not attached to a particular place; in addition, he has a special
relation to Moses as leader of a group.

But the differences are significant. While the god of the father was
anonymous, Yahweh is a proper name that indicates his mystery and
his transcendence. The relations between the divinity and his wor-
shipers have changed: instead of the former “god of the father,” we
now hear of the “people of Yahweh.” The idea of divine election,
present in the promises made to Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3), becomes
more definite: Yahweh calls the descendants of the patriarchs “my
people”; they are—to use R. de Vaux’s expression—his “personal
property.” As the assimilation of the god of the father with El
proceeded, Yahweh was also identified with him. He took EI’s
cosmic structure as well as his title of king. “ From the religion of El,
Yahwism also took the idea of the divine court formed by the bené
‘elohim.”?® On the other hand, Yahweh’s warlike character carries
on the role of the god of the father, supremely the protector of his
worshipers.

The essence of the revelation is concentrated in the Decalogue
(Exod. 20:3-17; cf. Exod. 34:10-27). In its present form the text
cannot date from the time of Moses, but the most important com-
mandments certainly reflect the spirit of primitive Yahwism. The
first article of the Decalogue, ““You shall have no gods except me,”
shows that what is involved is not monotheism in the strict sense.
The existence of other gods is not denied. In the song of victory
chanted after the passage of the Sea of Reeds, Moses exclaims:
“Who among the gods is your like, Yahweh?” (Exod. 15:11). But
absolute fidelity is demanded, for Yahweh is a ““jealous God” (Exod.
20:5). The struggle against the false gods begins immediately after the

27. De Vaux, p. 424. In what follows, we make use of his analyses, pp.
424-31.

28. De Vaux, p. 428. “But it seems more correct to say that El gave his
mildness and his compassion to Yahweh, who would primitively have been a
fierce and violent god. In the probably ancient text of Exodus 34:6, Yahweh
defines himself as ‘ tender and compassionate’”’ (ibid., p. 429).
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escape from the desert, at Baal-peor. It is there that the daughters of
the Moabites invite the Israelites to the sacrifices to their gods. “ And
the people ate and bowed down before their gods” (Numbers 25:2
ff.), thus arousing Yahweh’s wrath. For Israel, this struggle, begun
at Baal-peor, still continues.

The meaning of the Second Commandment, ““ You shall not make
yourself a carved image ...” is difficult to perceive. It is not a
prohibition against the cult of idols. Images, familiar to the pagan
cults, were well known to be only receptacles of the divinity. Probably
the underlying idea of this commandment implied a prohibition
against representing Yahweh by a cult object. Just as he had no
name, Yahweh should have no image. God permitted himself to be
seen, by certain privileged persons, face to face; for the rest of man-
kind he was manifest only through his acts. Unlike the other Near
Eastern divinities, who manifested themselves indifferently in
human, animal, or cosmic form, Yahweh is conceived as exclusively
anthropomorphic. But he also has recourse to cosmic epiphanies, for
the whole world is his creation.

Yahweh’s anthropomorphism has a twofold aspect. On the one
hand, Yahweh displays qualities and faults that are specifically
human: compassion and hate, joy and grief, forgiveness and ven-
geance. (However, he does not show the weaknesses and faults of the
Homeric gods, and he will not tolerate being ridiculed, as certain
Olympians do.)2° On the other hand, unlike the majority of divinities,
Yahweh does not reflect the human situation; he does not have a
family, but only a celestial court: Yahweh is alone. Are we to see
another anthropomorphic characteristic in the fact that he demands
absolute obedience from his worshipers, like an Oriental despot?
This seems rather to be an inhuman desire for absolute perfection and
purity. The intolerance and fanaticism that are characteristic of the
prophets and missionaries of the three monotheisms have their
model and their justification in Yahweh’s example.

So, too, Yahweh’s violence exceeds the bounds of anthropo-
morphism. His “wrath’ sometimes proves to be so irrational that it
has been possible to refer to his “demonism.” To be sure, some of
these negative characteristics will become indurated later, after the
occupation of Canaan. But the “negative characteristics” belong to

29. See Fohrer, History of Israelite Religion, pp. 78 fI.
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Yahweh’s original structure. What is in fact involved is a new, and
the most impressive, expression of the deity as absolutely different
from his creation, the “utterly other” (the ganz andere of Rudoph
Otto). The coexistence of these contradictory attributes, the irratio-
nality of some of his acts, distinguish Yahweh from an ideal of per-
fection on the human scale. From this point of view, Yahweh
resembles certain divinities of Hinduism, Siva, for example, or
Kali-Durga. But there is a difference, and a substantial one: these
Indian divinities take their place beyond morality, and since their
mode of being constitutes a paradigmatic model, their worshipers
do not hesitate to imitate them. Yahweh, on the contrary, accords the
greatest importance to ethical principles and practical morality: at
least five commandments of the Decalogue refer to them.

According to the biblical narrative, it was three months after the
departure from Egypt, and in the Sinai Desert, that the theophany
took place. ““ The mountain of Sinai was entirely wrapped in smoke,
because Yahweh had descended on it in the form of fire. Like smoke
from a furnace the smoke went up, and the whole mountain shook
violently. Louder and louder grew the sound of the trumpet, Moses
spoke, and God answered him in peals of thunder” (Exod. 19:18-19).
Then Yahweh appeared to the Israelites, who had remained at the
foot of the mountain, and made a covenant with them, dictating
the Laws of the Covenant, which begins with the Decalogue and
includes a number of prescriptions for the cult (Exod. 20:22-26 and
chaps. 24-26).%° Later, Moses had another conversation with God
and received the “two tablets of the Testimony, tablets of stone
inscribed by the finger of God™ (31:18; cf. another version, 34:1-28).
Mendenhall has observed that the stylistic form of the Laws of the
Covenant is reminiscent of the treaties of the Hittite sovereigns of
the second millennium with their vassals in Asia Minor.?* But the
similarities between the two formulas, though real, do not appear to
be decisive.

Nothing definite is known concerning the cult practiced by the
Israelites during the forty years they spent in the desert. Exodus 26

30. It is unnecessary to state that all these texts were composed, or edited,
later.

31. C. E. Mendenhall, Law and Covenant in Israel and the Ancient East
(1935). Among others, Albright has accepted the hypothesis, in his Yahveh and
the Gods of Canaan, pp. 107 ff.
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and 38:8-38 give a detailed description of the desert sanctuary; it
consists of the Tent of Meeting, which shelters the ark of the Testi-
mony or ark of the Covenant, a wooden coffer containing—according
to a late tradition—the tables of the Laws (Deut. 10:1-5; etc.). Very
probably this tradition reflects a real situation. Cult tents or palan-
quins, in which stone idols were carried, are documented among the
Arabs before Islam. The texts do not mention the ark and the tent
together, but it is probable that, as among the Arabs, the tent
covered the ark. As the god of the father had done earlier, Yahweh
led his people. The ark symbolized that invisible presence, but it is
impossible to know what it contained.

According to tradition, Moses died in the Plain of Moab, opposite
Jericho. Yahweh showed him the land of Canaan: “I have let you
see it with your own eyes, but you shall not cross into it” (Deut.
34:4; cf. Num. 27:12-14). This death, too, corresponds to the
legendary and paradigmatic personage of Moses. All that can be said
concerning the person known by that name is that he was distin-
guished by his repeated and dramatic encounters with Yahweh. The
revelation of which Moses was the intermediary made him at once
an ecstatic and oracular prophet and a “magician ’——the model of the
Levite priests and the supremely charismatic leader who succeeded
in transforming a group of clans into the nucleus of a nation, the
people of Israel.

60. Religion under the judges: The first phase of syncretism

The period between 1200 B.C., when the group that had been led by
Moses entered Canaan under the leadership of Joshua, and 1020
B.C., when Saul was proclaimed king, is, by common consent, known
as the Age of the Judges. The judges were military leaders, councillors,
and magistrates. It is during this period that other tribes accept
Yahwism, especially after certain brilliant victories. For Yahweh
directly intervenes in battle. He assures Joshua: “Do not be afraid
of these men; I have delivered them into your power” (Josh. 10:8).
And in fact Yahweh caused “huge hailstones” to fall from heaven,
killing the enemy by thousands (Josh. 10:11). After the victory over
Jabin, king of Canaan, Deborah and Barak hymn the divine fury:
“Yahweh, when you set out from Seir . . . earth shook. the heavens
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quaked, the clouds dissolved into water” (Judg. 5:4). In short,
Yahweh proves to be stronger than the gods of the Canaanites. War
waged in his name is a holy war:®2 the men are consecrated (giddes,
“to sanctify”) and must preserve ritual purity. As for booty, it is
“forbidden,” that is, it is entirely destroyed, offered as a holocaust
to Yahweh.

But in adapting itself to a new style of existence, Yahwism
evolves and changes. We first notice a reaction against the values
most esteemed by every society of herders. The law of hospitality, the
sacrosanct law among nomads, is traitorously broken by Jael: she
invites the Canaanite chief, Sisera, who was flecing after the defeat,
into her tent and kills him in his sleep (Judg. 4:17 ff.). The portable
sanctuary of Moses’ day falls into disuse. The cuit is now practiced
in sanctuaries and sacred sites.

But, as was to be expected, it is above all the confrontation with
the Canaanite religion that will have marked consequences. Indeed,
this confrontation continues until the seventh century B.C. In
consequence of the association Yahweh-El, the pre-Yahwistic
sanctuaries belonging to the cult of El, together with a number of
Canaanite sanctuaries, are consecrated to Yahweh.®® More sur-
prising is the confusion that existed, during the Age of the Judges,
between Yahweh and Baal. Names with baal as an element are found
even in families known for their Yahwistic faith. The famous
Gideon is also named Jerubbaal, ““Baal fights” (Judg. 6:32). This
presupposes that the word baal, “Lord,” was understood as an
epithet of Yahweh or that Baal was venerated side by side with
Yahweh.?* In the beginning Baal must have been accepted as ““god
of the land,” the supreme specialist in fecundity. It is only later that
his cult was execrated and became the paradigmatic proof of
apostasy.

32. G. von Rad, Der heilige Krieg im alten Israel (1951), summarized by
Ringgren, La religion d’Israél, pp. 66-67 (Eng. trans., pp. 53-54). The term
“forbidden,” hérém, derives from a root meaning ‘‘sacred.”” Ringgren
considers the phenomenon typically Israelite; but A. Lods and Albright cite
other examples, and not only among the Semites; cf. Rowley, Worship in
Ancient Israel, p. 56 and note 7.

33. See the list of these sanctuaries in Fohrer, History of Israelite Religion,
pp. 111-13. On the syncretism of the cults, see G. W. Ahlstréom, Aspects of
Syncretism in Israelite Religion, pp. 11 ff.; Rowley, Worship in Ancient Israel,

pp. 58 fI.
34. See Ringgren, p. 56 (Eng. trans., p. 44); Fohrer, p. 105.
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A large part of the Canaanite sacrificial system was adopted. The
simplest form of sacrifice consisted in the offering, on a consecrated
site, of different gifts or in libations of oil or water. The offerings
were regarded as food for the divinity (Judg. 6:19). It is at this time
that the Israelites begin to practice the burnt offering (‘olah), which
they interpret as an oblation offered to Yahweh. In addition, they
take over a number of Canaanite practices, related to agriculture,
and even certain orgiastic rituals.®® The process of assimilation is
intensified later, under the monarchy, when there is mention of
sacred prostitution of both sexes.

Sanctuaries are built after Canaanite models. They include an
altar, massebahs (standing stones), asherahs (wooden posts symbol-
izing the Canaanite goddess Asherah), and vessels for libations.
Among the ritual objects, we mention the most important: teraphim
(images or masks) and ephods (originally garments put on the image).
The personnel of the cult is organized around the sanctuaries of
which it is the guardian. Of chief importance are the priests and
Levites: they offer sacrifices and seek to determine Yahweh’s will by
lots and the ephod. Next to the priests and Levites we find diviners or
seers (ré'éh), but we have little information about their functions. The
seers were not attached to sanctuaries, as the prophets (ndbiim) were.
The most famous example is Balaam (Num. 22-24): he sees Yahweh
in a dream or waking; he has to see the Israelites in order to be able
to curse them. This type of ecstatic is documented in other nomadic
societies (for example, the kahin among the Arabs).3¢

Far more important was the function of the “prophet” (ndbi); we
shall return to him later (§116). For the moment, we add that
Israelite ecstatic prophecy has its deep roots in the Canaanite
religion.®” And in fact the cult of Baal included ndbiim (see 1 Kings
18:19 fI.; 2 Kings 10:19). But this is a type of ecstatic experience that
is comparatively common in the ancient Near East, with the exception
of Egypt. The Sumerians knew the “man who enters heaven,” a
designation that indicates an ecstatic journey comparable to that of
the shamans. At Mari, texts of the eighteenth century speak of the

35. Fohrer, p. 106; Ahlstrém, pp. 14 ff.

36. J. Pedersen, “The Role Played by Inspired Persons among the Israelites
and the Arabs’’; J. Lindblom, Prophecy in Ancient Israel, pp. 86 ff.

37. See A. Haldar, Association of Cult Prophets among the Ancient Semites,
pp. 91 ff., with bibliography.
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apilum (“‘he who responds’’) or of the muhhiim and muhhiitum, men
or women who receive the oracles of the gods in dreams or visions.
These apilum and muhhiim correspond to the ndbiim. Like the
prophets of Israel, they use oracular phrases that tend to be short
and send their messages to kings, even when they contain bad news or
criticize certain acts of the sovereign.3®

Even in the first centuries of the conquest and colonization, we
note a Canaanite influence that is profound and takes many forms.
Indeed, the ritual system, the sacred sites and sanctuaries are taken
over from the Canaanites; the priestly class is organized after
Canaanite models; finally, even the prophets, who will soon react
against the supremacy of the priests and against syncretism with the
fertility cults, are also the product of a Canaanite influence. Yet the
prophets lay claim to the purest Yahwism. From a certain point of
view, they are right; but the Yahwism that they proclaim has already
assimilated the most creative elements of Canaanite religion and
culture, so savagely execrated by the prophets.

38. See Lindblom, pp. 29 fI., 85 ff., and Fohrer, pp. 225 ff., who cite other
examples from Babylonia and Assyria.



The Religion of
the Indo-Europeans:

The Vedic Gods

61. Protohistory of the Indo-Europeans

The irruption of the Indo-Europeans into history is marked by
terrible destruction. Between 2300 and 1900 B.C. in Greece and Asia
Minor many cities are sacked and burned; for example, Troy (about
2300 B.C.), Beycesultan, Tarsus, and some three hundred cities and
villages in Anatolia. The documents mention ethnic groups named
Hittites, Luwians, and Mitanni. But Aryan-speaking elements are
also attested in other bodies of invaders. The dispersal of the Indo-
European peoples had begun some centuries earlier, and it continued
for two millennia. By about 1200 B.c. the Aryans had made their way
into the Indo-Gangetic plain, the Iranians were firmly established in
Persia, and Greece and the islands were Indo-Europeanized. Some
centuries later, the Indo-Europeanization of India, the Italian Penin-
sula, the Balkan Peninsula, the Carpatho-Danubian regions, and
central, northern, and western Europe—from the Vistula to the Baltic
Sea and the Atlantic—was either completed or well advanced. This
characteristic process—migration, conquest of new territories, sub-
mission of the inhabitants, followed by their assimilation—did not
end until the nineteenth century of our era. Such an example of
linguistic and cultural expansion is otherwise unknown.

