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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the relationship between Vedic and Orphic theogonies, both
from a mythological and poetic perspective. In both the Rig Veda and in the various
Orphic fragments, a primordial god is born from a cosmic egg, which when broken
becomes the source of heaven and earth. Both the Vedic Prajapati and the Orphic
Protogonos self-procreate in order to create other gods, humans, and animals. They are
also both connected to sacrifice through ritual dismemberment, Prajapati with the annual
disassembling of the sacrificial altar, and Protogonos through his heir, Dionysus. The
consistent theme in each mythology is creation through fragmentation from an original
source. Therefore, the goal of the religious practitioner is to identify with the primordial
god and so share his original creative power. This religious purpose is reflected in the
poetic tradition of each culture. The poet uses meter, themes and formulae in order to
invoke the god’s completeness and the dualistic nature of the universe. This comparison
contributes to a larger picture of interaction between Greece and India in the development

of their poetic and religious traditions.
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INTRODUCTION

Martin West makes the observation, in Early Greek Philosophy and the Orient
and later in his Orphic Poems, that the Orphic figure of Protogonos (or Phanes) shares a
number of remarkable similarities with another god, the Vedic Prajapati.' His
comparison is made in a few pages, at the most, before he moves on. However, such a
hypothesis is no small matter, and it deserves further investigation and development. The
purpose of this thesis is to lay out a complete comparison of these two gods: their role in
myth and religion along with their depiction in their respective poetic-religious traditions.
Chapter 1 will examine Prajapati in his mythical, religious, and poetic context; chapter 2
will do the same for Protogonos; in chapter 3 we will compare the two deities and
analyze the results; and finally in the conclusion we will attempt to explain how these
similarities arose, examining the historical contexts from which the Vedic and Orphic
tradition developed. The essential question is to what extent common motifs developed
indigenously or were either imported or borrowed.

Within Vedic mythology, Prajapati is the Vedic “Lord of the Creatures,” born
from a cosmic egg at the dawn of creation. He is the source of creation through self-
procreation and through his association with the cosmic man, Purusa. In the context of
Vedic ritual, he is seen as a dismembered god who is recreated in the form of the
sacrificial altar. Therefore, worshippers could participate in his rebirth through an annual
sacrificial ritual. But, as we shall see, his role as a creator god and a source of cosmic
order were also highlighted by certain poetic features used by the poet. Likewise,
Protogonos in the Orphic theogony is the “first-born” god of the Orphic pantheon. He too
was born from a cosmic egg and was a source of all future creation. His role is continued
and sustained in his heirs, Zeus and Dionysus. The dying and rising figure in the Orphic
context is the child Dionysus, who is dismembered and eaten by the Titans and later
recreated by Zeus. Worshippers reenacted this story in the ritual initiation to the cult of
Dionysus, sharing in the death and rebirth of the god and thereby gaining good passage

into the underworld. Moreover, in the context of poetics, word choice and placement both

"' West 1971, 28-34 and West 1983, 104.



closely tie Protogonos to Zeus and Dionysus and highlight his all-encompassing power as

the creator of all.

History of Scholarship

The comparative study of Greek and Vedic philology, along with religion and
philosophy, began during the 18" century when scholars began to study Sanskrit as a
result of western colonization in India. In 1786, Sir William Jones definitively claimed
that “no philologer could examine them all three [Latin, Greek, and Sanskrit] without
believing them to have sprung from some common source.”” The question for western
scholarship then became one of origin. Because of the implications for western
imperialism, the search for the “homeland of the Indo-Europeans” began as a politically
and racially charged field. During the 19" century, imperialists attempted to argue that
the Aryans described in the Rig Veda were actually a white race that had invaded India
from Europe.”

As the political relationship between India and the West changed, the racist
agenda of comparative scholarship decreased during the 20™ century. Improvements in
archaeological and philological methodology also allowed for more objectivity in the
study of the Indo-Europeans and India’s relationship to ancient Greece. The linguistic
theory, as presented by Calvert Watkins, holds that if two languages show common forms
that cannot be explained by direct interaction, then each must have derived those forms
from a parent language, now called “Proto-Indo-European.”* Many scholars have spent
their careers recreating a hypothetical proto-language and in addition a proto-culture from
which to explain seemingly impossible parallels among Celtic, Germanic, Italic, Greek,
Slavic, Persian, and Sanskrit (to name the major Indo-European branches).’

The traditional, though now highly criticized, view of the Proto-Indo-Europeans is
that of a chariot-riding, warring people who expanded over India and Europe and

replaced the indigenous cultures with their own characteristic Indo-European culture.

> Cannon 1964, 141.

3 For examples of racial arguments, see Chakrabarti 1997, 74-151.

* Watkins 1995, 5.

> For a thorough introduction to Proto-Indo-European language and culture, see Mallory and Adams 2006.



Therefore, similarities in language, religion, and culture are explained as coming from a
common invading people. A number of theories for the geographic origin of the Indo-
Europeans have been argued, and the debate still continues. The most recent suggestions
have been Anatolia,® the Caucasus Region,” Bactria-Sodgia,® and the Kurgan culture of
the Central Asian steppe.’ Another debate is still continuing over the relationship
between this Proto-Indo-European culture and the ancient Greeks and Indians. It is clear
from the archaeological and linguistic evidence that there was a dramatic change in India
before the Vedic period (1500 B.C.-500 B.C.)'’ and in Greece during the Bronze Age. At
one extreme, scholars have argued that at this time the Proto-Indo-Europeans—a warring,
chariot riding race—invaded and imposed their language, culture, and religion on the
indigenous population.'' At the other end of the spectrum, scholars have argued for
continuity between the pre-historic and new literate culture, arguing that the change could
have taken place through syncretism. 12

Beyond the field of Indo-European studies, even in the mid-20™ century, a
Hellenocentric bias still prevailed among western scholars. The study of Orphism seems
to have been especially vulnerable because of the foreign birth of Orpheus himself (who
according to myth was a native of Thrace). E. R. Dodds, for example, argues that
Orpheus and Orphism were examples of “the irrational” in Greek religion, and because of
what he saw as distinctly “shamanic” elements, he argued that Orphism most likely came
from Thrace.'> W. C. K. Guthrie made a similar argument about Orphic cosmogony and
its Oriental origin. He described the Orphic Phanes of the Rhapsodies as a “survival...in
his barbaric form.” "
The introduction of “Orientalism” by Edward Said in 1979 changed the

perspective of comparative studies.'> By arguing that the “West” used the “East” as a

% Renfrew 1990.

" Gamkrelidze and Ivanov 1995.

¥ Nichols 1998.

? Gimbutas 1977.

12 See Bryant 2001 for an overview of scholarship on the relationship between the Indo-Europeans and
Vedic culture.

' See Fairservis 1971 for Vedic and Drews 1988 for Greek material.
12 Renfrew 1990.

" Dodds 1951, 146-7.

' Guthrie 1952, 90.

1% Said 1979.



projection of the “other” against which to define itself, Said provided a more insightful
method not only for modern relations but also for understanding the ancient relationship
between Greece and India. From this perspective, we can explain “foreign” elements in
Greek culture not only as being borrowed from neighboring cultures, but also as native
Greek constructions based on their concept of “the other.” For example, it could be
argued that Orpheus came from Thrace, and therefore his teachings have Thracian
elements; conversely, if Orpheus is a Greek construction, then the “Thracian” elements
are based on the Greek understanding of Thracian religion. Such a perspective challenges
the basis for Dodds’ argument for the Thracian origin of Orphism and further opens the
door for different interpretations of common themes found in Greek and Indian
mythology.

In the second half of the 20" century, a group of scholars emerged who would
pursue the comparative method while developing and employing more critical
methodology. Martin West and Walter Burkert have both contributed to the study of
Greek religion and literature in its relation to the Near East and India.'® Wendy Doniger
has made a number of comparisons between Greek and Indian mythology, especially in
reference to gender and sexuality.'” In the field of comparative poetics, there have been a
number of case studies, such as Gregory Nagy’s analysis of the Greek and Indic formula

for “imperishable fame,”'®

and Calvert Watkins’ study of Indo-European dragon-slaying
motifs. " Elsewhere, Watkins has demonstrated more specifically that the hymns of the
Rig Veda share striking similarities in poetics to the poems of the Greek lyric poet
Pindar.*’

For the present study on Vedic and Orphic theogonies, I will be following the
general method of Watkins in examining a specific example and applying the results to
the broader field of comparative mythology. An appealing aspect of these case studies is
that the amount of detail given in such a specific comparison allows for more reliable

results than with sweeping generalizations, and the outcome is still applicable to the

broader context of comparative religion, philology, and poetics. As we will see in our

16 For examples of their comparative work, see West 1971, West 1997, Burkert 1992, Burkert 2004.
" Doniger 1998, Doniger 1999.

'® Nagy 1974.

' Watkins 1995.

20 Watkins 2002.



comparison of the Vedic and Orphic theogonies, similarities arise on multiple levels:
there are similarities surrounding the description of the god, his function in creation, his
function in ritual, and the poetic features used by the poet in order to highlight these
aspects of the god. Our hope is that this comparison will provide insight into the

development of Vedic and Orphic religion and poetics.



CHAPTER 1

PRAJAPATI IN VEDIC TEXTS

Introduction

In this chapter, we will examine Vedic texts dealing with the god Prajapati. This
first-born god resembles his Orphic counterpart, Protogonos, in his role as a creator-god
and in his shared themes of death, dismemberment and rebirth. For each god, these motifs
are significant to the religious experience of the worshipper, who shares in the god’s
power over life and death through ritual. However, the Vedic and Orphic texts not only
share mythological themes, but they are also similar in their poetic nature. Therefore, a
poetic analysis will follow the mythological examination, in order to establish a basis for
comparison. Overall, we must examine the role of the god in several different contexts: in
mythology, in ritual, in the text, and from the perspective of both the poet and his
audience, both human and divine.

The Vedic hymns represent the oldest surviving texts from India, the earliest
being the Rig Veda. Although the hymns were not put down in writing until relatively late
(around the third century B.C.), they were part of a long oral tradition dating back to the
middle of the second millennium B.C.?' The vocabulary and themes within the Rig Veda
reflect the culture of the early Aryans who appeared in the Punjab at the start of the Vedic
period (1500-500 B.C.).** The previous period of Indian history was the Indus Valley
Civilizations of Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro (3300-1700 B.C.), which featured urban
cities and a writing system, which has yet to be deciphered. The most significant change
for our purposes is the development of a new language and along with it, a new genre of
literature, which is featured in such works as the Rig Veda and Atharva-Veda. The
traditional Hindu gods, such as Vishnu and Agni, also develop at this time, contributing

to the argument that both the language and culture came from an outside, Indo-European

*! Renfrew 1990, 178.
22 Watkins 1995, 55. While the hymns contain many Indo-European motifs, it is uncertain to what extent

the war-like nature of some hymns is to be taken literally or applied to historical events. See Renfrew 1990,
188-189.



source. Colin Renfrew, however, argues that there is continuity between the Indus Valley
Civilization and Vedic culture, the change coming as a result of the decline of the urban
culture of Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, while the Vedic culture developed out of the rural
population.” The answer to these questions would determine whether the mythology and
language of the Rig Veda were indigenous to India or brought in by an invading or
migrating people. This distinction will become more crucial in the comparison between
the Vedic and Orphic texts.

The word veda itself means “knowledge” and is directly related to the linguistic
root meaning, “to see.” Therefore, the Vedas were a source of sacred knowledge, and the
practitioner who understood the Vedas participated in the divine. According to Mahony,
such a perception “allowed a visionary to see through a process of direct perception,
ecstatic experience, or inner vision what were regarded as fully sacred modes and

f.?* The texts were thought to be divinely

structures of being, even ultimate reality itsel
inspired, and to reveal hidden truths about the gods and the cosmos.

When the ritual aspect of the text is combined with the oral nature of the tradition,
it is clear that the words themselves held a very real, divine power in ancient India. The
recitation of the hymns was in itself part of the ritual. As Gregory Nagy states, “we are
dealing with an art-form grounded in religion. The ostensible audience is divine, not
human, so that even human comprehension is not a prime consideration.”* The hymns
were used not only to praise the gods but, in conjunction with the ritual actions, to
appease them and thereby to affect the human world. In order to have the maximum
effect, the poet used every literary device available to him, including meter, formulae,
and phonetic figures such as alliteration, rhyming, echoes, and so forth. Each served the
purpose of bringing attention, both human and divine, to central themes or entreaties.

One of the many gods praised in the Vedas is Prajapati, “Lord of the Creatures.”
This relatively obscure god served a creative role in many texts and is often associated
with or confused with other gods, such as Agni, Vishnu, Kala, and the so-called

“Unknown God” or “Ka” (meaning “who”), who is associated with Hiranyagarbha, the

» Renfrew 1990, 190. B. B. Lal argues further that the Indus Valley Civilizations themselves were the root
of Indo-European culture, based on archaeological evidence compared to floral and faunal references in the
RV (Lal 2005, 69-84).

¥ Mahony 1998, 5.

» Nagy 1974, 16-17.



“Golden Embryo.” The title prajapati was originally used as an epithet for other gods,
but as Vedic philosophy developed, the epithet became personified in the form of the
god, Prajapati.”® The relevant hymns for the study of Prajapati are Rig Veda 10.121, a
hymn honoring the golden embryo that held the first-born god, and Rig Veda 10.129,
otherwise known as the creation hymn because of its speculation about the origin of the
cosmos. Both hymns either directly or indirectly describe the nature and creations of
Prajapati, bringing out the god’s role as the first god and the creator of the cosmos. In the
context of Rig Veda 10.90 and later Vedic texts, Prajapati also becomes a dying and
rising god in his association with Purusa, the cosmic man whose dismembered body

provides the various parts of the cosmos and the social order of the caste system.>’

The Mythology of Prajapati

The Golden Embryo

According to Mircea Eliade, Vedic literature contains four types of creation
narrative: creation from primordial waters, creation from the dismemberment of a
primordial god, creation from unity, and creation from separating the realms of heaven
and earth.”® Each of these themes are attested in the myths directly or indirectly
concerning Prajapati, as in Rig Veda 10.121, the Hiranyagarbha-Siikta.” The hymn is
phrased as a riddle, asking the question ka, or “who?” in the last foot of each line, “who
is the god whom we should worship with the oblation?” (kasmai devaya havisa vidhema).
The last line of the hymn answers the question, “O Prajapati, lord of progeny, no one but
you embraces all these creatures” (prajapate na tvad etany anyo visva jatani pari ta
babhiiva). According to this hymn, the hiranyagarbha (usually translated “the Golden
Embryo”) was born from the waters and contained everything (apo he yad brhatir visvam

ayan garbhan).*® This last word, garbha, is itself a rich word with a wide range of

26 Vyas 1978, 95.

?7 Translations of the hymns are from Doniger 1981.

> Eliade 1978, 223.

