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1. Introducing Indo-European ecologies

Jenny H. Larsson
Stockholm University

Abstract

This introductory chapter presents an exploration of the concept of
ecology in Indo-European studies, emphasizing its dual nature in
encompassing both culture and nature. It highlights the pivotal role
of cattle in Proto-Indo-European societies, exploring their influence
on the economy, social structures and religious beliefs. The chapter
furthermore discusses the integration of cattle in guest—host relations
and the mythologization of cultural others, as well as the perceived
threats to cattle and their symbolic significance.

1. Indo-European ecologies

The concept of ecology was first introduced by the German zoologist
Ernst Haeckel in 1866. The term itself is derived from the Greek words
oixog (meaning ‘household’ or ‘home’) and Adyoc (‘word’, but also
‘knowledge about’), emphasizing the importance of the farm and the
household as the foundation of ecology.

As alluded to by the title of this book, Indo-European Ecologies,
the main focus is upon the early Indo-European beliefs surrounding the
most important elements of the household (Greek olxoc), above all cat-
tle and milk, as well as a number of threats to this household, such
as serpents, lizards and dangerous strangers. The relationship to cattle
is abundantly expressed in words, myths and rituals occurring in dif-
ferent early Indo-European contexts. Many of these expressions may
be assumed to have their origin in the pastoral, cattle-herding lifestyle
facilitated by the ecological conditions on the Eurasian steppe.

Archaeological evidence, environmental data and a proper under-
standing of the ecological conditions on the Eurasian steppe may pro-
vide an explanation as to why notions of cattle, milk and chthonic
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2 Indo-European Ecologies

creatures have gained such a significant and long-lasting position in
many Indo-European cultural traditions.

2. Methodological considerations

In an interdisciplinary volume such as this, it is inevitable that labels
and concepts may be used in slightly different ways. This may cause
some confusion to the reader and it is therefore necessary to discuss
this issue briefly.

While the linguist’s definition of Indo-European is relatively straight-
forward, designating elements of a language directly descending from
the shared proto-language, the archaeological and cultural situation
is somewhat different. Here the Indo-European label may be applied
to customs or beliefs ultimately continuing an unbroken tradition dat-
ing back to the time of the proto-language. However, the methodology
is necessarily different. While linguistics can rely on the comparative
method and the — admittedly idealized — concept of exceptionless sound
change to minimize the likelihood of coincidental parallels or borrowed
elements, the identification of cultural traditions is inherently more
complex. Cultural practices may not always be accompanied by direct
linguistic evidence, making it challenging to clearly establish their histor-
ical continuity. Nevertheless, there are ways around this problem. Even
without direct linguistic evidence, it may still be possible to demonstrate
historical continuity of the material. By showing a clear transmission
lineage supported by both textual and archaeological evidence, one can
aspire to affirm the historical depths of such cultural practices.

3. The importance of cattle for the early Indo-Europeans

Cattle were central to the early Indo-Europeans, playing a critical role
not only in the societal structure and for sustenance but also in shaping
the cultural practices and social identity. The rich vocabulary related
to cattle, milking and dairy products reflects the material reality and
practices of the early Indo-Europeans by highlighting the significance
of animal husbandry and dairy farming on their way of life.

Cattle also held profound religious importance for the early Indo-
Europeans. Cattle sacrifice was central to their religious beliefs and
rituals, underscoring the close connection between daily life and cos-
mological beliefs.

The Indo-European tradition integrated a pastoral worldview and
practices into an agricultural cosmology, as further elaborated in the
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chapter by Anders Kaliff. In particular, Kaliff examines archaeologically
documented burnt mounds in this context. He points to possible con-
nections between the construction of the mounds and the accompanying
material remains on the one hand, and early Indo-European sacrificial
rituals and creation myths on the other.

In his chapter, Terje Oestigaard explores how domesticated grazing
animals, most notably cattle, played a pivotal role in the pastoral econ-
omy. He focuses on the neglected theme of seasonal changes and how
surviving the winter must have constituted a fundamental challenge for
the early Indo-European societies in the cold north. He furthermore
discusses winter rituals and sacrifices related to water and weather
conditions.

This fusion of ecological considerations and cosmological beliefs
created a particular Indo-European tradition, which emphasized the
importance of the household, the environment, and human-animal
relationships.

4. Cattle as currency in guest—host relations and the
mythologization of cultural others

Cattle held an important role in the social and economic systems of
the early Indo-Europeans, functioning as a form of currency in guest—
host relations and serving as a symbol of power and prestige. This dual
economic system, rooted in the ecology of society, had profound cul-
tural and mythological implications, as explored in the chapter by Peter
Jackson Rova.

In early Indo-European societies, guest-host relations played a fun-
damental role in the social fabric. Such relations were characterized
by symmetry, involving social equals who mutually agreed to provide
support and protection when needed. The roles of guest and host were
fluid, with the understanding that a guest in the present would become a
host for their current guest in the future, creating a reciprocal obliga-
tion. Hospitality and generosity were essential aspects of such relations,
with elaborate displays of wealth and expenditure aimed at leaving a
lasting impression on allies.

In contrast to guest-host relations, patronage relations in early Indo-
European societies were hierarchical and involved economic dependence.
In this system, the client depended on and was economically inferior
to the patron. Roles were typically not exchanged, and the gifts pre-
sented by the client often carried symbolic significance. It is important
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to note that the term “client” encompasses a broad range of profes-
sionals who relied on a patron’s financial support, including poets and
other hired individuals.

In his chapter, Riccardo Ginevra explores the mythologization of
cultural others. This was a prevalent theme in early Indo-European
societies, often centring around the notion of cattle-stealing monsters
or snakes. Such mythological figures symbolized a threat to the pas-
toralist way of life and the accumulation of wealth. Ginevra applies a
historical-comparative approach grounded in linguistics and philology
to illustrate how monstrous and otherworldly entities in various early
traditions are associated with the periphery of the known world, which
was in turn associated with bodies of water, serving either as threats or
protectors of the borderlands. This thematic exploration offers insights
into how early Indo-European speakers understood their environment
and the supernatural elements within them.

5. Threats to cattle, both real and imagined

Outside the mythological realm, real threats to cattle were prevalent.
The pastures and fields beyond the settlement were undomesticated
areas fraught with hidden threats. Livestock, the cornerstone of the
economy, grazed in these areas, making cattle susceptible to attacks
from predators (like wolves) and cattle-raiders.

Diseases among the livestock will have been another common con-
cern. Udder infections, in particular, posed significant risks, endan-
gering newborn calves and reducing milk production. In the absence
of a modern understanding of bacteria and viruses, udder infections
could be attributed to malevolent actors. Infected udders leading to
decreased milk production and health issues were explained as being
caused by venomous or poisonous chthonic creatures like snakes, liz-
ards and toads, which inhabited the undomesticated areas below the
grazing ground.

The chapter by Anders Richardt Jorgensen examines the linguistic
evidence for an early Indo-European belief that chthonic creatures such
as snakes, lizards and toads would suckle the udder of the livestock. He
focuses on the possible Celtic evidence for a continuation of a Proto-Indo-
European compound *g“ou-d"Vh;-, literally meaning ‘cow-suckler’
but applied to different chthonic creatures in the attested languages.

Addressing the threat posed by such chthonic creatures, even if
largely imagined, required finding ways to resolve the conflict or to
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mitigate its impact on the economy. A key objective seems to have been
preventing these creatures from biting and suckling the udders of live-
stock and from stealing or poisoning their precious milk.

One approach to dealing with this issue is outlined in the chapter by
Jenny H. Larsson, who looks into the Baltic customs of letting grass
snakes coexist with the cattle. Grass snakes were traditionally served
milk by humans in order to prevent them from potentially harming
the cattle. Instead of eliminating the creatures believed to threaten the
livestock, there was a cultural aversion to harming them in order not to
invoke their ire. These beliefs are abundant in the post-medieval Baltic
folklore, and Larsson traces their origin back to the earliest documents
on Baltic pre-Christian religion, suggesting that these customs may, at
least in part, originate from early Indo-European practices.

In her contribution, Birgit Anette Olsen further explores themes of
snakes, milk and the underworld in the Indic tradition. She focuses
on the samudramantbana myth in Hinduism, where the interplay of
snakes and milk plays an important role in retrieving the amgtam,
the divine drink that grants immortality to the gods. She argues that the
tale ultimately arose from a recombination of inherited features rather
than reflecting the direct inheritance of an old Indo-European myth.

The final contribution to this topic is the chapter by Davide
Ermacora. In his text, Ermacora revisits and expands upon a previous
work (Ermacora 2017) exploring the folklore motif of milk-suckling
snakes. He investigates how this myth reflects vernacular perceptions
of animal behaviour and anthropomorphism, especially in the context of
snakes exhibiting human-like traits, such as a craving for milk. He
furthermore examines the artistic and symbolic representations of this
motif in different cultures.

6. Conclusion

The introduction of ecological perspectives into the study of Indo-
European traditions may allow for a better historical understanding of
human-animal relationships and the relationship between human and
nature. Through the interdisciplinary approach applied in this book,
we hope to have broadened the views on how early Indo-European cul-
tures transformed the ecological realities into mythology and cosmo-
logical beliefs. Ultimately, this will allow us to better comprehend the
relationship between household and nature, the tamed and the wild,
and the here and the there.
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Abstract

The study provides a historical-comparative analysis of the linguistic
and textual data attested in various Indo-European traditions in con-
nection with beings associated with WATER and described as monstrous
creatures, cosmic strangers and/or ontological others. On the basis of
these entities’ shared features, a conceptual system is reconstructed,
which nicely fits into the set of beliefs that may be referred to as “Indo-
European ecologies”.
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1. Introduction

The present contribution deals with several kinds of beings described
within Indo-European (IE) mythological and legendary traditions as
monstrous creatures, cosmic strangers and/or ontological others, all of
which share an association with locations linked to the concept WATER.
By means of a historical-comparative methodology rooted in linguistics
and philology, it is argued that the shared features of these peripheral
characters allow for the reconstruction of a system of associations that
easily fit into some inherited cultural conceptions that, as explained
immediately below, may be referred to as Indo-European ecologies.

According to widespread conventions, in the next sections lexemes
are printed in italics (e.g. Vedic dhi- ‘serpent’) and conceptual items in
small caps (e.g. WATER).

1.1. Indo-European ecologies

The English term ecology, most often currently used in the sense “branch
of biology that deals with the relationships between living organisms
and their environment][; a]lso: the relationships themselves” (OED, s.v.
ecology, §1.a), is a compound of two lexical elements of Greek origin:
the well-known English prefixoid eco- ‘relating to the environment’, a
reflex of the Ancient Greek noun oikos ‘house, dwelling-place, home,
household’, and the equally widespread English suffixoid -logy ‘science
of, study of’, which must ultimately be traced back to the Ancient Greek
noun [6gos ‘computation, account, esteem, reason; speech, word, state-
ment’. The various senses of Greek /6gos may be broadly approximated
by means of the English term discourse, in the two senses that are cur-
rent within linguistics and humanities, namely “body of statements,
analysis, opinions, etc., relating to a particular domain of intellectual
or social activity [...]; the set of shared beliefs, values, etc., implied or
expressed by this” and “connected series of utterances by which mean-
ing is communicated, esp. one forming a unit for analysis; spoken or
written communication regarded as consisting of such utterances”
(OED, s.v. discourse, §§7-8).

In its etymological sense, an eco-logy is thus a ‘discourse on the house-
hold’, i.e. a ‘body of statements relating to the household, and the set of
shared beliefs implied or expressed by such statements’. The phrase IE
ecologies is here correspondingly used to refer to ‘IE discourses on the
household’, i.e. bodies of statements relating to the household as attested
within IE traditions, and the sets of shared beliefs implied or expressed by
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such statements. This definition is actually relatively close to the current
meaning of human ecology, which refers to the discipline that “addresses
the relationships of humans to their environment” (Freese 2001: 6975):
as it is impossible to reconstruct a Proto-Indo-European (PIE) word for
‘environment’ or ‘nature’, whereas, within the clan-based societies where
the earliest varieties of IE were spoken, words for ‘household’ clearly
referred to the centre of a human being’s living environment, our best
pathway to the reconstruction of prehistoric conceptions of human ecol-
ogy is precisely the comparative analysis of historically attested IE dis-
courses relating to the household, i.e. IE ecologies.

Given that most of the data analysed in this study occurs within texts
that deal with mythological topics, it must be noted that an interest
in the interrelationship between religion and ecology is nothing par-
ticularly new to the field of the history of religions. An “ecological
approach to religion” was previously advocated by Ake Hultkrantz
(1966; 1974), who first stressed the importance of the “ecological
and technological conditions” within which a religion is practised
(Hultkrantz 1966: 147-148). Within the field of IE studies, this eco-
logical approach was successfully applied by Bruce Lincoln (1981:
49-162) to the Indo-Iranian belief system that may be reconstructed
on the basis of correspondences between Vedic Sanskrit and Avestan
religious texts. Lincoln’s ecological investigation was part of a larger
comparative analysis between the religions of the speakers of the
Nuer language (South Sudan and Ethiopia) and of the earliest Indo-
Iranian languages (Western and South Asia). Since the shared elements
of Nuer and Indo-Iranian religious discourses may not be traced back
to a common ancestor (Nuer being a Nilotic language, not an IE one),
Lincoln convincingly linked them to the fact that “the ecological base
of both cultures is the possession of cattle”, which led him to the con-
clusion that “the given features of ecology serve to mould or shape
culture, which in turn serves to mould or shape religion” (ibid.: 173).

Following Hultkrantz’s (1974: 5) view that the means of subsistence
of a religious community should be at the centre of any cross-cultural
ecological comparison, Lincoln’s comparative analysis focuses on the
role of cattle, which both Nuer and Indo-Iranian speakers saw as “an
integral part of the community”, as the social order was “thought to
include both people and cattle” (Lincoln 1981: 7; original emphasis).>

> For further references on this topic, see Lincoln 1981: 7 fn. 33 and Watkins
1995: T§.
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Conversely, the present investigation takes as a starting point some
features of a monstrous category that, in both Indo-Iranian and other
IE mythological traditions, stood at the opposite end of the ecological
space, as the adversaries par excellence of mythological heroes in their
struggle for the possession of cattle: serpentine beings, explicitly iden-
tified with enemies and outsiders (Lincoln 1981: 107; 122),> who are
often said to be located by the WATER.

1.2. IE serpents of the (watery) deep

As is well known, the onomastics and phraseology occurring in texts
composed in a variety of ancient IE languages allow for the compar-
ative reconstruction of an inherited mythological figure that may be
referred to as the “Serpent of the Deep”: a SERPENTINE BEING who lives
in DEEP WATER.* Such beasts are especially well attested in Indic and
Norse mythology, with the former tradition recording at least three
mythical characters that are relevant to this investigation.

First, Vedic Abi- Bhudnyd- “Serpent of-the-Deep” (see [1]) is attested
as the name of a “water-born serpent” who “sits in the depth of the riv-
ers, in the dusky realms” in [2], and who “has been set in the depths” —a
place most likely identical to “the seat of the waters” —in [3]. More pre-
cisely, within the passage [2], the locative rdjassu ‘in the dusky realms’
clearly refers to the same location as budhné nadinarn “in the depth
of the rivers”, whereas, in the next passage [3], the locative budhnésu
‘in the depths’ is contextually associated with the goal apdarir sidanaya
“toward the seat of the waters”. The same connection between rdjas-
‘dusky realm’, budhnd- ‘depth, base, foundation’ and the concept
WATER is attested in a further passage (see [4]) where the phrase budhné
rdjaso “at the base of the realm” is used to refer to the birth-place of
the god Agni (‘Fire’), who was famously born apam updstbe “in the lap
of the Waters” (see [5]). Such parallels allow for the interpretation of
the name “Serpent of the Deep” as specifically referring to DEEP WATER,
and not just to any deep location: we are dealing with a “Serpent of
Deep Water”, or a “Serpent of the Watery Depth”, here.s

5 See Lincoln 1981: 122 and passim for further features of this reconstructed myth,
which are not relevant to the investigation at hand.

+ This section is based on Ginevra 2024a: 159-173.

5 Words and phrases that are particularly relevant to the discussion will be marked
in bold type in the examples.
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[1] ma no dhir budbniyo risé dbad | asmdakam bhiid upamativinib
“Let the Serpent of the Deep not set us up to suffer harm.