For more than a century, scholars have made every effort to
identify the original homeland of the Indo-Europeans, to decipher
their protohistory, and to clarify the phases of their migrations.
Their land of origin has been sought in northern and central Europe,
in the Russian steppes, in central Asia, in Anatolia, etc. It is generally
agreed today to localize the home of the Indo-Europeans in the
regions north of the Black Sea, between the Carpathians and the
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Caucasus.! Between the fifth and third millennia these regions saw
the development of the so-called Tumuli (kurgan) Culture. About
4000-3500 B.C. it expanded westward, as far as Tisza. During the
following millennium the representatives of the Kurgan Culture made
their way into central Europe, the Balkan Peninsula, Transcaucasia,
Anatolia, and northern Iran (ca. 3500-3000 B.C.); in the third
millennium they reached northern Europe, the Aegean zone (Greece
and the coasts of Anatolia), and the eastern Mediterranean. According
to Marija Gimbutas, the peoples who developed and disseminated
the Kurgan Culture can only have been the Proto-Indo-Europeans
and, in the last phases of their dispersal, the Indo-Europeans.

However this may be, it is certain that the origins of the Indo-
European culture are rooted in the Neolithic, perhaps even in the
Mesolithic. On the other hand, it is equally certain that during its
formative period this culture was influenced by the more developed
civilizations of the Near East. The use of the chariot and of metal?
was transmitted by an Anatolian culture (the so-called Kuro-Araxas
Culture). In the fourth millennium there appear, borrowed from the
peoples of the Balkano-Mediterranean zone, clay, marble, or
alabaster statues representing a seated goddess.

The common vocabulary shows that the Indo-Europeans practiced
agriculture, raised cattle (but also the pig and probably the sheep), and
knew the horse, either as wild or domesticated. Though they were
never able to renounce agricultural products, the Indo-European
peoples preferred to develop a pastoral economy. Pastoral nomadism,
the patriarchal structure of the family, a proclivity for raids, and a
military organization designed for conquest are characteristic
features of the Indo-European societies. A more or less radical
social differentiation is indicated by the contrast between the tumuli
(tombs built in the form of a house and richly furnished) and the far
poorer burials. Very probably the tumuli (kurgan) were reserved for
the corpses of chiefs.

For our purpose it is important to determine to what an extent this
mode of existence—pastoral nomadism, vigorously reorganized for

1. The common vocabulary for certain animals (wolf, bear, goose, fresh-
water salmon, wasp, bee) and trees (birch, beech, oak, and willow) indicates a
temperate zone.

2. The terms for “copper’ and ‘““ax’ are Sumerian; they were borrowed
before the separation of the European linguistic groups (Germanic, Italic and
Celtic, Illyrian and Thracian, Greek and Slavic).
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war and conquest—encouraged and facilitated the emergence of
specific religious values. Obviously, the creations of agricultural
societies do not completely correspond to the religious aspirations of
a pastoral society. On the other hand, no pastoral society can exist in
complete independence from the economy and religion of the culti-
vators. What is more, in their migrations and conquests the Indo-
Europeans continually brought into subjection and assimilated
sedentary agricultural populations. In other words, quite early in
their history the Indo-Europeans must have known the spiritual
tensions produced by the symbiosis of heterogeneous—and even
antithetical—religious orientations.

62. The first pantheon and the common religious vocabulary

It is possible to reconstitute certain structures of the common Indo-
European religion. To begin with, there are the brief but valuable
indications furnished by the religious vocabulary. The earliest studies
already recognized the Indo-European root deiwos, “sky,” in the
terms designating the “god” (Lat. deus, Skr. deva, Iran. div, Lith.
diewas, Old Ger. tivar) and in the names of the principal gods:
Dyaus, Zeus, Jupiter. The idea of god proves to be bound up with
celestial sacrality, that is, with light and “transcendence” (height)
and, by extension, with the idea of sovereignty and with creativity in
its immediate meaning: cosmogony and paternity. The (god of the)
sky is supremely the father: cf. Indian Dyauspitar, Greek Zeus Pater,
Illyrian Daipatiires, Latin Jupiter, Scythian Zeus-Papaios, Thraco-
Phrygian Zeus-Pappos.®

Since celestial and atmospheric hierophanies play a cardinal role,
it is not surprising that a certain number of gods are designated by
the name of thunder: German Donar, Thérr; Celtic Taranis
(Tanaros); Baltic Perkiinas; Proto-Slavic Perun; etc. It is probable
that in the Indo-European period the sky god (the supreme god as
creator of the world and cosmocrator) was already yielding place to

3. The Greek vocable theos does not belong to the same series. It derives
from a root designating the ‘“‘soul,”” the *“‘spirit of the deceased”’; cf. Lith.
dwesiu, ‘‘to breathe,”” Old Slavic duch, *‘breathing,” dusa, “soul.” Hence it
may be supposed that theos, *“god,’” develops from the idea of the deified dead.
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the storm gods—a phenomenon comparatively frequent in the history
of religions. Similarly, fire, kindled by lightning, is regarded as of
celestial origin. The cult of fire is a characteristic element of the Indo-
European religions; the name of the important Vedic god Agni
occurs in Latin ignis, Lithuanian ugnis, Old Slavic ogni.* It may also
be supposed that the solar god held a preponderant place even from
protohistory (cf. Vedic Surya, Greek Helios, Old German sauil, Old
Slavic solnce, all designating the sun). But the solar gods had a
checkered history among the different Indo-European peoples,
especially after their contact with the Near Eastern religions.® As for
the earth (*GH'EM), it was regarded as a vital energy opposed to the
sky; but the religious idea of Mother Earth is more recent among the
Indo-Europeans and occurs in a limited area.® We find another
cosmic element, the wind, deified in Lithuanian Wejopatis, ‘“ Master
of the Wind,” and in Iranian Vayu and Indian Vayu. But in the case
of these last two we have more than cosmic epiphanies, for they
show, especially Iranian Vayu, the characteristic features of sovereign
gods.

The Indo-Europeans had elaborated a specific mythology and
theology. They practiced sacrifices and knew the magico-religious
value of the word and of chanting (*kAN). They possessed concepts
and rituals that enabled them to consecrate space and to ““cosmicize”
the territories in which they settled (this mythico-ritual scenario is
documented in ancient India, at Rome, and among the Celts), and
this also enabled them periodically to renew the world (by ritual
combat between two groups of celebrants, a rite of which vestiges
still remain in India and Iran). The gods were regarded as being
present at the festivals, side by side with men, and offerings to them
were burned. The Indo-Europeans built no sanctuaries; very probably
the cult was celebrated in a consecrated enclosure, under the open
sky. Another characteristic feature is oral transmission of the

4, In Iran the name of the divinity of fire is Atar; but there are indications
that, in an earlier terminology of the cult, fire was called *agni, not atar: see
Stig Wikander, Der arische Mdnnerbund, pp. 77 ff.

5. In addition, in the period of Greco-Oriental syncretism, the sacrality
represented by the sun gave scope for a daring theological and philosophical
reelaboration, so that the solar god could be said to have been the last cosmic
theophany to disappear before the expansion of Judeo-Christian monotheism.

6. We add that man, as a terrestrial being (GH® MON), is later opposed in the
West to celestial beings, whereas in the East we find the concept man, rational

creature (M°® NU), opposed to the animals; see Devoto, Origini indo-europee,
pp. 264 ff.
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tradition and, after their encounter with the Near Eastern civiliza-
tions, the prohibition against using writing.

But, as could be expected in view of the many centuries that
separate the earliest Indo-European migrations (Hittites, Indo-
Iranians, Greeks, Italics) from the latest (Germans, Balto-Slavs), the
common heritage is not always recognizable in the vocabulary or
the theologies and mythologies of the historical period. On the one
hand, the different cultural contacts that occurred during the
migrations must be taken into consideration; on the other hand, it
must not be forgotten that no religious tradition continues to exist
indefinitely without changes produced either by new spiritual
creations or by borrowings, symbiosis, or elimination.

The vocabulary reflects this process of differentiation and inno-
vation, which probably began even in protohistory. The most
significant example is the absence in common Indo-European of a
specific term designating the ‘“sacred.” On the other hand, in
Iranian, Latin, and Greek two terms are available: Avestan spenta/
yaoZdita (cf. also Gothic hails/weih); Latin sacer/sanctus; Greek
hieros/hagios. “Study of each of these attested pairs...leads to
supposing, in prehistory, a biaspectual notion: positive, ‘what is
charged with divine presence,” and negative, ‘what it is forbidden to
men to touch.””” Similarly, according to Benveniste, there was no
common term to designate ‘““sacrifice.” But this absence ““has as its
counterpart, in the various languages and often within each of them,
a great diversity of designations corresponding to the various forms
of the sacrificial act: libation (Skr. juhoti, Gk. spendd), solemn verbal
engagement (Lat. voveo, GK. euchomai), ritual feast (Lat. daps),
fumigation (Gk. thuo), rite of light (Lat. lustro).” ® As for *“prayer,”
the terminology was built up from two different roots.® In short,

7. E. Benveniste, Le vocabulaire des institutions indo-européennes, vol. 2,
p. 179. As for religion, “not conceiving this omnipresent reality as a separate
institution, the Indo-Europeans had no term to designate it’’ (ibid., p. 265).
Georges Dumézil has several times analyzed the Indo-European vocabulary of
the sacred; see, most recently, his La religion romaine archaique, 2d ed. (1974),
pp. 131-46 (Eng. trans. by Philip Krapp, Archaic Roman Religion, 2 vols.
[Chicago, 1970], 1:129-38).

8. Benveniste, Le vocabulaire, p. 223. However, Erich Hamp has recently
reconstructed the common term for ““sacrifice’’; see JIES 1 (1973): 320-22.

9. The original Hittite-Slavic-Baltic-Armenian (-Germanic?) dialectal
grouping attests forms related to Hittite maltai-, ““to pray,” whereas Iranian,
Celtic, and Greek present terms derived from the root *ghwedh—*“to pray, to
desire’’ (Benveniste, Le vocabulaire, p. 245).
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from their common protohistory the different Indo-European
peoples showed a marked tendency continually to reinterpret their
religious traditions. This process was intensified in the course of the
migrations.

63. The Indo-European tripartite ideology

The fragments of the various Indo-European mythologies constitute
an important source. To be sure, these fragments are of different
ages and have come down to us in heterogeneous documents of
unequal value: hymns, ritual texts, epic poetry, theological commen-
taries, popular legends, historiographies, and late traditions recorded
by Christian authors after the conversion of the peoples of central
and northern Europe. Nevertheless, all these documents are valuable,
for they preserve or reflect (even in distorted form) a number of
original religious conceptions. The exaggerations and errors of
“comparative mythology,” as it was understood by Max Miiller and
his followers, must not be allowed to deny us the use of these
materials. It is enough not to mistake their documentary value. A
myth documented in the Rig Veda cannot be later than the second
millennium B.C., whereas the traditions preserved by Livy, by the
Irish epic, or by Snorri Sturluson are, from the chronological point of
view, considerably more recent. But if such traditions agree in every
point with the Vedic myth, it is difficult to doubt their common
Indo-European character, especially if the coincidence is not isolated
but falls into place in a system.

This is what Georges Dumézil has demonstrated in a series of
works that have radically renewed the comparative study of Indo-
European mythologies and religions. There is no need to summarize
them here. Suffice it to say that the French scholar’s researches have
disclosed the fundamental structure of Indo-European society and
ideology. To the division of society into three classes—priests,
warriors, stock-breeders and farmers—corresponded a trifunctional
religious ideology: the function of magical and juridical sovereignty,
the function of the gods of martial force, and, finally, the function of
the divinities of fecundity and economic prosperity. It is among the
Indo-Iranians that we best perceive this tripartite division of the gods
and society. And indeed, in ancient India, to the social classes of the
brahmanas (priests, sacrificers), ksatriya (soldiers, protectors of the
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community), and vaisya (producers), there correspond the gods
Varuna and Mitra, Indra, and the twin Nasatyas (or the A$vins).
The same gods appear, named in the same order, in the treaty
concluded, about 1380, between a Hittite king and the chief of the
para-Indians (Mitanni) in Asia Minor: Mitra-(V)aruna (variant
Uruvana), Indara, the two Nasatyas. Similarly, the Avesta distin-
guishes priests (athra.van), warriors (fighting in chariots, rathaé-star),
stock-breeders and farmers (vastryo.fsuyant)}—with the difference
that, in Iran, this social division did not harden into a caste system.
According to Herodotus (4. 5-6), the Iranian Scythians also knew
the division into three classes, and the tradition persisted into the
nineteenth century among the Ossets of the Caucasus, direct descen-
dants of the Scythians.

The Celts distributed society into druids (priests, jurists), military
aristocracy (flaith, literally “power,” the equivalent of Sanskrit
ksatra), and bd airig, free men (airig) owning cows (bd). According
to Dumézil, a similar social division can be discerned in the mythical,
but strongly historicized, traditions of the founding of Rome: King
Romulus, protected by Jupiter; the Etruscan Lucumon, technician
of war; Tatius and the Sabines, who bring women and wealth. The
Capitoline triad—Jupiter, Mars, Quirinus—in a way constitutes the
divine, celestial model of Roman society. Finally, a similar triad
dominates Scandinavian religion and mythology: Odin, the sovereign
god, Thor, the champion, and Frey, patron of fecundity.

The division of the first function into two complementary parts or
tendencies—magical sovereignty and juridical sovereignty—is clearly
illustrated by the pair Varuna and Mitra. For the ancient Indians,
Mitra is the sovereign god “in his reasoning, clear, ordered, calm,
benevolent, sacerdotal aspect, and Varuna the sovereign in his
attacking, somber, inspired, violent, terrible, warlike aspect.””'? Now
the same diptych is found again, especially at Rome, with the same
oppositions and the same alternations; on the one hand, there is the
opposition between the Luperci—young men running naked through
the city, striking women with a goatskin thong to make them fertile—
and the priests proper, the Flamens; in another area, there are the
different behaviors of the two first kings of Rome: Romulus, who
founds the two cults of the terrible Jupiter, and Numa, who founds a

10. G. Dumézil, Mitra-Varuna, 2d ed. (1948), p. 85.
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sanctuary of Fides Publica and professes a particular devotion to
that goddess, who guarantees good faith and registers vows. In
principle, the opposition Romulus-Numa coincides with the opposi-
tion Luperci-Flamens; it also corresponds exactly with the polarity
Varuna-Mitra.