%% The complete text of RV 10.121 and 10.129 can be found in the appendix.
RV 10.121.7a



meanings: womb, interior, embryo, or child.?’ The image of the golden embryo embodies
both the male and female aspect of procreation:

The egg is both a female image (that which is fertilized by

seed and which contains the embryo that is like the yolk)

and a male image (the testicles containing seed). Thus the

range of meanings may be seen as a continuum of

androgynous birth images: seed (male egg), womb (female

egg), embryo, child.*
The embryo in the beginning is characterized by unification, the combination of dualities.
Without a mother and father figure, the embryo represents both, arising on its own. It is
both literally and figuratively the seed of all creation. The egg contains all the creative
potential that will be manifested in the figure of Prajapati.

The undifferentiated nature of the beginning of time and the cosmos is echoed in
another hymn, Rig Veda 10.129, Nasadiya, or “Creation Hymn.” The use of the pronoun
ka, “who,” and the emphasis on “the One” (tat ekah) ties this hymn together with RV
10.121, even though Prajapati is not mentioned, and the question “who?” is not
answered.” The first two lines of the hymn begin by describing the lack of duality:
“there was neither non-existence nor existence then” (nasad asin no sad asit tadanim),
and “there was neither death nor immortality” (na mrtyur asid amrtan na tarhi). Creation
is placed at the last foot of line 3, “that one arose through the power of heat” (tapasas tan
mahindjayataikam)

As the golden embryo is born, so too duality is created in the cosmos. Among the
various actions attributed to Ka, or Prajapati, he is said to support the sky and measure

out the middle space:

vena dyaur ugrd prthivi ca drlha
yena svah stabhitam yena nakah
vo antarikse rajaso vimanah

He by whom the awesome sky and earth were made firm,
by whom the dome of the sky was propped up, and the sun,
who measured out the middle realm of space (RV 10.121.5a-c).

3! Monier-Williams 1964.
32 Doniger 1981, 27.
33 The god is referred to as “the One” in 10.129.2a, 10.129.3b and in 10.121.1b, 10.121.7a and 10.121.8a.



According to Stella Kramrisch, it is this middle space (antari-ksa) that allows for
structure in the cosmos: “The created world has for its sign the three: Heaven and Earth
(dyava-prthivi) and the mid-space (antariksa) are the ternary by which the structure of
the outer and inner world of man is ruled.”** She says that the mid-space “establishes the
middle between the contraries which makes possible the movement of thought and the
seeing of images, both ascent and descent, between the two poles.”*> The absence of
being and non-being mentioned in the beginning of RV 10.129 is not distinguishable.
Once this separation is made, the “One” can now perceive duality, which is the first step
in the creative process.

Rig Veda 10.121, the hymn praising the Golden Embryo, was itself used in Vedic
ritual. As pointed out by Jan Gonda, the entire hymn was “enjoined upon those who
perform the anavalobhana ritual, which is to prevent any disturbance of the embryo and
in the name-giving ritual which was an act of creation.”*® Gonda argues that Prajapati’s
“creative and preservative power” was called upon in such rituals during the transitional
periods of conception and childbirth.?” Through the praise of the original birth of
Prajapati, each birth became a ritual reenactment of the hymn, and the practitioners used

the power of the spoken words to influence the god and insure a safe birth.

The Lord of Creatures
Three key factors lead to Prajapati’s first creation: the mind (manah), desire
(kama), and heat (tapas), each of which is illustrated in RV 10.129.3d-4b:

tapasas tan mahindjayataikem
kamas tad agre sam avartatadhi
manaso retah prathamam yad asit

That one arose through the power of heat.
Desire came upon that one in the beginning;
that was the first seed of mind.

3 Kramrisch 1962, 143.
% Ibid., 143.
3¢ Gonda 1982, 133; cf. A$valayana Grhyaparisista 11 and Baudhdyana Grhyasitra 2.1.24
37 1
Ibid., 133.
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Wendy Doniger describes this tapas as “the heat generated by ritual activity and by
physical mortification of the body.”** According to the Aitareya Brahmana, after
Prajapati conceived the desire to multiply, he practices fapas, and thus Agni was born
from the earth, Vayu from the atmosphere, and Aditya from the heavens. His tapas also
created the Vedas.™ Just as the embryo was born from the tapas of the waters, so
Prajapati creates the gods and source of Vedic knowledge itself. In addition, the
Satapatha Brahmana attributes the birth of Vac, or “word” (the equivalent of the Greek
logos), to Prajapati.*® Therefore, this one god has created the heaven and earth, the gods,
and the ability to communicate.

Mircea Eliade views the ascetic activity of Prajapati’s efforts (through fapas) not
only as creative, but also sexual. Both tapas and another word associated with Prajapati’s
creations, visyj, “to emit,” he says, “can have indirect or implied sexual connotations, for
asceticism and sexuality are intimately connected in Indian religious thought.”*' As
stated previously, the embryo from which Prajapati was born was of an androgynous
nature, and it is natural to assume from Prajapati’s acts of self-procreation that he himself

was to some extent androgynous.

The Dying and Rising God

Not only does Prajapati self-procreate in order to populate the cosmos, but his
own body becomes part of the cosmic system through sacrifice. Other Vedic texts
describe how the various body parts of the god compose the universe in the macrocosm,
and the sacrificial altar in the microcosm.* This is reminiscent of the Vedic Purusa, or
the “Cosmic Man,” worshipped in Rig Veda 10.90, the Purusa-Sitkta. The opening of that
hymn describes this primordial man:

saharasirsa purusah
sahasraksah sahasrapat
sa bimim visvato vrtva
aty atisthad dasangulam

** Doniger 1981, 26 n. 3.

3 AB 5.32.

“$B6.1.1.9.

I Eliade 1978, 228.

“2$B 1.6.3.35-36, 11.1.6.1.2.
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The Man has a thousand heads,

a thousand eyes, a thousand feet.

He pervaded the earth on all sides and

extended beyond it as far as ten fingers (RV 10.90.1)
Prajapati is described in the same way in Rig Veda 10.121 as he “who has the quarters of
the sky as his two arms.” (vastemah pradiso yasya bahii).** This line can be interpreted
as being a direct reference to Purusa, and this is the understanding in the Satapatha
Brahmana, in which the “vital airs” composed Purusa, who is said to become Prajapati
and also Agni.** The dismemberment of the primordial god continues the process of
disintegration that began with the birth of the Hiranyagarbha.*’

The Rig Veda hymn indicates that the dismemberment of Purusa is sacrificial, *°
but in the Satapatha Brahmana, Prajapati is restored in the creation of the sacrificial altar
of Agni. SB 10.4.2 describes the dismembered Prajapati in terms of the annual calendar,
each piece being a brick. Therefore, when the priests reassemble the altar, according to
Mircea Eliade, the sacrifice performed “repeats the primordial act of creation and
guarantees the continuity of the world for the following year.”*’ This act of reunification
also affects the individual, and the sacrificer is said to undergo an initiation rite, sharing
in the dismemberment and rebirth of Prajapati when he builds the altar.*® As Brian Smith
says, “Each sacrifice expresses and regenerates the sacrificer’s atman, and the sacrificial
life of the individual is like a canvas on which is painted the picture of the self.”* On the
metaphorical level, the sacrifice represents a reunification, a return to the source. On the
level of individual religious practice, however, the sacrifice is a ritual death and rebirth,
which the practitioner accomplishes by reenacting the dismemberment and reassembling
of the god. William Mahony describes the ritual as a “dramatic form” of the “struggle

between the forces of life and being against the powers of death and nonbeing.””°

“ RV 10.121.4c.

* Doniger 1981,29 n. 7, cf. SB 6.1.1.2-6.

* The concept of a cosmic man, macranthropy, is pervasive in ancient mythology. Thomas McEvilley lists
comparanda from Egypt with Amon-Re, from Mesopotamia with Marduk, and Zeus from Greece
(McEvilley 2002, 24-27). Wendy Doniger argues that the dismemberment of the cosmic man is specifically
an Indo-European feature, such as with the Norse figure Ymir (Doniger 1981, 31 n. 2).

“RV 10.90.6.

*7 Eliade 1978, 229.

8 SB 10.4.2.29. Rebirth of the sacrificer is also expressed in SB 7.3.1.12 and 11.2.6.13.

* Smith 1986, 80.

% Mahony 1998, 142.

12



Through both the ritual and the text, the individual can participate on a microcosmic scale
in the defragmentation and reintegration of the universe through his worship of the god.
This not only gives him a special knowledge of the gods and the cosmos, but also enables

him to overcome death.

Poetics of the Rig Veda

As we saw in the introduction, the words of the hymns themselves held power to
the Vedic poets. They used a number of literary tools in order to capture the god’s
attention and gain the desired effect. Calvert Watkins identifies the following methods:
metrics, phonetic figures, formulas, and themes.”' According to Watkins:

The function of such figures of sound and grammar is indexical:
they serve to point to the message, the poetic text, and call
attention to it. Phonetic and grammatical figure may also have an
iconic function, and serve as a verbal ‘picture’ of the notion...>*

The poets and those participating in the ritual used the texts as a means to communicate
with the divine. The poetry itself was considered to be divinely inspired.’® From a more
practical perspective, it should also be remembered that the Vedic literature was

. . 4
composed and preserved orally, and such features would be mnemonic devices.’

Metrics

As Gregory Nagy observes in his comparison between Indic and Greek meter,
Vedic meters are “few in number, but flexible in pattern.”>> The meters of both RV
10.121 and 10.129 are tristhubh, which contains four feet of hendecasyllables. This meter
tends to have an iambic opening, a caesura after the fourth or fifth foot, and limits double
shorts to syllables five and six or six and seven. As Nagy argues, the meter tends to

mirror syntactical boundaries: a verse line is equivalent to a sentence, and the caesura

! Watkins 1995, 28-49.

52 bid., 29.

53 See, for example, RV 10.129.4.
* Watkins 1995, 55.

> Nagy 1974, 4.

13



will fall in a logical position.>® Therefore, when words or syllables fall outside their
natural metrical boundary, it is usually deliberate, and the poet is drawing attention to that
piece of the text. Paul Thieme called such irregularities Sprachmalerei, or “language
painting,” and as Tatyana Elizarenkova summarizes, “These irregularities symbolize the
events described in the hymn....”>” RV 10.121.5b features such an irregularity. The
caesura of the second foot falls in the middle of the word stabhitam:

vena svah sta || bhitam yena nakah

by whom the dome of the sky was supported
The poet is calling attention to the participle, meaning “fixed, established, supported.”>®
As previously stated, one of the main acts of Prajapati was the separation of heaven and
earth, creating the middle space,®® and the poet has highlighted this act in his use of the
meter.

RV 10.129 also uses meter in order to point to central themes, but here the poet
uses repetition at the caesura as opposed to irregularities. In the first two feet of verse
one, no, “not,” is the last syllable before the caesura:

nasad asin no || sad asit tadanim

nasid rajo no || vvoma paro yat

There was neither non-existence nor existence then;
there was neither the realm of space nor the sky which is
beyond (RV 10.129.1a-b).

The emphasis is on the absence of dualities. Again in the last foot of verse one and the
first foot of verse two, asit, “there was,” precedes the caesura:
ambhah kim asid || gahanam gabhiram

na mrtyur asid || amrtam na tarhi

Was there water, bottomlessly deep?
There was neither death nor immortality then (RV
10.129.1c-d).

* 1bid., 15.

37 Elizarenkova 1995, 116; cf. Thieme 1972, 64-81.
58 Monier-Williams 1964.

Cf. page 9.
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The poet is again emphasizing the present state of nothingness, with the verb “to be”
repeatedly being negated. Lastly, the word veda precedes the caesura in the first and last
foot of verse six and in the last foot of verse seven, the end of the hymn:

ko addha veda || ka iha pra vocat
Who really knows? Who will here proclaim it? (RV
10.129.6a).

nathd ko veda || yata abhabhiiva
Who then knows whence it has arisen? (RV 10.129.6d).

so anga veda || yadi va na veda
Only he knows—or perhaps he does not know (RV
10.129.7d).
Just as the presence of nothingness was emphasized in the preceding examples, here the

uncertainty of knowledge is highlighted. Especially in the last line, even after the poet has

answered his question, after the caesura he negates himself.

Phonetic Themes

An interesting aspect of RV 10.121 and 10.129 is that the name of the god,
Prajapati, is only used once; otherwise, the god is either referred to by means of a
pronoun or indirectly. Tatyana Elizarenkova argues: “The name of the lauded deity can
be directly expressed in the hymn, and sometimes it appears as a distinct pattern,
embroidered on the canvas, as it were, of the metrical scheme. It can also be indicated by
sound-hints intertwined in the hymn’s texture.”® The purpose of such references can be
to attract the attention of the god, or, as might be the case more for RV 10.129 than
10.121, to address an unknown god. Jan Gonda, in his discussion of epithets, argues that
in such situations, the poet would “attempt to be sure of the right appellation—that is to
say to approach the god in the right way, to enter into relation with that side of his
personality which may help or assist the worshipper—by enumerating a long series of

names, additional appellations and epithets.”®’

This comes through most in RV 10.121,
in the many indirect references to Prajapati as patih, “lord,” or eka, “the One,” and the

repetition of various forms of the verb jan, “to be born.”

8 Elizarenkova 1995, 124.
" Gonda 1959, 33-34.
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According to Elizarenkova’s analysis, the most important position in the foot is
the beginning, the second being the end: “The pada [foot] beginning is the strongest
position not only for rhythmic but also for phonetic hints at the name of the deity being
praised.”®* She extends this argument by observing that the name of the god, or a
corresponding pronoun, can begin each stanza in certain hymns, such as RV 10.121.%
Out of twenty-five feet, twenty begin with a reference to the god, two end with a
reference, and there are eleven other references throughout. These include the one name,
Prajapati, two references to the embryo (garbhah), four references to “the One” (ekah)
one personal pronoun (sah), twenty-one relative pronouns grouped by case (yah, yasya,
yena, yam), eight interrogative pronouns (all in the repeated foot, kasmai devaya havisa
vidhema, at the end of each verse), seven forms of the verb jan, and two forms of patih.**

It is obvious from examining the hymn that these thematic references also
function as phonetic features. They create thymes and repetitions in almost every line.
For example, the first three feet of the second verse all have yasya in the same position,

not only thematically, but also metrically and syntactically:

va atmada baladd yasya visva
upasate prasisam yasya devah
yvasya chayamrtam yasya mrtyuh

who gives life, who gives strength,
whose command all the gods, his own, obey;
his shadow is immortality—and death (RV 10.121.2a-c).

Again, in the first three feet of verse four, yasya is at the beginning of each foot:

yasyeme himavanto mahitva
yasya samudram rasayd sahahuh
yasyemah pradiso yasya bahii

He who through his power owns these snowy mountains,
and the ocean together with the river Rasa, they say;
who has the quarters of the sky as his two arms (RV 10.121.4a-c).