For us let there be winnings at the distribution (of prizes)”
(RV 5.41.16de)

[2] abjdam ukthair dbin grnise / budbné nadindn rdjassu sidan
// md no dbir budbniyo risé dhan / ma yajié asya sridhad
rtayoh “I will sing to the water-born serpent with hymns: he is
sitting in the depth of the rivers, in the dusky realms. Let the
Serpent of the Deep not set us up for harm; let the sacrifice of
him who seeks the truth not fail.” (RV 7.34.16-17)

(3] wutd no ndktam apdanm vrsanvasi / siiryamasa sddandya
sadbaniya | sica ydt sadi esaam / dhir budbnésu budbniyah
“And for us by night (and by day), o you two of bullish goods
[= Asvins], the Sun and Moon are our joint guides toward the
seat of the waters, when in company with them the Serpent of
the Deep has been set in the depths” (RV 10.93.5)

4] sd jayata prathamdb pastiyasu / mahoé budbné rdjaso asyd
yonau “He (Agni) was born first in the dwelling places, at the
base of this great realm, as his womb” (RV 4.1.112b)

(5] apdm updsthe mabisé vavardba “The buffalo (Agni) has
grown strong in the lap of the waters” (RV 10.8.1d)

The formulaic line md no dhir budhniyo risé dhad “let the Serpent
of the Deep not set us up to suffer harm”, occurring both in [1] and
[2], attests to the fact that this divine character was not only invoked
in prayers as a god but also seen as a potentially harmful character: as
already proposed by Macdonell (1897: 73), this “baleful aspect” of the
Serpent of the Deep may be evidence of the fact that the beast “was
originally not different from Ahi Vrtra” and represented the latter’s
“beneficent side” (ibid.: 153).

The most famous antagonist of Vedic mythology, the great ‘serpent’
(dhi-) called Vrtrd- ‘Obstacle’, is said to be killed by the warrior-god
Indra (e.g. in [6]) within a dragon-slaying myth whose IE heritage
is the main topic of a famous book by Calvert Watkins (1995). As
noted by Watkins (ibid.: 298), a connection with chthonic waters is
“a general attribute of the dragon” who is slain by the warrior-god in
Indo-Iranian myth; the same scholar (ibid.: 460-463, with an overview
of previous relevant scholarship) also argues for the original identity of
the Dragon and the Serpent of the Deep in Indic and IE mythology in
general. This identification finds support, inter alia, in the fact that
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passages describing the location of Vrtra attest the same connection
between rdjas- ‘dusky realm’, budhnd- ‘depth, base, foundation’ and
the concept WATER noticed above for the location of the Serpent of the
Deep: in text [7], the location rdjaso budhndm “on the foundation
of the dusky realm”, where Vrtra is said to lie, has the same referent as
the locative pravané ‘in the (waters’) torrent’. Vrtra’s connection with
WATER is further attested by his mother’s name, Danu- (see [8]), which
is identical with a neuter noun meaning ‘drop, stream’ (also attested
once as a feminine); the same name is also used to refer to Vrtra him-
self, who also has a vrddhi metronymic Danavd- ‘(son) of Danu’, which
may also be interpreted as (the serpent) of the drops, of the streams’.

(6] dhan vrtram vrtrataram viamsam / indro vdjrena mahata
vadhéna | skandhamsiva kiilisena vivrkna / abib sayata upaprk
prthivyab “Indra smashed Vrtra [/Obstacle] the very great
obstacle, whose shoulders were spread apart, with his mace,
his great weapon. Like logs hewn apart by an axe, the serpent
would lie, embracing the earth [/soaking the earth (with his
blood)]” (RV 1.32.5)

(7] apé vrtvi rdjaso budbndm dsayat / vitrdsya yat pravané
durgrbhisvano / nijaghdntha banuvor indra tanyatiim
“He [=Vrtra], having obstructed the waters, was lying on
the foundation of the dusky realm, when you, Indra, struck
your thunder down upon the jaws of Vrtra, Hard-to-Grasp,
in the (waters’) torrent” (RV 1.52.6bcd)

(8] nicavayd abhavad vrtrdputra / indro asya dva vadhar jabhara
[ dittard sir ddbarab putrd asid / danub saye sabdvatsa nd
dbeniih “The strength of Vrtra’s mother ebbed; Indra bore
his weapon down upon her. The mother was above; the son
below: Danu lies like a milk-cow with her calf” (RV 1.32.9)

A third relevant character attested in the Indic epic tradition is the
great serpent Sesa, also known as Ananta, who supports the earth from
beneath, lying around the four oceans. While this serpentine being is
not usually linked to either the Serpent of the Deep or Vrtra, he clearly
shares the associations of both with the concepts DEPTH and WATER:
various passages of the Mahabharata (see [9], [10] and [11]) describe

¢ On the character of Danu and this lexical family, see e.g. Macdonell 1897: 158;
EWAia: 719~720; Jamison 2021, ad 1.32.9.
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Sesa as he carries the earth on his head from beneath, lying with his
endless coils around its circumference (as in [10]) or around the oceans
(as in [9]) that surround it (see [11]).

9] bibbarti devim sirasa mahim imam samudranemim
parigrbya sarvatab “(Sesa) carries the Goddess Earth
on his head, encompassing all around the circumference
of the oceans” (Mahabharata 1.32.22.2)

[10] Seso ‘si ndagottama dharmadevo mabim imam dharayase
yad ekab / anantabbogab parigrbya sarvam yathaham evam
balabhid yatha va “Thou art Sesa, greatest of Snakes, thou art
the God of Law, for thou alone lendest support to this earth,
encircling her entire with endless coils, not less than I support
her, or the Cleaver of Vala” (Mahabharata 1.32.23)

[11] catubsamudraparyantam merumandarabhiisanam / Seso
bhitvabam evaitam dbdraydami vasumdbaram “as Sesa
I support this treasure-filled earth that is girt by the
four oceans and adorned with the Meru and Mandara”
(Mahabharata 3.187.10)

As long noted (e.g. West 2007: 347-348), the great serpents of Indic
myth have close parallels in the Norse mythological serpent par
excellence: the Midgardsormr ‘Midgard Serpent’, also known as
Jormungandr (of unclear meaning), a giant snake that lies at the bot-
tom of the ocean. As Thor’s greatest adversary, the Midgard Serpent is
the Norse counterpart to the Indic warrior-god Indra’s adversary Vrtra
(see Watkins 1995: 419—424), but, as shown in [12], the Norse snake
is also closely associated with the concepts DEPTH and WATER, like the
Vedic Serpent of the Deep and the epic snake Sesa and, as the latter,
he is even said to surround all lands with his endless coils. Furthermore,
just like Sesa upholds the earth from beneath, the Midgard Serpent
is also linked to the balance between ocean and land, as attested in
[13]: when the End of Time (Ragnarok) comes, the Midgard Serpent
shall leave the ocean and “make its way ashore”, and all lands will be
covered in water.

[12] kastadi hann orminum i inn djupa sce er liggr um oll lond, ok
ox sd ormr svd at hann liggr i midju bafinu of oll lond ok bitr
i spord sér. “he (Odin) threw the serpent into that deep sea
which lies round all lands, and this serpent grew so that it lies
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in the midst of the ocean encircling all lands and bites on its
own tail” (Snorri Sturluson, Gylfaginning 3 4)

[13] Pd geysisk hafit d londin fyrir pvi at pd snysk Midgardsormr
{ jotunmoo ok seekir upp d landit. “Then the ocean will surge
up on to the lands because the Midgard serpent will fly into a
giant rage and make its way ashore” (Gylfaginning 51)

As is well known, the Indic and Norse “Serpents of Deep Water”
have various counterparts in other IE traditions, such as the Ancient
Greek monster associated with the underground spring of Delphi and
famously slain by the god Apollo: the Python (sometimes described as
a male, but sometimes as a female and referred to as drdkaina ‘she-
dragon’). As seen in [14] and [15], this Greek monster is called both
6phis ‘serpent’, which is a reflex of PIE *h;ég""i- ‘id.” (Beekes 20710,
s.v. 6¢ig) and thus an exact cognate of Vedic Sanskrit dhi- ‘id.’, as well
as Pyth-6n, a proper name clearly linked with the toponym Pyth-6 for
Delphi and reflecting the same PIE root *bud”- ‘deep’ occurring in
Vedic budhnyd- ‘of the deep’. Greek Python ophis “the snake Python”
in [14] is thus a very close etymological match for the Vedic name Ahi-
Budhnyd- “Serpent of-the-Deep”.

[14] xev gic Aehgoic, xpnopwdotong téte Oéudoc: tg Ot
6 ppovpdVv To parvteiov ITH0wv Spig ExwAvey adTov
TOPEABETY ETL TO X AT, TODTOV GVEADY TO RaVTETOV
moporapBivel “he (Apollo) came to Delphi, where Themis
at that time used to deliver oracles and when the snake
Python, which guarded the oracle, would have hindered
him from approaching the chasm, he killed it and took
over the oracle” (Apollodorus 1.4)

[15] TTube ToL xaxTIévTL CVVvTETO doupdviog B)p, / aivog epis.
TOV REV T KOTYVAPEG GANOY €T 8w / BEAAWY KDV GloTOV
“As thou wert going down to Pytho, there met thee a beast
unearthly, a dread snake. And him thou didst slay, shooting
swift arrows one upon the other” (Callimachus Hymn
2.T00-T02)

The parallels between all the mythological deep-water serpents
mentioned so far have been subject to extensive treatment elsewhere
(e.g. Toporov 1974; Watkins 1995: 460-463; West 2007: 255-259;
347-349; Ginevra 2024a:159-173) and shall not be discussed any
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further in this contribution.” The present study rather focuses on the
linguistic and conceptual association between mythological SERPENTS
and DEEP WATER and on its cultural significance, which has been
described as puzzling by scholars such as Martin L. West (2007: 348),
who notes that “[i]f the Indo-Europeans had a myth of a great serpent
of the watery deeps, we must confess that we do not know what it sig-
nified”. The same scholar (ibid.: 349) also observed that “[t]he idea that
it encircled the whole earth would seem to presuppose the belief that the
earth was surrounded by water”, but “we have no sufficient ground for
attributing it to the IEs”, even though this view is explicitly attested in
Indic, Germanic and Greek sources. This apparently problematic system
of conceptual associations may be summarized as in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Association between SERPENTS and (DEEP) WATER surrounding the
EARTH.

SERPENTS

(DEEP) WATER surrounding EARTH, LAND

1.3. Aim, methodology and structure of the study

The aim of this contribution is to propose that the conceptual association
with the location (DEEP) WATER is not an exclusive trait of mythological
SERPENTS in IE mythology but rather a common feature of several myth-
ological others (both monstrous and not) within IE traditions, and that

7 Further etymological and thematic parallels have been noted by Toporov (1974)
and Martirosyan (2018) in folklore from two modern IE traditions, those on the
Serbo-Croatian badnjak ‘yule log’ and the Armenian Andndayin 6j “Abyssal Serpent”,
respectively, both of which seem to attest reflexes of PIE *b"ud"- ‘deep’ as well
(Armenian 67 may also be related to AGk dphis and Vedic dhi-, see Martirosyan 2018:
193 and fn. 5 with references). As pointed out to me by Kim McCone (pers. comm.), a
further interesting parallel is provided by the Irish saga Togail Bruidne Da Derga (lines
502-503 in Knott 1936), where a character utters the following words: “unless it is the
Leviathan which encircles the world [inz Leuidan timchella in domun), that strikes its
tail to put the earth over its head”. As noted by McCone, no biblical descriptions of the
Leviathan (Job 41, Psalms 74:14 and 104:26, Isaiah 27:1) ever make any reference to
it encircling the world. Knott (1936: 82) notices that this “medieval belief” is common
to both Irish and Norse mythology; McCone thus suggests that we may be dealing with
an inherited earth-girding sea monster secondarily identified with the biblical Leviathan
by a monastic redactor of the extant saga. A similar remark was also independently
made by Martin West (2007: 348 fn. 29), who even mentions a passage of Pseudo-Bede
(De mundi constitutione, Patrol. Lat. cx. 884) as a further possible reflex of this theme,
but also cautions that both texts may reflect Rabbinical lore.



16  Indo-European Ecologies

this association rests on the conceptualization of the location WATER as
a periphery of human ecology in IE culture. This proposal will be
argued for by means of a historical-comparative analysis of the con-
ceptual associations, onomastics and phraseology linked to a series of
mythological and legendary creatures associated with WATER within IE
traditions. Phraseological items will be represented according to the
conventional system [SEMANTIC.ELEMENT (corresponding.lexemes) —
semantic/syntactic.relationship SEMANTIC.ELEMENT (corresponding.
lexemes)|: e.g. the association between two concepts SERPENT and
pEPTH underlies the inherited phrase [SERPENT (*h3ég""i-) — of the DEEP
(*b"ud"-)] that may be reconstructed on the basis of the Vedic name
Abi- Budhnyd- “Serpent of-the-Deep” and of the Ancient Greek Python
ophis “the snake Python” discussed above.

The study is structured as follows. Section 2 is devoted to SERPENTS
in general; it is argued that not all IE legendary and mythological ser-
pents are associated with WATER, nor are they always HOSTILE, but most
are PERIPHERAL beings who are said to “come from somewhere else”.
Section 3 is devoted to WATER-creatures other than SERPENTS: several
mythological beings described as HOSTILE or FRIENDLY OTHERS, both
zoomorphic (canids and horses) and humanoid, are shown to share an
association with WATER. The last part, Section 4, is devoted to the con-
ceptualization of WATER as a PERIPHERY of HUMAN LIFE, identified as a
possible reason for the connection of SERPENTS and other mythological
OTHERS with WATER, while the idea that earth was surrounded by water
is thus shown to nicely fit in the way human ecology was conceptual-
ized by the earliest speakers of IE varieties.

2. Serpents as peripheral beings: serpentine enemies
and guests

Even though the “Serpents of Deep Water” attested (among others) in the
Indic and Norse traditions may securely be reconstructed as an inherited
feature of IE poetic culture, it must be pointed out that, within IE tradi-
tional texts, SERPENTS are not always described as HOSTILE beings living
in or arriving from WATERY places but rather as PERIPHERAL beings that
may be either FRIENDLY (i.e. GUESTS) Or HOSTILE (i.e. ENEMIES).®

8 On the (most likely universal) ambivalent attitude of human communities towards

strangers, see, e.g. Paul Thieme’s (1938) classic study of the Vedic term ari- ‘stranger’,
which occurs in very diverse contexts where it can refer to either a ‘guest’ or an ‘enemy’.
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In Hittite myth and Old English poetry, e.g. HOSTILE SERPENTS are
described as creatures that COME (i.e. move towards a conceptual
CENTRE or deictic HERE) from PERIPHERAL locations (a deictic THERE)
to the place that they will torment — with no reference whatsoever to
WATER. In Hittite passage [16], from a narrative about the monster
called Illuyanka- ‘Serpent’, the latter is invited as a GUEST in a feast
thrown by the goddess Inara, a banquet to which the Serpent and
his offspring are said to “come up” (Sarad weér) and from which,
after the feast, they do not want to “go back down into their hole
again” (namma hattesnas kattand|a’] panzi), thus overstaying their
welcome as GUESTS and becoming ENEMIES. Within text [17], from
the Old English epic poem Beowulf, the great serpent who kills the
hero Beowulf and destroys his kingdom, called wyrm ‘worm, ser-
pent, dragon’, lives in a barrow (a traditional Germanic theme) and
thus not in water, but is said to ‘come’ (cwom) like a “terrible evil-
guest” (atol inwit-geest), figuratively fulfilling both roles of GUEST and
ENEMY. In passage [18] from the Old English Nine Herbs Charm, a
wyrm ‘worm, serpent, dragon’ (the same word used for Beowulf’s
serpent) is said to “come sneaking” (com snican) from some PERIPH-
ERY to a location where it kills a human being, prompting the god
Woden’s slaying of the beast; the charm is explicitly said to make it
impossible for the snake to enter the HOUSEHOLD (o7 hus bugan “go
into the house”) from some unspecified PERIPHERY.