In his analysis of the two aspects of divine sovereignty among the
Indians and the Romans, Dumézil has aptly emphasized the differ-
ences. In Vedic India as in Rome, the same Indo-European structure
is recognizable, but the two “ideological fields” are not homo-
geneous. “The Romans think historically, whereas the Indians think
in fable. The Romans think rnationally, and the Indians cosmically.”
Over against the empirical, relativistic, political, juridical thought of
the Romans stands the philosophical, absolute, dogmatic, moral,
and mystical thought of the Indians.!! Similar differences are
discernible in the “ideological fields” of other Indo-European
peoples. As we have already observed, the documents at our disposal
constitute specific expressions of the different Aryan-speaking
peoples in the course of history. In short, it is only the general
structure of the Indo-European ideology that we can grasp, not the
thought and religious practices of the original community. But this
structure informs us concerning the type of religious experience and
speculation peculiar to the Indo-Europeans. It allows us, further-
more, to appreciate the particular creativity of each of the Aryan-
speaking peoples.

As was to be foreseen, the greatest morphological diversity is
documented on the plane of the third function, for religious expres-
sions related to abundance, peace, or fecundity are necessarily
connected with the geography, economy, and historical situation of
each group. As for the second function, physical force, and especially
the use of force in combat, Dumézil has brought out a certain number
of correspondences between India (already among the Indo-Euro-
peans), Rome, and the Germanic world. Thus the supreme initiatory
ordeal very probably consisted in the young warrior’s fighting
against three adversaries or against a three-headed monster (repre-
sented by a puppet ?). And in fact such a scenario can be deciphered
in the story of the victorious fight of the Irish hero Cuchulainn
against three brothers, in the fight of Horatius against the three

11. Dumézil, Servius et la Fortune, pp. 190-92,
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Curiatii, as well as in the myths of Indra and the Iranian hero
Thraétaona, each of whom Kkills a monster with three heads. Victory
produces in Cuchulainn and Horatius a “fury” (furor, Celtic ferg)
that is dangerous to society and must be ritually exorcised. In
addition, the mythical theme of the “three sins” of Indra finds
homologues, in Scandinavia, in the tale of the hero Starcatherus, and,
in Greece, in the mythology of Heracles.!? Very probably these
mythico-ritual themes did not exhaust the mythology and techniques
of the warrior in the common Indo-European period. But it is
important to note that they were preserved at the two extremes of
the dispersal, India and Ireland.

So far as we can judge, the tripartite ideology constituted a con-
sistent but flexible system, variously completed by a multitude of
divine forms and religious ideas and practices. We shall have
occasion to gauge their number and importance in studying the
different Indo-European religions separately. There are reasons for
believing that the tripartite ideology, though elaborated during the
common period, had driven out or radically reinterpreted equally
venerable conceptions, for example, that of the sky god as creator,
sovereign, and father. The eviction of Dyauspitar for the benefit of
Varuna, traces of which are found in the Rig Veda, seems to reflect,
or to carry on, a process begun much earlier.

64. The Aryans in India

In their common period the Indo-Iranian tribes called themselves by
a significant name, “noble (man)” (airya in Avestan, arya in San-
skrit). The Aryans had begun their advance into northwestern India
at the beginning of the second millennium; four or five centuries
later they occupied the region of the “Seven Rivers,” sapta sind-
havah,*® that is, the basin of the Upper Indus, the Punjab. As we
remarked (§ 39), it is possible that the invaders attacked and ruined

12. These three sins are committed in respect to the three functions, taking
place respectively in the domains of religious order, the warrior ideal, and
fertility—which confirms the trifunctional hypothesis. We add that the
identification of a common Indo-European motif in the mythology of Heracles
is significant, for in Greece the tripartite ideology was early broken down as
the result of symbiosis with Aegean culture.

13. The name is also known in the Avesta: Haptahindu.
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certain Harappan cities. The Vedic texts recount the battles against
the dasa or dasyu, in whom we may recognize the continuers or
survivors of the Indus civilization. They are described as having
black skins, being “noseless,” speaking a barbarian language, and
professing the cult of the phallus (Sisna deva). They are rich in herds
and live in fortified settlements (pur). It is these ““forts” that Indra—
surnamed purandara, “destroyer of fortifications”—attacked and
ruined by the hundreds. The battles occurred before the composition
of the hymns, for the memory of them is strongly mythologized.
The Rig Veda also mentions another hostile population, the Pani,
who steal cows and reject the Vedic cult. It is probable that Hari-
ylpiya, on the banks of the river Ravi, is identical with Harappa. In
addition, the Vedic texts refer to the ruins (arma, armaka) inhabited
by “witches”; this shows that the Aryans associated the ruined
cities with the former inhabitants of the region.!*

Nevertheless, symbiosis with the aborigines begins comparatively
soon. If in the late books of the Rig Veda the word dasa means
“slave,” indicating the fate of the conquered Disa, other members of
the subjected population seem to be duly integrated into the Aryan
society; for example, the chief Dasa, praised because he protects the
Brahmans (Rig Veda 8. 46. 32). Marriage with the autochthons leaves
traces in the language. Vedic Sanskrit possesses a series of phonemes,
especially the cerebral consonants, which are found in no other Indo-
European idiom, not even in Iranian. Very probably these consonants
reflect the pronunciation of the aborigines trying to learn the language
of their masters. Similarly, the Vedic vocabulary preserves a large
number of non-Aryan words. What is more, certain myths are of
autochthonous origin.!® This process of racial, cultural, and religious
symbiosis, documented from the earliest period, will increase as the
Aryans advance toward the plain of the Ganges.

The Vedic Indians practiced agriculture, but their economy was
chiefly pastoral. Cattle performed the function of money. Milk and
its products were eaten, but also the flesh of bovines. The horse was
highly esteemed, but it was reserved exclusively for war, for raids,

14. B. and R. Allchin, The Birth of Indian Civilization, p. 155. The trans-
formation of earthly enemies into demons, phantoms, or magicians is a
comparatively frequent phenomenon; see Eliade, Cosmos and History, pp.
37 ff.

15. See Eliade, Yoga, pp. 352 ff., 429 fT.
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and for the royal ritual (see § 73). The Aryans had no cities and knew
nothing of writing. Despite the simplicity of their material culture,
carpenters and bronzesmiths enjoyed great prestige.'® Iron began to
be used only about 1050 B.C.

The tribes were governed by military chiefs, r@jas. The power of
these kinglets was balanced by popular councils (sabha and samiti).
Toward the end of the Vedic period the organization of society into
four classes had been completed. The term varra, designating the
social classes, means “color,” an indication of the ethnic multiplicity
that was at the base of Indian society.

The hymns reveal only certain aspects of life during the Vedic
period. Their representation is on the summary side: the Aryans love
music and dancing: they play the flute, the lute, and the harp. They
are fond of intoxicating drinks, soma and surd, the latter having no
religious meaning. The game of dice was popular; an entire hymn of
the Rig Veda (RV 10. 34) is devoted to it. A number of hymns refer
to conflicts between different Aryan tribes. The most famous, the
tribe of the Bharatas, had triumphed, under its king, Sudas, over a
confederation of ten princes. But the historical data supplied by the
Rig Veda are scanty enough. Certain names of Vedic tribes—for
example, that of the Bharatas—reappear in later literature. The
Mahdabharata, composed at least five or six centuries after the Vedic
period, recounts the great war between the Kurus and their cousins,
the Pandavas. According to the tradition preserved by the Puranas,
this war took place about 1400 B.c. in the Madhyade$a, in the center
of the peninsula, which indicates that the Aryans had advanced
beyond the Ganges. At the time when the great theological treatise
Satapatha Brahmana was composed, between 1000 and 800 B.C., the
provinces of Kosala and Videha were Aryanized. For its part, the
Ramayana shows that Aryan influence extended into the south.

Just as the adversaries of the Aryans were mythologized, meta-
morphosed into demons and sorcerers, the battles fought during the
conquest of the territory were transfigured or, more precisely,
assimilated to Indra’s combats against Vrtra and other demonic
beings. We shall later discuss the cosmological implications of such
paradigmatic combats (§ 68). For the moment, we will point out that

16. Naturally, this description of the material culture must be supplemented

by the parallel world of the magico-religious values of tools and their respective
mythologies (§ 9).
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the occupation of a new territory became legitimate by the building
of an altar (garhapatya) dedicated to Agni.l” “One says that one is
settled (avasyati) when one has built a garhapatya, and all those who
build the fire altar are established” (Satapatha Br. 7. 1. 1. 1-4). But
the building of an altar dedicated to Agni is simply a ritual imitation
of the creation. In other words, the occupied territory is first of all
transformed from chaos to cosmos; by the effect of the rite, it
receives a form and becomes real.

As we shall see in a moment, the Vedic pantheon is dominated by
the gods. The few goddesses whose names we know play a more or
less shadowy role: the enigmatic Aditi, the mother of the gods; Usas,
the goddess of dawn; Ratri, Night, to whom a beautiful hymn is
devoted (Rig Veda 10. 127). All the more significant, then, is the
dominant position of the Great Goddess in Hinduism; to be sure,
she illustrates the triumph of extra-Brahmanic religiosity, but she
also illustrates the creative power of the Indian spirit. Obviously, we
must take it into account that the Vedic texts represent the religious
system of a priestly elite which served a military aristocracy; the rest
of the society—that is, the majority, the vaisyas and the sudras—
probably held ideas and beliefs similar to those that we find, two
thousand years later, in Hinduism.*® The hymns do not reflect the
whole of the Vedic religion; they were composed for an audience
primarily occupied with earthly goods: health, long life, many sons,
abundant cattle, wealth.’® So it is plausible to think that certain
religious conceptions that will become popular later were already
formulated in the Vedic period.

The creative power of the Indian spirit that we have just suggested
appears especially in the process of symbiosis, assimilation, and
revalorization that leads to the Aryanization of India and, later, to
its Hinduization. For this process, which occupied several millennia,
takes place in dialogue with the religious system elaborated by the
Brahmans on the basis of the Vedic “revelation” (sruti). In the last

17. Cf. A. K. Coomaraswamy, The Rigveda as Land-ndma-bék, p. 16;
Eliade, Cosmos and History, p. 11.

18. Cf. Louis Renou, Religions of Ancient India, p. 6.

19. This is reminiscent of the situation of Greek religion in the time of
Homer, whose poems were addressed to a military elite, little or not at all
concerned with the mysteries of cosmic fertility and the postexistence of the
soul—mysteries that, however, governed the religious activity of their wives
and subjects.
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analysis, the religious and cultural unity of India was the result of a
long series of syntheses, effected under the sign of the poet-philos-
ophers and ritualists of the Vedic period.

65. Varuna, primordial divinity: Devas and Asuras

The hymns do not present the oldest form of the Vedic religion.
Dyaus, the Indo-European sky god, has already disappeared from
the cult. His name now designates the “sky” or the ‘“day.” The
vocable indicating the personification of uranian sacrality ends by
designating a natural phenomenon. This is a comparatively frequent
process in the history of celestial gods: they fade before other
divinities and become dii otiosi. It is only insofar as he is venerated
as sovereign god that a celestial god succeeds in preserving his
original prestige.?° Yet the Vedic poets still remember the ““ Sky that
Knows All” (Atharva Veda 1.32.4), and they invoke the *“Sky
Father,” Dyauspitar (ibid. 6. 4. 3); above all, Dyaus is present in the
primordial pair, Dyavaprithivi, “Sky and Earth” (Rig Veda 1. 160).

The place of Dyaus is very soon taken by Varuna, supremely the
sovereign god. The stages that led to his advancement to the rank
of universal king, samraj (RV 7. 82. 2) are little known. Varuna is
designated especially by the title asura, a title also possessed by other
gods, for example Agni (e.g., Atharva Veda 1. 10. 1, etc.). Now the
Asuras constituted the most ancient divine family (AV 6. 100. 3).
The Vedic texts refer to the conflict that opposed the gods (devas) to
the Asuras. This conflict will be related and commented upon at
length during the post-Vedic period, in the Brdhmanas, treatises
devoted to the mystery of sacrifice. Indeed, the victory of the gods
was decided when Agni, at Indra’s invitation, abandoned the Asuras,
who did not possess sacrifice (RV 10. 124; 5. 5); soon afterward the
Devas took the sacrificial Word (Vac) from the Asuras. It was then
that Indra invited Varuna into his kingdom (RV 5. 5). The victory
of the Devas over the Asuras was assimilated to Indra’s triumph
over the Dasyus, who were also hurled down into deepest darkness
(AV 10. 2. 17; cf. RV 7. 99. 4; etc.).

This mythical conflict reflects the battle of the young gods,
directed by Indra, against a group of primordial divinities. The fact

20. See Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, pp. 66 fI.
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that the Asuras are reputed to be unrivaled magicians (AV 3. 9. 4; 6.
72.1)and were assimilated to the sudras does not necessarily mean that
they represent the gods of the pre-Aryan autochthonous populations.
In the Vedas the title asura is used as an epithet for any god, even for
Dyaus and Indra (the latter is named “Sovereign of the Asuras” in
AV 6. 83. 3). In other words, the term asura refers to the specific
sacred powers belonging to a primordial situation, especially that
which existed before the organization of the world. The young gods,
the Devas, did not fail to take over these sacred powers; this is why
they enjoy the epithet asura.

It is important to emphasize that the “time of the Asuras”
precedes the present epoch, ruled by the Devas. In India as in a
number of archaic and traditional religions, the passage from a
primordial epoch to the present epoch is explained in cosmogonic
terms: passage from a state of chaos to an organized world, a cosmos.
We shall find this cosmogonic background again in Indra’s mythical
combat against the primordial dragon, Vrtra (§ 68). Now Varuna, as
a primordial divinity, the outstanding asura, was identified with
Vrtra. This identification made possible a whole series of esoteric
speculations on the mystery of the divine biunity.

66. Varuna, universal king and magician: rta and maya

The Vedic texts present Varuna as sovereign god: he reigns over the
world, the gods (devas), and men. He “stretched out the Earth as a
butcher stretches a hide, so that it should be the carpet of the Sun.”
He put “milk in cows, intelligence in hearts, fire in the waters, in the
sky the sun, soma on the mountain (RV 5. 85. 1-2). Cosmocrator,
he possesses certain attributes of the celestial gods: he is visvadarsata,
“visible everywhere” (RV 8. 41. 3), omniscient (AV 4. 16. 2-7), and
infallible (RV 4. 16. 2-7). He is “thousand-eyed” (RV 7. 34. 10), the
mythical formula for the stars. Since he “sees” everything, and no
sin, however hidden, escapes him, men feel “like slaves™ in his
presence (RV 1. 25, 1). “Terrible sovereign,” “master of bonds,” he
has the magical power of binding his victims at a distance, but also
of setting them free. Numerous hymns and rituals have as their
object protecting or liberating man from the “bonds of Varuna.” %!