In the second and third foot of verse nine, yah and jajana frame the foot:

yo va divam satyadharma jajana

52 Elizarenkova 1995, 118. Note that each Vedic verse is composed of four feet, or padas.
63 Ta;
Ibid., 119.

54 See Table 1 on pages 47-48 for a complete analysis of epithets and their metrical positions.
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yas capas candra brhatir jajana

He who fathered the earth and created the sky, whose laws are true,

who created the high, shining waters (RV 10.121.9b-c).
This use of phonetics together with the meter all serve to draw attention to certain words,
in this case to the most important words: references to the god, both his name and his

function.

Formulae

From the perspective of oral composition and preservation, the use of formulae is
one of the most important tools for the poet. Calvert Watkins distinguishes two major
groups of formulae in Indo-European poetry: simple designators, which are symbolic
signs; and complex figures, which are connectors.® Simple formulas can further be
broken down into quantifiers, whose purpose is to “designate the totality of the notion,”
and qualifiers, whose purpose is to “intensify the argument.” The function of complex
formulae, such as merisms, is symbolic: “they point to, or make reference to, another
entity.”® Each type of formula can be found in RV 10.121 and 10.129.

Watkins’ simple quantifier formulas are the most prevalent in the two hymns,
occurring six times. One way this type of formula can be formed is by the pairing of the
argument with its negated argument, as in the following examples:

na asad asin no sad asit

There was neither non-existence nor existence (RV 10.129.1a).

na mrtyur asid amrtan na tarhi
There was neither death nor immortality (RV 10.129.2.a).

yvasya chaya amrtam yasya mrtyuh

His shadow is immeortality and death (RV 10.121.2c¢).
The purpose of these formulas is to express the “totality of notion,” in the first two, the
completeness of the nothingness. By making the hypothesis that there was neither
nothing nor the opposite, the poet encompasses the depth of emptiness before the first

creation distinguished being from non-being. As for the last example, the poet uses the

8 Watkins 1995, 46.
% 1bid., 44.
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formula to express the totality of Prajapati’s nature, and perhaps to allude to the god’s
dismemberment and reunification.
Another form of quantifying formula is the pairing of the argument with its
counter argument, as in the following cases:
na ratrya ahna asit praketah

There was no sign of night nor day (RV 10.129.2b).

sa dadhdara prthivim dyam utemam
He held in place the earth and this sky (RV 10.121.1c).

vena dyaur ugrd prthivi ca drlha

He by whom the awesome sky and the earth were made firm (RV

10.121.5¢).
Again, the function in this case is to illustrate totality. The argument and counter
argument are even consistently next to each other in the line, further strengthening the
contrast. The simple qualifier formula, on the other hand, consists of an argument paired
with a synonymous argument, such as:

nasid rajo no vyomd paro yat

There was neither the realm of space nor the sky (RV 10.129.1b).

The “realm of space” and the “sky” both signify similar principles, and therefore the
function of this formula is to intensify the notion. In each case listed, the poet uses the
formula to draw attention, both of the worshipper and the god, to his message.

Complex formulas, on the other hand, have not only a symbolic function, but also
an indexical function: “They point to, or make reference to, another entity.” One such
example is in the form of a merism, defined by Watkins as “a bipartite noun phrase
consisting of two nouns in a copulative relation (A and B), two nouns which share most

of their semantic features, and together serve to designate globally a higher concept C,”%

as follows:
ya ise asya dvipadas catuspadah
He who rules over his two-footed and four-footed creatures (RV
10.121.c).

* Ibid., 45.
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The “higher concept” designated here is all of creation over which Prajapati is lord.
According to Watkins, such a formula is a metonymic figure, “based on a relation of
contiguity.”®®

Each of these poetic figures—metrics, phonetics, themes, and formula—work
together in order to create an elaborate pattern within the text. The meter of the verse
often dictates the formation of the formulas and themes, and phonetic repetitions and
echoes are often formed as a result of the grammar and syntax within a formula or theme.

Used together, the poet can shape his text in order to bring focus to his major themes and

purposes. At the same time such devices aid in oral composition and memorization.

Conclusion

An examination of the text of the Rig Veda reveals a wide range of religious
experience for the worshipper, from the poetics of the text itself to the truth of existence
and its origins. He at once participates in the first birth in the Hiranyagarbha, Prajapati’s
creation of the cosmos, gods, and humans, and in the ritualistic dismemberment and
reintegration of the god who forms the universe in the macrocosm and the sacrificial altar
in the microcosm. As the Vedic texts were intended for ritual use, they serve as much
more than pleasing poetry or instructive stories: “This speech was regarded as the
supreme cosmogonic force, linked to sacrifice and mediation between gods and men.”®
In the end, the worshipper who uses the text in the ritual sacrifice reenacts physically and

verbally the death and rebirth of Prajapati, and there he himself becomes a source of

creation, a microcosm of the universe, and can even overcome death.

8 1bid., 46.
% Elizarenkova 1995, 111.
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CHAPTER 2

PROTOGONOS IN ORPHIC TEXTS

Introduction

In this chapter, we will examine the role of Protogonos in the Orphic texts.
Protogonos is the Orphic equivalent of Vedic Prajapati in several ways: he is the first god
born from a cosmic egg, he is the creator of the universe, and in the figure of Dionysus—
a direct descendant of Protogonos—worshippers participate in his death and rebirth. As
in the previous chapter, we will first examine Protogonos, along with his successors—
Zeus and Dionysus—in Orphic mythology. Then, the chapter will offer a poetic analysis
of the Orphic texts. As we will see, the poetics of these sacred texts complement the roles
of the gods as creative figures.

Before we begin, however, several issues concerning Orphism need to be
addressed. Simply put, Orphism is the Greek religious movement that followed the
teachings of Orpheus, whose teachings concerned secrets of the afterlife and the nature of
the universe. However, both the history of Orphism and the nature of the Orphic texts are
far from simple. In many ways, the word “Orphism” should not be used, since there was
no single, uniform Orphic “religion.” Instead there were various communities all over the
Greek world that embraced Orpheus as a teacher and worshipped his gods in various
ways. As Martin West argues, the one uniting factor is simply the name of Orpheus:
ancient texts rarely speak of the “Orphics” or “Orphism” but instead talk about “the
words of Orpheus.” ™

Orpheus was the famous mythological musician who traveled to the underworld
in order to rescue his wife from death. Because he was able to return to the world of
mortals successfully, he was believed to have secret knowledge of the afterlife. Even
after he was dismembered by Thracian women, his head was said still to sing and give

prophecies. In Greece, he was embraced as a Thracian mystic bringing a

" West 1983, 3. For more definitions of “Orphism,” see Linforth 1941, 261-89; Guthrie 1952, 6-11; and
Graf and Johnston 2007, 50-51.
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characteristically “oriental” (from the Greek perspective) mythology to Greece, and the
popularity of his theogony rivaled that of Hesiod. A crucial question for our study of
Orphism is to what extent it is a Greek or foreign religion. Many elements of Orphism are
undeniably oriental in nature, but does that mean that we should agree with E. R. Dodds
in saying that Orphism must have been borrowed from Thrace? On the other hand, were
the seeds of Orphism present from early on in the development of Greek religion, either
because of some Indo-European ancestry or from early influence from the Near East? As
before with the Vedic material, the answer to this question will be crucial to
understanding the relationship between the Orphic and Vedic material.

The sixth century saw an influx of theogonies with oriental motifs in Greece
during the Orientalizing period.”' During the fifth century, Bacchic communities were
developing in Greece and in its colonies on the Black Sea and Italy.”* By the Classical
period in Athens, we have several references to the Orphic tradition in authors such as
Herodotus and Euripides. In the second half of the fifth century, complete theogonies
attributed to Orpheus were being compiled and grew in popularity.”® Between the late
fifth and early fourth century, the famous papyrus from Derveni was written.”* Orphic
texts continued to circulate into the Hellenistic and Roman periods, and Orphic
philosophy was later studied by early Christian writers and embraced by the Neo-
Platonists.

The Orphic texts come to us in several forms. The oldest is the Derveni
papyrus,’® which is unique in that it is a commentary on an existing Orphic theogony.
The commentator provides a line-by-line analysis of an Orphic theogony (called the
Protogonos Theogony by West). According to later writers, there were two other
theogonies of Orpheus in circulation during the Classical and Hellenistic periods: a
theogony according to Hieronymus and one according to Eudemus (called by West the
Hieronyman and Eudemian Theogonies).”’ In the late Hellenistic period, all the existing

Orphic theogonies were compiled into the Rhapsodic Theogony, which is the most well-

! See, for example, West 1971.

7 West 1983, 259.

7 Ibid., 260.

74 Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou 2006, 8-9.

” West 1983, 262.

7 For the most recent and complete text, see Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou 2006.
77 West 1983, 68-69.
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known and quoted by the Neo-Platonists.”® Besides the theogonies, a set of hymns
attributed to Orpheus were composed between the first and fourth centuries A.D.
Athanassakis argues for the earlier part of this period because of “the relative purity of

the language and the nearly flawless hexameter.” "

For our purposes, we will look at the
Derveni papyrus, some of the Orphic hymns, and a number of fragments preserved in
later writers. These include the Neo-Platonists Damascius, Olympiodorus, Syrianus, and
his student Proclus, working in the later fifth through early sixth centuries A.D., and the

early Christian writers Athenagoras (A.D. 133-190) and Eusebius (A.D. 275-339). 80

The Orphic Theogony

The Birth of Protogonos

Just as we saw in Vedic mythology, the beginning of time in the Orphic theogony
is characterized by chaos and a lack of form. According to the Hieronyman Theogony, as
summarized by Damascius, the first elements were water and mud, from which the earth
was created (“Y8wp Av, dnoty, ¢€ aoxne, kai BAn, €€ g éndyn 1 yi”, Vo tavtag
&pxac brotibéuevog TpdTov, Bwp kai yiv).* The first deities to come into existence
were abstract and included Time (Xpdvog), Air (AiB€pa), and Chaos (Xdog). An Orphic

verse preserved in Proclus describes the shapelessness of the universe at this stage in its

development:
AiBépa uev Xpbvog obtog &yfpaog, deditduntig
Yeivarto kai péya xdopa teAwptlov Evha kat évoa.
This Time unaging, of immortal resource, begot Aither
and a great Chasm, vast this way and that (Procl. in Plat. Rempubl.
2.138.14-15).%
" Ibid., 261.

7 Athanassakis 1977, viii.

% These fragments have been compiled in Kern 1963 and Bernabé 2004. When available, I will reference
the original text, along with the entry in both Kern and Bernabé. As many of these texts are complicated
and difficult to find, I have included as much of the Greek text as is reasonable.

8! Damasc., De princ. 1.317.15 (B. 76-80, K. 54).

%2 Cf. B. 105, K. 66; trans. West 1983, 198.
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Similar to the description of the universe in RV 10.129, existence begins with a lack of
distinction. Instead, abstract gods are created to convey the empty space: time is without
age, while the air and the chasm are similar in their vastness. The first tangible object to
appear is the primordial egg, which holds the first god who, according to Damascius, was
“expressible and acceptable to human ears” (pdTnG pnTdV TL £X00VGTG KAL COUUETPOV
PO AvOpWTWYV &Kod),™ Protogonos.

The cosmic egg is one of the most characteristic motifs of the Orphic cosmogony,
apparently so well known that it is even referenced in Aristophanes’ Birds, in his account
of the birth of Eros.™ Several descriptions of the egg survive in the Orphic fragments.
Damascius quotes the following verse:

énerta &' revle péyag Xpdvog aibépt diw

WEOV APYVPEOV.

Then great Time fashioned from (or in) divine Aither a bright
white egg (Damasc. De princ. 1.318.6).%

Elsewhere, Damascius describes the egg as a “bright chiton” (&pyfita x1t®va), from
which the god “leapt out” (ék8pcioker).*® The birth of the god from the egg is essentially
the moment of creation. Previously, the universe was without shape, but the splitting of
the egg causes the universe to be divided in half. Athenagoras, in his summary of the
Hieronyman Theogony, gives the following description:

o0tog 0 ‘HpakAfg éyévvnoev Unepuéyedeg @bv, 0
cuumAnpovpevov Vo Plag Tod yeyevvnkAOTog €K
napatpifiic ig 800 £ppdyn. TO PV 0DV KATE KOPLPTV
a0Tod OVpavoC eivat Etedéodn, T 8¢ kdtw EvexOev Iy
npofiAfe &€ kal Bed¢ T yn Srowpatog.

This Heracles (= Chronos) generated a huge egg, which,
being filled full, by the force of its engenderer was broken
in two from friction. Its crown became the heaven, and
what had sunk downwards, earth. There also came forth an
incorporeal god (Athenag., Pro Christian. 18.5.1-5.5).*’

% Cf. B. 75-80, K. 54.

 Ar. Birds, 693-703. See page 25 for the association between Protogonos and Eros.
% Damasc. De princ. 1.111.17-18 (B. 114, K. 70); trans. West 1983, 198.

% Damasc. De princ. 1.317.4 (B. 90, K. 60).

%7 Cf. B. 75-80, K. 57; trans. West 1983, 180.
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When Protogonos emerges, an essential duality is created: heaven and earth. Damascius,
in his analysis of the Hieronyman Theogony, elaborates on the dualism, which, according
to him, starts inside the egg itself. He describes the egg as having both male and female
elements, the “dyad of two natures” (1] dvag TV €v abT® POGEWV, GPPEVOS Kal
OnAeiag).®® Along with the duality of male and female comes “the plurality of the various
seeds between” (kal TV €V péow mavtoiwy orepudtwy 10 TARG0S).* The egg naturally
provides a creative environment. Previously, Chronos had “fashioned” the egg, or the egg
“came into being,” but with the distinction between male and female elements, actual
procreation can take place.””

The god who emerges from the egg is literally called the “First-born,” or
Protogonos. He is a god characterized by plurality: he is both male and female, he has
zoomorphic features from various animals, and he has a number of aliases and attributes.
The names given to him illustrate the various aspects of his nature, mostly his creative
aspect. In the Hieronyman Theogony, he is called Protogonos, Phanes, Zeus, and Pan,
while in the Rhapsodies he is additionally called Metis, Eros, Erikepaios, and Bromios.
The name Protogonos, as previously said, identifies him as the first god to be born. The

1
»91 reflects

name Phanes, which West translates as “the one who makes (or is) Manifest,
his solar nature, as described in one of the Orphic hymns:

800wV 0 OKOTOEGOAV ATNUAVPpWOAG OpixAnv
Tavn d1vnbeig TepOywV PLTai§ Kata KOOSOV
AQUTIPOV AywV @A0G ayvov, &' o0 o€ PAVNTA KIKANOKW

You scattered the dark mist that lay before your eyes
and, flapping your wings, you whirled about, and throughout this world
you brought pure light. For this I call you Phanes. "

He is called Zeus because, as we will see in the next section, Zeus swallows Protogonos

and absorbs his powers. Pan, as West argues, is a later Hellenistic syncretization, derived

% Damasc. De princ. 1.318.19 (B. 75-80, K. 54). This description of a “bisexual” egg makes sense
considering that it is seen as both a womb and seed. For more on early Greek concepts of embryonic
development, see Baldry 1932.