[16] Yinarasi=a=z unuttat n=asta "Silluyank[an) bantesnaz sara
kallista kasa=wa EZEN-an iyami nu=wa adanna akuwanna
ebu n=asta "Silluyankas QADU [DUMUMS-SU| sard wer
nu=za eter ekwe|r| n=asta *Y°palhban humandan ek|wer]
n=e=za ninker n=e namma hattesnas kattand|a’] niuman
panzi “Inara dressed herself up and called the serpent up
from its hole, (saying:) ‘T’'m preparing a feast. Come eat and
drink.” The serpent and [his offspring] came up, and they
ate and drank. They drank up every vessel, so that they
became drunk. Now they do not want to go back down
into their hole again.” (KUB 17.5 Vs. I 5°-14’)

[17] Efter 0am wordum wyrm yrre cwom, | atol inwitgeest 60re
si0e | fyrwylmum fab fionda nios(i)an, | ladra manna “After
these words, the worm came in anger, terrible evil-guest,

a second time, with hostile swirling fires, in pursuit of his
enemies” (Beowulf 2669—2672)
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[18] Wyrm com snican, toslat he man; | da genam Woden VIIII
wuldortanas | slob 0a pa neddran peet heo on VIIII tofleab.
| beer geeendade ceppel and attor, | beet beo neefre ne wolde
on bus bugan “A worm came sneaking, it slew a man. Then
Woden took nine glory-twigs and struck the serpent so that in
nine parts it flew. There the apple destroyed (the serpent) and
its poison, so that it never should go into the house” (Nine
Herbs Charm 31-35)

In [16] and [17] above, HOSTILE SERPENTS are described as unwanted
GUESTS, i.e. ANTI-GUESTS (on which see Watkins 1995: 404—407; Jackson
2014), but SERPENTS may also have FRIENDLY, GUEST-like relationships
with human beings, as attested in, e.g. the Indic and Baltic traditions.
In the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata, lexemes for ‘serpent’ like naga- and
pannaga- refer to sentient creatures who, as shown in [19], are orga-
nized in a human-like monarchic society based on fixed rules and may
even be on FRIENDLY terms with human beings, to the point of contract-
ing matrimony with them. As for the Baltic traditions, Jenny Larsson
(this volume) discusses the archaic Baltic custom of keeping snakes at
home, feeding them and treating them like gods, as attested, e.g. in text
[20] from a 1557 report by Sigismund von Herberstein of a journey
through north-western Lithuania. Such a custom (if it was ever histor-
ically practised) or belief clearly rests on the idea that SERPENTS may
behave FRIENDLY towards human beings, to the point of living within
their own HOUSEHOLD (which is not usually attested for such creatures).

[19] tasya sapasya santyartham pradadan pannagottamab /
svasaram rsaye tasmai suvrataya tapasvine // sa ca tam
pratijagraba vidhidrstena karmana / astiko nama putrasca
tasyam jajine mahdtmanah “It was to appease this curse that
the princely Snake gave his sister to the great-spirited (human)
seer of good vows. And he accepted her with the ritual that is
found in the Rules. A son was born to her: the strong-willed
Astika” (Mahabharata 1.13.36-1.13.37)

“Even today one can find many pagan beliefs in these remote
lands; some people [worship] fire, others trees, furthermore
the sun and moon. However, there are others who keep

their gods in their homes, i.e. snakes, resembling lizards but
larger, with four legs, black and thick, measuring about three
spans in length. Some call them Giowites, others Jastzuka,
and still others Szmya. They have a certain time when they
feed their gods. They place some milk in the middle of the

—_

[20
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house and then kneel down on the benches. Then the snake
crawls out and hisses at the people like angry geese and

the people pray to them with great reverence. If something
bad happens to someone, then he blames himself for not having
fed his god properly.” (Sigismund von Herberstein, Rerum
Moscoviticarum Commentarii, from Larsson, this volume)

To sum up briefly what has been discussed so far, in IE mythological and
religious traditions SERPENTS are not always associated with WATER, but
they are usually described as PERIPHERAL creatures who COME from
“somewhere else” (a conceptual PERIPHERY, a deictic THERE), at least
from the perspective of the human authors or protagonists of these
texts (their conceptual CENTRE, a deictic HERE). From this point of view,
SERPENTS can either be HOSTILE (ENEMIES) or FRIENDLY (GUESTS), but
they are always clearly separate from — “other than” — HUMAN BEINGS
(or their patrons, the gods). SERPENTS may thus be described as quin-
tessential ontological OTHERS belonging to a separate social group, a
so-called oUT-GROUP, in opposition to the IN-GROUP represented by one’s
own HOUSEHOLD. This system of associations may be summarized as in

Table 2.

Table 2. Association between SERPENTS, PERIPHERY and OUT-GROUP.

SERPENTS different from, other than HUMANS

PERIPHERY, THERE opposed to CENTRE, HERE

OUT-GROUP, OTHERS | hostile or friendly towards | IN-GROUP, HOUSEHOLD

3. Peripheral water-creatures: enemies and guests from the
waters

Serpentine beings like the “Serpent of the Deep” are not the only hos-
tile mythological characters associated with water. Creatures linked
with aquatic environments are a special category in IE mythology,
and the linguistic data attested by the phraseology and onomas-
tics associated with these creatures deserves particular attention.
Each of the following subsections is devoted to a specific category of
water-creatures that is cross-culturally attested in several IE traditions:
hostile WATER-CANIDS (3.1), hostile WATER-HORSES (3.2) and hostile
and friendly WATER-HUMANOIDS (3.3).°

o Parts of this section are based on Ginevra 2024a: 173-194.
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3.1. Monstrous canids from the waters

A first monstrous “Canid from the Waters” is attested in texts from
medieval Scandinavia (but possibly even earlier in Scandinavian art):*
the Norse monster called Fenris-ulfr, or simply Fenrir. As is well
known, this mythological wolf, a brother of the Midgard Serpent, is
destined to destroy the universe and the gods, and is thus taken by the
deities to a water basin, “a lake called Amsvartnir” (see [21]), in order
to imprison him; there he lies, immobilized, “at the mouth of a river”
until Ragnarok, the End of Time (see [22]). Then, Fenrir shall get free
from his water-prison, come to land with the enemies of the gods and
slay deities like Odin (see [23]), contributing (together with his brother
the Midgard Serpent; see above [13]) to the final destruction of the
world (see [24]).

[21] allar spdr spgou at hann mundi vera lagor til skada peim |...]
Pé féru Asirnir it { vatn pat er Amsvartnir beitir, i holm pann
er Lyngvi er kallaor, ok kolludu med sér ulfinn “all prophecies
foretold that it (Fenrir) was destined to cause them harm [...]
Then the gods went out on to a lake called Amsvartnir, onto
an island called Lyngvi, and summoned with them the wolf”
(Gylfaginning 3 4)

[22] Ulf sé ec liggia / drosi fyrir, | unz riifaz regin “A wolf (Fenrir)
I see lying before a river mouth, until the Powers are torn
asunder” (Lokasenna 41.1—41.3)

(23] Muspells megir scekja fram d pann voll er Vigrior beitir. Par
kemr ok pd Fenrisilfr [...] Ulfrinn gleypir Odin. Verdr pat
hans bani “Muspell’s lads (i.e. the enemies of the gods) will
advance to the field called Vigrid. Then there will also arrive
there Fenriswolf [...] The wolf (Fenrir) will swallow Odin.
That will be the cause of his death.” (Gylfaginning 51)

[24] Mun 6bundinn / a yta sjot / Fenrisulfr fara, / 4or jafngoor /

d auda tro0 / konungmadr komi “The wolf Fenrir, unbound,
will enter the abode of men (i.e. the world will end) before so
good a royal person comes onto the vacant path” (Eyvindr
skaldaspillir Finnsson, Hikonarmadl 20).

Old Norse Fen-ri-r (which I analyse as a reflex of *fani-ariia-z) is clearly
etymologically linked to the term fen ‘water basin, swamp, fen’, as has

© See also, e.g., Oehrl 20171: 194.
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long been noted,' and basically means ‘(the one) of the water basin,
swamp, fen’; the name Fenris-ulfr may correspondingly be loosely
translated as “Wolf of the Fen’, allowing for the identification, both
on mythological (as a wWOLF imprisoned in a WATERY location) and ono-
mastic grounds, of Fenrir as the reflex of a “monstrous WATER-CANID”
motif that, as argued in the remainder of this section, has correspond-
ences in at least two other IE traditions. Further parallels involving
Fenrir’s mythological role as an eschatological world-destroyer are dis-
cussed in the next two sections (3.2 and 3.3).

ON fen is the outcome of Proto-Germanic *fania- ‘water basin,
swamp, fen’, expected reflex of PIE *ponio-, also attested by Proto-Baltic
*pania- (Old Prussian pannean ‘id.” and Eastern Lithuanian pania® in
pania-budé ‘mushroom growing in humid places’) and close to Proto-
Baltic *pania (Latvian pane ‘water with dung’).” These correspondences
allow for the reconstruction of a PIE neuter *pon-jo- ‘basin of (stagnating)
water, swamp’ with a collective plural *pon-ieh,-."> The same PIE lexical
root *pen- ‘humid, water’ is also attested by Old Irish en ‘water’ and
Irish enach ‘swamp’, reflexes of Proto-Celtic *en-o- (from PIE *pen-o-)
and *ena-ko-, respectively, with the latter being a -ko- derivative of Proto-
Celtic *en-a- (from PIE *pen-eh,-), attested by Gaulish anam ‘paludens’
and Middle Irish an ‘water’.*+ A further close Celtic parallel for Old

" For a closer look at the formal analysis and semantic interpretation of ON Fenrir,
see Ginevra 2018a: 295-336. A connection of Fenrir with ON fen underlies various
other etymological proposals (see Dillmann 1994: 367; Deeg 2016: 66—69) and goes
back at least to Weinhold (1849: 17), if not to Snorri himself (as argued by Deeg
2016: 69—74).

2 On this lexical family, see EWA, s.v. fenni; Maziulis 1988-1997, s.v. pannean;
Petit 2010: 148.

3 Further derivatives of a PIE lexical root *pen- ‘humid, water’ are also attested,
e.g., by the reflexes of Proto-Germanic *fun-h-ta ‘humid’ (Old English fuahbz, Old
High German fizht-, German Feucht), reflex of PIE *pn-k-t6-, maybe with the same
velar-suffix of Proto-Germanic *fan-ga-, perhaps attested as a loan in Romance
(Italian fango) and reflex of the same PIE *ponkd- attested in Vedic pdrika- ‘mud’ (see
EWAia, s.v.). Romance formations like Italian fango may also be loans from Proto-
Germanic *fanja-; see Italian vengo from Latin venio.

4 This etymology is often regarded as doubtful because of the initial a instead of e
(Matasovi¢ 2009, s.v. *feno-), but this is unnecessary (Ginevra 2018b: 71 fn. 18), as
these forms may reflect a secondary stem *an-a- developed by analogical levelling on
the basis of acc. sg. *an-am (with shortening of 4 after nasal, see McCone 1996: 61)
and voc. sg. *an-a (with expected short *-a, see Joseph 1980: 17), where Proto-Celtic
*an-a developed from *en-a- by Joseph’s Rule. Of course, Joseph himself restricts his
law to the effects of non-final @, but he does so chiefly on account of the acc. sg. bein
(*ben-am) of Old Irish ben ‘woman’, whose development may have actually been
influenced by other analogical processes (see Matasovi¢ 2009, s.v. *bena, *bena).
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Norse fen (PIE *pon-io-) in Fen-rir may thus be found in Old Irish on°
‘water’ (PIE *pon-o-), which occurs as first element of compounds such
as on-fais ‘immersion” and On-chi ‘water-dog’.

The latter is one of the names, first attested in texts from medie-
val Ireland, of our second monstrous “Canid from the Waters”: the
Irish monster called On-chii or Dobar-chii ‘water-dog’. The compound
Omn-chii ‘water-dog’ (also attested as a masculine anthroponym) already
occurs in early Irish texts, such as Mesca Ulad (see [25]), as the name of
a species of fantastic beasts,’s which are described in Irish folklore as
ferocious monsters who live in water basins (07°), especially lakes,
from where they come out in order to slay human beings and live-
stock (Williams 1989: 66), as exemplified by text [26] from the Early
Modern Irish romance Caithréim Cellaig, where a female Onchu liv-
ing by two lakes is said to kill nine people. Just like the Norse Fenrir
Wolf, the Irish Onchu is thus a ferocious canid linked to water basins,
and the two monsters may have even shared similar iconographic rep-
resentations, as they are both described with gaping mouths (index-
ically referring to their voracious nature) in [25] and [27] (the latter
also matches Fenrir’s representation on the so-called Gosforth Cross,
on which see Oehrl 2011: 162-166). It must correspondingly be noted
that both Fenris-ulfr and On-chii are compounds whose first element
may ultimately be traced back to a thematic derivative with -o- grade of
the PIE root *pen- ‘humid’ and whose second elements refers to a canid
(‘wolf” and ‘dog’, respectively): these onomastic and thematic parallels
allow for the identification of both names as reflexes of an inherited
phrase [CANID — of WATER (*pon-(i)o-)], which may have been used in
prehistoric times to refer to a monstrous mythological beast.

[25] Onchit 0béli cechtar a da gialand “An Oncha with gaping
mouth on each of his shoulders” (Mesca Ulad 724-725)

[26] [...] Loch Con 7 Loch Cuilind 7 do éirig onchit neimneach do
bi ar an c[bloingilt doib 7 ro marb nonbar dia muindtir "na
flbliadnaisi féin «|...] Lake Con and Lake Cuilinn. To guard
which Congheilt a venomous Onchu opposed them, presently
and before his face killing nine of his people” (Caithréim
Cellaig 534—536; Mulchrone 1933: 17)

[27] En Fenrisulfr ferr med gapanda munn ok er hinn efri kjoptr vio
himni en hinn nedri vio jorou. Gapa mundi hann meira ef rim

s Also attested as a masculine proper name; cf. EWA, s.v. fenni.



Strangers from the waters — serpents, canids, horses and others 23

veeri til “But Fenriswolf will go with mouth agape and its upper
jaw will be against the sky and its lower one against the earth. It
would gape wider if there was room” (Gylfaginning s51)

The Irish Oncha was most likely a hybrid monster, half-reptile and
half-mammal (Williams 1989: 71-74), just like the Norse wolf Fenrir
on the Gosforth Cross (Oehrl 2011: 165), as well as the Greek mon-
sters Scylla and Typhon (on which see below). Various scholars (e.g.
Nagy 1985-1986) identify the Onchu with the otter, whose Old Irish
name dobur-chi (also attested as a masculine anthroponym) literally
means ‘water-dog’ as well. In addition to being a term for ‘otter’,
however, Dobar-chii ‘water-dog’ is also used as the name of a leg-
endary monster of Irish folklore, a beast that was still thought to
attack and kill humans in the eighteenth century, as shown by the
famous case of Grace Connolly from Lake Glenade, who according to
her husband was killed by a Dobarchu in 1722. Just like the Onchu,
the Dobarchu is said to infest water basins (Williams 1989: 74), and
is still (rarely) spotted by Irish cryptozoologists (just like Nessie in
Scotland). From an etymological perspective, Old Irish dobur-chii and
its exact Welsh cognate dyfr-gi ‘water-dog, i.e. otter’ both reflect Proto-
Celtic *dubro-ki- ‘water-dog’, a compound of *ki- ‘dog’ (reflex of PIE
*kuon-) and *dubro® ‘water’.” The latter is a substantivization of
PIE *d"ub”-ré- ‘deep, dark, dirty’ (Matasovi¢ 2009, s.v.), a derivative
of the same PIE lexical root *d’eub"- that also underlies Greek Typhdon
(see Watkins 1995: 461—462). Therefore, while On-chi is etymolog-
ically linked to Old Norse Fenrir (both reflecting PIE *pen- ‘water,
humid’), Dobar-chii is etymologically linked to Greek Typ'don, name
of another IE mythological water-being analysed below (Section 3.3).
These two synonyms may be interpreted as two variant names of
the same legendary beast, a Celtic Water-Dog with close parallels in the
Norse Wolf of the Fen Fenrir and in the Greek sea-dog Scylla, dis-
cussed immediately below. This Irish Water-Dog may at some point
have been identified with the otter, of course, but as noted by Pettit
(2016: 69) in his treatment of the Onchua, “if it is an otter, it is a mon-
strous otter” (original emphasis).'”

¢ A lexeme attested by Gaulish dubra-, Old Irish dobor, Welsh dw(fyr, MCorn.
dowr and Bret. dour (Matasovi¢ 2009, s.v.; Schrijver 1995: 353).