21. Eliade, Images and Symbols, pp. 95 ff. H. Petersson has explained
Varuna’s name from the Indo-European root wer, ‘“to bind.”



Varuna, universal king and magician: rta and maya 201

He is represented with a rope in his hand, and, in the ceremonies,
whatever he binds or ties, beginning with knots, is called *“ Varunian.”

Despite these spectacular accomplishments, Varuna is already in
decline in the Vedic period. He is far from enjoying the popularity of
Indra, for example. But he is intimately connected with two religious
notions that will have an exceptional future: rfta and maya. The word
rta, past participle of the verb “to fit,” designates the order of the
world—an order that is at once cosmic, liturgical, and moral.?2 There
is no hymn addressed to rta, but the term is frequently used (more
than 300 times in the Rig Veda). The creation is proclaimed to have
been effected in conformity with rta, it is repeatedly said that the
gods act according to rta, that rta rules both the cosmic rhythms and
moral conduct. The same principle also governs the cult. “The seat
of rta” is in the highest sky or in the fire altar.

Now Varuna was brought up in the “house” of rza, and he is
declared to love rta and bear witness to rza. He is called the “King of
rta,” and this universal norm, identified with truth, is said to be
“founded” in him. He who breaks the law is responsible before
Varuna, and it is always Varuna, and only Varuna, who reestablishes
the order damaged by sin, error, or ignorance. The sinner hopes for
absolution through sacrifices (which, furthermore, are prescribed by
Varuna himself). All this brings out his structure as cosmocrator-
god. In the course of time Varuna will become a deus otiosus, sur-
viving principally in the erudition of the ritualists and in religious
folklore. Yet his relations to the idea of universal order suffice to
insure him an important place in the history of Indian spirituality.?®

At first sight it seems paradoxical that the guardian of rta should
at the same time be intimately connected with maya. Yet the associa-
tion is comprehensible if we take into account the fact that Varuna’s
cosmic creativity also has a “magical” aspect. It has been agreed to
derive the term maya from the root may, “to change.” In the Rig
Veda, maya designates “destructive change or change that negates

22. ““Seeing the prominent place held by this notion, almost under the same
vocable, both among the para-Indians of Mesopotamia and Syria and among
Iranians of every obedience, assures us that it already furnished the basis for
the reflections and explanations of the Indian Indo-Iranians’’ (G. Dumézil,
““Ordre, fantaisie, changement,”’ Revue des Etudes Latines 32 {1957]: 140).

23. In the classic language the term rza will be replaced by the vocable
dharma, whose grandiose destiny we shall see later. In the Rig Veda, dhadman
and dharman are used, respectively, 96 and 54 times.
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good mechanisms, demonic and deceitful change, and also alteration
of alteration.” 2* In other words, there are good and evil mayds. In
the first case, we have “ruses” and “magics,” chiefly transformation
magics of the demonic type, like those of the serpent Vrtra, who is
the mayin, that is, the magician, the ““trickster” without a rival. Such
a maya impairs the cosmic order; for example, it halts the course of
the sun or holds the waters captive, etc. As for the good mayas, they
are of two kinds: (1) the mayas of combat, the ““counter-maydas” used
by Indra when he challenges demonic beings,2® and (2) the maya that
creates forms and beings—the privilege of the sovereign gods, first
of all of Varuna. This cosmological maya can be regarded as equiv-
alent to rta. And in fact numerous passages present the alternation of
day and night, the course of the sun, the falling of rain, and other
phenomena implying rta, as resulting from the creative maya.

So it is in the Rig Veda, some 1500 years before classic Vedanta,
that we perceive the first meaning of maya: “intentional change,”
that is, alteration—creation or destruction—and ‘‘alteration of
alteration.” It is to be noted now that the origin of the philosophical
concept of maya—cosmic illusion, unreality, nonbeing—is found at
once in the idea of ““change,” of alteration of the cosmic norm, hence
of magical or demonic transformation, and in the idea of the creative
power of Varuna, who, by virtue of his maya, reestablishes the order
of the universe. From this we understand why maya came to mean
cosmic illusion; it is because, from the beginning, the notion involved
is ambiguous, not to say ambivalent, for it implies not only demonic
alteration of the cosmic order but also divine creativity. Later the
cosmos itself will become, for Vedanta, an illusory ““ transformation,”
in other words, a system of changes devoid of reality.

To return to Varuna, it is to be noted that his mode of being—
terrible sovereign, magician, and master of bonds—admits of a
surprising closeness to the dragon Vrtra. Whatever may be thought
of the etymological kinship of their names,2® it is proper to point

24, See Dumézil, “ Ordre, fantaisie, changement,”” pp. 142 ff., with bibliog-
raphy.

25. “He triumphed over the mayin by means of mdyds’’; such is the leit-
motiv of numerous texts (Bergaigne, La religion védique, vol. 3, p. 82). Among
Indra’s “magics,” the first place is held by his power of transformation; see
Eliade, Images and Symbols, pp. 100 ff.; Dumézil, ‘Ordre, fantaisie, change-
ment,” pp. 143-44,

26. See Eliade, Images and Symbols, pp. 98 ff.
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out that both of them are related to the primordial waters, and first of
all to the “waters withheld”” (““the great Varuna has hidden the sea,”
RV 9. 73. 3). Night (the nonmanifested),?? the waters (the virtual;
germs), transcendence and nonaction (characteristics of the sover-
eign gods) have a solidarity, at once mythical and metaphysical, not
only with bonds of every kind, but also with the dragon Vrtra, who,
as we shall see, “withheld,” “stopped,” or “chained” the waters.

What is more, Varuna is assimilated to the serpent Ahi and to
Vrtra.?® In the Atharva Veda (12. 3. 57) he is termed a “viper.” But
it is especially in the Mahabharata that Varuna is identified with
serpents. There he is called ““Lord of the Sea” and “King of nagas,”
and the ocean is the “dwelling place of the nagas.” 2°

67. Serpents and gods. Mitra, Aryaman, Aditi

This ambiguity and ambivalence of Varuna is important in several
respects. But it is especially the paradigmatic character of the union
of opposites that must claim our attention. For it constitutes one of
the characteristics of Indian religious thought long before it becomes
the object of systematic philosophy. Ambivalence and the union of
contraries are not peculiar to Varuna alone. The Rig Veda (1. 79. 1)
already termed Agni a “furious serpent.” The Aitareya Brahmana
(3. 36) states that the serpent Ahi Budhnya is invisibly (paroksena)
what Agni is visibly (pratyaksa). In other words, the serpent is a
virtuality of fire, whereas darkness is nonmanifested light. In the
Vajasaneyi Samhitd (5. 33), Ahi Budhnya and the Sun (4ja Ekapad)
are identified. When the Sun rises at dawn, he “frees himself
from Night . . . just as Ahi frees himself from his skin” (Sat. Br. 2. 3;
1. 3 and 6). Similarly, the god Soma, ‘““just like Ahi, crawls out of his
old skin” (RV 9. 86. 44). The Satapatha Brahmana identifies him

27. Certain passages of the Rig Veda saw in Varuna the nonmanifested, the
virtual, and the eternal.

28. See the references assembled by Coomaraswamy, ““Angel and Titan,”
p. 391, note.

29. Mahabharata 1.21.6 and 25.4. In other passages King Varuna is
regarded as being among the most preeminent ndgas, and he is mentioned in
association with mythical serpents already documented in the Vedic sources;
see G. Johnsen, “ Varuna and Dhrtarastra,”’ pp. 260 ff.
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with Vrtra (3. 4. 3. 13; etc.). The Adityas are said to have been origi-
nally serpents. Having cast off their old skins—which means that they
acquired immortality (“‘they have conquered Death”)—they became
gods, Devas (Pancavim$a Br. 25.15.4). Finally, the Satapatha
Brahmana (13. 4. 3. 9) declares that “the knowledge of the Serpents
(sarpa-vidyad) is the Veda.” 3% In other words, the divine doctrine is
paradoxically identified with a ‘“knowledge” that, at least in the
beginning, had a “demonic” character.

To be sure, the assimilation of the gods to the serpents in some
sort prolongs the idea, documented in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
(1. 3. 1), that the Devas and the Asuras are the children of Prajapati
and that the Asuras are the elder. The common descent of antago-
nistic figures constitutes one of the favorite themes to illustrate the
primordial unity-totality. We shall find a spectacular example of this
when we study the theological interpretations of the famous mythical
combat between Indra and Vrtra.

As for Mitra, his role is secondary when he is isolated from
Varuna. In the Veda, only one hymn (RV 3. 59) is devoted to him.
But he shares with Varuna the attributes of sovereignty, incarnating
its pacific, benevolent, juridical, and sacerdotal aspects. As his name
indicates, he is ““ Contract” personified, just like the Avestan Mithra.
He facilitates agreements between men and makes them honor their
engagements. The sun is his eye (Taitt. Brah. 3. 1. 5. 1); all-seeing,
nothing escapes him. His importance in religious activity and thought
is especially manifested when he is invoked together with Varuna, of
whom he is at once the antithesis and the complement. The binomial
Mitra-Varuna, which even in the earliest period played a considerable
role as supreme expression of divine sovereignty, was later used as a
paradigmatic formula for all kinds of antagonistic pairs and comple-
mentary oppositions.

With Mitra are associated Aryaman and Bhaga. The former
protects the society of the Aryans; he especially governs the obliga-
tions that establish hospitality and is concerned with marriages.
Bhaga, whose name means “share,” insures the distribution of
wealth. Together with Mitra and Varuna (and sometimes with other
gods), Aryaman and Bhaga make up the group of the Adityas, or
sons of the goddess Aditi, the “Nonbound,” that is, the Free. Since

30. On this theme, see Eliade, The Two and the One, pp. 88 ff.
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the time of Max Miiller the structure of this goddess has been widely
discussed. The texts identify her with the earth or even with the
universe; she represents extension, breadth, freedom.! Very prob-
ably, Aditi was a Great Mother who, without being completely
forgotten, had transmitted her qualities and her functions to her sons,
the Adityas.

68. Indra, champion and demiurge

In the Rig Veda, Indra is the most popular god. Some 250 hymns
are addressed to him, in comparison with 10 addressed to Varuna,
and 35 to Mitra, Varuna, and the Adityas together. He is the hero
without rival, paradigmatic model of warriors, redoubtable foe of
the Dasyus or Dasas. His acolytes, the Maruts, reflect, on the mytho-
logical plane, the Indo-Iranian societies of young warriors (marya).
But Indra is also demiurge and fecundator, personification of the
exuberance of life, of cosmic and biological energy. Tireless con-
sumer of soma, archetype of generative forces, he looses hurricanes,
pours down rain, and commands all forms of wetness.%2

The central myth of Indra, which is, furthermore, the most
important myth in the Rig Veda, narrates his victorious battle
against Vrtra, the gigantic dragon who held back the waters in the
“hollow of the mountains.” Strengthened by soma, Indra lays the
serpent low with his vajra (“thunderbolt”), the weapon forged by
Tvastr, splits open his head, and frees the waters, which pour into
the sea “like bellowing cows” (RV 1. 32).

The battle of a god against an ophidian or marine monster is well
known to constitute a widespread mythological theme. We need only
remember the struggle between Re and Apophis, between the
Sumerian god Ninurta and Asag, Marduk and Tiamat, the Hittite
storm god and the serpent Illuyankas, Zeus and Typhon, the Iranian
hero Thraétaona and the three-headed dragon Azhi-dahdka. In
certain cases (Marduk-Tiamat, for example) the god’s victory

31. J. Gonda, Some Observations on the Relations between ‘‘Gods’ and
“Powers,” pp. 75 fT.

32. Indra is called sahasramuska, * with a thousand testicles’” (RV 6. 46. 3);
he is ““the master of the fields”” (RV 8.21.3) and ‘“master of the earth”

(Atharva Veda 12. 1. 6), the fecundator of fields, animals, and women; see
Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, p. 85.



206 THE INDO-EUROPEANS. THE VEDIC GODS

constitutes the preliminary condition for the cosmogony. In other
cases the stake is the inauguration of a new era or the establishment
of a new sovereignty (cf. Zeus-Typhon, Baal-Yam). In short, it is by
the slaying of an ophidian monster—symbol of the virtual, of
“chaos,” but also of the “autochthonous”—that a new cosmic or
institutional “situation” comes into existence. A characteristic
feature, and one common to all these myths, is the fright, or a first
defeat, of the champion (Marduk and Re hesitate before fighting; at
the outset, the serpent Illuyankas succeeds in mutilating the god;
Typhon succeeds in cutting and carrying off Zeus’s tendons). Ac-
cording to the Satapatha Brahmana (1. 6. 3—-17), Indra, on first seeing
Vrtra, runs away as far as possible, and the Mdarkandeya Purana
describes him as ““sick with fear”” and hoping for peace.3?

It would serve no purpose to dwell on the naturalistic interpreta-
tions of this myth; the victory over Vrtra has been seen either as rain
brought on by a thunderstorm or as the freeing of the mountain
waters (Oldenberg) or as the triumphs of the sun over the cold that
had “imprisoned” the waters by freezing them (Hillebrandt).
Certainly, naturalistic elements are present, since the myth is multi-
valent; Indra’s victory is equivalent, among other things, to the
triumph of life over the sterility and death resulting from the
immobilization of the waters by Vrtra. But the structure of the myth
is cosmogonic. In Rig Veda 1. 33. 4 it is said that, by his victory, the
god created the sun, the sky, and dawn. According to another hymn
(RV 10. 113. 4-6), Indra, as soon as he was born, separated the Sky
from the Earth, fixed the celestial vault, and, hurling the vajra, tore
apart Vrtra, who was holding the waters captive in the darkness.
Now, Sky and Earth are the parents of the gods (1. 185. 6); Indra is
the youngest (3. 38. 1) and also the last god to be born, because he
put an end to the hierogamy of Sky and Earth: ““By his strength, he
spread out these two worlds, Sky and Earth, and caused the sun to
shine” (8. 3. 6). After this demiurgic feat, Indra appointed Varuna

33. In fact he sent him messengers, who established ‘‘friendship” and ‘““a
pact” between them. Indra, however, broke the agreement by Kkilling Vrtra
by trickery, and this was his great sin; see Dumézil, Heur et malheur du
guerrier, pp. 71 ff. (Eng. trans., The Destiny of the Warrior, pp. 74 ff.). Another
feature peculiar to the Indian myth is that, after the murder, Indra is stricken
with fear, flees to the ends of the earth, and, ‘“assuming a minute form,”” hides
in a lotus (Mahabhdrata 5. 9. 2 fI.; this theme had already appeared in RV 1.
32. 14).
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cosmocrator and guardian of rta (which had remained concealed in
the world below; 1. 62. 1).