% Damasc. De princ. 1.318.19-20 (B. 75-80, K. 54).

% West 1983, 200.

°! Ibid., 203.

2 Orphic Hymn 6; trans. Athanassakis 1977, 11 (complete text in appendix).
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from the meaning of T&v as “a cosmic sense of the All.”**> Metis adds to the god’s
androgynous nature, and she is also related to Zeus in that he also swallows her and
absorbs her powers, just as in Hesiod’s Theogony. The name Eros shows a syncretization
with Hesiod and complements Protogonos’ creative role. Erikepaios is obscure and of
unknown foreign origin.’* Finally, Bromios, or “roaring” is a common epithet for
Dionysus, and as we will see, in many ways Dionysus resembles Protogonos. In a sense,
then, the names attributed to Protogonos allude to what is to come in the fulfillment of
the Orphic theogony, from the first king of the gods to the last.

The male and female nature of the egg is manifested again in the sexuality of
Protogonos. The androgyny of this god is attested in an Orphic verse preserved by
Proclus:

ONALG Kol yevETwp Kpatepog Be0g "Hpikemaiog

The mighty god Erikepaios (=Protogonos) is female and male.”

Just as the egg represented both female and male procreativity, so does that god produced
from the egg. His nature is even more divided in the numerous animals depicted on him
(Figure 1). Damascius describes him as “an incorporeal god with golden wings on his
shoulders, bulls’ heads growing upon his flanks, and on his head a monstrous serpent,
presenting the appearance of all kinds of animal forms” (6e0v dowpatov, Ttépuyag emt
TV Ouwv #xovta Xpuodg, 0¢ év uév Taic Aaydot TpoomeQUKLIiaG eixe TabpwV KEPAAAS,
émi 8¢ tic keQaAfis Spdrovra meAwpiov TavTodamaic Hop@aic Onpiwy ivdaAAduevov).”
Proclus also includes “bright-eyed lions” to the list of heads born by the god.®” This
abundance of animal motifs, along with the god’s androgyny, highlights his creative
potential.

Because Protogonos has the sexual organs of both genders, he is unique in his

ability to mate with himself in order to give birth to the gods. In a verse quoted by

% West 1983, 205.

% For a discussion of possible meanings, see Ibid., 205-6.

% Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.429.30 (B. 128, K. 81).

% Damasc. De princ. 1.318.21-319.1 (B. 75-80, K. 54); trans. West 1983, 178-9.
7 Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.427.24 (K. 79).
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Proclus, he is said to bear the seed of the gods (ufittv omépua @épovta OedkAvtov).”
The creative process begins when desire arises in the god’s heart:

nowpaivwv mpamidesotv avoupatov wkvv "Epwra.

pasturing in his heart swift eyeless love (Procl. in Plat. Tim 2.85.27).%

As described by West, this form of love is “peculiar in being ‘eyeless,” not derived from
sight of another,” because love is often conceived through the eyes in Greek literature. '
Protogonos gives birth to the first gods, among whom is Echidna, who shares his nature
of having zoomorphic features. Unlike when Zeus gives birth to Athena from his head or
Dionysus from his thigh, both of whom were previously carried by a woman, Protogonos
literally and completely gives birth from his own womb, as quoted by Athenagoras:

&v de davng ANV yeVENV TEKVWDOATO detviv

vndvog € iepfic, mpoo1delv @oPepwnov "Exidvav.

And Phanes gave birth to another terrible offspring
from his sacred womb, Echidna, frightening to see (Athenag. Pro
Christian. 20.4.7-9).""!

In addition to giving birth to the first gods, he also creates order in the universe, as in the
following verse quoted by Proclus:

unoatd T GAANY yodav anelpitov, v te ceEANVNY
&Odvator kAnlovoy, £nxO6vion 8¢ te urvny,
N OAA' oUpe' €xel, TOAN' dotea, moAAa péAeOpar

And he invented the rest of the boundless earth, and the moon
which the immortals and those upon the earth celebrate,

who holds many mountains, many cities, and many halls (Procl. in Plat.
Tim. 2.48.19.21).'%

In another verse quoted by Syrianus, he is credited with setting the gods and mortals in

their place (tdv 160" éEAov Siéveiue Beoic Ovnrolof te kdouov). '

% Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.451.3 (B. 140, K. 85).

% B. 142, K. 82; trans. West 1983, 207.

1 1bid., 207.

101 B, 84-85, K. 58.

02K 91.

19 Syrianus in Aristot. Metaphys. 182.13 (K. 108).
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Such is the beginning in the Orphic theogony. After Protogonos arranges the
universe, the theogony continues much as it does in Hesiod following the succession
myth of Ouranos, Kronos, and Zeus. Unlike in Hesiod, the dualistic nature seen in
Protogonos remains a constant motif in the Orphic theogony, one that reappears in Zeus

and Dionysus.

The Creation of Zeus

The role of Zeus in the Orphic theogony differs greatly from his traditional role in
Hesiod. Whereas in Hesiod, Zeus establishes his authority through a series of battles, in
the Orphic tradition, he takes on a creative role, therefore continuing in the tradition of
Protogonos. By combining the meaning from a number of fragments, it is clear that Zeus
is instructed by Night (who plays a prophetic role in the Orphic tradition) to swallow
Protogonos, and therefore absorb the god’s powers. This act is described in the Derveni
papyrus, although there is debate of the meaning of the word aidoiov, as seen in the
following translations:

“Mpwtoydvov PactAéws aidolov Td1 &’ Epa TAVTES

&Odvatol mpocé@uv udkapeg Ogol Rde Oéatvat

Kal Totapol Kal Kpfjvat énfpatio GAAa te Tdvty,

Jooa T6T’ Ty Yeya®dT’, avtdg 8 dpa podvog #yevro.” (Col. XVI 3-6).'™

The penis of the first-born king, and on him there grew
all the immortals, blessed gods and goddesses,

the rivers, lovely springs and all the rest,

all that had then been born; he himself alone became. 105

Of the First-born king, the reverend one; and upon him all

the immortals grew, blessed gods and goddesses

and rivers and lovely springs and everything else

that had then been born; and he himself became the sole one. '

Confusion arises because aidolov can either be taken as a neuter object meaning
“genitals” (as in Richard Janko’s translation), or a masculine adjective meaning “revered”

modifying an implied “Protogonos” (as in Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and

19 Greek text taken from Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou 2006.

195 Trans. Janko 2002, 33.

1% Trans. Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou 2006, 134. West takes the same meaning in his
translation in West 1983, 88.
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Tsantsanoglou’s translation).'”” Whatever the case, the outcome is the same for our
purposes. Everything that had previously been created directly or indirectly by
Protogonos is now reunited within the belly (or womb) or Zeus. Another fragment
preserved in Proclus makes it clear that Zeus also took on Protogonos’ power:

WG tote Mpwtoydvoro xavwv pévog "Hpikemaiov
TV TévTwv dépac eixev £f Evi yaotépt koiAn,
Uie §' £0i¢ pueAéeoot B0l dUvapiv te kai GAKNY,
TOUVEKA 0LV TQ TAvTa Atd¢ TEALV €vtog €TUXON>.

So then, by engulfing Erikepaios the Firstborn,

he had the body of all things in his belly,

and he mixed into his own limbs the god’s power and strength.

Because of this, together with him, everything came to be again inside
Zeus (Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.324.29-7).'%®

Because Zeus has assumed Protogonos’ powers, we can assume that he also assumed his
ability to give birth. He is therefore able to reenact the original creation. The body of
Zeus becomes a microcosm for all existence, much like the Vedic figure of Purusa. A so-
called “Hymn to Zeus” can be found in many Orphic contexts detailing all the attributes
of Zeus in this context. An extended version is quoted in Eusebius, the beginning of
which is as follows:

ZeUG TPQOTOG YEVETO, ZELG VOTATOG GPYIKEPALVOG,
ZeUG Ke@aAR, Zevg péooa, A10G ' €k mavta TETUKTAL.
ZeUG Gponv YEVETO, ZeLG APO1TOG EMAETO VOUQP).
ZeLg uOUNV yaing te Kat o0pavod GoTepOEVTOG.
ZeUg PaotAelg, ZeLg abToOC amdvTwy dpxtyEéveOAog.

Zeus was born first, Zeus last, god of the bright bolt:

Zeus is the head, Zeus the middle, from Zeus are all things made.

Zeus was male, Zeus was an immortal nymph.

Zeus is the foundation of the earth and starry heaven.

Zeus the king, Zeus the ruler of all, god of the bright bolt (Euseb., Praep.
ev. 3.9.2.1-2.5).'”

%7 For more discussion on the meaning of this word, see Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou
2006, 26-28 and Brisson 2003. Burkert argues that protogonou in this line is a reference to Ouranos
because of his connection with “the sun” which is discussed by the Derveni commentator (Burkert 2004,
92). Brisson convincingly argues against this interpretation based on the strong association between the
epithet and Phanes. In addition, as seen in the next verse quoted from Proclus, Burkert’s interpretation is
not consistent with the Orphic theogony attested elsewhere.

198 K. 167; trans. West 1983, 89 (complete text in appendix).

199 K. 168; trans. Ibid., 89-90. Lines 1-2 and 5 are also attested in the Derveni papyrus (in the appendix)
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Many aspects of this poem are reminiscent of Protogonos. There is an altered form of the
god’s epithet in the first line (mp&tog yéveto = Protogonos), and Zeus is attributed with
all of creation in line two. In addition, here Zeus is explicitly made androgynous in the
third line: being both male and a nymph, and in the fourth line, he also contains the
duality of earth and heaven. Looking back on the names given to Protogonos in the
beginning of the theogony, we can now see why he would be so closely identified with

. 110
Zeus. In a sense, Zeus becomes Protogonos when he swallows him.

Dionysus, the Heir of Protogonos
As previously stated, Protogonos is also identified with Dionysus through the

epithet, Bromios. '

Many of Dionysus’ well-known characteristics can be compared to
Protogonos: he is a god of dualities (including male and female), he often assumes the
form of a bull, and he has a strong mystery cult following that is often linked with
Orpheus even in Antiquity.''> However, the Dionysus of the Orphic tradition is much
more intimately connected to Protogonos and serves as a central figure of worship. In the
opening of Orphic Hymn 30, he is given a list of epithets that also allude to Protogonos:

pwtdyovov, dipui, Tpiyovov, Bakyelov dvakta,

&yprov, Gppnrov, kpv@lov, diképwta, dipoppov,

Primeval, two-natured, thrice-born, Bacchic lord,

savage, ineffable, secretive, two-horned, and two-shaped (Orphic Hymn
30), 112

What Apostolos Athanassakis translates as “primeval” is a direct allusion to the name of
Protogonos; and like his predecessor, Dionysus is two-natured, two-horned, two-shaped,
and secretive; his dualistic nature is here highlighted. He is called thrice-born because in

the Orphic genealogy, he is the son of Zeus and Persephone,''* a fact that is sometimes

"% 1bid., 204.

"1 This name is attested in Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.336.9 (K. 170).
12 See, for example, Herodotus 2.81.

13 Trans. Athanassakis 1977, 43.

" Orphic Hymn 30.6-7.
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reconciled with Hesiod and Homer by having Dionysus reborn from Semele and then
Zeus, as in the popular tradition. '

In the Orphic tradition, Dionysus is much more than the god of the vine; he is a
dying and rising fertility god and a source of personal salvation for those who worship
him. Eusebius recounts the story of the death of Dionysus, saying that the Titans boil the
dismembered limbs of the child Dionysus in a kettle (ol 8¢ Titaveg, ol Kal dlacTACAVTEG
a0Tdv, AEPntd Tiva tpinodt émbévteg kai Tob Atovioouv uBaldvteg Ta uEAN kadpouvv
npdtepov), then roast him on a spit (Enerta OPeAiokorg aunelpavreg velpexov
‘Hpaioto10), and eat the roasted “sacrificial meat” (tdya mov tfg KVIioNG TOV OMTWUEVWY
Kpe®V petadafwv). Athena rescues the heart of Dionysus, which is said to still be
beating (AONVa uv o0V v kapdiav Tod Atovioov Deelouévn TTaAAG £k ToD TdAAely
v kapdiav), from which Zeus is able to recreate the god and bring him back to life. In
his anger, Zeus strikes the Titans with a thunder bolt (kepavv® tovg Titdvag
aikietan).''® According to Olympiodorus, Zeus then creates a new race of mortals from
the ashes of the Titans (kai €k tH¢ aiOGANG TOV GTUOV TOV dvadobévtwy €€ avT@V UANG

yevouévng yevés®at Tovg avOpwmoug). '

That narrative is supported by the Orphic
hymn to the Titans:

apxal Kal mnyod tavtwy Ovnt@dv toAvudxdwv,
glvaAiwv Ttnv®V e Kal ot x0dva vagtdovotv:
€€ DPEWV yap TAoK TEAEL YEVEQ KATA KOGUOV.

From you stem all toiling mortals,
the creatures of the sea and of the land, and birds,

and all generations of this world come from you (Orphic Hymn 37.4-6).""®

Therefore, mortals embody the earthly aspects of the Titans as chthonic deities, along
with the smoke from the divine thunderbolt of Zeus. This combination of dualities
connects mortals to the long line of dualistic figures in the Orphic theogony, from

Protogonos to Dionysus.

"3 Athanassakis 1977, 121-122.

1 Euseb. Praep. ev. 2.3.25 (K. 35).

"7 Olympiod. in Plat. Phaedon. 2.21 (K. 220).
"8 Trans. Athanassakis 1977, 53.
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The story of Dionysus’ death and rebirth is of profound significance for the
followers of Orpheus. Early twentieth-century scholars tentatively suggested that there
might be a connection between Orphic doctrine and Dionysiac ritual; that hypothesis has
become increasingly accepted with the growing number of archaeological finds in the
second half of the century.'"” The most significant discoveries have been the famous
Orphic tablets: bone tablets in Olbia (figure 2) and gold leaves in Southern Italy both
often associated with graves. The three bone tablets found in the Black Sea in 1951 have

the following inscriptions:

Tablet A
Piog Bdvarog Biog Life death life
aAnBs1a truth

A16(vuoog) 'Op@ikoi or 'Op@ikdv Dio(nysus) Orphics [or Orphic]

Tablet B
glprivn TOAEUOG Pear war
aAnOeia Pebdog truth lie
Abv(voog) Dion(ysus)
Tablet C
A10(vuoo) Dio(nysus)
aAnOeia truth
oua Puxn body soul '

A number of conclusions can be drawn from these tablets. First, the Greek
community in Olbia was worshipping Dionysus and Orpheus together as early as the fifth
century B.C."*' More importantly for our purposes, it is clear that Dionysus and Orpheus
were paired with dualities, and they have a connection to the soul, life, and death. West
suggests that these tablets were a kind of membership token for the Orphics that would

serve as passports to the underworld. '** This suggestion is supported by the use of the

' Burkert 1977, Robertson 2002.