7 In later hagiographic narratives about Christian saints, water-dogs/otters are also
attested as benevolent figures (Nagy 1985-1986: 126-127); rather than showing that
these creatures were thought to be friendly, however, the friendship between a saint
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The third mythological tradition relevant for this section is the Greek
one, which attests at least two monstrous water-beings who are said
to have canid features: Scylla, “the sea she-dog”, and her half-sister
the Hydra, “the she-hound of Lerna”. According to Greek mythology,
Scylla, daughter of Typhon and Echidna according to text [31] (but of
Kratais and Trienus/Phorkos according to text [30]), lived in a cave close
to the sea by the Strait of Messina. Her name Skylle is a feminine noun
closely resembling the Hesychian gloss skyllon - ten kyna légousin “s.
they call the she-dog” and thus most likely meaning ‘She-Dog’ (Beekes
20710, s.v. oxVAak). This semantic interpretation is supported by passage
[28] from the Odyssey, where Scylla is said to bark with the voice ‘of
a puppy’ (skylakos); further support comes from texts [29], [30], and
[31] by later authors Anaxilas, Apollodorus and Hyginus, where Scylla
is described as a canid-like being. The monster is even explicitly called
pontia kyon “sea she-dog” in [29], an epithet that exactly matches the
phrase [CANID — of WATER]| reconstructed on the basis of the Norse and
Irish data discussed above. If Greek pontos ‘sea’ were not currently
traced back to a PIE noun *pont-eH- ‘path’ (see, e.g. Beekes 2010, s.v.
TéVTog), one may even take pdntos ‘sea’ for another thematic derivative
with -o- grade of the PIE root *pen- ‘humid’, and correspondingly trace
Greek pontia kyon “sea she-dog” back to the same inherited colloca-
tion [CANID — of WATER (*pon-(t/i)o-)] reconstructed above on the basis
of the names of Scylla’s Norse and Irish counterparts.

[28] évBax 3”&Vl ZxDAM] vaiel dtvov Aedovie. / Tijg 17‘ TOL PQVI] JEV
8o oxlidarkog veoyiig / yiyveton, adti 8 adTe TEAWP KOKSV"
“In it dwells Scylla, yelping terribly. Her voice to be sure is
only as loud as the voice of a newborn whelp, but she herself
is an evil monster” (Odyssey 12.85-12.87)

[29] 7] Tpixparvog Zxddder, wovtio kbwv “O Scylla with three heads,
sea she-dog” (Anaxilas Neottis K-A 22)

[30] v 02 &v p&v Botépw Txddhar, Kporrouidog Buydrnp ko
T Tpwvov 7] @épxov, Tpéowtov Exovan Kl TTEPVX YUVAIKEG,
&k Ayovav Ot xeohdig E§ kol dwdexa Tédag xVAY “and in
one of them was Scylla, a daughter of Crataeis and Trienus or

and a water-dog serves the narrative function of exalting the protagonist as a holy
man who is able to befriend dangerous and wild animals, just like Saint Francis is
said to have befriended the Wolf of Gubbio (Lupo d’Agobbio) in Chapter 21 of the
medieval Italian hagiographic text Fioretti di San Francesco.
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Phorcus, with the face and breast of a woman, but from the
flanks she had six heads and twelve feet of dogs” (Apollodorus
Epitome 7.20)

[31] Ex Typhone et Echidna: |...] Scylla quae superiorem partem
feminae, inferiorem canis habuit “From Typhon and Echidna:
Skylla, who had the upper part of a woman, the lower one of
a dog” (Hyginus Praefatio 39)

As for the Hydra, a many-headed female monster famously slain by
the hero Herakles, she is referred to as tan [...] kyna Lérnas | hydran
“the she-hound of Lerna, the Hydra” in passage [32] and tén [...] kyna
/ bydran “the she-hound, the Hydra” in passage [33] below; both are
from Euripides’s Herakles, a tragedy in which this author clearly employs
very archaic formulaic material (see Watkins 1995: 378-381; 493-495;
and passim). Since Lerna was also a WATERY location — a complex of
springs, a swamp or a lake (see the ancient sources cited in Newue Pauly,
s.v. Lerna) — the epithet kyna Lérnas “she-hound of Lerna” may reflect
the same traditional phrase [CANID — of WATER] that also underlies the
Norse, Irish and Greek data discussed above, allowing for the identifica-
tion of the Hydra as a further reflex of the IE monstrous WATER-CANID.'®

[32] T&v Te pupiékpavov / Tohbpovov kxbve Aépvoag / Hdparv
¢kembpwaev “The myriad-headed murderous she-hound of
Lerna, the Hydra, he destroyed by fire” (Euripides Herakles
419-421)

[33] TV T apeixpavov kol ToMpBraati| xbve / Hdpov povedaag
“I killed the she-hound whose many heads on all sides grow
back again, the Hydra” (ibid. 1274-1275)

If the Hydra had originally been another WATER-CANID, she must have
already been provided with serpentine features before the seventh cen-
tury BCE, since by that time it may be safely assumed on the basis of
both literary sources (the first being Peisander of Rhodes, mid-seventh
century) and iconographic representations (the earliest being a Boeotian
fibula from c. 700 BCE) that the monster was usually imagined as a
serpentine being with many serpentine heads, perhaps after having been

'8 The parallel between Euripides’s canid-like Hydra and the Norse Fenrir Wolf was
already suggested en passant by McCone 1987: 125 (briefly resuming and expanding
the treatment in McCone 1984: 23—26).
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conflated with the monstrous adversary par excellence, the “Serpent
of the Deep” discussed above (Section 1.2), or even by association with
the noun hydros ‘water-snake’. This is not unconceivable, given that the
other Norse, Celtic and Greek WATER-CANIDS discussed above are also
represented as hybrid monsters whose appearance mixes features of both
canid and other beings (also serpents, e.g. in the case of Fenrir, see Oehrl
2011: 165). As a reflex of the IE WATER-CANID, the Hydra would have
originally been more similar to three of her siblings, who were born,
like her, from Typhon and Echidna, namely: the two mythological dogs
Kerberos (the hell-hound) and Orth(r)os (guardian of Geryon’s herd),™ as
well as their sister (at least according to [31] above) Scylla, “the sea she-
hound”. Furthermore, an original canid-like form for the Hydra is also
supported by her name’s etymological parallels in other IE traditions: as
long noted (see e.g. Nagy 1985-1986: 123), the Greek formation Hydr-a
is similar (differing only in the gender) or even identical (same gender) to
several terms for ‘otter’ in various IE traditions (including English otzer),
all of which are substantivized reflexes of the PIE adjective *udr-6- ‘of
water, aquatic’, and several of which are even feminine, e.g. Latin lutr-a
(with initial /- from lavé ‘wash’ or lupus ‘wolf’; de Vaan 2008: 355) or
German Otter from Proto-Germanic *utr-6- (see Kroonen 2013: 562).
The latter feminine nouns may be transposed as PIE *udr-eh,-, exactly
like Homeric Greek Hydr-é: since otters are so-called Caniformia (i.e.
canid-like mammals) and, as seen above, are even called “water-dogs”
in Celtic languages, this etymological connection supports an original
canid-like (rather than serpent-like) shape for the Hydra.

If this were the case, just like Ancient Greek noun hydros ‘water-
snake’ was likely substantivized by accent-retraction from the adjec-
tive *hydros ‘of water, aquatic’ of a phrase *hydrés ophis “aquatic
serpent”, the name Hydr-a “Water-Female’ may have been substantiv-
ized by accent-retraction from the adjective *hydrd ‘of water, aquatic’
of an original phrase *hydrd kyon “aquatic she-hound”, another
Ancient Greek reflex of the inherited phrase [CANID — of WATER] used
in several IE texts to refer to a monstrous being. The feminine gen-
der would be relatively expected, since Greek kyon ‘dog (masculine
or feminine)’ is usually feminine when it refers to a ‘hound (dog used
for killing)’ (LS], s.v.). Even though the formulaic phrase *hydrd kyon
reconstructed above is obviously not attested in any Greek text, it may

 See McCone 1984: 25 for a previous intepretation of the Hydra as “an
Otherworld hound-monster very much like Orthus and Cerberus”.
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underlie Euripides’s passages [32] and [33] above, both of which pecu-
liarly attest appositional phrases tdn/tén kyna hydran “the she-hound,
the Hydra”, which seem to intentionally evoke the same formulaic
phrase *hydrd kyon “acquatic she-hound”, of which Scylla’s epithet
pontia kyon “sea she-hound” [29] may either be an innovative variant
(if Greek pontos ‘sea’ is an innovation) or a more archaic one (if Greek
pontos is related to Old Norse fen and Old Irish on°, see above). In any
case, the assumption of such a formulaic phrase *hydrd kyon, although
attractive in some respects, is not necessary to the reconstruction pro-
posed here, namely that the Hydra may have been imagined as a mon-
strous “Water Canid”, which is mainly grounded on the correspondence
between Euripides’s phraseology, the cognates for Hydra’s name in
other IE languages, and the canine nature of her siblings in Greek myth.

3.2. Monstrous horses from the waters

The evidence for the reconstruction of an IE monstrous WATER-CANID
figure seems particularly compelling to the present author,> but cross-
cultural comparison of the onomastics and phraseology associated with
monstrous beasts from the waters in IE traditions also allows for the
identification of at least one alternative variant of the WATER-BEAST:
the monstrous WATER-HORSE.

A first specimen of this figure is attested within the Indic tradition,
where the eschatological role of slayer of the gods and destroyer of
the world is not ascribed to a WATER-CANID — as in the case of the Norse
Wolf of the Fen — but to a WATER-HORSE: the Indic fire-monster called
Vadava- “(the being) of the mare, of the she-horse’, because it has the
shape of a mare, and Aurva- ‘(the being) of the ocean-basin’, because it
inhabits the ocean. The myth of the Indic Ocean-Mare (on which see,
e.g. Doniger O’Flaherty 1980: 213-217 and passim) closely resembles
that of the Norse Wolf of the Fen: she is destined to destroy the universe
and the gods (see [34] and compare Norse text [21]); therefore, the gods
take her to the ocean and imprison her there (see [35] and compare
Norse texts [21] and [22]); when the End of Time comes, the Ocean-
Mare shall get free from her water-prison, slay the gods, and destroy the
whole world (see [36] and compare Norse texts [23] and [24]).

> Davide Ermacora (pers. comm.) points out to me that water-wolf is further
attested in English folklore as the name of a smaller monster, a parasite that can be
swallowed by a man “when drinking out of a stream™ and then, “it is said, lives and
grows in his stomach” (Addy 1888: 276).
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[34] vadaveti smaran viprab krtyapi vadavakrtib /
sarvasattvavinasaya prabhitanalagarbhini “The demon that
came out of his eyes had the shape and features of a mare. She
contained within herself plenty of fire for destroying all living
beings’” (Brahma Purana 110.124c-110.125a)

[35] [brabmovaca) vadavamukbe ‘sya vasatib samudre vai
bhavisyati |...] pravivesarnavamukham niksipya pitari
prabbham “[Brahma said:] its dwelling shall be at the Mare’s
Mouth in the Ocean [...] It entered the ocean’s mouth covering
its father with splendor” (Harivamsa 1.45.58ab; 1.4.62; cf.
Matsya Purana 175.58ab-175.59; 175.62)

[36] tato yugante bhiutanam esa cabam ca suvrata / sabitau
vicarisyavo nisprananakarav iha / [...] dabanab
sarvabbutanam sadevasuraraksasam “When the End of
Time comes and the hour of destruction of all creatures,
we will join forces to devour the worlds. [...] It (the Ocean-
Mare) will devour all beings, together with Gods, Asuras and
Rakshasas” (Harivamsa 1.45.60-1.45.61; cf. Matsya Purana
175.60-175.61)

Besides sharing the same role in mythology and eschatology, the Indic
Ocean-Mare and the Norse Wolf of the Fen have correspondences in
their names as well. As anticipated above, one of the names of the Indic
monster is Sanskrit Vadava- ‘of the mare, of the she-horse’, which is a
derivative (vrddbi-type) of the noun vadava- ‘mare, she-horse’, a beast
that was associated with voracity and danger in both Indic and other IE
traditions (see Doniger O’Flaherty 1980: 196; 237), just like the wolf
in the Norse one. The other prominent name of this monster is Aurva- ‘of
the ocean basin’, which is a derivative — of the same vrddbi-type — of the
Vedic Sanskrit noun #rvd- ‘container, basin’ (Doniger O’Flaherty 1980:
226), which in the Rigveda often means ‘ocean basin’, the ‘container’
par excellence where all rivers flow (see RV 2.13.7; 2.35.3; 3.30.19);*
one may compare with this last detail the image of Fenrir lying, gaping,
at the mouth of a river (see [22] above). Sanskrit Aurva- ‘of the ocean
basin’ is thus a close Indic counterpart to the Old Norse name of the
wolf Fenrir ‘of the water basin, swamp, fen’, allowing for the identifica-
tion of both these characters as reflexes of an [E WATER-BEAST that was

>t See Grassmann 1873-1875, s.v.; Doniger O’Flaherty 1980: 226; Jamison and
Brereton 2014, ad RV 2.13. The etymology of #rvd- is uncertain (EWAia, s.v.).
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imprisoned in a watery location and destined to destroy the universe at
the End of Time.

However, a folkloric parallel for the Indic Ocean-Mare in texts from
medieval Ireland allows for the assumption that the WATER-HORSE was
not an Indic innovation that departed from the more usual WATER-CANID
but rather a variant WATER-BEAST of IE heritage. Just like the Norse
WATER-CANID Fenrir Wolf has a geographically distant but mytho-
logically close parallel in the Indic Ocean-Mare, the Irish monstrous
WATER-CANTD Onchi or Dobarchu has a (geographically very close)
variant in an equine monster living in lakes that is called Each uisce
“Horse of water” (Williams 1989: 75), a name that is already attested
in Old Irish as ech usci, see text [37] from the Triads of Ireland.

[37] [...] Mil Leittreach Dalldin, cenn duine fair, dénam builc
gobann olchena .i. ech usci roboi isind loch i téeb na cille,
is hé dochiaid ar ingin in tsacairt co ndergene in mil frie
“The Beast of Lettir Dallan. It has a human head and
otherwise the shape of a smith’s bellows. The water-horse
which lived in the lake by the side of the church cohabited
with the daughter of the priest and begot the beast upon her.”
(Triads of Ireland 236)

This parallel is particularly significant on two levels. On the one hand,
Old TIrish ech usci and Irish each uisce ‘horse of water’ quite closely
match the two Sanskrit names of the Indic Ocean-Mare Vadava- ‘of the
mare’ and Aurva- ‘of the ocean basin’, and may thus allow for the recon-
struction of a phrase [HORSE — of WATER] as the name of a monstrous
beast within IE poetic-mythological culture. On the other hand, the Irish
legendary beasts, the Water-Dog and the Water-Horse, attest to the coex-
istence of both a monstrous WATER-CANID and a monstrous WATER-HORSE
within a single IE tradition, a synchronic variation which matches the
crosslinguistic variation observed for the eschatological WATER-BEAST in
Norse (WATER-CANID) and Indic (WATER-HORSE). Rather than assuming
that one eschatological monster was older than the other, these corre-
spondences may allow us to reconstruct both the WATER-CANID and the
WATER-HORSE as two synchronic variants within early IE tradition of
the same mythological WATER-BEAST, a murderous and voracious mon-
ster that was destined to destroy the world at the End of Time.

Before moving on to the next section, a consideration is in order. In
contrast with SERPENTS, who (as shown above) were PERIPHERAL beings
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even without any association to WATER, both cANIDS and HORSES had
already been domesticated in IE prehistory (Anthony 2007: passim)
and were thus effectively considered part of the IN-GROUP of a HUMAN
HOUSEHOLD. Thus, the specification of these monstrous CANIDS and
HORSES as WATER-creatures most likely expresses their status as WILD
and UNDOMESTICATED animals who come from the PERIPHERY of the
HUMAN world, WATER, and thus has the function to distinguish them from
normal, non-wATER-linked domesticated dogs and horses, who belong in
the HUMAN HOUSEHOLD. In other words, it may be proposed that, within
IE culture, to associate an otherwise domestic animal with WATER, to call
it [BEAST (CANID, HORSE) — of WATER], was a way to describe it as a WILD
BEAST, a PERIPHERAL animal that may become dangerous if it reaches the
HUMAN HOUSEHOLD, just like (aquatic or non-aquatic) SERPENTS.

3.3. Humanoid beings from the waters

In the previous two sections, several IE examples of WATER-BEASTS have
been discussed; as is well known, however, numerous mythological beings
associated with WATER are not animal-shaped but have rather humanoid
features. Since a great number of humanoid sea deities and water deities
are attested in IE mythology, for reasons of both space and relevance the
present discussion is only limited to a small selection of WATER-linked
HUMANOID figures, who are explicitly set in opposition to the gods in
three distinct IE traditions: the dangerous Greek monster Typhon, the
ambivalent Irish Fomoiri and the friendly Norse sea-giant Agir.