As we shall see (§ 75), there are other types of Indian cosmogonies
that explain the creation of the world from a materia prima. This is
not the case with the myth we have just summarized, for here a
certain type of “world” already existed. For Sky and Earth were
formed and had engendered the gods. Indra only separated the
cosmic parents, and, by hurling the vagjra at Vrtra, he put an end to
the immobility, or even the ““virtuality,” symbolized by the dragon’s
mode of being.?* According to certain traditions, the “fashioner” of
the gods, Tvastr, whose role is not clear in the Rig Veda, had built
himself a house and created Vrtra as a sort of roof, but also as walls,
for his habitation. Inside this dwelling, encircled by Vrtra, Sky,
Earth, and the Waters existed.®® Indra bursts asunder this primordial
monad by breaking the “resistance” and inertia of Vrtra. In other
words, the world and life could not come to birth except by the
slaying of an amorphous Being. In countless variants, this myth is
quite widespread, and in India itself we shall find it again in the
dismemberment of Purusa by the gods and in the self-sacrifice of
Prajapati. However, Indra does not perform a sacrifice but, as a
warrior, kills the paradigmatic adversary, the primordial dragon,
incarnation of resistance and inertia.

The myth is multivalent; side by side with its cosmogonic meaning
there are naturalistic and historical valences. Indra’s combat served
as model for the battles that the Aryans had to sustain against the
Dasyus (also termed vrtdni): “He who triumphs in a battle, he truly
kills Vrtra” (Maitrdyani-Samhita 2. 1. 3). It is probable that in
the early period the fight between Indra and Vrtra constituted the
mythico-ritual scenario of the New Year festival, which insured the
regeneration of the world.2® If that god is at once tireless champion,
demiurge, and epiphany of orgiastic forces and universal fertility, it

34. Indra encounters Vrtra “not divided, not awake, plunged in the deepest
sleep, stretched out”” (RV 4. 19. 3).

35. It has been Norman W. Brown in particular who has attempted to
reconstruct this cosmological conception.

36. Kuiper, “The Ancient Aryan Verbal Contest,”” p. 269. The oratorical
contests in Vedic India also reiterated the primordial struggle against the forces
of resistance (vrtani). The poet compares himself to Indra: “I am the murderer
of my rivals, without wounds, safe and sound like Indra”’ (RV 10. 166. 2; cf.
Kuiper, pp. 251 ff.).
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is because violence makes life spring up, increases it and regenerates
it; but Indian speculation will very soon use this myth as an illustra-
tion of the divine biunity and, consequently, as an example of a
hermeneutics seeking to unveil the ultimate reality.

69. Agni, chaplain of the gods: Sacrificial fire, light, and
intelligence

The cult role of the domestic fire was already important in the Indo-
European period. It certainly goes back to a prehistoric custom,
which is also amply documented in a number of primitive societies.
In the Veda, the god Agni supremely represents the sacrality of fire,
but he does not submit to be limited by these cosmic and ritual
hierophanies. He is the son of Dyaus (RV 1. 26. 10), just as his
Iranian homologue, Atar, is the son of Ahura Mazda (Yasna 2. 12;
etc.). He “is born” in the sky, from which he descends in the form of
lightning, but he is also in water, in wood, in plants. He is further
identified with the sun.

Agni is described at once by his fiery epiphanies and by divine
attributes that are peculiar to him. There is mention of his “flaming
hair,” his “golden jaw,” the noise and terror that he produces
(““When thou descendest on the trees like an eager bull, thy trail is
black,” RV 1. 58. 4). He is the “messenger” between sky and earth,
and it is through him that offerings reach the gods. But Agni is above
all the archetype of the priest; he is called the sacrificer or the
““chaplain” (purohita). This is why the hymns devoted to him are put
at the beginning of the Rig Veda. The first hymn opens with this
strophe: “I sing Agni, the chaplain, the god of sacrifice, the priest,
the oblator who showers us with gifts” (after the translation by Jean
Varenne). He is eternally young (“‘the god who does not grow old,”
RV 1. 52. 2), for he is reborn with every new fire. As “master of the
house” (grihaspati), Agni dispels darkness, drives away demons, and
defends against sickness and sorcery. This is why men’s relations
with Agni are more intimate than with the other gods. It is he who
“justly dispenses desirable goods” (1. 58. 3). He is invoked confi-
dently: “Lead us, Agni, to riches by the right road . .. spare us the
fault that leads astray...spare us sicknesses. Protect us always,
Agni, with thy tireless guards. . . . Do not abandon us to the wicked
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man, the destroyer, the liar, or to misfortune™ (1. 187. 1-5; after the
translation by Jean Varenne).?”

Although omnipresent in religious life—for the sacrificial fire plays
a large part—Agni has no considerable mythology. Among the few
myths that directly concern him, the most famous is that of Mata-
ri$van, who had brought fire from the sky.®® On the cosmological
plane, his role is apparently confused but important. On the one
hand, he is called the “embryo of the Waters™ (apam garbhah, RV
3. 1. 12-13), and he is invoked as springing from the womb of the
Waters, the Mothers (10. 91. 6). On the other hand, he is held to have
penetrated the primordial waters and to have fecundated them. This
certainly involves an archaic cosmological conception: creation by
the union of an igneous element (fire itself, heat, light, semen virile)
with the aquatic principle (waters, virtualities, soma). Certain
attributes of Agni (heat, golden color—for he is said to have a body
of gold [RV 4. 3. 1]}—spermatic and creative powers [10. 20. 9]) will
be found again in the cosmogonic speculations elaborated around
Hiranygarbha (the Golden Embryo) and Prajapati (§ 75).

The hymns emphasize Agni’s 'spiritual faculties: he is a rsi,
endowed with great intelligence and clairvoyance. To estimate such
speculations at their true value, we must take into account the
innumerable images and symbols revealed by the “creative imagi-
nation” and meditations on the subject of fire, flames, heat. All this,
in any case, constituted an inheritance that came down from pre-
history. The Indian genius only elaborated, articulated, and
systematized these immemorial discoveries. In later philosophical
speculations we shall again find some of these primordial images
connected with fire, for example in the concept of divine creative
play (lila) explained on the basis of the “play” of flames. As for the
assimilation fire-(light)-intelligence, it is universally disseminated.3®

It is here that we best gauge the importance of Agni in Indian
religion and spirituality: he gave rise to countless cosmobiological
meditations and speculations, he facilitated syntheses seeking the

37. Because of his role in the cremation of corpses, Agni is called ‘‘ devourer
of flesh”’ and is sometimes compared to the dog and the jackal. This is his only
sinister aspect.

38. In other texts Agni is himself the messenger of MatariSvan; see J.
Gonda, Les religions de I’Inde, vol. 1, p. 89.

39. Religious meditation on the sacrificial fire plays an important part in
Zoroastrianism (see §104).
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reduction of multiple and different planes to a single fundamental
principle. To be sure, Agni has not been the only Indian god to feed
such reveries and reflections, but his place is in the first rank. As
early as the Vedic period, he was already identified with zejas, ““fiery
energy, splendor, efficacy, majesty, supernatural power.” In the
hymns he is implored to bestow this power (AV 7. 89. 4).%° But the
series of identifications, assimilations, and solidarizations—a process
characteristic of Indian thought—is much greater. Agni, or one of
his homologues, the Sun, is involved in the philosophoumena that seek
to identify light with the dtman and the semen virile. By virtue of the
rites and asceticisms that pursue the increase of “inner heat,” Agni
is equally bound up, though sometimes indirectly, with the religious
valorization of “ascetic heat” (tapas) and some of the practices of
Yoga.

70. The god Soma and the drink of ‘‘nondeath’

With the 120 hymns devoted to him, Soma appears as third in the
Vedic pantheon. The entire ninth book of the Rig Veda is dedicated
to Soma pavamdana—soma ‘““in the process of clarification.” Even
more than in the case of Agni, it is not easy to separate the ritual
reality—the plant and the drink—from the god who bears the same
name. The myths are negligible. The most important of them relates
the celestial origin of soma. An eagle, “flying up to the sky,” hurled
itself “with the swiftness of thought and forced the bronze fortress”
(RV 8. 100. 8). The bird seized the plant and brought it back to
earth. But soma is held to grow in the mountains;*! only a seeming
contradiction is involved, however, for mountaintops belong to the
transcendental world; they are already assimilated to the sky.
Besides, other texts state that soma springs up ‘“at the navel of the
earth, on the mountains” (RV 10. 82. 3), that is, at the ““center of the
world,” where passage between earth and sky becomes possible.*?

40. See Gonda, “Gods’’ and *‘ Powers,”” pp. 58 ff.

41. The epithet *“* Maujavata’’ indicates Mount Mijavat as the domain of
soma (RV 10. 34. 1). Iranian tradition similarly localizes the plant haoma in the
mountains ( Yasna 10. 4; Yast 9. 17; etc.).

42. In the texts of the Yajur-Veda the sacrifice of Soma by the gods is
frequently mentioned; only Mitra refused to take part in it, but he, too, was
finally persuaded. Traces of an origin myth could be deciphered in this
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Soma has no attributes except the usual ones that are conferred on
gods: he is clairvoyant, intelligent, wise, victorious, generous, etc.
He is proclaimed the friend and protector of the other gods; first and
foremost, he is the friend of Indra. He is also called King Soma,
doubtless because of his ritual importance. His identification with
the moon, which is unknown in the Avesta, is clearly documented
only in the post-Vedic period.

A number of details connected with the squeezing of the plant are
described in terms that are at once cosmic and biological; the dull
sound produced by the lower millstone is assimilated to thunder,
the wool of the filter represents the clouds, the juice is the rain that
makes vegetation come up, etc. The squeezing is also identified with
sexual union. But all these symbols of biocosmic fertility finally
depend on the “mystical”’ value of Soma.

The texts emphasize the ceremonies that precede and accompany
the purchase of the plant and, above all, the preparation of the drink.
From the time of the Rig Veda the soma sacrifice was the most
popular, “the soul and center of sacrifice”” (Gonda). Whatever plant
was used by the Indo-Aryans in the early centuries, it is certain that
it was later replaced by other botanical species. Soma/haoma is the
Indo-Iranian formula for the drink of ‘“nondeath” (amrta); pre-
sumably it replaced the Indo-European drink madhu, ““hydromel.”

All the virtues of soma are bound up with the ecstatic experience
brought on by its ingestion. “We have drunk soma,” says a famous
hymn (RV 8. 48), “we have become immortal; arrived at light, we
have found the Gods. What can the impiety or the malice of mortals
do to us now, O immortal?” (strophe 3). Soma is implored to
lengthen “our time to live™; for it is “the guardian of our body,”
and “weaknesses, sicknesses, have taken flight” (after the translation
by L. Renou). Soma stimulates thought, revives the warrior’s
courage, increases sexual vigor, cures diseases. Drunk in common by
priests and gods, it brings Earth close to the Sky, reinforces and
lengthens life, insures fecundity. And in fact the ecstatic experience
reveals at once the fullness of life, the sense of a limitless freedom,
the possession of almost unsuspected physical and spiritual powers.
From this comes the feeling of community with the gods, even of
episode: the creation of the ‘“‘immortalizing” drink by the sacrifice of a

primordial being. This first murder, performed by the gods, is indefinitely
repeated in the ritual squeezing of the plant soma.
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belonging to the divine world, the certainty of ‘“nondeath,” that is,
in the first place, of a plenitude of life that is indefinitely prolonged.
Who is speaking in the famous hymn 10. 119, the god or the ecstatic
who had just imbibed the sacred drink ? “The five (human) tribes did
not seem to me worth even a look—have I not drunk soma?” The
personage enumerates his exploits: “I have dominated the sky with
my stature, dominated the vast earth. ... I shall strike this earth
great blows. . .. I traced one of my wings in the sky, I traced the
other here below. . . . I am great, great, I have propelled myself even
up to the clouds—have I not drunk soma?” (after the translation by
Renou).#®

We will not stop to consider the surrogates and substitutes for the
original plant in the cult. It is the role that these somic experiences
play in Indian thought that is important. Very probably such
experiences were confined to priests and a certain number of sacri-
ficers. But they had considerable repercussions by virtue of the
hymns that praised them and especially by virtue of the interpreta-
tions the hymns called forth. The revelation of a full and beatific
existence, in communion with the gods, continued to haunt Indian
spirituality long after the disappearance of the original drink. Hence
the attempt was made to attain such an existence by the help of
other means: asceticism or orgiastic excesses, meditation, the tech-
niques of Yoga, mystical devotion. As we shall see (§ 79), archaic India
knew several types of ecstatics. In addition, the quest for absolute
freedom gave rise to a whole series of methods and philosophoumena
that, in the last analysis, opened out into new perspectives and vistas,
unsuspected in the Vedic period. In all these later developments, the
god Soma played a not very prominent role; it is the cosmological
and sacrificial principle that he signified which ended by preempting
the attention of theologians and metaphysicians.

71. Two Great Gods in the Vedic period: Rudra-Siva and Visnu

The Vedic texts also mention a certain number of other divinities.
Most of them will gradually lose their importance and end by being
forgotten, while others will finally attain an unequaled position.

43. “It seems that the hymn should be put in the mouth of the god Agni, who,
in the course of a sacrifice, would have been asked by the poet to express the
effects he experiences after drinking the divine liquid’’ (L. Renou, Hymnes
spéculatifs du Véda, p. 252).
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Among the former we may mention the goddess of dawn, Usas,
daughter of the Sky (Dyaus); Vayu, god of the wind and of its
homologues, “breath” and the “cosmic soul’’; Parjanya, god of
storms and of the rainy season; Siirya and Savitr, solar divinities;
Piisan, ancient pastoral god but on the way to disappearing (he has
almost no cult), guardian of roads and guide of the dead, who has
been compared to Hermes; the twin Asvins (or Nasatyas), sons of
Dyaus, heroes of many myths and legends that have given them a
preponderant place in later literature; the Maruts, sons of Rudra, a
troop of young men (marya), whom Stig Wikander has interpreted as
the mythical model for a ““men’s society”” of the Indo-European type.