120 SEG 28.659-61. Text and translation from Graf and Johnston 2007, 185-187. First published by
Rusyaeva 1978. See also Tinnefeld 1980 and West 1983, 17.

12! For more on the Orphic following in Olbia, see West 1982.

2 West 1983, 18.
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gold tablets, which are clearly instructions for the deceased on navigating the underworld,
in Greece and Southern Italy.'*® One gold tablet found in Hipponion in 1969 reads:

The sacred path of Memory: when you are about to die.

In the well-fitting house of Hades: there is a spring to the right,
and a white cypress stands next to it:

There the souls of corpses go down and grow cold.

Don’t go near this spring.

In front of it you will find cold water flowing from

Memory from the lake: and there are guards standing near,

and they will ask you, speaking with prudence,

what you search for in the gloom of dark Hades.

Say: “I am a child of Earth and starry Heaven,

I am dry with thirst and ruined: but give me quickly

the cold water to drink of Memory from the lake.”

And indeed they will pity you, king, under the earth,

and indeed they will give of Memory from the lake to drink.
And indeed you, drinking it, will go on the sacred path which the others also,
the famous mystai and the bacchoi, marched on. '**

Again in this text, we see a strong connection between Orpheus and Dionysus, since these
tablets are clearly Orphic in content, and here explicitly for the bacchoi, the followers of
Dionysus. Also in this text, we have another duality, as in the bone tablets from Olbia, in
the phrase: “I am a child of Earth and starry Heaven.” This phrase, found in many of the
gold tablets, is an allusion to man’s Titanic nature, since according to the Orphic
theogony, man was created from the ashes of the Titans. 123

The implication drawn from these texts is that those initiated into the cult of
Dionysus received secret Orphic doctrines that enable them to have safe passage in the
underworld. Scholars such as West have argued that perhaps the initiation ritual
reenacted the dismemberment and rebirth of Dionysus, which would explain for the
Dionysiac practice of omophagia. In this case, the sacrificial animal would replace the
initiate at the last moment, and when the participants ate the raw flesh, they were in

essence eating the flesh of Dionysus. '*® In this way, the initiate assumes the powers of

123 For the most recent collection, see Graf and Johnston 2007; also in Carratelli 1975 and Zuntz 1971.

124 My translation based on Carratelli’s edition (Carratelli 1975, 39).

125 Also found in tablets from Petelia, line 6; Entella, line 12; Eleutherna (1-5), line 3; Mylopotamos, line 3;
Rethymnon 2, line 3; Pharsalos, line §; and in Tablet 29 (from an unknown place in Thessaly, from Graf
and Johnston’s edition), line 3. For a discussion on the interpretation of this phrase, see West 1983, 164-
166; Guthrie 1952, 174-175; and Seaford 1986, 5.

126 West 1983, 160.
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Dionysus and gains control over death. It should also be remembered that Dionysus
serves as the representative of his mother, Persephone. Another gold tablet from Pelinna,
which reads “Tell Persephone that Bacchios himself has set you free” (ginelv
Depospdvar 6°8T1 Bdkyiog adtog EAvoe), ' illustrates the importance of this relationship
to the deceased Orphic.

In conclusion, we can draw a line from the beginning of time, through
Protogonos, down to Dionysus and his followers. As seen in the tablet from Hipponion,
mortals are “the children of earth and heaven,” both of which were first created in the
breaking of the cosmic egg at Protogonos’ birth. But initiates also partake of the flesh of
Dionysus, assuming his powers over life and death, in the same way that Zeus had
swallowed Protogonos, and thereby taken on his powers of self-procreation. The one
constant feature continuous throughout is a dualistic nature. Protogonos was described as
both male and female; when Zeus swallows him, he is given a string of feminine
attributes. Dionysus is characteristically androgynous, and his worship shows a degree of
transvestism. '** Therefore, not only does the initiate conquer death, he participates in
(and more importantly, understands) a dualistic nature that reaches back to the beginning

of time and defines the nature of the universe.

Poetics of the Orphica

The power behind the actual words of the Orphic texts lies in their hidden
meaning. The commentator of the Derveni papyrus says “[Orpheus] himself did not

intend to say contentious riddles but rather great things in riddles” ([ke]i [Op@ev]g

129 and that

avt[o]g [€]lprot’ aiv[iyualta ovk fi0eAe Aéyery, [év aiv]iyuao[i]v 8¢ [uey]éAaq),
these words were for “[those] who are pure in hearing” (t]v dkonv [dyvevolvrag). " It

is clear throughout the Derveni papyrus that the commentator believes that even though

127 pelinna (II B 3) 2; cf. Robertson 2002, 219.

128 For example, when Pentheus dresses up as a woman in Euripides’ Bacchae, he begins to hallucinate, and
Dionysus tells him that now he sees “what is necessary for you to see” (line 924). For more on cross-
dressing in Dionysiac ritual, see Seaford 1981, 259.

129 Col. VII 5-6; trans. Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou 2006, 130.

139 Col. VII 11; trans. Ibid., 131. Seaford connects this riddling nature of the Derveni papyrus with the
obscure text of the Olbia tablets. See Seaford 1986, 21.
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others may hear the words of Orpheus, only the initiated can grasp their true meaning.

But as was the case with the poetics of the Rigveda, Orphic poetry holds meanings not
only in its words, but also in the art of its poetics, through its use of meter, themes, and
formulae. The poet uses these devices to draw attention to deeper meanings, thereby

making the poetry itself part of the religious experience.

Metrics

The attested meter for Orphic texts—the fragments, hymns, the Derveni papyrus,
and the gold tablets—is dactylic hexameter, the same meter used by the epic poets.
Gregory Nagy argues that the dactylic hexameter is an archaic meter that shares its roots
with Indic meter. Nagy’s famous work on the formula “imperishable fame” in both Greek

131

and Indic has shown that meter and formula work together. ”" The poet uses the meter in

order to draw attention to the formula, which, in our case, holds specific meaning. In
addition, the caesura, or natural line-break, can separate material in the line for added
emphasis.

One feature that is consistent throughout the Orphic texts is the use of an Adonic

VoY = -

formula ( ~ ) at the end of the line. This is seen most typically with epithets of

Protogonos:

Proclus, in Plat. Tim 1.324.29
g tote Mpwtoydvoro xavwv uévog ‘Hpikenaiov

Orphic Hymn 6.1
Mpwtdyovov kaAéw dipui, péyav, aibepdmAayktov

Orphic Hymn 6.4
oTépUa TOAUUVNOTOV, TOALSpYLoV, ‘Hpikenaiov

The same Adonic formula is also with an epithet of Zeus after he swallows Protogonos:

Derveni papyrus, col. XVIa'*

ZeUg TpMOTOC YEVETO, ZEVG VOTATOG APYIKEPAUVOG

1 Nagy 1974.

132 This verse (fr. 14.1 B.), which is included in Janko’s version of the papyrus (Janko 2002, 32), is missing
on the actual papyrus. However, Kouremenos argues that we can “plausibly assume” that the quoted
Orphic verse could have been originally included because the adjective Uotatog is discussed in col. xvii
(Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou 2006, 219 n. 6).
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Derveni papyrus col. XIX.10
ZeUg BaotAetg, Zevug &’ apxoG ATAVTIWY GPYIKEPAUVOG

Another Adonic epithet is used to describe the rites of Protogonos:

Orphic Hymn 6.11
£G TeEAeTNV dylav TOAUTIOIKIAOV OPYLOQPAVTALS

In each of the above cases, a formula is placed in the metrical verse in such a way as to
bring attention to a certain aspect of the god. The obscure name of Protogonos,
Erikepaios, is highlighted, along with his “ether-tossed” origins, while Zeus’ use of the
thunderbolt is highlighted in his hymn.

The poet also uses the position of the caesura in order to bring attention to a god’s
name and his attributes. In this passage quoted by Proclus, the name of Protogonos falls
directly before the caesura, which is then followed by his attributes:

Proclus, in Plat. Tim. 1.324.29
O¢ téte Mpwtoydvoro || xavarv uévog Hpikemaiov

Again, in the “Hymn to Zeus” in the Derveni papyrus, in three lines out of the four, a
caesura comes directly before the name of Zeus:
Col. XVIa

ZeVG TPQTOC YEVETO, || Zebg Uotatog dpyiképavvog

Col. XVIIL.12
ZeUG ke@a[AF, Zebg uéoloa, || A1og &' éx [m]dvta tér[uktat.]

Col. XVILa'?
Zevg Tvolr| TavTwy, || Zedg tdvtwv EmAeto Moipa

Elsewhere, the caesura is used to divide other formulae, especially in the description of
all the elements that are brought into Zeus’ belly after he swallows Protogonos:

aifépog ebpeing || 18" ovpavod dyAadv Gog,
névtov t' drpuyétov || yaing ' épikudéoc £8pn,
"Qkeavoc te péyac || kol velata taprapa yaing

133 Here, as in note 132 above, the verse is a hypothetical reconstruction, again “quite plausible”
(Kouremenos, Parassoglou, and Tsantsanoglou 2006, 227). The verse (fr. 14.3 B.) is included in Janko’s
text and the restoration was first suggested in Merkelbach 1967, 24.
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the broad air and the lofty splendor of heaven,

the undraining sea and the earth’s glorious seat,

great Oceanus and the lowest Tartara of the earth (Procl. in Plat. Tim.
1.313.10-12).

The placement of the caesura creates a rhythmic pattern that contributes to the listing
quality of this verse. The full expanse that is brought into Zeus is detailed in a list of

natural elements, and the shape of the meter sets these elements apart from each other.

Phonetic Themes

A number of phonetic and grammatical features are employed in these texts in
order to enhance the poetics and to heighten the experience of the participant. As is
typical in an inflected language, phonetics and grammar often work together to create
rhymes, but the poet can strategically place repeated sounds in a verse in order to create a
larger pattern, as in the following verse:

Derveni papyrus, col. XIX.10
Zevg Pactlevg, Zevg &’ &px0G ATAVTWY APYIKEPAVVOG.

The line begins with a repetition of —eus, and closes with a repetition of —os, interlaced
with varying combinations of @ and ». A similar pattern can be seen in the following line
from the hymn to Protogonos:

Orphic Hymn 6.5
oTépUa TOAV VN OoTOV, TOAVSpYLoV, ‘Hpikenalov

A verse of only four words, two are compounds beginning with poly-, which are framed
in the middle of the line. In addition, the last three words all end in —on. There are other
examples of framing, as in the previous verse, which serve as grammatical features.
Because Greek word order is relatively free, the poet is able to form shapes with his
words, as in the following chiasmic verse:

Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.324.30

TV TévTwv dépac eixev £ff évi yaotépt koiAn
The end of the line forms a chiasmus, both in meaning and in rhyme with £fj koiAn and

£Vl YOOTEPL.
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Formulae

We have already seen many formulae in our discussion of meter, but Watkins lays
out many types of formulae besides the traditional epithets. As seen in the previous
chapter, there are two kinds of formulae: simple designators, which include quantifiers
and qualifiers, and complex figures. The prevailing theme in the Orphic texts is totality—
Protogonos creates everything, and Zeus recreates everything—and this is reflected in the
formulae that are used. The two most common types of formula are simple quantifiers
(argument + counter argument, such as “here and there”) and complex merisms (A + B =
C, such as “barley and spelt”), both of which express a totality of the notion. The
following are examples of simple quantifiers:

Procl. in Plat. Tim 1.313.11-12
TévToUL T' ATpLYETOL Yaing T' épikudéog €3pn),
"Qkeavdg Te P€yag Kal velata tdptapa yaing

the undraining sea and earth’s glorious seat,
great Oceanus and the lowest Tartara of the earth

Derveni papyrus col. XVI a
ZeULG TPQOTOG YEVETO, ZeLG UOTATOG APYIKEPAUVOG

Zeus was born first, Zeus of the shining bolt was last

Each of these verses pair opposites together in order to express the completeness of the
notion, either the vastness of the universe swallowed by Zeus, or the eternal nature of
Zeus himself. Similarly, a merism joins two objects together to express totality.'** The
following are examples found in the Orphic texts:

Procl. in Plat. 7im. 1.313.14
navteg T d0dvatorl udkapeg Beol nde Oavar,
and all the immortal blessed gods and goddesses

Orphic Hymn 6.3
tavpoPoav, yéveotv pakdpwv Bvntev T’ dvBpwnwy,
he bellows like a bull, this begetter of blessed gods and mortal men

134 Watkins 1995, 45; cf. 18
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The first verse refers to all the gods, both male and female, that Zeus recreates, while the
second example refers to the totality of Protogonos’ creation, since he created both gods

and men.

Conclusion

In conclusion, when the gods of the Orphic theogony are examined from this
poetic perspective, we can see how much they were intimately connected, especially in
the case of Protogonos and Zeus. The poet has used meter, phonetics, grammar and
formulae to connect the two gods and make them one. They share common epithets and
attributes, and they both are highlighted as creative beings. First Protogonos creates the
entire universe, and when Zeus swallows him, he swallows all of his creation with him in
order to restore the universe. The worshipper shares in this process not only through
ritual, as we saw with the followers of Dionysus, but also in the reading of the sacred
texts. The burial tablets illustrate just how powerful the words of Orpheus were, as they

were believed to hold power over death.
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Figure 2: Bone plates from Olbia. Fifth century B.C., after West 1983, 19.
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CHAPTER 3

COMPARATIVE MYTHOLOGY AND POETICS

Introduction

Now that we have studied the Vedic and Orphic material individually, we can
examine the similarities in their mythology and poetics. The purpose of this chapter is to
analyze the results of this comparison and to paint a picture of the possible diffusion
routes between India and Greece. The Orphic and Vedic mythologies share a number of
elements, from the figures of Prajapati and Protogonos (complemented by Purusa on the
one hand, and Zeus and Dionysus on the other) to the development of the cosmos and the
respective role these gods played in creation. In addition, these mythologies have a
similar place in Vedic and Orphic religious beliefs and rituals. In both traditions, the
worshipper participates in either the cosmic creation or the death and rebirth of the god
through his experience of the text. The texts themselves were composed and preserved

with similar techniques of metrics, phonetics, and formulae.

Comparative Mythology

Creative Gods

As cosmogonic texts, the Rig Veda and Orphic theogonies both describe the
beginning of time and the origins of creation. In both theogonies, the emergence of an
egg marks the first spark of creation. Prior to its appearance, the universe had been
characterized by a lack of duality and distinction. In the Vedas, this concept is
philosophically articulated in RV 10.129, the “Creation Hymn,” by the juxtaposition of
opposites: “there was neither non-existence nor existence then” (RV 10.129.1), and

“there was neither death nor immortality” (RV 10.129.2). 135

In the Orphic Theogony, the
same concept is articulated in the form of abstract deities, such as Time, Air, and Chaos.