The first character discussed in this section is an utterly hostile one:
Typhon, a monstrous being (offspring of the gods Earth and Tartarus
or of the goddess Hera alone) who in both iconographic sources and
later texts is represented as a creature of hybrid — half-humanoid
and half-serpent — shape (see [38]), just like the Norse Fenrir, the Irish
Water-Dog, and the Greek Scylla. The latter monster and the Hydra
are also both said to be Typhon’s daughters, for example in text [31]
above: Typhon is thus associated with WATER-BEASTS from a genea-
logical perspective. It is thus particularly noteworthy that this charac-
ter’s role within Greek mythology is quite similar to those of the Norse
Wolf of the Fen and the Indic Ocean-Mare in their respective traditions:
Typhon threatens to conquer the gods and is thus fought off by Zeus
(see [39]), who manages to imprison him in a location “by the narrows
of the sea”, Mount Etna, from which, someday, he shall get free and
destroy the land of Sicily (see [40]).
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[38] peptypévny éxovta @hay avdpog kol Byplov. [...] ﬁv 08 0T
TOL KEV GixpL pnp@v ETAEToV péyebog avdpdpoppov, [...] Ta 08
Gmo wp@v ameipag slyev dmeppeyédeis Exdvav “[Typhon was]
a hybrid between man and beast. [...] As far as the thighs he
was of human shape [...] From the thighs downward he had
huge coils of vipers” (Apollodorus 6)

[39] kol v0 xev EmAeTo Epyov apijyovoy 7ot xeive, / ko
kv 6 ye Bvyroict kol abavdtolTy dvakev, / i pi) &p’ 0&D
véyoe Tatrp avopiv Te Bedv te “And on that very day an
intractable deed would have been accomplished, and he
would have ruled over mortals and immortals, if the father
of men and of gods had not taken sharp notice” (Hesiod
Theogony 836-838)

[40] kol VDV dypelov kol Tapdiopov Oépag / kelTon oTevwTod
mAvoiov Bedaoaiov / imodpevog pilouatv Aitvaioug mo: /
Kopuepals 0° €v &xpaug Hpevog pudpoxtumel / “Heouatog, Ev0ev
gxporyijoovTal ToTe / ToTopol TUPOG SATTOVTEG Grypiois
yvéoig / Tijg kolMxépmov ZixeMog Aevpodg yhog: / Tolévoe
Topég e&avaléael yéhov / Beppolg amAdtov Péleat Tupmvéoy
LéAng, / xadmep kepowve Znvog NvOpaxwpévos “And now
he lies, a sprawled, inert body, near the narrows of the sea,
crushed under the roots of Mount Etna; on its topmost peaks
Hephaestus sits forging red-hot iron, and from thence one
day will burst forth rivers of fire, devouring with their savage
jaws the smooth fields of Sicily with their fine crops. Such is
the rage in which Typhos will boil over, raining hot darts of
fiery breath that no one can touch, even though he has been
calcinated by the thunderbolt of Zeus” (Aeschylus Prometheus
Bound 363-372)

The parallels between Typhon and the IE WATER-BEASTS discussed
above, however, are not only mythological in character; they involve
onomastics as well. The name Typhdon and its several variants (e.g.
Typhées) have been analysed as reflexes of the PIE root *d’eub”- ‘deep’
by Watkins (1995: 461-462),>* who compared Typhon to the Indic and
Greek “Serpents of the Deep” mentioned above, but did not get into
the details of the derivational history and semantic interpretations of

> Watkins (ibid.) justifies the attested alternation between long and short # as
“expressive lengthening”.
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these formations. At least for the variant Typhdon, one may assume
that it is the reflex of * Typha-won “(being) associated with depth’, a
-won- onomastic derivative of an abstract noun *typh-a- ‘depth’, of the
well-attested derivational type of Homeric Greek Aretd-(w)on (Iliad
6.31) from aret-é (earlier *aret-a-) ‘excellence’.*s The derivational base
of Typhon’s name, Greek *typh-a- ‘depth’ (PIE *d"ub-éh,-), would
then be a cognate of the Proto-Celtic formation *dub-ro- ‘water’ (PIE
*d'ub”-ré- ‘deep, dark, dirty’) reflected by the first element of the name of
the Irish monster Dobar-chu ‘water-dog’, both being reflexes of PIE
*d"eub"- ‘deep’. Given the etymological connection with the Irish Water-
Dog, and given that Typhon, just like the Norse Wolf of the Fen and the
Indic Ocean-Mare, is said to lie in a WATERY location in [40], it is con-
ceivable that the lexeme *typh-d- ‘depth’ associated with this character
referred precisely to WATERY DEPTHS, and that Typhdon (* Typhd-won)
should be interpreted as ‘(monster) associated with watery depths’,
another reflex of the structure [BEAST (CANID, HORSE, HUMANOID) — of
WATER]| that underlies several names of monsters in IE traditions, as
shown above. Both thematic and onomastic parallels thus allow for the
analysis of Typhon as another Greek “Monster from the Waters” — just
like his daughters Scylla and the Hydra — but also as a humanoid reflex
of the same IE character attested by the Norse Wolf and the Indic Mare:
an eschatological WATER-BEAST (variously conceptualized as either a
CANID, a HORSE Oor a HUMANOID being) associated with the destruc-
tion of the world. At some point, this character may also have been
conflated with a Greek reflex of the “Serpent of the Deep”, if Watkins
(1995: 462) was right in assuming that Typhon is another reflex of his
mythological Dragon.

As is well known, however, within IE mythology, relationships with
WATER-linked beings must not always be on violent terms: especially
when these beings are HUMANOID, it is at least possible to have social
relations with them, as shown by the following two examples (among
many others). A first example is found in mythological texts from medi-
eval Ireland, such as passage [41] from the Cath Mag Tuired, where the
gods are said to battle a race of supernatural humanoid beings called
Fo-moire, a name that already in the Middle Ages was interpreted (among
other things, see the discussion in Rodway 2010: 16-17) as ‘(those who
live or come from) under (fo) the sea (muir)’, matching the fact that these

> See Ginevra 2024a: 188-189; on this onomastic formation and type, see Massetti
20T3-20T4: T42.
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beings are indeed associated with the sea in Old Irish texts.>* As noted
by Mark Williams (2016: 94), in later texts the Fomoiri “became the
monsters par excellence of Irish tradition — variously deformed, fishlike,
or fanged — but in several early sagas |...] they look much the same as the
god-peoples and can be just as beautiful”, as seen in [42]; before entering
a war with the gods, the Fomoiri were actually their close allies, to the
point of mixed unions between the two, as shown in [43].

[41] Ni tanic doqum n-Erenn drem bud mé grdin né adhiiath
indd in slog-sin na Fomoiridhi “No host ever came to Ireland
which was more terrifying or dreadful than that host of the
Fomoiri” (Cath Mag Tuired 51)

[42] Co n-acqu iarum pa duine ba ferr delph. Mogg orbuide
foir goa dib guaillib “Then she saw that it was a man of
fairest appearance. He had golden-yellow hair down to his
shoulders” (Cath Mag Tuired 16)

[43] Gnisit iarum Tuadh Dé caratrad fri Fomorib & debert Balar
tia Néit a ingin .i. Ethne, de Cén mac Dien Cécht. Gonad
i-side ruc a ngen mbuadha .i. Lucc “The Taatha Dé then made
an alliance with the Fomoiri, and Balor the grandson of Nét
gave his daughter Ethne to Cian the son of Dian Cécht. And
she bore the glorious child, Lug” (Cath Mag Tuired 8)

A second prominent example of FRIENDLY, GUEST-LIKE character closely
associated with a WATERY location is attested in Old Norse texts from
medieval Scandinavia such as [44], in which the gods are said to be in
a guest—host relationship with a ‘giant’ (jotunn) called £gir (Jackson
2014: 98-99), a ruler of the ocean. Agir’s name is used in Norse poet-
ics as a synonym of ser ‘sea’, as attested in passage [45], where the
latter is called both “visitor to the gods” and “father of Agir’s daugh-
ters”, and thus clearly identified with Agir.>s Correspondingly, Old
Norse Zgir has long been analysed (Darms 1978: 25-33) as a reflex
of Proto-Germanic *ég-jja- and PIE *h,ek"-io- ‘of water, pertaining to
water, aquatic’, a vrddbi derivative of the PIE term *hyek*-eh,- ‘water’
reflected, for example, by Latin aqu-a, Gothic al-a.

*+ See Rodway 2010: 17 fn. 72 and passim for more details on the association of the
Fomoiri and their mythic ancestors with the sea.

s Cf. also poetic periphrases such as £gis grund “Agir’s field” for sea and Agis
deetr “daughters of Agir” for wAVES (Meissner 1921: 925 98).
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[44] Agir sotti beimbod til Asgards, en er hann var bitinn til
heimferdar pd baud hann til sin Odni ok ollum Asum i
priggja manada fresti “ Agir went as a guest to Asgard, and
when he was about to return home, he invited Odin and all
the gods to visit him after an interval of three months” (Snorri
Sturluson, Skdldskaparmal 33)

[45] Hvernig skal see kenna? Svd at kalla hann Ymis bloo,
heimscekir gudanna, verr <R>dnar, fadir Agis deetra “How
shall sea be referred to? By calling it Ymir’s blood, visitor
to the gods, husband of Ran, father of Agir’s daughters”
(Skadldskaparmadl 25)

These last two examples, the Irish case of the Fomoiri and the Norse
case of Agir, make it clear that, within IE mythology and religion, it was
possible to establish FRIENDLY relationships with wATER-linked beings,
especially if HumaNOID. Nonetheless, the latter were still regarded as
STRANGERS, .. as OUTSIDERS from an OUT-GROUP with whom one may
entertain either GUEST-LIKE (as for ZAgir) or HOSTILE relations (as in the
case of the Fomoiri).

3.4.To sum up: hostile and friendly others from the waters

Partial results of the research presented so far may be summarized as fol-
lows. Onthe one hand, SERPENTS were not the only WATER-linked HOSTILE
creatures in IE mythology: both linguistic and thematic parallels support
the reconstruction of IE monstrous WATER-CANIDS, WATER-HORSES and
even WATER-HUMANOIDS, as well as of an IE eschatological myth about
a monstrous (animal or humanoid) WATER-BEAST linked with world-
destruction. On the other hand, it is clear that within early IE mythology
and religion, just like it was possible to have FRIENDLY relationships with
SERPENTS, it was also possible to establish FRIENDLY relationships
with WATER-linked HUMANOID characters: both SERPENTS and WATER-
beings were simply conceptualized as essentially PERIPHERAL crea-
tures, natural OTHERS with whom one may entertain either HOSTILE or
FRIENDLY relations, as members of an ontological ouT-GROUP opposed
to the IN-GROUP of the HUMAN HOUSEHOLD (together with its patrons
and mythological proxies, the Gops). In contrast, WATER-CANIDS and
WATER-HORSES are usually characterized as dangerous WILD BEASTS in
opposition to normal, non-aquatic CANIDS and HORSES, domesticated
animals that were considered members of the HUMAN HOUSEHOLD: this
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opposition makes it clear that the WATERY specification of these leg-
endary cANIDS and HORSES has precisely the function to signal their
status as WILD BEASTS: the phrases [CANID — of WATER| and [HORSE — of
WATER] refer to WILD BEASTS precisely in opposition to simple DOGS
and HORSES, which are DOMESTIC ANIMALS. This system of associa-
tions is summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Associations between WILD BEAST, WATER, PERIPHERY and OUT-GROUP.

SERPENT, WILD BEAST OTHER THAN HUMAN, DOMESTIC ANIMALS

(DEEP) WATER

PERIPHERY, THERE OPPOSED TO CENTRE, HERE
OUT-GROUP, OTHERS HOSTILE OR FRIENDLY IN-GROUP, HOUSEHOLD
TOWARDS

4. Earth and water: a coherent system of spatial associations

The IE comparanda discussed in the previous sections allow for the
reconstruction of a more or less coherent system of associations,
according to which SERPENTS and WATER-linked creatures are associ-
ated with spatial PERIPHERY — they are said to “come from somewhere
else” (from a deictic THERE opposed to HERE) — and social OTHERNESS —
they are described as (either HOSTILE or FRIENDLY) members of an oUT-
GROUP (opposed to our own IN-GROUP). It is first necessary to briefly
review some idealized conceptualizations of HUMAN LIFE attested in IE
traditions (Section 4.1), in order to understand how this conceptual
system came to be developed (Section 4.2).

4.1.dealized conceptualizations of human life as ‘being on land, here,
with your in-group’ in early IE traditions

First, as is well known, within early IE traditions, HUMAN LIFE was ideally
linked to the location EARTH and closely associated with the possibility of
“standing up” or “walking on the earth, on land” (see, e.g., West 2007:
125; Ginevra 2020a: 112—113). This association is nicely exemplified, for
example, by two features of Homeric Greek poetic phraseology, namely
the use of the adjective epi-chthonios “(that is) on earth’ as a traditional
epithet of HUMAN BEINGS (see [46]) and the formulaic verse athandton
te theon chamai erchoménon t anthropon “of immortal gods and of
men who walk upon the earth” (see [47]), in which WALKING ON EARTH
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is just as characteristic for HUMAN BEINGS as IMMORTALITY is for GODS.
This situation finds an exact parallel in, for example, Old Norse poetic
phraseology, where manna peira er mold troda “of those men who tread
upon the earth” is used to simply refer to all living MEN (see [48]) and
moldveg sporna “to kick on the earth (for the first time)” actually means
TO BE BORN (see [49]). The association of HUMAN LIFE with WALKING ON
EARTH was so prominent in early IE traditions that it even left reflexes
in the lexicon of Lithuanian, which has a term for ‘man’, Zmo-gus, that
etymologically reflects a compound ‘earth-walker’ (ALEW, s.v.), and of
various Germanic languages, which attest reflexes of a Proto-Germanic
term *kwikwa- for ‘alive’ (e.g. English quick), which has been convinc-
ingly analysed by Daniel Kolligan (2020) as the reflex of a PIE formation
*g"ig“h, 6- meaning ‘walking, moving’.

[46] "13ew 6, 0¢ kdpTioTOg EMYBOVinyy YEVET AVIpEY / TGV TéTE
“of Idas, who was mightiest of men who were then on the face
of earth” (Iliad 9.558-9.559)

[47] &Boxvétwy Te Bedv Yoipod EpYopévay T avlpwmwy “(the race)
of immortal gods and that of men who walk upon the earth”
(Iliad 5.442)

(48] manna peira | er mold troda | pic qued ec 6blaudastan alinn
“Of those men who tread upon the earth I declare you’ve been
raised the least cowardly” (Fdfnismal 23.4-23.6)

[49] Kndtti meer oc mogr / moldveg sporna ‘A girl and a boy were
able to kick on the earth [= they were born]’ (Oddrinargratr
8.1-8.2)

Second, a further well-known, most likely universal, conceptual asso-
ciation attested in a number of IE traditions is that between HUMAN
LIFE and BEING HERE, still frequent in English (e.g. she left us, meaning
“she died”, be is still with us, meaning “he is still alive”; see Lakoff
and Turner 1989: 1 and passim) and various modern IE languages (e.g.
Italian ¢ scomparso “he disappeared”, meaning “he died”). This associ-
ation underlies, for example, the Ancient Greek passages [50] and [51]
below, where loved ones are said to be “taken away” when they die,
as well as Sanskrit text [§2] and Old Norse text [53], where the act of
dying is conceptualized as going away to the palace of the death-deity.

[50] tig Aibog odx €ydnaev, 6t e&npragey exelvyy / edpufivg Aidyg
avdpog e’ arykohidewy “What stone did not mourn when
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mighty Hades seized her away from her husband’s arms
(i.e. she died)?” (Anthologia Palatina 7.599.5-7.599.6)

[51] "Hpwve,, Movgdv &vBea dpemtopévay, / "Adeig eig Dpévouov
avédproacey “As Erinna was gathering the flowers of the
Muses, Hades carried her off to wed her [i.e. she died]”
(Anthologia Palatina 7.13.2—7.13.3)

[52] bhimab saptasatan viran anayad yamasadanam “And Bhima
then led seven hundred heroes to the abode of Yama (the
death-god; i.e. he killed them)” (Mahabharata 6.50.73)

[53] sendod systr Helio, / slics ec mest kennomc “you sent my sister
off to Hel (the death-goddess; i.e. you killed her), that upsets
me most” (Atlamdl 56.9-56.10)

A third and last conceptual association that is relevant here is
the connection between the idealized concept of HUMAN LIFE and the
condition of BEING IN THE COMPANY OF YOUR IN-GROUP. This (likely
also universal) association is attested, for example, in a number of
passages from various IE traditions (on which see more specifically
Ginevra 2020b: 121 and passim) in which the dissolution of the bonds
of kinship (the IN-GROUP par excellence) is used to describe either the
worst possible location that one can reach — the Realm of the Dead —
as in Hittite text [54], or a dystopic future taking place right before
the End of Time, when human society will stop functioning correctly,
as in Greek text [55], Old Norse text [56] (taking place right before
the Midgard Serpent and Fenrir destroy the world together) and Old
Irish passage [57].