The second category is represented by Rudra-Siva and Visnu.
They occupy a small place in the Vedic texts, but in the classic period
they will become Great Gods. In the Rig Veda, Visnu appears as a
divinity kindly disposed toward men (1. 186. 10), friend and ally of
Indra, whom he helps in his battle against Vrtra, afterward stretching
out the space between sky and earth (6. 69. 5). He crossed space in
three strides, reaching, with the third, the abode of the gods (1. 155.
6). This myth inspires and justifies a rite in the Br@hmanas: Visnu is
identified with sacrifice (Satapatha Br. 14. 1. 1. 6); and the sacrificer,
by ritually imitating his three strides, is assimilated to the god and
attains the sky (1.9. 3.9 ff.). Vispu appears to symbolize at once
limitless spatial extent (which makes the organization of the cosmos
possible), the beneficient and omnipotent energy that exalts life, and
the cosmic axis that steadies the world. The Rig Veda (7. 99. 2) states
specifically that he supports the upper part of the universe.** The
Brdahmanas emphasize his relations with Prajapati, which are docu-
mented from the Vedic period. But it is not until later, in the Upani-
shads of the second category (contemporary with the Bhagavad Gita,
hence of about the fourth century B.C.), that Visnu is exalted as a
supreme god of monotheistic structure. We shall later dwell on this
process, which is, furthermore, characteristic of Indian religious
creativity.

Morphologically, Rudra represents a divinity of the opposite type.
He has no friends among the gods, and he does not love men, whom
he terrorizes by his demonic fury and decimates by sicknesses and

44. See J. Gonda, Visnuism and Sivaism, pp. 10 ff. The sacrificial post, yipa,
belongs to him (the yiapa is a replica of the axis mundi). See also Gonda,
Aspects of Early Visnuism, pp. 81 ff.
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disasters. Rudra wears his hair braided (RV 1. 114. 1. 5), and his
color is dark brown (2. 33. 5); his belly is black and his back red. He
is armed with bow and arrows, dressed in animal skins, and haunts
the mountains, his favorite resort. He is associated with numerous
demonic beings.

Post-Vedic literature accentuates the god’s maleficent nature.
Rudra lives in forests and jungles, is called “Lord of Wild Beasts™
(Sat. Br. 12.7. 3. 20), and protects those who shun the Aryan society.
While the gods live in the East, Rudra lives in the North (i.e., the
Himalayas). He is excluded from the soma sacrifice and receives only
offerings of food thrown on the ground (bali) or the remains of
oblations or spoiled sacrificial offerings (Sat. Br. 1. 7. 4. 9). Epithets
multiply: he is called Siva, “the gracious,” Hara, “the destroyer,”
Shamkara, “the salutary,” and Mahadeva, “the great god.”

According to the Vedic texts and the Brahmanas, Rudra-Siva
appears to be an epiphany of the demonic (or at least ambivalent)
powers inhabiting wild, unpeopled places; he symbolizes all that is
chaotic, dangerous, unforeseeable; he inspires fear, but his mysterious
magic can also be directed toward beneficial ends (he is ““physician
of physicians”). There has been much discussion concerning the
origin and original structure of Rudra-Siva, considered by some to
be the god of death but also of fertility (Arbman), laden with non-
Aryan elements (Lommel), divinity of that mysterious class of
ascetics, the vratyas (Hauer). The stages of the transformation of the
Vedic Rudra-Siva into the Supreme God that he first proves to be in
the Svetdsvatara-Upanisad escape us. It seems certain that in the
course of time Rudra-Siva assimilated—Ilike most of the other gods—
a number of elements of “popular” religiosity, whether Aryan or
non-Aryan. On the other hand, it would be risky to believe that the
Vedic texts have brought us the “original structure” of Rudra-Siva.
We must always remember that the Vedic hymns and the Brahmanic
treatises were composed for an elite, the aristocracy and the priests,
and that a considerable part of the religious life of the Aryan society
was strictly ignored. However, the advancement of Siva to the rank
of supreme god of Hinduism cannot be explained by his “origin,”
even if it was non-Aryan or popular. In him we have a creation whose
originality we shall gauge when we analyze the Indian religious
dialectic, as it appears in the continual reinterpretation and revalori-
zation of myths, rites, and divine forms.
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72. Morphology of the Vedic rituals

The Vedic cult had no sanctuary; the rites were performed either in
the sacrificer’s house or on a nearby piece of grassy ground, on which
the three fires were placed. The nonflesh offerings were milk, butter,
cereals, and cakes. Also sacrificed were the goat, the cow, the bull,
the ram, and the horse. But from the period of the Rig Veda the soma
sacrifice was considered the most important one.

The rites fall into two classes: domestic (griya) and solemn
(Srauta). The former, performed by the master of the house (grhapati),
are justified by tradition (smrti, ““memory”). In contrast, the solemn
rites are usually performed by officiants.! Their authority is based on
direct revelation (“auditory,” sruti) of eternal truth. Among the
private rituals, aside from keeping up the domestic fire and the
agricultural festivals, the most important are the sacraments or
consecrations (samskdra) in connection with the conception and birth
of children; the introduction (upanayana) of the boy to his Brah-
manic preceptor ; marriage ; and funerals. These are all comparatively
simple ceremonies, involving nonflesh oblations and offerings? and,

1. The number of officiants varies. The most important is the hotr or
““pourer of the oblation’’ (cf. Avestan zadtar, ‘“priest’’); he later becomes the
principal reciter. The adhvaryu bears the responsibility for the sacrifice: he
moves about, keeps up the fires, manipulates the utensils, etc. The brahman,
representative of the sacred power that his name designates (brahman, neuter),
is the silent overseer of the cult; seated in the center of the area, true ‘“ physician
of the sacrifice,”” he intervenes only if an error is made, when he performs the
necessary expiation. The brahman receives half of the honorarium, which
confirms his importance.

2. A part of the offerings, thrown into the fire, was transmitted to the gods

by Agni. The rest was eaten by the officiants, who thus partook of a divine
food.
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for the sacraments, ritual gestures accompanied by formulas mur-
mured by the master of the house.

Of all the sacraments, the upanayana is certainly the most important.
This rite constitutes the homologue of the puberty initiations typical
of archaic societies. Atharva Veda 11. 5. 3, where the upanayana is
first documented, states that the preceptor transforms the boy into
an embryo and keeps him for three nights in his belly. The Satapatha
Brahmana (11. 5. 4. 12-13) supplies the following details: the pre-
ceptor conceives at the moment when he puts his hand on the child’s
shoulder, and, on the third day, the child is reborn in the state of
brahmanhood. The Atharva Veda (19. 17) calls him who has gone
through the upanayana ““twice-born” (dvi-ja), and this is the first
appearance of the term, which is to enjoy an exceptional destiny.

The second birth is evidently of a spiritual order, and the later texts
emphasize this essential point. According to the Laws of Manu (2.
144), he who communicates the word of the Veda—that is, the
brahman—to the novice must be regarded as mother and father;
indeed, as between a boy’s biological father and his Brahmanic
preceptor, it is the latter who is the true father (2. 146); the true birth®
—in other words, birth to immortality—is given by the savitri
formula (2. 148). During his whole period of study with his preceptor,
the pupil (the brahmacarin) is obliged to follow certain rules: to beg
food for his master and himself, observe chastity, etc.

The solemn rites make up liturgical systems that are of great, yet
monotonous, complexity. The detailed description of a single system
would take several hundred pages. It would be useless to attempt to
summarize all the srauta sacrifices. The simplest, the agnihotra (*““the
oblation to fire’’), takes place at dawn and twilight and consists in an
offering of milk to Agni. There are also rites connected with the
cosmic rthythms: the sacrifices called ““of rain and of the new moon,”
seasonal ceremonies (caturmdsya), and first-fruits rites (agrayana).
But the essential sacrifices, specifically characteristic of the Vedic
cult, are those of soma. The agnistoma (“praise of Agni”) is per-
formed once a year, in spring, and consists, aside from the preliminary
operations, in three days of “homage” (upasad). Among the prelimi-

3. This is a pan-Indian conception, and is taken up again by Buddhism. By
giving up his family name the novice became a *“‘son of Buddha’’ (sakyaputto);
for examples see Eliade, Birth and Rebirth, pp. 53 ff.; Gonda, Change and
Continuity, pp. 447 f1.
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nary operations, the most important is the diksa, which sanctifies the
sacrificer by causing him to be reborn. The significance of this
initiatory ritual will become clear further on. The soma is squeezed in
the morning, at noon, and in the evening. At the midday squeezing
there is a distribution of honorariums (daksina): 7, 21, 60, or 1,000
cows, or, on occasion, the whole of the sacrificer’s possessions. All
the gods are invited, and they take part in the festival, first separately,
then together.*

Other soma sacrifices are also known. Some are completed in a
single day; others last for at least twelve days or, often, a year, and
theoretically they can last for twelve years. In addition, there are
ritual systems that were associated with the soma services, for
example the mahavrata (*‘great observance ), which includes music,
dances, dramatic gestures, dialogues, and obscene scenes (one of the
priests swings in a swing, a sexual union takes place, etc.). The vaja-
peya (“‘drink of victory”) lasts from seventeen days to a year and
constitutes an entire mythico-ritual scenario: a race between horses
harnessed to seventeen chariots, the “ascent to the sun,” performed
by the sacrificer and his wife, who ceremonially climb the sacred
post, etc. The royal consecration (rajasiiya) was also incorporated
into the somic sacrificial system. In this case, too, we find lively
episodes (a simulated raid by the king on a herd of cows; the king
plays dice with a priest and wins, etc.), but in essence the ritual is
directed to the mystical rebirth of the sovereign (§ 74). Another
ceremonial system was associated, though optionally, with the soma
sacrifice: this is the agnicayana, the “piling up (of bricks for the
altar) of fire.”” The texts state that “in former days” five victims were
immolated, one of them a man. Their heads were then walled up in
the first course of bricks. The preliminaries lasted for a year. The
altar, built with 10,800 bricks piled up in five courses, sometimes took
the form of a bird, symbol of the sacrificer’s mystical ascent to heaven.
The agnicayana gave rise to cosmogonic speculations that were
decisive for Indian thought. The immolation of a man repeated the
self-sacrifice of Prajapati, and the building of the altar symbolized
the creation of the universe (§ 75).

4. Another rite, pravargya, was early incorporated into the agnistoma, but
it probably constituted an autonomous ceremony, the purpose of which was
to strengthen the sun after the rainy season. The interest of the pravargya lies
especially in its having the characteristics of a ‘““mystery’’ and also in the fact
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73. The supreme sacrifices: asvamedha and purusamedha

The most important and most celebrated Vedic ritual was the
“horse sacrifice,” the asvamedha. 1t could be performed only by a
victorious king, who thus gained the dignity of ““Universal Sover-
eign.” But the results of the sacrifice radiated over the entire
kingdom; in fact, the asvamedha was held to cleanse pollutions and
insure fecundity and prosperity throughout the country. The prelimi-
nary ceremonies were spaced out over a year, during which the
stallion was left at liberty with a hundred other horses. Four hundred
young ‘men were on guard to keep it from approaching the mares.
The ritual proper lasted for three days. On the second day, after some
specific ceremonies (mares were shown to the stallion, it was harnessed
to a chariot, the prince drove it to a pond, etc.), numerous domestic
animals were immolated. Finally, the stallion, which thenceforth
incarnated the god Prajapati ready to sacrifice himself, was suffocated.
The four queens, each accompanied by a hundred female attendants,
walked around the body, and the principal wife lay down beside it;
covered with a cloak, she simulated sexual union. During this time
the priests and the women exchanged obscene pleasantries. As soon
as the queen rose, the horse and the other victims were cut up. The
third day included other rituals, and finally the honorariums (daksina)
were distributed to the priests; they also received the four queens or
their attendants.

The horse sa¢rifice is certainly of Indo-European origin. Traces of
it are found among the Germans, the Iranians, the Greeks, the
Romans, the Armenians, the Massagetae, the Dalmatians. But it is
only in India that this mythico-ritual scenario has obtained so
considerable a place in religious life and theological speculation.
Probably the asvamedha was, in the beginning, a spring festival, more
precisely a rite celebrated at the time of the New Year. Its structure
includes cosmogonic elements. On the one hand, the horse is identi-
fied with the cosmos (= Prajapati) and its sacrifice symbolizes (that
is, reproduces) the act of creation. On the other hand, the Rigvedic
and Brahmanic texts emphasize the relations between the horse and
the primordial waters. Now in India the waters represent the cosmo-

that it offers the earliest illustration of paja, i.e., the worship of a divinity
symbolized in an icon. See J. A. van Buitenen, The Pravargya, pp. 25 ff., 38,
and passim.
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gonic substance par excellence. But this complex rite also constitutes
a “mystery’’ of the esoteric type. ““Indeed, the asvamedha is all, and
he who, being a Brahman, knows nothing of the asvamedha, knows
nothing at all, he is not a Brahman, he deserves to be plundered”
(Sat. Br. 13.4.2.17). The sacrifice is intended to regenerate the
entire cosmos and, at the same time, to reestablish all the social
classes and all the vocations in their paradigmatic excellence.’ The
horse, representative of the royal power (ksatra), and further identified
with Yama, Aditya (the sun), and Soma (that is, with the sovereign
gods), is in a way a substitute for the king. Such processes of assimi-
lation and substitution must be taken into account when we analyze
a parallel scenario, the purusamedha; and in fact the “sacrifice of a
man” closely follows the asvamedha. In addition to the animal
victims, a Brahman or a ksatrya, bought for the price of 1,000 cows
and 100 horses, was sacrificed. He, too, was left free for a year, and,
as soon as he was killed, the queen lay down beside his corpse. The
purusamedha was believed to obtain all that could be achieved by the
asvamedha.

It has been asked if such a sacrifice was ever practiced. The
purusamedha is described in several srautasitras, but only the
Sdankhayana and the Vaitana prescribe the killing of the victim. In
the other liturgical treatises, the man is released at the last moment,
and an animal is immolated in his stead. It is significant that during
the purusamedha there is a recitation of the famous cosmogonic hymn
Purusasikta (Rig Veda 10. 90). The identification of the victim with
Purusa-Prajipati leads to the identification of the sacrificer with
Prajapati. It has been shown that the mythico-ritual scenario of the
purusamedha has an astonishing parallel in Germanic tradition:
wounded by a lance and hung on the World Tree for nine nights,
Odin sacrifices “himself to himself”” in order to obtain wisdom and
to master magic (Hdvamdl 138).® According to Adam of Bremen,

5. During the sacrifice a priest recites: ‘“May the Brahman be born in
holiness! . . . May the prince be born in royal majesty, hero, archer, warrior
with a strong bow, with invincible chariots. May the cow be born milk-giving,
strong the draught bull, swift the horse, fecund the woman, victorious the
soldier, eloquent the young man! May this sacrificer have a hero for his son!
May Parjanya ever give us rain enough! May the wheat ripen abundantly for
us!”’ (Vajasaneyi Samhita 22. 22).

6. See James L. Sauvé, “The Divine Victim’’; the author cites all the

relevant passages from the Germanic and Sanskrit sources pertaining to
human sacrifice.
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who wrote in the eleventh century, this sacrifice was reactualized
every nine years at Uppsala by hanging nine men and other animal
victims. This Indo-European parallel gives plausibility to the hypoth-
esis that the purusamedha was literally carried out. But in India,
where the practice and theory of sacrifice have been continually re-
interpreted, the immolation of human victims ended by illustrating
a metaphysics of the soteriological type.