The absence of forms and dualities is “personified” in the figure of Chasm, who is “vast

135 Cf. page 9.
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this way and that” (Procl. in Plat. Rempubl. 2.138.15)."%° In each tradition, the darkness
is broken by the emergence of the cosmic egg, which first embodied the duality of male
and female. Wendy Doniger’s interpretation of the Vedic egg should be extended to the
Orphic egg as well: the cosmic egg symbolizes both the male and female procreative
elements (the womb and the sperm) and is therefore a “continuum of androgynous birth
images.” "’
The births of Prajapati and Protogonos mark the first creation. As the god
emerges, the realm of heaven and earth becomes defined. In RV 10.129, as previously
discussed, the beginning of time showed a complete lack of duality. Singularity arises in
line 3 with “the one” (ekah). As discussed in chapter two, this figure is associated with
Prajapati because he was the first god and the source of creation. While in this poem the
emergence of dualities is applied to abstract notions, in RV 10.121 the duality is more
concrete when Prajapati is said to separate heaven and earth (RV 10.121.5). Similarly, in
the Hieronyman Theogony according to Athenagoras, Time (in the form of a snake)
squeezed the cosmic egg and the shell separates into heaven and earth (Athenag., Pro
Christian. 18.5.1-5.5)."** The god himself embodies the duality of male and female—
Protogonos is explicitly androgynous, ' and we can assume that Prajapati is
androgynous both because of the bisexual nature of the golden egg and because of his
procreative abilities.

According to RV 10.129, three elements contributed to the first creation of
Prajapati:

tapasas tan mahindajayataikem
kamas tad agre sam avartatadhi
manaso retah prathamam yad asit

That one arose through the power of heat.
Desire came upon that one in the beginning;
that was the first seed of mind (RV 10.129.3-4).'*°

136 Cf. page 22.

57 Doniger 1981, 27; cf. page 9.

18 Cf. page 23.

139 Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.429.30; cf. page 25.

1% Notice the vertical arrangement of the key words in the verse. For similar examples in both Vedic and
Greek, see Watkins 1995, 39-40.
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These elements are also found in the creation of Protogonos. As stated above, the cosmic
egg was broken by friction, ¢k tapatpiPfig (Athenag. Pro Christian. 18.5), literally “from
rubbing along side,” from the preposition mapd, “along” and the noun tpipr], “a rubbing.”
Both fapas and tp1Pr] share a meaning of “practice,” which, in the Vedic context, refers
to religious asceticism. '*' Protogonos also experienced a desire, a “swift eyeless love,”

I V4 ? /1 142
(&voupatov wkovv "Epwta)

Here, Eros is used in his abstract sense, just as kama is the
abstract word for love or desire in Vedic. Protogonos is also the first to perceive and
therefore have a mind in the Orphic theogony.'* In the Derveni papyrus, the mind
functions as its own abstract god (No0¢), and the commentator understands the mind to
be synonymous with Zeus after he swallows Protogonos.'** In addition, to both Prajapati
and Protogonos are attributed the creation of order in the universe. They arrange the
cosmos: Prajapati is said to make the earth and sky firm,'* while Protogonos is said to

146

establish a place for men and gods. "™ They also create the sun and moon, and natural

features such as mountains, rivers, the ocean. And, of course, they create gods and
men. '’

Another element that Prajapati and Protogonos have in common is their
syncretization with other gods, in particular the highest god. According to Vyas, praja-

pati was originally an epithet attributed to a number of Vedic deities, and the

development of Prajapati as a creator-god was the result of Vedic philosophy defining an

' The basic meaning of tapas given by Monier-Williams 1964 is “warmth, heat,” from the verb tap, “to
give out heat.” The metaphorical meaning of the noun more common to religious contexts is “religious
austerity, bodily mortification, penance, severe meditation, special observance,” as in RV 9.113, 2; x. This
meaning is also given to the verbal form as “to undergo self-mortification, practice austerity,” as in the
Taittiriya Upanishad 2.6 (“He performed austerities. Having performed austerities, He created all this”),
and also “to cause pain to,” as in AV. 19.28.2 (“Burning the spirit of the foe, vexing the heart of enemies”).
Similarly, the basic meaning of tpipr given in Liddell and Scott 1996 is “rubbing,” from the verb tpifw,
“to rub.” But the more common meaning is metaphorical: “rubbing down, wearing away,” as in A. Ag. 465
(oA vTuxel TpIBa “wearing away his fortunes”), from the verbal meaning “to bruise, pound,” as in Ar.
Th. 486 (0 pev eTp1Be keSpidas qvvnbov apakov, “he was pounding juniper, dill, and sage”), which is
comparable to the Vedic meaning “to cause pain.” More importantly, another meaning is “practice,” as in
X. An. 5.6.15 (poha 1dn St T TPIRMV Ikavous, “now very efficient through practice”), which is
comparable to the Vedic meaning of “religious austerity.”

2 Procl. in Plat. Tim. 1.451.3; cf. page 26.

14 See description in Procl. in Plat. Tim. 2.85.23 (K. 82).

" Col. XVI.8-15.

SRV 10.121.5

16 Syrianus in Aristot. Metaphys. 182.13

"7 Similar to Hesiod’s races of men, in the Orphic theogony the first golden race was created by Phanes
(=Protogonos). See Procl. in Rempubl. 2.74.26 (K. 140).
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18 1 ater in the Upanishads, Prajapati became

“Absolute,” a source for all being.
identified with Brahman, the more well-known supreme god of Hinduism. Protogonos is
also associated with other Greek gods: Metis, Eros, Erikepaios, Bromios (=Dionysus),

149 Both Brahman and Zeus are the traditional supreme gods

and, most importantly, Zeus.
in their respective religions, and in their assimilation with the first-born creator-god, they
take on the powers of creation and hold the totality of the universe. In this aspect, Zeus
can also be compared to the Vedic Purusa in that his body becomes a microcosm of the
universe. Eusebius’ “Hymn to Zeus” says, “Zeus is the head, Zeus the middle...Zeus is
the foundation of the earth and starry heaven” (Praep. ev. 3.9.2.2-4). Similarly, Purusa is
said to have “pervaded the earth on all sides and extended beyond it as far as ten fingers”
(RV 10.91.1), and Prajapati also holds “the quarters of the sky in his two arms” (RV
10.121.4). But Zeus is unlike these Vedic gods in the reproduction of the world. He

simply recreates everything in his stomach, while Purusa and Prajapati are dismembered,

and their many parts form the cosmos.

Dying and Rising Gods

As discussed in chapter two, once Zeus swallowed Protogonos, the first-born
god’s nature lives on through Zeus and his son, Dionysus. Not only is Dionysus an heir to
Protogonos’ original rule, but he shares many of his characteristics: he is androgynous
and is often manifested as a bull, which alludes to Protogonos’ zoomorphic figure. In the
Orphic Hymn to Dionysus he is even called tpwtéyovov, which literally means “first-
born.” "’ It is therefore appropriate to compare Prajapati to Dionysus in their roles as
dying and rising gods. Both gods were dismembered and reassembled in their respective
mythological traditions, and both the participant in Vedic and Orphic ritual participate in
the death and rebirth of god, therefore sharing in the god’s power.

In Prajapati’s association with Purusa, his body is dismembered by the gods in a

sacrifice, and his limbs form the cosmos. Elsewhere, Prajapati is compared to the annual

8 Vyas 1978.

149 West argues that both Prajapati and Protogonos can be translated as Pro-geni-potens, “able to bear forth”
(1983, 105). However, this interpretation does not make sence based on the etymology of their names—
praja, “procreation, birth” (i.e. offspring), -pati, “lord, master” and proto, “first,” —gonos, “that which is
begotten.” If we want to make a parallel between the two names etymologically, then we must take proto as
“first” both in a temporal and hierarchical sense.

10 Orphic Hymn 30, line 2; cf. page 29.
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year, his body parts being the individual bricks that make up the sacrificial altar. In the
annual ritual of building the altar, the participants are ritually rebuilding Prajapati. "’
According to the Satapatha Brahmana, this ritual serves as an initiation for those
involved: on the large scale, they participate in the creation of the cosmos through
Prajapati, and on the personal level they gain power over death by sharing in the god’s
reunification and rebirth. The initiatory aspect of such a ritual is more explicit in the cult
of Dionysus. Here the ritual is specifically for the purpose of an individual’s initiation.
Hypothetically, the participants would reenact the death of Dionysus, substituting a

sacrificial animal at the last moment. !>

Then, in the practice of omophagia, the initiates
eat the raw flesh of the sacrificial animal, which now represents the flesh of Dionysus.
We know from the burial tablets that the result of this initiation was that the individual
gained salvation from death. He gains secret knowledge of the underworld and good

favor with Persephone, the mother of Dionysus.

Comparative Poetics

We have already seen how important these texts were to Vedic and Orphic ritual
practice, but the writing, reading, and transmission of the texts themselves was also a
religious process. The Rig Veda itself is a ritual text; its main purpose is to preserve ritual
and to be utilized in the rituals. Its mythological nature or praise hymns are
complementary to that basic purpose. The Orphic material is less ritualistic, and therefore
serves a different purpose. Just as with Hesiod’s traditional theogony, the Orphic
theogony is a mythical narrative, the purpose of which is to instruct the reader of the
origin and nature of the gods and men. Ritual aspects of Orphic literature are found more
in the burial tablets, which can be seen as functioning only in burial ritual.

Many of the other differences between Vedic and Orphic literature are a result of
their very different histories. The hymns of the Rig Veda were orally preserved from

some time in the second millennium and are still relatively intact today. The Orphic texts,

1 SB 10.4.2; cf. page 12.
132 West 1983.
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on the other hand, were not part of one continuous tradition. They were composed at
different times and different places. As West says, when we speak of Orphics, we must
always ask “Which Orphics?”'> These texts were also not the central religious texts of
the Greek world, as the Vedas were in India. Orphism was just one aspect of a very
complicated and multiplicitous Greek religion. For the most part, they survive in
fragments or are relatively late in composition, such as with the Orphic Hymns.
Nevertheless, the texts of both traditions share poetic features. They were both
composed orally and with religious intent. As such, it is important to examine them for
their poetic value in addition to analyzing their content. As we have seen in our
examination of each text, the poet utilizes meter, themes, formulae, and other poetic
features in order to draw attention to significant aspects of his work. As Gregory Nagy
says, the poems of the Rig Veda were intended for a divine audience, and this had an
effect on the composition.'>* The same can be said of the Orphic material, more so than

with the Hesiodic tradition, because of the secretive nature of Orphic belief.

Metrics

When scholars discovered that the Indic and Greek phrases sravas aksitam and
kA£o¢ dpOitov (“imperishable fame™) were cognate, they also found a metrical similarity
in the positioning of the two phrases in the verses in which they appeared. Gregory Nagy,
in a detailed analysis of these formulae, argues that not only are formula and meter
related, but meter was shaped over time by the insertion of Indo-European formulae (such
as “imperishable fame”). For example, dactylic hexameter, he argues, is the result of
inserting dactylic formulae into a pre-existing, more archaic meter. Therefore
examination of formulae is essential for understanding how Greek and Indic meter are
related. Nagy argues that caesuras, or natural breaks in the verse, mark the beginning and
end not only of metrical units, but more importantly of formulae, and therefore we will

use the caesura as a point of comparison.

'3 1bid., 3.
'3 Nagy 1974, 16-17.
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When we examine the nature of the caesura in both the Vedic and Greek verses,
we find that the position directly before the break often contains either the name of a god
or a reference to him. The following is a list of relevant examples:

hiranyagarbhah || samavartatagre

bhiitasya jatah || patireka asit

In the beginning the Golden Embryo arose.

Once he was born, he was the one lord of creation (RV 121.1a-b).

eka id raja || jagato babhuva
He became the one king of the world (RV 121.3b).

yasyeme || himavanto mahitva
He who owns the snowy mountains (RV 121.4a).

yasyemah || pradiso yasya bahi
Who has the quarters of the sky as his two arms (RV 121.4c¢).

prajapate || na tvad etany anyo
Prajapati, no one but you... (RV 121.10a).

AiBépa pev Xpbvog || oOtog dyrpaog, deditduntic
This Time, unaging, of immortal resource, begot Aither (Procl. in Plat.
Rempubl. 2.138.14).

¢ téte Mpwroydvoro || xavawv pévog Hpikenaiov
So then, by engulfing Erikepaios the Firstborn (Procl. in Plat. Tim.
1.324.29).

Zebg Tp&TOG YéVETO, ZeV( || Uotatog dpyiképavvog,

Ze0g kKe@al, Zevg || uéooa, A1og &' ¢k mavta TéTukTAL.

Zebg vorr dvtwy, Zevg || ndvtwy Emheto Moipa

Zevg PactAevs, Zedg || § dpxdg dndvtwv dpyiképavvo.

Zeus was born first, Zeus of the shining bolt was last.

Zeus is the head, Zeus is center, all things are from Zeus.

Zeus was the breath of all, Zeus was their fate.

Zeus the king, Zeus ruler of all, he of the shining bolt (Derveni papyrus
col. XVI-XIX).

&ppnrov, kpvgrov poilfitopa, || mauagg épvoc,
ineffable, hidden, brilliant scion, whose motion is whirring (Orphic Hymn
6.5).

&yprov, dppnrov, kpogiov, || Siképwra, Sipoppov,

savage, ineffable, secretive, two-horned and two-shaped (Orphic Hymn
30.3).
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In addition to preceding the caesura, these names and epithets also form their own
metrical units, supporting Nagy’s theory that the insertion of formulae shaped the
development of the meter, not visa versa. Specifically in the last verse cited, where the
first three words are dactyls (=~ ™), the formulae support Nagy’s theory of internal
expansion, which led to formation of the dactylic hexameter. Both the Greek and the
Vedic verses employ the same technique of inserting the name of the god before the
caesura. Especially when the name comprises its own metrical foot, this practice shows a
shared practice of metrical composition; both the tristhubh and dactylic hexameter are

formed by the insertion of formulae. In this case, the formulae are references to the god.

Phonetic Themes

Besides the previously cited examples, other names and references to the gods are
typically found at the beginning or the end of the verse. This trend is not necessarily a
result of metrical formation, and will therefore be dealt with as a thematic element. 155
The following lists the placement of names and references to the various gods, either at

the beginning or end of the verse, or on either side of the caesura.

Table 1: Metrical Positions of Epithets

Initial Caesura Final
Prajapati 1
garbhah (embryo) 2
jan (to be born) 5 2
pati (lord) 2
sah (pronoun) 2

133 As seen in chapter 2, however, epithets in Greek in the verse-final position generally form an Adonic
foot.
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Table 1 Continued

kah (interogative pronoun) 9
yah (relative pronoun) 17
ekah (the one) 1 3
Protogonos 1
"Hpikemoiog 3 (Adonic)
aifepomAayktov (ether- 1 (Adonic)
tossed)
wtoyevi] (egg-born) 1
tavpoPdav (bull-bellowing) 1
Zeus 4
apyképavvog (shining 2 (Adonic)
bolt)
Dionysus
evaotipa (loud-roaring) 1
npwtdyovov (first-born) 1

divine audience.