[54] annaneké[s UL kanlésianzi pappa-SE[SME UL kanésSanzi
annas=za DUMU-a[n UL klanészi [ DUMU-as=za] AMA-
aln UL k|aneészi “Sisters having the same mother do [not]
recognize (each other). Brothers having the same father do
[not] recognize (each other). A mother does [not] recognize
[her] own child. [A child] does [not] recognize [its own]|
mother” (KBo 22.178 ii 3—7 + KUB 48.109 ii 4-8; Hoffner
1998: 34)

[55] 0038 Tarti)p TarideT oLy opoliog 00E Tl Tatdeg, / |[...] / oDOE
kaoiyviytog @ilog Eoaetal, g TO Thpog wep “Father will not
be like-minded with sons, nor the sons (with their father), [...]
nor will the brother be dear (to his own brother), as he once
was” (Hesiod Works and Days 182—184)



38 Indo-European Ecologies

[56] Braedr muno beriaz / oc at bonom verdaz / muno systrungar
/ sifiom spilla “brothers will fight and kill each other, sisters’
children will defile kinship” (Voluspd 45)

[57] Foglaid cech mac. Ragaid mac i lligie a athar. Ragaid athair
a lligi a meic. |...] immera mac a athair “Every son an enemy
[of his father]. The son will go to the bed of his father, the
father will go to the bed of his son. [...] Son will betray his
father” (Cath Mag Tuired 838-840)

The three conceptual associations discussed above*® are systematically
attested in several IE (and most likely also non-IE) traditions and thus
allow for the reconstruction of an ancient conception of human ecol-
ogy that may be summarized as in Table 4: HUMAN LIFE is supposed to
be based on EARTH/LAND, it marks the conceptual CENTRE and deictic
HERE par excellence, and it is supposed to be experienced together with
ONE’S OWN IN-GROUP/HOUSEHOLD.

Table 4. Associations between HUMAN LIFE, EARTH/LAND, HERE and IN-GROUP.

HUMANS

EARTH, LAND

CENTRE, HERE

IN-GROUP, HOUSEHOLD

4.2. The CENTRE-PERIPHERY spatial schema and its associations

In order to better understand this system of associations, a discussion
of the CENTRE-PERIPHERY spatial schema in language and cognition is
in order. As first formulated within the framework of cognitive linguis-
tics by Mark Johnson (1987: 29), human thought and (correspond-
ingly) language make use of a limited number of fundamental spatial
schemas (“embodied image schemata” in Johnson’s terminology): these
are “recurrent pattern[s], shape[s], and regularit[ies] in, or of, [our]
ongoing ordering activities”, which “emerge as meaningful structures
for us chiefly at the level of our bodily movements through space, our
manipulation of objects, and our perceptual interactions”. Perhaps the

*6 For an extensive discussion of these conceptualizations in IE from a historical-
comparative and cognitive linguistic perspective, see Ginevra 2024b.
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most basic of such meaningful structures is the CENTRE-PERIPHERY
spatial schema, which may be described as follows:

Our world radiates out from our bodies as perceptual centers from which
we see, hear, touch, taste, and smell our world. [...] At a certain distance
from this perceptual center our world “fades off” into a perceptual hori-
zon which no longer presents us with discrete objects. [...] [T]he schema is
a recurrent structure in my experiential space. [...] [SJome things, events,
and persons [...] are more central to my interactions. Others are relatively
peripheral at a given point in time. One’s spouse, lover, or friend are more
central forces in my interactional world. [...] [The CENTER-PERIPHERY
schema] shows itself not only in the structure of my perceptual field but
equally important as a structure of my social, economic, political, religious,
and philosophical world. (Johnson 1987: 124-125; original emphasis)

As is obvious, within our perceptual and interactional experience of
the world, the CENTRE-PERIPHERY schema almost never occurs by itself
but it is rather experienced together with several other spatial schemas
that “are superimposed upon it to define my orientation toward my
world” (Johnson 1987: 125): among others, Johnson mentions NEAR—
FAR, INNER-OUTER, SUBJECT-OBJECT, SELF-OTHER and MINE-THINE.
The superimposition upon the CENTRE-PERIPHERY schema of the NEAR—
FAR schema or the SELF-OTHER one clearly parallels the IE conceptual
associations of (idealized) HUMAN LIFE with spatial concepts like CEN-
TRE and HERE (opposed to PERIPHERY and THERE) and with the social
concept of IN-GROUP (opposed to OUT-GROUP), as discussed above and
summarized in Table 4. This entails that this IE system of conceptual
associations of HUMAN LIFE may rather be represented in terms of a
CENTRE-PERIPHERY schema, as in Figure 1: the items HUMANS, DOMES-
TIC ANIMALS, EARTH/LAND, HERE and IN-GROUP/HOUSEHOLD may be
described as the CENTRE of the perceptual and interactional experience
of the speakers of the earliest IE varieties. The next and final part of
this contribution correspondingly explores what the PERIPHERY that
surrounded this CENTRE should have looked like.

4.3.The periphery of human ecology in Indo-European: there, where
water, serpents, wild beasts and others are

The ecological conception of HUMAN LIFE as an experience based
on EARTH/LAND and its connection to the CENTRE-PERIPHERY spatial
schema are key to understanding the reason why WATER was associated
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DOMESTIC ANIMALS

EARTH, LAND

CENTRE

HERE

PERIPHERY

IN-GROUP

Figure 1. IE conceptions of HUMAN LIFE and the CENTRE-PERIPHERY spatial
schema. Graphics: Riccardo Ginevra © License: CC BY-NC.

with PERIPHERAL beings in IE mythology, but also to evaluating if
EARTH may have been surrounded by WATER in IE cosmology.

Within IE poetics (details in Ginevra 2019), [EARTH and WATER]
was a merism, i.e. a polar formulaic phrase comprising two elements
that together referred to a hyperonymic concept, i.e. LOWER WORLD-
HALF under the sky (conceptualized as the UPPER WORLD-HALF).*” As
polar expressions, merisms are obviously made up of two opposite
poles: the merism [EARTH and WATER| for LOWER WORLD-HALF thus
also attests to an opposition of the concepts EARTH vs. WATER, as
two distinct SECTIONS OF THE LOWER WORLD-HALF under the sky (a
“humid section” and a “dry section”: cf. e.g. Latin terr-a ‘earth, land’
from *ters-a- ‘dry [section of the lower-world half]’), as schematically
shown in Table 5.

7 See e.g. [...] o03E Béhacoa / ob8’ Hdwp moTapav obT’ dyxea ToujevTe / itTwv
&Bavdtwy odt’ dxpieg Eaycbov opuipy, / 6" Drep adthwy Babdy épa Téwvo idvteg
“Neither sea nor the rivers’ water nor grassy glens nor mountain peaks stayed the
immortal steeds’ impetus, but they passed over them [i.e. over the lower world-half]

cleaving the deep air [i.e. flying in the sky]” (Homeric Hymn to Demeter 380-383).
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Table 5. EARTH and WATER in IE poetics.

UPPER SKY
WORLD-HALF

LOWER WORLD-HALF | WATER (HUMID SECTION) | EARTH, LAND (DRY SECTION)

Since EARTH was regarded as the CENTRE of HUMAN LIFE in IE
ecological thought, the domain of what is PERIPHERAL to HUMAN
LIFE would have logically been identified with WATER, the opposite
pole of the LOWER WORLD-HALF; the UPPER WORLD-HALF, the SKY,
was already occupied, as the exclusive seat of the cops (the PIE
term *deiu-6- ‘god’ originally meant ‘heavenly’), who, in any case,
were closely related to the HUMAN HOUSEHOLD (as its patrons) and
often (but not always) functioned as mythological proxies of HUMAN
BEINGS in religion. In other words, the cosmological opposition
between EARTH and WATER straightforwardly prompted the follow-
ing analogical proportion:

EARTH : HUMAN = WATER : X, HENCE X = NON-HUMAN

This line of reasoning allowed WATER to be conceptualized as the natural
ecological niche of the quintessential NON-HUMAN creatures: super-
natural SERPENTS as the ultimate ontological OTHERS, but also danger-
ous WILD BEASTS in opposition to pacific DOMESTIC ANIMALS (who,
by definition, live together with HUMAN BEINGS on LAND), as well as
HUMANOID OTHERS with either FRIENDLY or HOSTILE intentions.
Correspondingly, by means of the system of associations described
above, WATER also came to be associated with the deictic THERE (opposed
to the HERE of HUMAN LIFE) par excellence, i.e. the place where all
dead people go when they are “not here anymore”: as long noted,
within several IE traditions “the boundary between the worlds of the
living and the dead was marked by a stream or a body of water, as fron-
tiers between peoples often are in the upper world” (West 2007: 389).
The final sentence of the quotation also anticipates the last relevant
opposition, the one between OUT-GROUP and IN-GROUP: LAND being
where one’s own HOUSEHOLD thrives, WATER easily came to be conceptu-
alized as the periphery from where OTHERS approach — either with hostile
intentions (like the Irish Fomoiri) or friendly ones (like Agir) — in order
to reach the HOUSEHOLD, as well as the place where these OTHERS are
supposed to go back to once their business with the HOUSEHOLD is over.
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The relatively well-attested system of conceptual associations and
oppositions described in this contribution is summarized in Table 6.

Table 6. The complete system of associations discussed in this contribution.

IE ecology PERIPHERY surrounding CENTRE
Creature SERPENTS, WILD different from | HUMANS, DOMESTIC
BEASTS ANIMALS
Location (DEEP) WATER separated from EARTH, LAND
Deixis THERE distant from HERE
Society | OUT-GROUP, OTHERS hostile or IN-GROUP,
friendly towards HOUSEHOLD

A complex system of ecological associations arising by analogical pro-
cesses thus underlies IE mythological conceptions such as those of the
“Serpent of the Deep” and of the other “Beasts from the Waters”. Of
course, the development of such mythical figures must have been influ-
enced by other factors as well, for example the observation of the nat-
ural fact that some dangerous SERPENTS and WILD BEASTS really do live
in WATERY environments, but this trivial detail by itself is not enough
to account for the cultural prominence of these mythological figures
within IE traditions. The Serpent of the Deep was clearly the most
PERIPHERAL creature imaginable within IE mythology, as SERPENTS
were already quintessential PERIPHERAL beings for speakers of IE, even
without any association to WATER.

From a cosmological perspective, these results may also provide
us with a tentative answer to the question of whether the earliest
speakers of IE conceived of EARTH as surrounded by wWATER. Since
EARTH was ideally conceptualized as the CENTRE of HUMAN experi-
ence, whereas WATER was associated with its PERIPHERY, and since any
PERIPHERY is obviously imagined as surrounding its CENTRE according
to the universal spatial schema, the cosmological belief that WATER
surrounds the EARTH would have nicely fitted into the ecological sys-
tem described in this contribution, as shown in Figure 2. This ecolog-
ical and cosmological view of EARTH as a CENTRE that is surrounded
by WATER as its PERIPHERY may have easily been combined with the
mythological theme of the “Serpent of the (Watery) Deep”, the most
PERIPHERAL creature imaginable by the earliest speakers of IE (as
both a SERPENT and a WATER-BEAST). The result of this conceptual
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SERPENTS
WILD BEASTS DOMESTIC ANIMALS
‘WATER EARTH, LAND
PERIPHERY CENTRE
THERE HERE
OUT-GROUP IN-GROUP
OTHERS

Figure 2. IE conceptions of human ecology and CENTRE-PERIPHERY spatial
schema. Graphics: Riccardo Ginevra © License: CC BY-NC.

blend was the — likely inherited — belief attested within the Indic and
Norse traditions according to which, even if you dare leave behind
the land where your household and domestic animals are, and you
attempt to travel far away through watery borderlands inhabited
by serpents, wild beasts, and other strangers, you shall never reach
beyond the gigantic serpent that lies in the deepest water and encircles
all earth with its unending coils.
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3. Cattle, cosmology and sacrifice
An Indo-European interpretation of burnt mounds

Anders Kaliff
Uppsala University

Abstract

One particularly enigmatic feature in Scandinavian archaeology is
the burnt mounds (also called “heaps of fire-cracked stones”), typical
for the Late Bronze Age of eastern Middle Sweden but with a much
wider chronological and geographical spread. These structures have
for a long time — without much discussion — been interpreted as piles
of waste from ordinary settlements. In recent decades, with more and
more sites being documented and analysed, the image of a much more
complex background has emerged. This is most evident in the case of
burnt mounds with complex construction details, sometimes visible on
the exterior but more commonly in the form of internal stone struc-
tures, such as spirals and concentric circles. In addition, investigations
of such mounds often uncover both varied and enigmatic finds. In par-
ticular, the depositional patterns of animal bones, cattle being the most
common species, is a good starting point for an interpretation as ritual
places, probably sacrificial sites. In addition, these mounds are often
documented on archaeological sites with an overall ritual design and
function. Based on the mounds’ construction and the find material, it is
possible to see clear connections to rituals that correspond with a basic
cosmology, known from different Indo-European cultural traditions.
There are therefore reasons to seek the origin of these cosmological
beliefs as well as the ritual expressions they have received, in a common
Proto-Indo-European stage. This applies to the connection to cattle and
to beliefs about the basic elements of life and their affiliation with the
creation myth, and how this has been expressed in the sacrificial ritual.
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The Indo-European sacrificial altar of the north

Animal husbandry and a nomadic lifestyle are strongly associated
with early Indo-European culture. Today’s dominant theory is that
the nomads’ early spread over Eurasia went hand in hand with a
strong mobile pastoral economy (e.g. Anthony 2007; Kristiansen
2007; Kuzmina 2008; Kristiansen et al. 2017; Racimo et al. 2020).
Although many parts of the mechanisms behind the migrations still
need to be explained (see Nordquist & Heyd 2020; Wilkin et al. 2021),
it is clear that large-scale livestock farming has been a decisive factor.
Domesticated grazing animals, not least cattle, formed a fundamental
part of this economy. Unsurprisingly, cattle also played an equally fun-
damental role in religious beliefs and rituals, with strong survival in
various Indo-European cultures. Sacrifice of cattle took a central role
in this context early on (e.g. Puhvel 1978: 354-362).

Furthermore, there are interesting and well-founded interpretations
that sacrifices of various kinds were a particularly significant feature of
Indo-European societies. Of particular interest is the creation myth in
which these rituals have their background (e.g. Lincoln 1975: 112-145;
1986: 5—20, 41—59). This myth has as its central theme that a primordial
being is killed, after which its body is dismembered and the world is cre-
ated from the different parts of the body. From this perspective, the bod-
ies of both humans and animals can be seen as a microcosm, reflections
of creation as a whole. The sacrificial rituals performed by humans occur
as a reflection and repetition of the act of creation illustrated in the myth,
in order to correspondingly return power to existence.

Animal bones in potentially ritual contexts are common finds at
archaeological excavations, although the definition of such contexts is
often debated. In Swedish archaeology, where the author has had vast
experience as a field archaeologist since the 1980s, a number of sites
with extensive bone material — not least from cattle — have been inves-
tigated in recent decades (e.g. Artursson, Karlenby & Larsson 20171;
Kaliff 1997; Fagerlund 1998; Ullén 2003; Hjiarthner-Holdar, Eriksson
& Ostling 2007; Artursson, Kaliff & Larsson 2017). Most sites include
clear ritual elements, although there was for long an unjustified caution
in interpreting them as such. Only in recent decades has this changed.

The category of archaeological features that I will mainly focus on
here is the burnt mounds (alternatively called “heaps of fire-cracked
stones” — Swedish = Skdrvstenshiog). I have already argued in previous
contexts (e.g. Kaliff 2005; 2007) that these features — burnt mounds
— may represent a Nordic variant of Indo-European fire altars — best



Cattle, cosmology and sacrifice 51

known and described from the Vedic context — which in various forms
occurred throughout the Indo-European cultural area (e.g. Edsman
1987: 223). Although mounds of this kind have traditionally been
regarded in archaeology as piles of waste or discarded cooking stones
— primarily regarded as indicating habitations and not deserving much
more attention (e.g. Gustawsson 1949; Jensen 1989; Wigren 1987) —
there is in fact much to suggest that they are worthy of a considera-
bly more sophisticated interpretation. Both the design of the mounds
themselves, with hidden internal, complicated patterns of laid stones,
and the material found make an interpretation of a sacrificial site con-
siderably more plausible.