74. Initiatory structure of rituals: Initiation (diksa), royal
consecration (rajasiya)

For a better understanding of this process, it is important to clarify
the initiatory presuppositions of the srauta rituals. An initiation
implies the “death” and *“‘rebirth” of the novice, that is, his birth to
a higher mode of being. Ritual “death” is obtained by immolation
or by a regressus ad uterum, both symbolic. The equivalence of these
two methods implies the assimilation of ‘““sacrificial death™ to a
“procreation.” As the Satapatha Brahmana (11. 2. 1. 1) proclaims,
“Man is born thrice: the first time of his parents, the second time
when he sacrifices, . . . the third time when he dies and is put on the
fire, and thereupon he comes into existence once again.” In reality,
what is involved is a great number of ‘“deaths,” for every ‘“‘twice-
born” performs a certain number of srauta sacrifices in his lifetime.

Initiation, diksa, constitutes the indispensable preliminary to every
somic sacrifice, but it is also practiced on other occasions.” We repeat
that the sacrificer who is receiving diksa is already twice-born by
virtue of his upanayana, when he underwent the initiatory regressus
ad uterum. Now the same return to the embryonic condition takes
place during the diksa. In fact, *““the priests transform into an embryo
him to whom they give the diksa. They sprinkle him with water;
water is the male seed. . . . They make him enter a special shed: the
special shed is the womb of him who performs the diksa. They cover

7. Cf. Eliade, Birth and Rebirth, pp. 54 ff.; Gonda, Change and Continuity,
pp. 315 ff. The Rig Veda appears to know nothing of the diksa, but we must
not forget that these liturgical texts do not represent the Vedic religion in its
entirety (see Gonda, p. 349). The ceremony is documented in the Atharva
Veda 11. 5. 6, where the brahmacarin is called dikgsita, ‘“he who performs the
diksa.”
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him with a garment: the garment is the amnion. . . . He has his fists
closed; and indeed the embryo has its fists closed as long as it is in
the womb” (Aitareya Brahmana 1. 3). The parallel texts emphasize
the embryological and obstetric character of the rite: “The diksita
(i.e., he who performs the diksa) is semen” (Maitrayani-Samhita 3. 6.
1); “The diksita is an embryo, his garment is the chorion” (Zaittirya-
Sam. 1. 3. 2). The reason for this regressus ad uterum is continually
recalled: “Man is in truth not born. It is through the sacrifice that he
comes to birth” (Mait.-Sam. 3. 6. 7).8

This new, mystical birth, which is repeated at each sacrifice, makes
possible the assimilation of the sacrificer to the gods. ““ The sacrificer
is destined really to be born in the celestial world” (Sat. Br. 7. 3. 1.
12). “He who is initiated approaches the gods and becomes one of
them™ (ibid. 3. 1. 1. 8). The same treatise affirms that the sacrificer in
the process of being born anew must stand facing the four directions
of space, i.e., he must master the universe (7. 7. 2. 11 ff.). But the
diksa is also identified with death. ““When he initiates himself, he (the
sacrificer) dies for the second time”’ (Jaim. Upanisad Brah. 3. 11. 3).°
According to other sources, the “diksita is the oblation” (7uaitt.
Samhitd 6. 1. 45), for “the victim is really the sacrificer himself” (4it.
Brah. 2. 11). In short, ““the initiate is the oblation offered to the gods™
(Sat. Br. 3. 6. 3. 19).2° The example was given by the gods: “O Agni,
sacrifice thine own body!” (Rig Veda 6. 11. 2); “Sacrifice thyself,
increasing thy body!” (10. 81. 5). For it is “ by sacrifice that the gods
offered the Sacrifice” (10. 90. 16).

A ritual death, then, is the preliminary condition for attaining to
the presence of the gods and, at the same time, for obtaining a full
life in this world. In the Vedic period, ““divinization,” which was
obtained, though in any case only momentarily, through sacrifice,
implied no devalorization of life and human existence. On the
contrary, it was by such ritual ascents to heaven, and into the

8. All these initiation rites naturally have a mythical model: it is Indra who,
to prevent the birth of a terrifying monster as the result of the union of the
Word (Vac) with Sacrifice (Yajfia), changed himself into an embryo and
entered Vac’s womb (Saz. Br. 3. 2. 1. 18 ff.).

9. Cf. also the texts cited by Gonda, Change and Continuity, p. 385.

10. The sacrificer ‘‘throws himself in the form of seed”’ (represented by
grains of sand) into the domestic fire, in order to insure his rebirth here below
on earth, and into the sacrificial altar in view of a rebirth in heaven; see the
texts cited by A. Coomaraswamy, ““ Atmayajiia: Self-Sacrifice,” p. 360.
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presence of the gods, that the sacrificer, together with both the whole
society and nature, was blessed and regenerated. We have seen what
results were obtained as the effect of an asvamedha sacrifice (see
above, note 5). Probably cosmic regeneration and reinforcement of
the royal power were also the purpose of the human sacrifices
practiced in pagan Uppsala. But all this was obtained by rites that,
intending a repetition of the creation, included at once the “death,”
the “embryonic gestation,” and the “rebirth” of the sacrificer.
The consecration of the Indian king—the r@jasiya—comprised a
similar scenario. The central ceremonies took place around the New
Year. The anointing was preceded by a year of diksa and was usually
followed by another year of closing ceremonies. The rdjasiya is in
all likelihood a shortened version of a series of annual ceremonies
intended to restore the universe. The king had a central role because,
like the srauta sacrificer, he in some sense incorporated the cosmos.
The different phases of the rite successively brought about the future
sovereign’s regression to the embryonic state, his gestation for a year,
and his mystical rebirth as cosmocrator, identified both with Praja-
pati and with the cosmos. The “embryonic period” of the future
sovereign corresponded to the process of maturation of the universe
and, very probably, was originally related to the maturing of crops.
The second phase of the ritual completed the formation of the
sovereign’s new body: a symbolic body, which was obtained either
as the result of the king’s mystical marriage with the Brahman caste
or with the people (a marriage that allowed him to be born from their
womb) or as the result of the union of the male waters with the
female waters or of the union of gold—signifying fire-—with water.
The third phase was made up of a series of rites by virtue of which
the king gained sovereignty over the three worlds; in other words, he
incarnated the cosmos and, at the same time, established himself as
cosmocrator. When the sovereign raises his arm, the gesture has a
cosmogonic meaning: it symbolizes the erection of the axis mundi.
When the king is anointed, he stands on the throne with his arms
raised: he incarnates the cosmic axis fixed in the navel of the earth—
that is, the throne, the “center of the world’—and touches heaven.
The aspersion is connected with the primordial waters that descend
from heaven along the axis mundi—represented by the king—to
fertilize the earth. Then the king takes a step toward each of the four
cardinal points and symbolically ascends to the zenith. In consequence
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of these rites the king acquires sovereignty over the four directions of
space and over the seasons; in other words, he masters the whole of
the spatiotemporal universe.!!

The intimate connection between ritual death and ritual rebirth
on the one hand, and between cosmogony and regeneration of the
world on the other, has been noted. All these ideas are bound up
with cosmogonic myths that we shall discuss in a moment. They will
be elaborated and articulated by the authors of the Brahmanas from
their particular point of view, especially their inordinate exaltation
of sacrifice.

75. Cosmogonies and metaphysics

Directly or by way of allusion, the Vedic hymns present serveral
cosmogonies. These myths are more or less widespread and docu-
mented on various levels of culture. It would be useless to seek the
origin of each of these cosmogonies. Even those that we may assume
to have been brought by the Aryans have parallels in earlier or more
primitive cultures. The cosmologies, like so many other religious
ideas and beliefs, represent a heritage transmitted from prehistory
everywhere in the ancient world. What is of importance for our
purpose is the Indian interpretations and revalorizations of certain
cosmogonic myths. It should be remembered that the antiquity of a
cosmogony must not be judged from the earliest documents that
present it. One of the most archaic and most widespread myths, the
“cosmic dive,” becomes popular in India comparatively late,
especially in the Epic and the Puranas.

Essentially, four types of cosmogonies seem to have fascinated the
Vedic poets and theologians. They may be designated as follows:
(1) creation by fecundation of the original waters; (2) creation by the
dismembering of a primordial giant, Purusa; (3) creation out of a
unity-totality, at once being and nonbeing; (4) creation by the
separation of heaven and earth.

In the celebrated hymn of the Rig Veda 10. 121, the god imagined
as Hiranyagarbha (the Golden Embryo) hovers over the Waters; by
entering them, he fecundates the Waters, which give birth to the god

11. See J. C. Heesterman, The Ancient Indian Royal Consecration, pp. 17 fI.,
52 ff., 101 ff.
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of fire, Agni (strophe 7). The Atharva Veda (10. 7. 28) identifies the
Golden Embryo with the Cosmic Pillar, skambha. Rig Veda 10. 82. 5
relates the first germ that the Waters received to the Universal
Artisan, Visvakarman, but the image of the embryo is not congruous
with this divine personage, the supreme jack-of-all-trades. In these
examples we have to do with variants of an original myth, which
presented the Golden Embryo as the seed of the creator god flying
above the primitive Waters.'2

The second cosmogonic theme, radically reinterpreted from a
ritualistic point of view, is found in an equally famous hymn, the
Purugasitkta (RV 10. 90). The primordial giant Purusa (the “Man”)
is represented at once as cosmic totality (strophes 1-4) and as an
androgynous being. And indeed (strophe 5) Purusa engenders the
creative female energy, Viraj, and then is borne by her.!® Creation
proper is the result of a cosmic sacrifice. The gods sacrifice the
“Man”: from his dismembered body proceed the animals, the
liturgical elements, the social classes, the earth, the sky, the gods:
“His mouth became the Brahman, the Warrior was the product of his
arms, his thighs were the Artisan, from his feet was born the Servant”™
(strophe 12, after the translation by Renou). The sky came from his
head, the earth from his feet, the moon from his consciousness, the
sun from his gaze, Indra and Agni from his mouth, the wind from his
breath, etc. (strophes 13-14).

The paradigmatic function of this sacrifice is emphasized in the
last strophe (16): “The gods sacrificed the sacrifice by the sacrifice”;
in other words, Purusa was at once sacrificial victim and divinity of
the sacrifice. The hymn clearly states that Purusa precedes and sur-
passes the creation, though the cosmos, life, and men proceed from
his own body. In other words, Purusa is at once transcendent and
immanent, a paradoxical mode of being but one that is typical of the
Indian cosmogonic gods (cf. Prajapati). The myth, parallels to which
are found in China (P’an-ku), among the ancient Germans (Ymir),
and in Mesopotamia (Tiamat), illustrates a cosmogony of an archaic
type: creation by the sacrifice of an anthropomorphic divine being.

12. The image of the Golden Embryo will become, in classical India, the
cosmic egg engendered by the waters (already in the Upanishads: Katha Up.
4. 6; Svetasvatara 3. 4. 12).

13. Virdj is a kind of Sakti. In the Brhaddaranyaka Up. 4.2. 3 she marries
Purusa.
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The Purusasiikta has given rise to countless speculations. But just as,
in archaic societies, the myth serves as the paradigmatic model for
all kinds of creation, so this hymn is recited in one of the rites that
follow the birth of a son, in the ceremonies for the foundation of a
temple (built, furthermore, in the likeness of Purusa), and in the
purificatory rites of renewal.*

In the most famous hymn of the Rig Veda (10. 129) the cosmogony
is presented as a metaphysics. The poet asks himself how Being
could have come out of non-Being, since, in the beginning, neither
“non-Being existed, nor Being” (strophe 1. 1). “In that time there
existed neither death nor nondeath” (that is, neither men nor gods).
There was only the undifferentiated principle called “One” (neuter).
“The One breathed from its own impulse, without there being any
breath.” Aside from that, “nothing else existed” (str. 2). “In the
beginning, darkness was hidden by darkness,” but heat (generated
by asceticism, fapas) gave birth to the “One,” “potential” (abhir)—
i.e., “embryo”—"“covered with emptiness” (we may understand:
surrounded by the primitive waters). From this germ (‘“potential”)
develops Desire (kama), and it is this same Desire that “was the
first seed (retas) of Consciousness (manas),” an astonishing assertion,
which anticipates one of the chief theses of Indian philosophical
thought. The poets, by their reflection, “were able to discover the
place of Being in non-Being™ (str. 4). The “first seed” then divided
itself into “high” and “low,” into a male principle and a female
principle (cf. RV 10.72.4). But the enigma of the “secondary
creation,” that is, of the phenomenal creation, remains. The gods are
born afterward (str. 6), hence they are not the authors of the creation
of the world. The poet concludes with a question mark: “He who
oversees this (world) in the highest firmament alone knows it (i.e.,
knows the origin of the ‘secondary creation’)—unless he does not
know it?”

The hymn represents the highest point attained by Vedic specula-
tion. The axiom of an unknowable supreme being—the *One,”!®
the “That”—transcending both the gods and creation, will be
developed in the Upanishads and in certain philosophical systems.

14. See the references to the texts in Gonda, Visnuism and Sivaism, p. 27.

15. In the Rig Veda a tendency is already observable to reduce the plurality
of the gods to a single divine principle: ‘“what is only One, the inspired poets
call many’’ (1. 164. 46).



226 INDIA BEFORE GAUTAMA BUDDHA

Like the Purusa of Rig Veda 10. 90, the One precedes the universe
and creates the world by emanation from its own being, without
thereby losing its transcendence. This idea should be kept firmly in
mind, since it is fundamental for later Indian speculation: both
consciousness and the universe are the product of procreative desire
(kama). One of the germs of the Samkhya-Yoga philosophy and of
Buddhism is to be seen here.

As for the fourth cosmogonic theme (the separation of heaven and
earth, or the dissection of Vrtra by Indra), this myth is related to the
Purusasiikta; in both there is the violent division of a totality for the
purpose of creating (or renewing) the world. The theme is archaic
and capable of surprising reinterpretations and applications. As we
have seen (§ 68), Indra’s demiurgic act of striking down and dis-
membering the primordial dragon serves as the model for acts as
different as building a house or an oratorical competition.

Finally, we will cite creation by a divine being, the Universal
Artisan, Visvakarman (RV 10. 81), who fashions the world like a
sculptor, a smith, or a carpenter. But this mythical motif, famous in
other religions, is connected by the Vedic poets with the theme, made
famous by the Purusasiikta, of the creation-sacrifice.