156 Gonda 1959, 33-34.

increases his chances of invoking the right god in the right way.
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As we can see, most of the references occur in the verse initial position. In addition, all
but one of the verse-final Greek references are Adonic formulae. By placing the name of
the god, either directly or indirectly, in these positions of emphasis, the poet is calling
attention to the god. In this way the poet magnifies his praise for the god, and he
It is important to
remember that the poet was not only writing for a mortal audience, and many of the more

obscure or hidden messages found in themes and meter might have been intended for a




Formulae

As we have seen in the analysis of Vedic and Orphic formulae, the purpose of the
formulae used is to express the totality of a notion. Whether the poet is describing heaven
and earth, land and sea, mortals and immortals, gods and goddesses, (i.e. A and B), the
effect is to emphasize the full extent of a god’s power. A striking similarity is the
formation of these formulae within the verse. In most cases, element A and element B are
separated by the caesura, as in the following:

sa dadhara || prthivim dyam utemam

He held in place the earth and this sky (RV 10.121.1).

yena dyaur ugra | prthivi ca drlha
He by whom the awesome sky and the earth were made firm (RV
10.121.5).

Zebg mubunv yaing te kai || obpavod dotepdevtoc. Zeus is the foundation
of the earth and starry heaven (Euseb., Praep. ev. 3.9.2.4).

In these examples, heaven and earth are not only separated and held in order by the god,
but also by the metrical structure. The poet mirrors his message in the shape of the words
themselves. Therefore, the totality expressed in the meaning of the words in further

enforced by metrical arrangement.
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CONCLUSION

Now that we have examined the similarities between the Vedic and Orphic
mythology and poetics, we must make an attempt at explaining them. According to Jaan
Puhvel, there are three basic explanations for commonalities in mythology: they are
universal to human nature; they arose from a common source; or they diffused from one
culture to another.">” Some of the previously examined similarities are basic motifs in
mythology throughout the world, such as the separation of earth and heaven. Other motifs
can be traced to Indo-European origins, and finally some were transmitted in some form
from India to Greece, most likely via the ancient Near East.'*®

As said before, the main question to be answered is to what extent the common
themes in these two traditions developed indigenously or were either imported or
borrowed. This task is simplified greatly for our purposes when we consider Colin
Renfrew’s argument that the term “Indo-European” should be used to describe a language

group, not necessarily a cultural group.'™

We can then easily attribute the poetic
commonality to a shared parent language, without having to deal with the question of
where the Indo-Europeans came from and when they entered India or Greece. The
consequence of this argument is to establish a base line for comparison: at the very least
we can say that the Vedic and Orphic theogonies share a common poetic language. Some
of the similarities in the mythology might then be a result of the common poetic features.
For example, the all-encompassing nature of the gods might be a result of the already

established formulaic constructions.'® As a result, our task is now to explain

mythological commonalities by placing each mythical tradition into a historical context.

157 Puhvel 1987, 3-4.

138 See Table 2 in the appendix for a timeline of Indian, Near Eastern, and Greek history.

'** Renfrew 1990, 76.

1 However, the reverse could also be argued if we assume that the god came from a common source also,
so that the formulaic features developed in order to describe an already existing god.
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Indo-Europeans and Shamanism

A popular explanation among classicists for the origins of Orphism is to attribute
it to the spread of Shamanism. One of the hypothetical homelands for the Indo-Europeans
is in or close to definitively shamanic areas. Strictly speaking, “Shamanism” as a term
describing a specific religious practice should be restricted to Siberia, since the word
itself is from the Tungus language.'®" From a geographical standpoint, Shamanism in
Siberia provides a tempting source of Indo-European motifs. According to Marija
Gimbutas, the homeland of the Indo-European can be found in in the Kurgan culture of
Central Asia (8"-7" century B.C.), which is close enough to shamanic areas to explain
shamanic motifs found in the burials.'®* The nomads of the Kurgan culture then migrated
to the Black Sea, where they would later form the Scythian, Sarmatian, and Thracian
cultures. According to West’s theory, this is the route by which the shamanic elements of
Orphism traveled to Greece (Figure 3).'® E. R. Dodds went as far as to say that Orpheus
himself was a shaman, and therefore any characteristically “non-Greek” motifs in
Orphism came from Thracian shamanism. '

The most obvious shamanic motif that we have seen in the Vedic and Orphic
material is that of death and dismemberment. During the shaman's initiation, he would
often either be ritually dismembered or hallucinate a dismemberment.'® In this way he
gained power over death and could then heal sickness in his community. The same
principle applies to the many dismembered figures in Vedic and Orphic myth. When
Prajapati is reassembled in the sacrificial altar, he provides continuity for the following

year, and those involved in the ritual share in his death and resurrection. In the same way,

! The word “Shamanism” tends to be used indiscriminately and without context. For our discussion, I will
attempt to avoid this mistake by distinguishing between “Shamanism” in the strict sense and “shamanic”
motifs. For more on methodology in the study of Shamanism, see Kehoe 2000.

12 Gimbutas 1977.

' West 1983, 146-150.

1% Dodds 1951, 147. The problem with Dodds’ interpretation is that the Orpheus he is discussing is a Greek
construction based on the Greek conception of Thracian religion. Much more can be said about the
shamanic nature of Orpheus himself, especially in that he travelled to the underworld for the purpose of
retrieving a lost soul.

' Eliade 1964, 34 f.
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the followers of Dionysus reenact and share in his death and dismemberment in their
initiation rituals as a way to overcome death. '®®

Another shamanic motif found in these myths is androgyny. One of the functions
of a shaman is to mediate between dualities, one of which is the duality of male and
female. Therefore, shamans would often go through a gender transformation as part of
the initiation ritual.'®” The implication is that the shaman has gained control over both
male and female powers, just as the primordial gods, Prajapati and Protogonos, were
androgynous and could therefore self-procreate. In the Orphic mythology, this power is
passed on to Zeus when he becomes pregnant after swallowing Protogonos and gives
birth to the cosmos. Dionysus is also androgynous is his appearance, and inspires
transvestitism in his followers. '®®

The theory of shamanic influence, however, is not without problems. It can be
argued that similarities between Vedic, Orphic, and shamanic practices are universal to
the human religious experience. For example, trans-gendering initiations can also be seen
in Native American practices. While some scholars still call such practices “Shamanism,”
such lack of discrimination can lead to methodological problems. It is necessary to
attempt to distinguish between universal motifs and those that are specifically shamanic.
While it is possible that shamanic beliefs from Siberia did in fact travel to Greece in the
form of Orphism, these motifs may also be, as Dodds says, “rooted in man’s psycho-
physical make-up, and that something of the kind may therefore have appeared among

the Greeks independently of foreign influence.”'®

From the Greek perspective, the
words of Orpheus would have been seen as Thracian and therefore inspired non-Greek,
“shamanic” tendencies, even if the mythology was ultimately a Greek construction.
Likewise, the words of Orpheus could have come from a Thracian source, which possibly

had traces of shamanic elements from the Thracians’ roots in the Kurgan culture.

1% See West 1983, 146 for his comparison of shamanic and Dionysiac initiation rituals.

1" Eliade 1964, 257-8. This practice is also attested among the Scythians with the Enarieis, who were said
to suffer from the “female disease” (Herodotus 1.105).

18 Seaford 1981. For example, consider Pentheus’ cross-dressing in Euripides’ Bacchae.

' Dodds 1951, 161 n. 32.
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Near Eastern Influence and Transmission

Another possible explanation for commonalities between Vedism and Orphism is
the shared interaction between the Near East and both India and Greece. It has long been
accepted that Greece was heavily influenced by the Near East during its early stages of
development in the Orientalizing Revolution. What is not always taken into consideration
is that while the Near East held sway in the Mediterranean, it was also extending its
influence eastward into Bactria and India as early as the time of the Sumerian Empire.
Martin West argues that Near Eastern influence on archaic Greek culture is mirrored in
the development of Vedic Indian culture.'” Through a series of trade networks, the Near
East became a meeting ground for multiple cultures through which religious and
philosophical ideas could be transmitted across a great distance (Figure 4 and Figure 5).
The question becomes one of direction. Either these motifs were extending out from the
Near East into both India and Greece, or Greek and Indian ideas were passing through the
Near East.

The earliest and best attested contact between the Near East and India occurred
along the trade route that was first established by the Babylonians along the Persian
Gulf.'"" Casson argues that this contact took place as early as the middle of the fourth
millennium B.C.,""* and that trade between the Near East and India is firmly established
archaeologically by the third millennium B.C. Thus, an Indian chank—a large, white
conch shell found only in India and Ceylon—along with carnelian and lapis lazuli beads
from Afghanistan from the third millennium have been found in Mesopotamia. Sumerian
documents mention that these materials, along with timber, gold, and ivory, came from
“Maluhha,” which Casson argues must refer to the Indus Valley civilizations, as India is
the only place where all these materials can be found and exported to the Near East. 173
Fairservis also argues that elements of Near Eastern culture can be seen in the Indus

Valley cultures, as reflected in Akkadian stylistic motifs found on female figurines from

70 West 1997, 4-5.
7! Casson 1991, 4.
12 Ibid., 8.

173 Ibid., 8-9.
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174

Harappa. ™ He attributes this similarity to the spread of influence from Early Dynastic

Sumeria, which reached as far as Baluchistan (modern Pakistan).'”

There is also textual evidence of a connection between the Hittites and the
development of Vedic language in the fifteenth and fourteenth centuries B.C. Hittite
kings mentioned in cuneiform tablets have Aryan names, and these kings worshipped the
traditional Vedic gods: Indra, Mitra, Varuna, and the A$vins. 176 By the Middle Vedic
period, trade was fairly consistent between India and the Near East, which would explain
the appearance of Akkadian words in the Atharva Veda, and McEvilley argues that Near
Eastern religious themes are perhaps reflected in the pantheistic hymns in the tenth book
of the Rig Veda.'”

In the West, trade flourished between the Near East and the Minoans from 1800
to 1500 B.C. The Minoan route covered mainland Greece, Rhodes, Cyprus, Asia Minor,

and the Levant.'”®

The same general route was continued by the Mycenaeans between
1500 and 1200 B.C.'” The most important result of this interaction for the Greeks was
the adoption of the Phoenician alphabet during the 8" century B.C. '** As argued by
Walter Burkert, the fact that the Greeks learned the Phoenician alphabet indicates
something about the nature of trade at this time: “It is clear that the adoption of the
Phoenician script by the Greeks was more than the copying of letter forms; it included the
transmission of the technique of teaching and learning how to read and write. This
presupposes a certain intimacy of contacts.”'*! According to this claim, material goods
were not the only thing being traded; cultural elements and potentially religious and

philosophical ideas were also traveling across the seas. In fact, this cultural diffusion

seems to be reflected in the attestation of many Greeks from the Archaic period who did

174 Fairservis 1971, 283.
175 1bid., 223.

176 Rawlinson 1926, 2.
7 McEvilley 2002, 4.
178 Casson 1991, 19.

17 Ibid., 21.
180Woodhead 1967, 14.
181 Burkert 1992, 29.
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Near Eastern lineage, such as Pherecydes of Syros who was the son of Babys, an
Anatolian name. '**

From as early as 1500 B.C. trade networks reached completely from Greece to
India, and even into Central Asia and China. These were the early roots of the later vast
Silk Road.'® Even though it is unlikely that Greeks and Indians would have had direct
contact by these means, they surely would have been dealing with people who had to a
certain degree. The Near East was definitely a factor in the development of both early
Vedic and Greek cultures, and it is very possible that a degree of syncretization occurred
between these various trading groups.

Near Eastern influence on the development of Greek theogonies has been greatly
discussed in relation to Hesiod’s Theogony. The same influence can also be seen on the
Orphic theogony, even more so because of the strong presence of non-Greek motifs that
are absent in Hesiod’s version. The best candidates for comparison with the Greek
theogonies are the Kumarbi Cycle in Hittite'®* and Eniima Eli§ in Sumerian.'® In the
Kumarbi Cycle, the god Kumarbi overthrows the sky god, Anu, by biting off and
swallowing his genitals, and other gods are subsequently born from him. '*® This
narrative mirrors the Orphic myth of the Derveni papyrus (as translated by Richard
Janko), in which Zeus swallows the genitals of Protogonos and later gives birth to the
cosmos. In Eniima Elis, the succession myth of Apsi, Ea, and Marduk mirrors that of
Ouranos, Kronos, and Zeus in both Hesiod and in the Orphic theogony.'®” On the basis of
the succession myth and its strong presence in multiple Greek theogonies as early as the
Archaic period, West argues that it had been present in Greece since the Mycenaean
Age.'® From this perspective, Hesiod’s Theogony is a “hellenized” version of an already
established foreign myth. The similarities between the Vedic Prajapati and the Orphic

Protogonos are evidence of the foreign nature of this theogony. In addition, the egg-born

82 pherecycdes of Syros is a particularly interesting example since he introduces many Near Eastern motifs
into Greek philosophy and shares many features with Orphism (West 1971). Another example is Thales of
Miletus, son of Examyes, a Carian name (West 1997).

'8 McEvilley 2002, 4.

184 Hoffner 1998, 42-65.

%5 Foster 1995, 9-51.

1% Summarized by West 1966, 20-21.

"7 Tbid., 22-23.

"% Ibid., 14.
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god motif is attested in Zoroastrian and Egyptian mythology.'® The seeds of the Orphic
tradition, based on the arguments of West, would have been planted early on in the
development of Greek philosophy, but as we have seen, the Orphic tradition was diverse
chronologically and geographically. At different locations and at different times, the
various Orphic writers could have been influenced by established traditions, Near Eastern
trade contacts, members of the Persian court (which could have included Indian
philosophers), or by any other number of contacts in the Greek colonies (such as in Olbia
on the Black Sea). These many possibilities in varying degrees account for the many
similarities between the Vedic and Orphic theogony.

If common seeds were planted for the Vedic and Orphic tradition as a result of
early trade with the Near East, these commonalities would have been reinforced later in
the Classical period through direct interaction in the Persian court. As the Persian Empire
expanded, its kings utilized specialists and workers from surrounding areas. Cyrus
expanded the empire west into Asia Minor and brought many prominent Greek cities
under Persian control, including Miletus, Colphon, Ephesus, and Samos. In the east,
Bactria and Gandhara were also subjected to the Persian Empire.'®* At the capital in
Persepolis, foreigners from various parts of the empire came together into a melting pot

191

of culture. ” The Persepolis documents under Darius [ mention by name a number of

12 Tn addition, both Persian and

Indians who were within Persepolis on state business.
Greek written evidence shows that many Greeks were active in Persepolis. These
included physicians, scholars, and artisans working within the higher classes of Persian

: 193
society.