The author has argued in several previous contexts that at least some
burnt mounds, especially the clearly symbolically constructed monu-
ments, instead had a function as cultic tools, even though the exact
interpretation of the rituals they were associated with has been more
difficult (e.g. Kaliff 1997; 1998; 1999; 2005; 2007). It should be men-
tioned, however, that occasional interpretations of the burnt mounts as
places of sacrifices have been presented also before in Swedish archae-
ology (Nordén 1925; Bellander 1938), even though this view was mis-
trusted and generally did not have an impact. The generally negative
attitude towards burnt mounds in archaeology is illustrated almost
comically in the lines below. I have referred to this passage more than
once before, but it may still be worth quoting:

Burnt mounds are, individually, among the most boring sites with which
a field archaeologist must deal. Apart from new data and a new spot on
the distribution map, individual sites have little to contribute to our under-
standing of the past. (Barber & Russell-White 1990: 59)

With such an approach, it is hardly surprising that burnt mounds have
often been neglected and only rarely the subject of more active archae-
ological interpretation work. This is unfortunate, as they can rather be
perceived as one of the more enigmatic and multifaceted archaeological
features that exist, and not least with a fruitful interpretive potential in
a comparative Indo-European perspective.

Despite the name, burnt mounds contain both unburnt and burnt
materials, not least animal bones. In the following, based on the find
material and the contexts where the mounds appear, I will focus
on their function as places for animal sacrifices, of a kind that can
be traced back to a common Indo-European background. Of spe-
cial interest is their role for the sacrifice of cattle, a ritual with deep



52 Indo-European Ecologies

roots back to the early Indo-Europeans and their living conditions, as
nomadic herders on the Pontic steppe. This does not contradict my
previous interpretation of the mounds as altars (Kaliff 2005; 2007)
but constitutes a further development of this interpretation. The
starting point is the common Indo-European creation myth, specifi-
cally that the world is created from the body parts of a dismembered
original being. This theme is also crucial for the current analysis but
there is more of interest that I have not previously incorporated in
the interpretation of the Scandinavian material, themes with a clear
connection to cattle and their role in the creation of the world and
human life. For the interpretation of sacrificial sites, these parts of the
creation myth have great significance.

Unlike when T first started to argue for an interpretation of the
burnt mounds as altars, the aDNA revolution has changed the general
view among archaeologists regarding Indo-European connections (e.g.
Allentoft et al. 201 5; Batini et al. 2015; Haak et al. 201 5; Kristiansen
etal. 2017). Without exaggeration, this view has undergone a 18o-degree
turn in less than a decade. Although the archaeological material itself
remains largely the same, most archaeologists now have an openness to
accepting common Indo-European features, with long-continuity par-
allels in widely differing geographical areas.

When I developed in detail the theory of burnt mounds as fire altars,
in my 2007 monograph Fire, water, heaven and earth: Ritual practice
and cosmology in ancient Scandinavia: An Indo-European perspec-
tive, the main criticism did not concern the interpretations themselves
but rather the presumed Indo-European background (e.g. Price 2007).
I found this reaction strange, as it was precisely the presumed Indo-
European origin that made the interpretation likely and reasonable.
The Indo-European perspective was simply considered extremely
controversial as such, still locked in the critique of historical research
abuse, which for a long time paralysed the whole issue (e.g. Arvidsson
2006). However, after the paradigm shift in this regard in recent years,
it is now possible to see burnt mounds in their true light, as a Nordic
version of an Indo-European altar of fire sacrifice.

The creation myth — a story of great significance

For the interpretation of fire sacrifices as well as many other rituals,
knowledge of the basic cosmological ideas about the creation of the
world and how existence is maintained is of great importance. Based
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on comparative analyses of different cultural contexts, separated in
time and space but with common Indo-European roots, it is possible
to reconstruct such an original Indo-European creation myth. I shall
reproduce it here in a brief, summarized form:

In the beginning of existence, two beings appear. *Manu and his
twin brother *Yemo. Together they travel through the empty cosmos
together with another creature, the primordial cow. *Manu then sac-
rifices his twin brother and, with the help of some of the gods, creates
nature, animal life and human beings from the body parts. This cos-
mological act of creation, the killing of *Yemo, is at the same time the
very first sacrificial ritual, of which all later sacrifices are a reflection.
Every subsequent sacrificial ritual performed by humans thus serves
to recreate and re-energize this primordial sacrifice (see Lincoln 1975;
1986; Anthony 2007; West 2009).

The fundamental importance of the creation myth gives it a remark-
able survival capacity in time and space, which is not only reflected in
religious beliefs and rites. In fact, many parts of the Indo-European
social structure may reflect the creation myth and be sanctioned by it.
Based on that view, the following reconstructed version of the Proto-
Indo-European myth — with some differences in relation to the recon-
struction described above — has been proposed by the historian of
religion Bruce Lincoln (1976: 42—43):

Originally, this myth told of how *Manu, a priest, sacrificed *Yemo,
a king, together with a bovine animal, and then created the world from
their respective bodies: the physical world and the three I-E social classes
(sovereigns, warriors, and commoners) coming from the body of the sacrificed
king, while the animal and vegetable species came from the sacrificed bovine.
In this myth I felt that we could see something of the mythic “charter” which
the Proto-Indo-Europeans established for themselves: the differentiation of
priests and kings as differing types of the sovereign; the priest’s role as ritual
specialist, the king’s as that of complete man; the separation of the three
social classes; the unique position of cattle as the intimate companion of man
ab origine and source of all good things; and, last, the crucial importance of
sacrifice in the creation and preservation of the world order.

The primordial beings in both the Vedic and the ancient Iranian version
of the creation myth have names similar to Ymir: Yama- and Yima-,
respectively. All these names are derived from * Yemo-, and have conse-
quently the meaning ‘twin’, something that may seem strange because
there is no apparent twin-motif in the myth. The Vedic and ancient
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Iranian versions, however, have female counterparts, so closely connected
that they have bisexual connotations. As for Ymir, it can be noted that
he himself gave birth to children, and thus also appears androgynous.
The meaning ‘twin’ can also reflect a belief in two separate figures, as
Yama- and his sister Yami in the Vedic version (West 2007: 356—359).
The Old Norse version of the creation myth is reproduced in the Eddic
poem Grimnismdl (40—41). It describes how the cosmos — the earth,
the mountains, the sky, people and gods — are created from the body
parts of the giant Ymir. In Gylfaginning (6-8), in Snorre Sturlasson’s
Edda, a variant of the same myth is retold. The Vedic equivalent is the
Purusasiikta from the Rigveda (10.90). Also here, the world is created
from the dismembered body of a cosmic giant, an act that stands as a
model for the Vedic sacrifice, also with parallels in other Indo-European
contexts (Lincoln 1986: 49—64; Nasstrom 2002: 24-25).

Although the primordial cow seems to play a clearly subordinate role
in certain Indo-European variants, such as Audbhumbla in the Old Norse
variant, there is reason to believe that the cow was an important sacrificial
element in the oldest, original version. In an Iranian version of the myth,
an ox or a bull — a male bovine - is sacrificed, and from its body parts
come all other living species. In the later, classical Persian religious tradi-
tion, after Zarathustra, the primordial cow disappears from the centre of
the creation story. Zarathustra considered the primordial sacrifice a sin,
the first act to distribute portions of the cow for consumption (Lincoln
1975: 135, West 2007: 358). In the European versions of the myth, a
female bovine, a cow, appears instead, but now only as a provider of
milk and nutrition. This divergence may be explained by cultural dif-
ferences between divergent branches of the Indo-European family. The
fact that the cow as a provider of milk and nutrition is gaining greater
importance, mainly in the Indo-European “diaspora” in Europe, could
be in line with the fact that the secondary product revolution with regard
to dairy products became increasingly important during the time when
Indo-Europeans spread west across Europe. New aDNA studies (Wilkin
et al. 2021) have shown that the importance of dairy products increased
significantly during this time, with a parallel increase in lactose tolerance
in humans. Previously, on the steppe, the animals seem to have had their
greatest role in the form of meat resources.

Decades before this aDNA study, Bruce Lincoln (1975: 139-144; see
also 1980) was already suggesting that the early Indo-Iranian variant
here may reflect a more original stage, closer to the original Proto-Indo-
European pastoral way of life, and that the primordial bovine was most
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likely sacrificed in the original myth. For all the Indo-Europeans, cattle
were of crucial importance — as providers of meat, hides and skins and
gradually more and more as milk producers — furnishing a large part of
the food supply and serving as the basic unit of wealth. And, further-
more, cattle were seen as an essential element of the social order, with
society being thought of not just as the collectivity of men but of men
and cattle together.

Another figure that appears in the reconstructed myth is a hero
named *Trito- — an enigmatic and poetic name that in itself only mean
‘Third” — whose main task is to ensure that man continue to repeat the
original sacrifice. This third being of the creation mythology has also
been interpreted as a model for the classic Indo-European cattle-raiding
myth, and this motif has thus also served as a moral justification for the
practice of raiding cattle from foreign tribes. Cattle-raiding is a classic
theme, with a very large spread in time and space within different Indo-
European cultures. The gods give cattle to *Trito-, who in turn loses
it to a snake with the reconstructed name *h,ng"”i-. However, * Trito-
eventually overcomes this monster, either on its own or with the help
of the celestial god, and then becomes the first warrior and likewise the
one who ensures that the mutual dialogue between gods and people can
continue. The legends show * Trito- taking back what rightfully belongs
to his people — those who sacrifice properly to the gods (e.g. Mallory
& Adams 1997: 138; Anthony 2007: 134-135). This myth, picturing
a cosmic conflict between a hero and a fearsome serpent or other mon-
ster, could be seen as a symbol of the male Indo-European fellowships’
struggle to protect society from external enemies, in other words the
Indo-Europeans defeating the non-Indo-European people in the areas
to which they arrived, where the serpent symbolized the “others”.

This motif may have survived also in Scandinavia until the Migration
period, although *Trito- does not remain in any significant way in the
later Norse sources. However, reminiscences of the first warrior and
guardian of the relation between gods and man may be found in Pridi,
one of the many names of Odin (Lincoln 1976: 47). Concrete evidence
of *Trito- from the Migration period, may be found on one of the
so-called Gallehus horns, two decorated gold horns, decorated with
ornaments, figures and a runic inscription in Proto-Norse, found in
southern Jutland in 1639 and 1731, respectively. Sadly, both objects
were stolen and melted down in the early 1800s. Early on, however, the
horns had been thoroughly documented. The most interesting motif
in this context shows a three-headed man carrying an axe (possibly a
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hammer) in his right hand. In his left hand he holds a horned animal,
probably a goat. At his right side lie three snakes, one larger and two
smaller, possibly dead. Lincoln (1976: 58) writes:

As always, interpretation of an iconographic representation presents many
difficulties. The tricephal with the axe may be the hero *Trito (I lean
toward this interpretation) or he may be a doublet of the three serpents.
One cannot be sure. But what is certain beyond any doubt is that this is an
independent German reflex of our myth, containing the themes of triplic-
ity, serpent enemies, and the taking of livestock by force. We are thus led
to reconstruct a myth in which an Indo-European hero whose name was
*Trito, ‘Third,” suffered at the hands of a monstrous figure, a three-headed
serpent who was explicitly identified with the aboriginals of the area in
which the myth was told. In the first encounter, this serpent stole some
cattle belonging to the hero or to someone close to him, but in a second
meeting |[...] he defeated the monster and recovered the cattle.

It is close at hand to link this motif to the widespread beliefs within the
Indo-European cultural sphere, in milk-sucking and milk-drinking rep-
tiles, often snakes but sometimes also other species. As Davide Ermacora
(2015; 2017) has analysed, with evidence from folklore, linguistics and
historical sources, there are countless narratives with cow-suckling
and milk-stealing animals in various European folklore. These crea-
tures are said to sneak into the domestic sphere to suck life-giving
milk, alternatively blood from cattle, and sometimes also from women.
The snakes could also enter the body of a sleeping person. The early
documentary evidence shows motif of breasts or udders suckled by a
snake or other animal. That this motif, with roots in the creation story,
symbolizes the struggle for livestock — cattle-raids — and the use of the
resources from these seems reasonable indeed, especially considering its
close connection to the creation story as such.

As an archaeologist, I will not elaborate further here on the purely
religious-historical and philological analyses of the Indo-European
myths. The purpose of still delving somewhat into these questions is to
clarify the central position that sacrifice, and not least the sacrifice of
cattle, has among Indo-European rituals. With its clear roots in the cre-
ation myth and its close connection to the living conditions of the early
Indo-European societies, it form a fruitful theoretical foundation for
the interpretations of the archaeological finds from Scandinavia that
I intend to make in the following. A particularly interesting part of the
creation myth in this respect is its illustration of the significant role of
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cattle for human existence. Along with this, the myth’s general empha-
sis on sacrifice in order to maintain world order provides a clear expla-
nation as to why cattle become a particularly important category of
sacrificial animal. Such deep and important themes — expressed in both
myths and rituals — have a great endurance in time and space, especially
when rooted in some of the most crucial economic and ecological con-
ditions for the survival of society.

The abundant presence of bones from cattle in the archaeological
material has a great interpretive potential in light of this. Although the
Old Norse version of the myth is not documented in writing before
the medieval period, most suggest that its roots go back to the estab-
lishment of Indo-European culture in Scandinavia at the dawn of the
Bronze Age. This is the time that the pastoral Indo-European culture,
with its intimate connection to livestock and the production of dairy
products, also gets its real impact in Scandinavia. A social structure is
now being established whose economy and entire existence is dependent
on animal husbandry. Undoubtedly, religious beliefs and rituals have
also been an integral and inseparable part of this social structure (for an
overview, see e.g. Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020: 125-154; 2022: 70-96).

A physical embodiment of the primordial myth

Burnt mounds occur in very different contexts, frequently on sites desig-
nated as cemeteries but as often also on settlement sites. They are typical
for southern and central Sweden but with examples also in the northern
part of the country, as well as in Norway and Finland. However, they
are particularly common in eastern central Sweden, with the largest
concentration located in the province of Uppland. The majority of the
excavated monuments are dated to the Bronze Age (c.1700-500 BCE),
with most dating to the latter part of the period. In total, however, they
show a much longer chronological spread, from the Late Neolithic to
the Viking period. Many individual mounds also have a long period of
use, with several centuries passing between the earliest dating and the
last. At the same time, the morphological variation among the exca-
vated burnt mounds indicates that the features that go under this name
can in fact constitute traces of rather different activities (see Jeppson
2016 for an overview).

Typically, the burnt mounds contain a large amount of fire-cracked
stone, usually together with soot and charcoal. However, there is a rela-
tively broad variation, something that has resulted in misunderstandings
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when the interpretations of different excavation sites are compared. A
closer study of different types of mounds reveals the differences. Some
burnt mounds seem to be unorganized deposits of burnt stone and other
residual material, while others are very complex structures indeed. In
the former cases, the well-established interpretation as “rubbish heaps”
may well be true, while other structures give a completely different
impression. The latter contain elements such as stone kerbs and com-
plex inner stone structures in forms of, for example, circles, spirals and
stone foundations under the filling. Many burnt mounds also contain
material that, at first sight, may seem contradictory. Apart from fire-
cracked stone, soot and charcoal, there are pottery items — for dairy
products and in some cases probably ritual drink, libation and so on
— stone tools and metal objects. Furthermore, grain, seeds and grinding
stones are common finds, material associated with agriculture and fertil-
ity. Bones — both burnt and unburnt — from various animal species make
up the absolute largest part, with cattle as the most dominant species,
followed by sheep and goats and to a lesser extent pigs, horses, dogs
and domestic birds and more (e.g. Ullén 2003: 243-256; Wigh 2008:
371-389; Larsson 2014: 295-298; Bjorck 2014: 214—216; Artursson
et al. 2017: 66-68). In fact, the finds that meet us in the burnt mounds
to a large extent constitute what one might expect as traces of a sacri-
ficial place. Human bones also occur, something I will return to below.