The multiplicity of cosmogonies is paralleled by the manifold
traditions concerning the theogony and the origin of man. According
to the Rig Veda, the gods were engendered by the primordial couple
Heaven and Earth, or they emerged from the original mass of the
waters or from non-Being. In any case, they came into existence after
the creation of the world. A late hymn (RV 10. 63. 2) relates that the
gods were born of the goddess Aditi, the Waters, and the Earth. But
they were not all immortal. The Rig Veda adds that they received
this gift from Savitri (4. 54. 2) or from Agni (6. 7. 4) or from drinking
soma (9. 106. 8). Indra obtained immortality by asceticism, tapas
(10. 167. 1), and the Atharva Veda declares that all the other gods
gained it in the same way (11.5.19; 4. 11.6). According to the
Brahmanas, it was by performing certain sacrifices that the gods
became immortal.

Men, too, descend from the primordial couple Heaven-Earth.
Their mythical ancestor is Manu, son of the god Vivasvat, the first
sacrificer and the first man (RV 10. 63. 7). Another version makes
man’s mythical parents the children of Vivasvat, Yama and his sister
Yami (10. 10). Finally, as we have just seen, the Purusasitkta (10. 90.
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12) explains the origin of men (that is, the four social classes) as being
from the organs of the sacrificial primordial giant. In the beginning,
men, too, could become immortal through sacrifice; but the gods
decided that this immortality should be purely spiritual, that is,
accessible to human beings only after death (Satapatha Br. 10. 4. 3.
9). There are other mythological explanations for the origin of death.
In the Mahabharata, death is introduced by Brahma in order to
relieve the earth, burdened by a human mass that threatened to make
it fall into the ocean (6. 52-54; 12. 256-58).

Some of these myths concerning the birth of the gods and men, the
loss or conquest of immortality, are found among other Indo-
European peoples. In any case, similar myths are documented in
many traditional cultures. However, it is only in India that these
myths have given rise to sacrificial techniques, contemplative
methods, and speculations so decisive for the awakening of a new
religious consciousness.

76. The doctrine of sacrifice in the Brahmanpas

The Purusasitkta is the point of departure and the doctrinal justifi-
cation for the theory of sacrifice elaborated in the Brahmanas (ca.
1000-800 B.c.). Just as Purusa gave himself to the gods and let him-
self be immolated so that the universe could be created, Prajapati
will suffer lethal “exhaustion” after his cosmogonic labor. As the
Brahmanas present him, Prajapati appears to be a creation of learned
speculation, but his structure is archaic. This Lord of Creatures is
close to the cosmic Great Gods. He in a way resembles both the
“One” of Rig Veda 10. 129 and Visvakarman, but, especially, he
continues Purusa. Besides, the identity Purusa-Prajapati is docu-
mented by the texts: “Purusa is Prajapati; Purusa is the Year”
(Jaim. Br. 2. 56; cf. Satapatha Br. 6. 1. 1. 5). In the beginning, Praja-
pati was the nonmanifested Unity-Totality, a purely spiritual
presence. But desire (kama) incited him to multiply and reproduce
himself (Sat. Br. 6. 1. 1). He “heated” himself to an extreme degree
by asceticism (tapas, literally, “heat, ardor”) and created by
emanation;'® we may understand this to mean by sweating, as in

16. The term used is visrj, from the root srj, ‘“‘to protect’’; vi- indicates
dispersal in all directions.
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certain primitive cosmogonies, or by seminal emission. He first
created the brahman, that is, the Threefold Knowledge (the three
Vedas); then he created the Waters from the Word. Desiring to
reproduce himself by the Waters, he penetrated them; an egg
developed, whose shell became the earth. Then the gods were created
to people the heavens and the Asuras to people the earth, etc. (ibid.
11.1. 6. 1f.).27

Prajapati thought: “Truly, I have created a pendant to myself,
that is, the Year.” This is why it is said: “Prajipati is the Year”
(ibid. 11. 1. 6. 13). By giving his own self (Gtman) to the gods, he
created another pendant to himself, that is, sacrifice, and that is why
people say: “Sacrifice is Prajapati.” It is further stated that the joints
(parvam) of Prajapati’s cosmic body are the five seasons of the year
and the five courses of the fire altar (ibid. 6. 1. 2).

This triple identification of Prajapati with the universe, with cyclic
time (the year), and with the fire altar constitutes the great novelty of
the Brahmanic theory of sacrifice. It marks the decline of the con-
ception that was the informing spirit of the Vedic ritual and prepares
the discoveries achieved by the authors of the Upanishads. The
fundamental idea is that, in creating by “heating” and by repeated
“emissions,” Prajapati consumes himself and ends by becoming
exhausted. The two key terms—tapas (ascetic ardor) and wvisrj
(dispersed emission)—can have indirect or implied sexual connota-
tions, for asceticism and sexuality are intimately connected in Indian
religious thought. The myth and its images translate the cosmogony
into biological terms; their own mode of being brings it about that
the world and life exhaust themselves by their very duration.®
Prajapati’s exhaustion is expressed in striking images: “After
Prajapati had emitted the living beings, his joints were disjointed.
Now Prajapati is certainly the Year, and his joints are the two
joinings of day and night (that is, dawn and twilight), the full moon
and the new moon, and the beginnings of the seasons. He was
unable to rise with his joints loosened; and the gods cured him by
(the ritual of) the agnihotra, strengthening his joints” (Sat. Br. 1. 6. 3.

17. Other texts state that heaven proceeded from his head, the atmosphere
from his chest, and the earth from his feet (see Gonda, Les religions de I’Inde,
vol. 1, p. 226). There is certainly influence here from the sacrifice of Purusa—but
it confirms the structural analogy of these two gods.

18. Similar conceptions are known to be characteristic of the archaic
cultures, especially those of the paleocultivators.
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35-36). In other terms, the reconstitution and rearticulation of
Prajapati’s cosmic body are effected by sacrifice, that is, by building
a sacrificial altar in order to celebrate the agnicayana (§ 72). The same
work (10. 4. 2. 2) adds that “This Prajapati, the Year, is made up of
720 days and nights; that is why the altar comprises 360 enclosing
stones and 360 bricks.” “This Prajapati who became disjointed is
(now) the same fire altar built formerly.” The priests restore Praja-
pati, “reassemble” (samskri) him, by laying the courses of bricks
that make up the altar. In short, every sacrifice repeats the primordial
act of creation and guarantees the continuity of the world for the
following year.

This is the original sense of sacrifice in the Brahmanas: to recreate
the cosmos that has been “disjointed,” ““exhausted” by cyclic time
(the year). Through sacrifice—that is, by the continued activity of the
priests—the world is kept alive, well integrated, and fertile. It is a
new application of the archaic idea that demands the annual (or
periodical) repetition of the cosmogony. It is also the justification
for the pride of the Brahmans, convinced of the decisive importance
of rites. For ““the sun would not rise if the priest, at dawn, did not
offer the oblation of fire” (Sat. Br. 2. 3. 1. 5). In the Brahmanas the
Vedic gods are ignored or are subordinated to the magical and
creative powers of sacrifice. It is proclaimed that, in the beginning,
the gods were mortal (7airt. Sam. 8.4.2.1; etc.); they became
divine and immortal through sacrifice (ibid. 6. 3.4. 7; 6. 3. 10. 2;
etc.). From then on, everything is concentrated in the mysterious
power of rite: the origin and essence of the gods, sacred power,
knowledge, well-being in this world, and ‘““nondeath” in the other.
But sacrifice must be performed correctly and with faith; the least
doubt of its efficacy can have disastrous consequences. In order to
illustrate this ritual doctrine, which is at once a cosmogony, a
theogony, and a soteriology, the authors of the Brahmanas multiply
myths or fragments of myths, reinterpreting them in accordance with
the new point of view or inventing new ones on the basis of some
fanciful etymology, a learned allusion, or an enigma.

77. Eschatology: Identification with Prajapati through sacrifice

Yet a new idea very soon appears: sacrifice not only restores Praja-
pati and insures the perpetuation of the world but is capable of
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creating a spiritual and indestructible being, the “person,” the
atman. Sacrifice has not only a cosmogonic intent and an eschato-
logical function but makes it possible to obtain a new mode of being.
In building the fire altar (agnicayana) the sacrificer identifies himself
with Prajapati; more precisely, Prajapati and the sacrificer are
identified in the ritual act itself: the altar is Prajapati, and, at the
same time, the sacrificer becomes the altar. By the magical power of
the rite, the sacrificer builds a new body for himself, ascends to
heaven, where he is born a second time (Sat. Br. 7.3.1.12), and
obtains “immortality” (10. 2. 6. 8). This means that after death he
will return to life, to “nondeath,” a modality of existence that goes
beyond time. What is of the first importance—and this is the purpose
of the rite—is to be “complete” (sarva), “integral,” and to preserve
this condition after death.®

By ‘“‘reassembling” (samdhd, samskri) Prajapati, the sacrificer
performs the same operation of integration and unification on his
own person; in other words, he becomes ‘“complete.” Just as,
through the sacrifice, the god recovers his person (atman), the
sacrificer builds his own self, his atman, for himself (Kausitaki
Brahmana 3. 8). The “fabrication” of the dtman resembles in some
sense the reunification of Prajdpati, scattered and exhausted by his
cosmogonic labor. The totality of ritual acts (karma), when it is
achieved and well integrated, constitutes the “person,” the arman.
This means that, through ritual activity, the psychophysiological
functions of the sacrificer are brought together and unified; their
sum constitutes the arman (Aitareya Br. 2. 40. 1-7); it is by virtue of
his dtman that the sacrificer becomes “immortal.” The gods, too,
attained to immortality by sacrifice, obtaining brahman (Sat. Br. 11.
2. 3. 6). Consequently, brahman and atman are implicitly identified,
even as early as the period of the Brahmanas.?° This is confirmed by
another series of identifications: both Prajapati and the fire altar are
assimilated to the Rig Veda, and the syllables of the Rig are identified
with the bricks of the altar. But since brahman is, itself, also assimi-
lated to the 432,000 syllables of the Rig, it follows that it is also
identified with Prajapati and, in the last analysis, with the sacrificer,
that is, with his atman.?*

19. See J. Gonda, Les religions de I’Inde, vol. 1, pp. 236 ff.

20. See Lilian Silburn, Instant et cause, pp. 74 ff.
21. Another text of the Satapatha Brahmana (10. 6. 3. 2) describes the



Eschatology 231

If Prajapati (Brahman) and atman are identical, it is because they
are the result of one and the same activity (‘‘reconstruction,”
unification), though the materials are different: the bricks of the
altar for Prajapati-Brahman, the organic and psychomental functions
for the atman.?2 But it is important to emphasize that it is a cosmo-
gonic myth that, in the last analysis, constitutes the paradigmatic
model for the *construction” of the atman. The various Yogic
techniques apply the same principle: ““concentration” and ‘““unifi-
cation” of the bodily positions, of the breaths, of psychomental
activity.

The discovery of the identity of the self (arman) and brahman will
be tirelessly exploited and variously valorized in the Upanishads
(§ 80). For the moment we will add that, in the Brahmanas, brahman
designates the process of the cosmic sacrifice and, by extension,
the mysterious power that maintains the universe. But already in the
Vedas brahman was thought to be, and was expressly called, the
imperishable, the immutable, the foundation, the principle of all
existence. It is significant that in several hymns of the Atharva Veda
(e.g., 10. 7. 8) brahman is identified with the skambha (literally, *stay,
support, pillar”); in other words, brahman sustains the world, for it
is at once cosmic axis and ontological foundation. “In the skambha
is all that is possessed by the spirit (atmanvat), all that breathes”
(Atharva Veda 7. 8. 2). “He who knows the brahman in man knows
the supreme being (paramesthin, the Lord), and he who knows the
supreme being knows the skambha’ (ibid. 10. 8. 43). We perceive
the effort to isolate the ultimate reality: brahman is recognized as the
“pillar of the universe,” the support, the base; and the term pratistha,
which expresses all these notions, is already frequently used in the
Vedic texts. The Brahman is identified with brahiman because he
knows the structure and origin of the universe, because he knows the
Word that expresses all that; for Vac, the Logos, can transform any
person into a Brahman (already Rig Veda 10. 124. 5). “The birth of

)

“golden Purusa’’ in the heart of man as a grain of rice or millet—adding,
however, that it is greater than heaven, greater than the ether, than the earth,
and than all things: ““this self of the Spirit is my self; when I die, I shall obtain
this self.”” The text is important, since, on the one hand, Purusa is identified
with brahman (neuter), and, on the other, the equation atman-brahman is
already assured.

22. See Silburn, Instant et cause, pp. 104 fI.
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the Brahman is an eternal incarnation of the dharma” (Manu
1. 98).28

A particular category of works, the Aranyakas (literally, ““of the
forest”), allows us to follow the transition of the sacrificial system
(karma-kanda) of the Brahmanas to the primacy of metaphysical
knowledge (jAigna-kanda) proclaimed by the Upanishads. The
Aranyakas were taught in secret, far from villages, in the forest. Their
doctrines emphasize the self, subject of the sacrifice, instead of the
concrete reality of the rites. According to the Aranyakas, the gods
are hidden in man; in other words, the correlation macrocosm-
microcosm, the basis of Vedic speculation, now reveals the homology
between the cosmic divinities and those present in the human body
(see Aitareya Aranyaka 1.3.8; 2.1.2; 3.1.1; etc. Sankhayana
Aranyaka 7. 2 ff.; etc.). Consequently, the “interiorization of sacri-
fice” (cf. § 78) makes it possible to direct the offerings at once to
the “interior” and the ““exterior” gods. The ultimate aim is union
(samhita) between the different theocosmic planes and the organs and
psychophysiological functions of man. After a number of homolo-
gizations and identifications, the conclusion is reached that “con-
sciousness of self (prajfiatman) is one and the same thing as the Sun”
(Ait. Ar. 3.2.3; Sankh. Ar. 8. 3-7). This daring equation will be
elaborated and articulated by the authors of the Upanishads.

78. Tapas: Technique and dialectic of austerities

We have several times referred to asceticism, fapas, for it is impossible
to discuss the most important Indian gods, myths, and rites without
mentioning this ritual “heating,” this “warmth” or “ardor”
obtained through austerities. The term fapas, from the root tap, “to
heat,” “to be boiling,” is clearly documented in the Rig Veda (see,
for example, 8. 59. 6; 10. 136. 2; 154. 2. 4; 167. 1; 109. 4; etc.). The
concept belongs to an Indo-European tradition, for, in a parallel
context, “extreme heat” or ‘“‘rage” (menos, furor, ferg, wut) plays
a part in rituals of the heroic type.?* We add that “heating” by

23. See Eliade, Yoga, pp. 115 ff.; other texts will be found in J. Gonda,
Notes on Brahman, p. 52.
24. See Eliade, Yoga, p. 107, n. 28.
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various psychophysiological techniques, and even by a highly spiced
diet, is documented among the medicine men and magicians of
primitive cultures.?®> Obtaining magico-religious ““power” is accom-
panied by a strong inner heat; this power itself is expr