Martin West argues that it is likely that upper-class Greeks and Indians would
have interacted in the context of the Persian court, thus allowing for cultural diffusion. '**
A number of Greek texts also show that the Greeks were at least vaguely familiar
with India. The most striking is the now lost work of Scylax, whose work is known
indirectly through Herodotus. Scylax was commissioned by the Persians to sail to India in

517 B.C., and he was a source for both Hecataeus and Herodotus in the composition of

189 West 1983, 104-106.

0 McEvilley 2002, 6.

! Dandamaev and Lukonin 1989, 292-93.
2 1bid., 293.

193 1bid., 294.

194 West 1997, 624.
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their histories.'”> Hecateus, writing around 500 B.C., included eight Indian place-names
in his work, and Herodotus, in the fourth book of his Histories, mentioned the voyage of
Scylax, after which he says, “Darius subdued the Indians and used their sea” ('Tvdo0g te
kateoTpéPato Aapeioc kal Tf] Oaldoon tavtn éxpdto).'”® Herodotus discusses India
elsewhere, and even though most of his information is incorrect, he does seem to be
familiar with some ascetic practices, saying that they “kill no living creature, nor sow,
nor live in houses” (oUte ktelvovot 00dev EuPuxov oUTE Tt oTElpovst OUTE OiKing
vouilovat éktiio@at moingayéovot te). '’ McEvilley notes that within the Jain and
Ajivika traditions, initiates would wander far into other countries.'® This would explain

for seemingly Indian characteristics that appear in later Greek philosophy and religion.

Conclusions

McEvilley describes these cross-cultural interactions as “not a structure of parallel
straight lines—one labeled ‘Greece,” another ‘Persia,” another ‘India’—but a tangled web
in which an element in one culture often leads to elements in others.”'*” When all
possible sources of commonalities are considered, we see just how complex this web of
interaction was. The development of Vedic and Orphic religion, and the development of
the language used to express religious stories and rituals, was a long and complicated
process beginning with the elusive Proto-Indo-European tradition. Seeds were planted
already in prehistoric times that would later reflex so-called “shamanistic” characteristics
in each tradition. As each culture developed linguistically, they were at the same time in
close contact with the Near East, a time period in which mythologies and deities were
transmitted across vast lands while trade flourished. In Greece specifically, the mystical
teachings of Orpheus were embraced from an early time, and Greek writers incorporated

this foreign musician into the canon of great poets who revealed the truth about the gods

193 McEvilley 2002, 8.

1% Her. Hist. 4.44.

7 1bid. 3.100.

%8 McEvilley 2002, 17; cf. Daniélou 1982, 28.
% bid., 1.
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and men. Both the Vedic and Orphic tradition reveal secret truths about life and death,
mortality and immortality, and the dualistic nature of the world through the art of poetry.
As our knowledge of Indo-European language and culture grows, more textual and
archaeological evidence will shed light on what is already present in the texts of the Rig

Veda and the various Orphic texts.
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APPENDIX

Rigveda 10.121
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TR JEHEA Al 3Fd T99 T TagIEume 1o ||

hiranyagarbhah samavartatagre bhiitasya jatah patireka asit |

sa dadhara prthivim dyam utemam kasmai devaya havisa vidhema ||1||
ya atmada balada yasya vi§va upasate prasisam yasya devah |

yasya chayamrtam yasya mrtyuh kasmai devaya havisa vidhema ||2||
yah pranato nimisato mahi tvaika id raja jagato babhtiva |

ya 1$e asya dvipadas$ catuspadah kasmai devaya havisa vidhema ||3||
yasyeme himavanto mahitva yasya samudram rasaya sahahubh |
yasyemah pradi$o yasya bahii kasmai devaya havisa vidhema |[|4||
yena dyaur ugra prthivi ca drlha yena svah stabhitam yena nakah |

yo antarikse rajaso vimanah kasmai devaya havisa vidhema ||5||

yam krandast avasa tastabhane abhyaiksetam manasa rajamane |
yatradhi siira udito vibhati kasmai devaya havisa vidhema ||6]|

apo ha yad brhatir viSvam ayan garbhan dadhana janayantir agnim |
tato devanam samavartatasur ekah kasmai devaya havisa vidhema ||7||
yas$ cid apo mahina paryapasyad daksan dadhana janayantir yajiiam |
yo devesu deva eka asit kasmai devaya havisa vidhema ||§||

ma no himsij janita yah prthivya yo va divam satyadharma jajana |
ya$ capa$ candra brhair jajana kasmai devaya havisavidhema ||9||
prajapate na tvad etany anyo visva jatani pari ta babhtiva |

yatkamas te juhumas tan no astu vayam syama patayo rayinam ||10]|

1. In the beginning the Golden Embryo arose. Once he was born, he was the one lord of
creation. He held in place the earth and this sky. Who is the god whom we should
worship with the oblation?

2. He who gives life, who gives strength, whose command all the gods, his own, obey;
his shadow is immortality—and death. Who is the god we should worship with the

oblation?
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3. He who by his greatness became the one king of the world that breathes and blinks,
who rules over his two-footed and four-footed creatures—who is the god whom we
should worship with the oblation?

4. He who through his power owns these snowy mountains, and the ocean together with
the river Rasa, they say; who has the quarters of the sky as his two arms—who is the god
whom we should worship with the oblation?

5. He by whom the awesome sky and the earth were made firm, by whom the dome of the
sky was propped up, and the sun, who measured out the middle realm of space—who is
the god whom we should worship with the oblation?

6. He to whom the two opposed masses looked with trembling in their hearts, supported
by his help, on whom the rising sun shines down—who is the god whom we should
worship with the oblation?

7. When the high waters came, pregnant with the embryo that is everything, bringing
forth fire, he arose from that as the one life’s breath of the gods. Who is the god whom
we should worship with the oblation?

8. He who in his greatness looked over the waters, which were pregnant with Daksa,
bringing forth the sacrifice, he who was the one god among all the gods—who is the god
whom we should worship with the oblation?

9. Let him not harm us, he who fathered the earth and created the sky, whose laws are
true, who created the high, shining waters. Who is the god whom we should worship with
the oblation?

10. O Prajapati, lord of progeny, no one but you embraces all these creatures. Grant us

the desires for which we offer you oblation. Let us be lords of riches.

Rig Veda 10.129
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nasadasin no sadasita tadanim nasid rajo no vyomaparo yat |
kimavarivah kuha kasya sarmannambhah kimasid gahanam gabhiram ||1||
na mrtyurasidamrtam na tarhi na ratrya ahna asit praketah |
anidavatam savacaya tadekam tasmaddhanyan na parah kim canasa |[|2||
tama asit tamasa giilhamagre ‘praketam salilam sarvama idam |
tuchyenabhvapihitam yadasit tapas astanmahina jayataikam ||3||
kamastadagre samavatraradhi manaso retah parathamam yadasit |
sato banchumasati niravindan hrdi paratisyakavayo manisa ||4|
tirascino vitato raSmiresamadhah svidasidupari svidasit |

retodha asan mahimana asant svadha avastat prayatih parastat ||5||
ko addha veda ka iha pra vocat kuta ajata kuta iyamvirsrstih |
arvag deva asya visarjanenatha ko veda yatababhiiva ||6||

iyam visrstiryata ababhiiva yadi va dadhe yadi va na |
yo asyadhyaksah parame vyomant so anga veda yadi va naveda ||7||

1. There was neither non-existence nor existence the; there was neither the realm of space
nor the sky which is beyond. What stirred? Where? In whose protection? Was there
water, bottomlessly deep?

2. There was neither death nor immortality then. There was no distinguishing sign of
night nor day. That one breathed, windless, by its own impulse. Other than that there was

nothing beyond.
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3. Darkness was hidden by darkness in the beginning; with no distinguishing sign, all this
was water. The life force that was covered with emptiness, that one arose through the
power of heat.

4. Desire came upon that one in the beginning; that was the first seed of mind. Poets
seeking in their heart with wisdom found the bond of existence in non-existence.

5. Their cord was extended across. Was there below? Was there above? There were seed-
placers; there were powers. There was impulse beneath; there was giving-forth above.

6. Who really knows? Who will here proclaim it? Whence was it produced? Whence is
this creation? The gods came afterwards, with the creation of this universe. Who then
knows whence it has arisen?

7. Whence this creation had arisen—perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it did not—the
one who looks down on it, in the highest heaven, only he knows—or perhaps he does not

200
know.

Proclus, In Platonis Timaeum commentaria 1.324.29-325.3 (K. 167, B. 241)

w¢ tote [Tpwroyovolo xavwv pévog Houcematov
TV TIAVTWV OEUaG elXeV €1 VI YaOoTEQL KOIAT),
HiEe O' éoic peAéeoot OeoL dUvVaL Te kKal AAKT)V,
TOUVEKA OLV TG TAVTA ALOG TTAALY EVTog ETUX 0.

Proclus, In Platonis Timaeum commentaria 1.313.9-16 (K. 167 continued)

TOUVEKA OLV TQ TAVTA ALOG TTAALY EVvTog €Tux 0N
atB€pog evpeing 110" ovEavoL dyAaov ipog,
TOVTOL T ATQLYETOL Yaing T éokvdéog £d0m),
QOkeavog te péyag kat velata TdTaoa yaing

KAl TOTA oL KAl mOVTOg ATEIQLTOS AAAG Te MAVTQA
nidvteg T abdvatol pdxapeg Oeol NdE Béarvat,
dooa T’ €NV yeyawta kal VOTEQOV OMTOC" EeAAeV,
évyéveto, Znvog d' évi yaotépL ovppa tepuKer>.

Translation by M.L. West*"!

2% Translations from Doniger 1981.
" West 1983, 89.
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So then, by engulfing Erikepaios the Firstborn,

he had the body of all things in his belly,

and he mixed into his own limbs the god’s power and strength.

Because of this, together with him, everything came to be again inside
Zeus,

the broad air and the lofty splendor of heaven,

the undraining sea and earth’s glorious seat,

great Oceanus and the lowest Tartara of the earth,

rivers and boundless sea and everything else,

and all the immortal blessed gods and goddesses,

all that had existed and all that was to exist afterwards

became one and grew together in the belly of Zeus.

“Hymn” to Zeus as reconstructed from the Derveni Papyrus col. XVI-XIX

ZeVG TIOWTOG YEVETO, ZELG VOTATOG &AQYKEQAVVOC,
Zevg kePaAn), Zevg péooa, Alog 0' €k mAvTa TETUKTAL
Zglg mvou) TAVTwY, ZeLg mavtwv énAeto Moipa

ZeVg BaotiAets, Zevg 0 aQX0G ATIAVTWY AQYIKEQALVOG.

Translation by. R. Janko*

Zeus was born first, Zeus of the shining bolt was last.
Zeus is the head, Zeus is center, all things are from Zeus.

Zeus was the breath of all, Zeus was their fate.

Zeus the king, Zeus ruler of all, he of the shining bolt.

Orphic Hymn 6 (Kern 87)

<[Tpwtoyovov>, Ovpiapa opvgvavy.

22 Janko 2002, 32-39.
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[Towtdyovov kaAéw dipur), uéyav, ailbegonAayktoy,
WLOYEVT), XQUTEALOLY &AYAAAOLLEVOV TTTEQUYEDTTL,
TAVEOPROAYV, YEVEOTLV HaKAQWV OvNTwVv T' avOownwy,
oTéQUA TIOAVVTIOTOV, TTOALOEYL0V, Holkemaiov,
&oENTOV, KOUPLOV Yol Tooa, TTAUPaES EQVOG,
000wV 0G OKOTOETTAV ATNUAVEWOAS OUIXATV
TidvTn dvnOeig MTeQUYWV OLMAILS KATX KOOUOV
AAUTIQOV &YWV PAog AYvov, dd' o0 oe PavnTa KIKAT)OKW
noe INommov dvaxta kat Aviavynv éAtkwrov.
AAAG, pakaQ, TOAVUNTL, TTOAVOTIOQE, Patve YeynOwg
£G TeAeTrv aylay TOAVTIOIKIAOV 0QYLOPAVTALG.

Translation by A. N. Athanassakis”

To Protogonos (incense — myrrh)

Upon two-nature, great and ether-tossed Protogonos I call;

born of the egg, delighting in his golden wings,

he bellows like a bull, this begetter of blessed gods and mortal men.
Erikepaios, seed unforgettable, attended by many rites,

ineffable, hidden, brilliant scion, whose motion is whirring,

you scattered the dark mist that lay before you eyes

and, flapping your wings, you whirled about, and throughout this world
you brought pure light. For this I call you Phanes

and Lord Priapos and bright-eyed Antauges**.

But O blessed one of many counsels and seeds, come gladly

to the celebrants of this holy and elaborate rite.

203 Athanassakis 1977, 11.
204 «“The One Reflecting Light.” Ibid., 114.
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Orphic Hymn 30

Translation by A. N. Athanassakis

<Atovooov>, Qupiapa otTvEAKA.

KwAnokw Atdvuoov €oioouov, evaotnoa,
nowtdyovov, dupur, tolyovov, Bakyelov dvakta,
YOOV, &AQENTOV, KQUPLOV, diképwta, dipoodov,
KLOOOPBOLOV, Tavowndv, AQrjLov, eVIOV, XYVOV,
WHAd0V, TOLETT), BOTOUNPOQOV, €QVETITIETAOV.
EvpBovAev, moAvBovAe, Awog kal [Tepoedoveing
apontols Aéktoolotl tekvwOeic, dppoote datpov:
KAVOL pdka, pwvng, NOLS O' émimvevoov apep[Pplng

eVHEVEC NTOQ €XwV, oLV évlwvolot TIOTvalc.

205

To Dionysus (incense — storax)

I call upon loud-roaring and reveling Dionysus,

primeval, two-natured, thrice-born, Bacchic lord,

savage, ineffable, secretive, two-horned and two-shaped.

Ivy-covered, bull-face, warlike, howling, pure,

you take raw flesh, you have triennial feasts, wrapt in foliage, decked with
grape clusters.

Resourceful Eubouleus, immortal god sired by Zeus

when he mated with Persephone in unspeakable union.

Hearken to my voice, O blessed one, and with your fair-girdled nurses

205 1bid., 43.
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breathe on me in a spirit of perfect kindness.
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Table 2: Timeline of Ancient History

Greece

Minoans (2700-1450)

e Linear A

Mycenaeans (1600-1100)

e LinearB

Dark Ages (1100-800)
Archaic Period (800-490)

e  Orientalization

e  Adoption of
Phoenician alphabet

Classical Period (490-323)
e Bone Tablets from
Olbia
e Derveni papyrus
written

Hellenistic Period (323-
146)

Near East

Sumerian Empire (5300-
2000)
e Trade with India

Akkadian Empire (2350-
2193)

Old Babylonian Period
(2000-1595)

Old Assyrian Period
(2000-1500)

Middle Assyrian Period
(1500-1000)

Neo-Assyrian Period (911-
612)

Neo-Babylonia Period
(612-539)

Achaemenid Empire (550-
330)

Hellenistic Persia (330-
250)
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India

Indus Valley Civilizations
(3300-1700)

Vedic Period (1500-500)

e  Rig Veda composed
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