Looking at the variety of animal bones in the burnt mounds, it is
rewarding to draw parallels with Vedic sacrificial practice. For the Vedic
context, the suitable sacrificial animals are described in the Brahmanic
texts — the commentaries on the Vedic scriptures. Different animals,
like other offerings, had their different roles in the sacrificial ritu-
als, a phenomenon reminiscent of the seemingly different finds in the
Scandinavian burnt mounds. Satapatha Brabmana describes which sac-
rificial offerings a good sacrifice should include. Both cattle and horses
are recommended, as well as valuable items (Dutt 1906: 160). Other
important oblations are cow milk, ghee, grains, flowers, rice cakes and
water for libation. It is clear that the potential sacrificial animals have
very different values and status, but that also animals of “lower hier-
archy” can have a role in the rituals as a whole:

It is explicitly stated in Brahmanic texts that five creatures were suitable
for sacrifice in Vedic India, in descending order man, horse, cattle, sheep,
and goat. The goat is the cut-off point, leaving such animals as pig and dog
beyond the pale, as well as sundry undomesticated beasts. The excluded
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creatures could figure in the margins of the great sacrificial tableaux.
(Puhvel 1978: 354)

Despite similarities, it is not my intention to primarily seek connec-
tions between the Vedic and the ancient Scandinavian ritual traditions
in particular. Instead, I see them as different “ritual dialects” with a
common Indo-European origin, in the same way as the Indo-European
languages, and like these developed in different directions over time.
My view, however, is that significant similarities remain, going back to
a common origin, especially in the most important rituals and religious
beliefs, and that the comparison is nevertheless deeply meaningful. That
the Vedic tradition is particularly grateful to refer to is primarily because
it consists of such an extensive, ancient and also well-documented
material. It covers a tradition more than 3,000 years old, which still
continues today. Early scholars working on comparative mythology,
not least the famous Friedrich Max Miiller (1823-1900), emphasized
the importance of Vedic mythology to such an extent that it was prac-
tically equated with an original Proto-Indo-European tradition. Later,
most scholars have been more cautious, but the Vedic mythology is
nevertheless considered central to the understanding of the oldest his-
tory of the Indo-Europeans (Puhvel 1987: 14). Studying Vedic rituals
means looking into a tradition that began to take shape the same time
as the Scandinavian Bronze Age culture. We look down into a time well,
which at the bottom hides a common source, where the water still flows
freely in different directions.

Thus, even if one should not seek exact conformities, it is reasonable
to look for general similarities between Vedic rituals and equivalents in
Bronze Age Scandinavia. Although several centuries had passed since a
common origin on the Eurasian steppe, this does not necessarily con-
stitute an obstacle. Not least, culturally profound phenomena such as
religious rituals do not change easily and hence have great potential for
survival (see Kaliff 2007: 47-54). Grand Vedic sacrifices are examples
of advanced collective rites, which require great effort, resources and
time, leaving physical traces that are possible to detect by archaeologi-
cal methods: altars, hearths, pits for ritual waste, post-holes from ritual
structures and buildings. Furthermore, the entire sacrificial performance
signifies a re-creation of the cosmos, in accordance with the primordial
myth. For example, a grand Vedic fire altar is built of burnt clay bricks
in five layers, corresponding to the five elements of special cosmological
significance, in turn corresponding to body parts of the first sacrificial
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victim in the creation myth. Materials are taken from each part of
creation for the purpose of building the altar: earth, water and fire
for the bricks, grass to be placed on the altar, and so on. Together with
the burial of ritual objects, including pots, and the ploughing and sow-
ing of the ground in preparation for the altar, this symbolizes how the
combination of elements contributes to the act of creation (Staal 2o001:
65—70, 118; cf. Lincoln 1986: 60—61). The description of the Vedic
altar and its building process shows construction details and elements
that are easy to interpret also into the documentation material from
several excavated burnt mounds.

In previous works (e.g. Kaliff 1999; 2005; 2007) I have presented an
interpretation of fire-cracked stones, as produced for ritual reasons in a
deliberate process. This also in possible analogy with the fragmentation
of the primordial being in the myth of origin. Burnt stones as a building
material would then have a similar symbolic meaning as the similarly
burnt clay bricks of the Vedic altar, a material transformed in such a way
that fire was believed to become active in it. Bricks contains a combina-
tion of elements — earth, water and fire — giving it a profound symbolic
meaning. Through the transformation of the clay, it is believed that the
god of fire — Agni — becomes active in the material, a crucial and mean-
ingful part of the ritual (Staal 2001: 94, 130). Burnt stone, especially
in combination with water, could have had a comparable meaning (e.g.
Zimmer 2009: 185; cf. Kaliff 2007: 121-134). Heating stones and mak-
ing them crack by pouring water would result in a material with a similar,
symbolic combination of elements: rock, water, fire and also air.

If one can see sufficiently clear evidence for a doctrine associated with
this, then this is itself a highly valuable support for a connection to other
Indo-European contexts and a common Proto-Indo-European background.
The ritual use of burnt mounds — their location in the landscape, the effect
of fire and water on the stone as well as the deposition of ritual objects
and sacrificial remains — can be interpreted in terms of the creation myth
found in different Indo-European contexts, where different elements are
enclosed in each other and converted into other forms. Moreover, cult con-
tinuity is clearly seen in rituals structured around water and wells. (Kaliff
& Oestigaard 2020: 270)

The burnt mounds and traces of cattle sacrifice

Although the extensive bone material found in the burnt mounds is a
well-known archaeological feature, it has traditionally been interpreted
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as a profane residual product — the burnt mounds as piles of waste.
Other tentative interpretations suggest that burnt mounds could be
butchering sites and places for treating hides and leather (e.g. Elfstrand
1995). Illustrative examples are the sites of Sneden and Angesvallen in
Litslena Parish in the county of Uppland, where several burnt mounds
were excavated in the 1990s. The largest structures were almost
15 metres in diameter, and primarily interpreted as possible large-
scale butchering places, although ritual and religious connotations
were not ruled out (Fagerlund 1998: 83-85). Bones from cattle were
by far the most common find, in addition to bones from pigs as well
as horses and also humans. The deposited bones consisted mainly of
parts of skulls and teeth. One of the monuments specially stands out,
with a back-filled water well found beneath the mound. The back-
filled material was similar to the filling of the burnt mound itself, and
the whole complex was as *C-dated to the timespan 400-200 BCE
(Fagerlund 1998: 80). The bone deposits in the mounds, the combina-
tion of burnt material and the underlying water well are phenomena
that give clear cosmological connotations. Bodies were cut up, parts
were burnt and parts were deposited together with stone, soil and
water in various combinations.

Another well, with similar filling, in a context with burnt mounds,
was discovered on the Bronze Age settlement site of Apalle in Overgran
parish, also in Uppland, excavated in 1988. In this case, the burnt
mounds lay adjacent to the well, in central locations on the settlement
site. As in Sneden and Angesvallen, these mounds also had a compli-
cated interior structure, and contained an interesting bone material,
with cattle as the dominant species, followed by sheep and goats. The
Apalle settlement had extremely good preservation conditions, usually
not found on sites from this period. In total, just over 360 kilograms
of bones from cattle were documented, which constituted the major-
ity of the 850 kilograms of bones that could be recovered. The bones
were divided into more than 260,000 fragments all together, of which
approximately 25 per cent could be identified. The extent of the bone
material is striking and by far exceeds the material found at any other
site from the same period in Scandinavia, investigated up to date.

The slaughter age of the animals at Apalle varied greatly. As the
optimal age for slaughter is generally considered to be the time when
the animal has recently become fully grown, one would have expected
that a majority of the bones reflected this age, provided that the site
mirrored an ordinary, profane slaughter (Ullén 2003: 244, 259—261
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with cit. ref.). An alternative explanation, however, is that these
animals had been killed - sacrificed — for reasons other than that they
had reached the perfect slaughter age. When animals were selected for
a sacrifice, there may have been other decisive criteria. Also the area
around the water well was dominated by animal bone, as well as the
refilled well shaft itself. A total of roughly 200 identifiable bones were
retrieved from this context, including jaws and skulls from cattle and
pigs, but also from a human. Remains of parts both rich and poor in
flesh occurred, which means that the bones cannot be regarded solely
as butchering waste. In the report on the excavation, these finds accord-
ingly were discussed in terms of sacrifices (Ullén 2003: 239; cf. 1996).
Apalle has also been presented as a place where especially horses and
dogs have been treated in special ritual manners of Indo-European ori-
gin (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020: 266—267; 2022: 68—69). However, the
finds of bones from cattle — which made up the vast majority of finds
— also showed clear ritual features, not least represented by deposits of
skulls and jawbones (Ullén 1996: 174-177).

Another significant site, dated to the Late Bronze Age and earliest
Iron Age (c. Tooo—400 BCE) is Ringeby in the province of Ostergdtland,
a cultic and burial complex excavated in 1993-1994 under the direction
of the author (e.g. Kaliff 1997). Four burnt mounds were documented,
arranged in pairs, beside extensive traces of other ritual activities: depos-
its of burnt human bones, cremation sites, hearth pits and also a small
cultic building. Unburnt bones from mainly cattle and sheep/goat were
found in the burnt mounds, and in one of the features, beside a large
altar-like block, horse bones were also present.

Yet another interesting site in this context is Hulje in Hogby par-
ish, also in Ostergotland, excavated in 1995 (Kaliff 2001). *C datings
found the activities there took place periodically over a relatively long
period, from the latest part of the Bronze Age up to the mid-Iron Age.
At Hulje, it is not burnt mounds as such that attract interest but fire-
cracked stone deposited together with bones in other contexts, similar
to the water well at Angesvallen described above. Close to a wetland,
a system of pits with similar fillings — fat, greyish material, pieces of
charcoal and small fire-cracked stones — was documented. The largest
find category was burnt and unburnt bones, mostly from cattle but
also from sheep, pigs, domestic birds and horses. Close to the pits with
deposited bones, a water well was discovered. The well shaft had been
filled with a packing of fire-cracked stones. In its upper part, there was a
concentrated deposit of cremated, crushed bones from a sheep or goat,
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arranged in a manner indistinguishable from a human cremation grave
(Kaliff 2001: 449—458). Hulje’s significance as a sacrificial site has been
confirmed by a later, extended excavation in 2009. Yet another filled-in
water well was documented then, together with about 20 hearths and
ten large cooking pits, adjacent to an ancient brook with sacrificial
depots. Also, in this water well, a burial of a sheep or lamb had taken
place. The cooking pits, of a dimension not found on ordinary settle-
ments, showed that large amounts of meat were prepared and served,
primarily from cattle, consequently interpreted as traces of ritual meals
(Pettersson 2013: 25—30).

The documentation of several excavated sites from the province
of Uppland in eastern Middle Sweden, examined over the past 20
years, shows similar ritual features: Ryssgardet and Sommarange skog
in Bjorklinge parish and not least Nibble in Tillinge Parish — to date
the largest Bronze Age cultic site excavated in Scandinavia — as well
as Skeke and Bjorkgirdet in Rasbo Parish (Forsman & Victor 2007;
Hjirthner-Holdar, Eriksson & Ostling 2008; Artursson, Kaliff and
Larsson 2017). At Nibble, Skeke and Bjorkgardet, extensive sacrificial
activity has been documented, including ritual cooking. The find
material consists primarily of large amounts of bones, with unburnt
teeth as the most commonly preserved material. The bones are mainly
derived from cattle, with smaller amounts from sheep/goats and horses.
They have been deposited both on ritual cooking stations, in burnt
mounds and also together with human remains (Artursson, Karlenby
& Larsson 2011: 421—423; Larsson 2014: 163, 299—300; Bjorck 2014:
214-216). The Skeke site is interpreted as a settlement and a cultic
site, with a continuity of more than 1,500 years, from about 1100 BCE
until the mid of the first millennium cg. A large and centrally located
burnt mound plays a particularly important role. Beginning as a burial
site, this mound was then used as an important cult site for centuries.
During one period, a small cult house was built into the mound. At
both Skeke and Nibble, water wells were found directly adjacent to
cooking stations, cult houses and burnt mounds. The water may have
had a direct functional significance in cooking, but the wells were
probably mainly associated with a special ritual quality, as a sacred and
special water coming from the ground (see Kaliff 2007: 123-130).

A systematic, comparative study of 31 burnt mounds from the Lake
Milaren Valley of eastern central Sweden was carried out as part of the
processing of the results of the Skeke excavation (Larsson 2014: 125—
127). These burnt mounds all consisted of relatively newly documented
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sites, excavated from the 1990s onwards. The burnt mounds studied
had a long dating span in total, from around 1400 BCE right up to the
beginning of our era. Each example was assessed based on its location
on each site, in relation to both settlements and other ritual features,
and also on the basis of its complexity and the time span it covered.
Based on this analysis, a main division into three categories of burnt
mounds was made, labelled A, B and C. Particularly complex features
that had been used for a long period of time, category A, were often
found centrally at settlements. Here, activities such as cooking, sacri-
fice and human burials, as well as special crafts such as bronze casting,
were performed. On the outskirts of the sites were found the slightly
less complex burnt mounds, category B. In these, cooking was the cen-
tral activity, often with signs of being a ritualized activity, sometimes
also supplemented with burials and traces of craft. Finally, in the
outermost parts of the sites, the relatively simple burnt mounds
occurred, category C. Here, cooking seems to have been the sole main
function, and the mounds had been used for a relatively short time
(Artursson, Bjorck, Grandin et al. 2017: 1371).

Humans and cattle

The combination of human bones and other finds in the burnt mounds
could indicate a primary function as graves. However, this is not self-
evident. The connection between the different find categories in the burnt
mounds can be more multifaceted. The archaeologist Anna-Sara Noge
(2009) has conducted a detailed study of 98 excavated burnt mounds
in the northern part of the Lake Mailaren Valley in eastern Sweden,
which mainly aimed at explaining why human bones were deposited in
them. The study showed that human bones occurred in about a third
(32 per cent) of the mounds. Clear internal structures were more com-
mon in the burnt mounds with human bones, and about half of these
had internal stone circles or kerbs. Of the mounds that lacked human
remains, only about a quarter had such constructions. The mounds
with human bones also showed a greater variety in general. Nothing
indicates that the human remains were deposited after the primary use
of the mound. They were likely to have been deposited at the same time
as the other material in the mounds, or very shortly after.

A similar study was previously done by Martin Rundkvist (1994),
analysing 42 burnt mounds in the eastern part of the Lake Mailaren
Valley. Of these, ten contained human remains. Furthermore, the study
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showed that 8o per cent of the mounds were built during the Bronze
Age, mainly the last half of the period. The Early Iron Age datings were
extremely few, while they recurred to some extent during the late Iron
Age. Burials of human bones occurred only during the Bronze Age,
especially the latter half of the period, when 40 per cent of the mounds
contained burials. Noges and Rundqvist’s results are consistent in terms
of the fact that burnt mounds with human remains more often feature
kerbs and interior stone circles. Rundkvist also notes that they are often
slightly smaller, that they are more round in shape, that they are placed
on bedrock and that they more often contain bones and teeth of live-
stock, and also potsherds.

Comparative Indo-European studies show that the boundary between
grave and cultic place can be very fluid indeed, not least between graves
and altars (see Kaliff 2007: 75-84). There is a close general connec-
tion between graves and altars, as attested in several ancient cultures.
In classical Greece and Rome, as in Vedic India, the altar could take
the shape of a burial mound, where sacrifices also were performed.
Originally this sacrifice was performed on real graves, but the form
of the burial mound was later transferred to what became a pure altar
(Edsman 1987: 223). A reasonable interpretation would therefore be
that important graves also functioned as places of worship — altar con-
structions — and that the grave and cult functions reinforced each other.
The Norwegian historian of religion Emil Birkeli (1938: 56) believed
that in pre-Christian Scandinavia the grave was actually the most
important cult site, also with an altar function. This was an enduring
tradition, and well into the nineteenth century it was the custom in
parts of Scandinavia to make offerings on the farm’s burial mound.

That human remains were believed to strengthen the sacred site,
and that the bone deposits as such should be seen as one of several
important ritual activities, not necessarily the most significant, can
be clearly illustrated by the example of Nibble. On this site, only five
graves had been laid out in the central, ritual area, within the course
of 500 years. This clearly shows that the sites that are often referred
to in archaeology as cemeteries can in fact have a much more complex
meaning than what is often first assumed on the basis of terminology
(e.g. Kaliff 1997; 2005; 2007). There is also much to suggest that buri-
als during the Bronze and Iron Ages in Scandinavia, not least cremation
burials, were performed according to rituals with strong roots in the
Indo-European myth of origin. In Vedic tradition, cremation is also
a sacrifice, where the body is offered to the gods as a dead person’s
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final religious act, and cremation not just a destruction but simultane-
ously an act of creation (Parry 1982: 340; Ghimire & Ghimire 1998:
64—65; Barrett 2008: 52—53). Also, in ancient Scandinavia, at least dur-
ing the late Bronze Age, it is reasonable to assume that the cosmologi-
cal view of burial ritual and sacrifice largely coincided, and expressed
in the combination of cremated human bones deposited together with
sacrificial remains.

The connection between human remains and bones from cattle in
burnt mounds could also have an even more direct connection to parts
of the Indo-European myth of origin. According to this myth, as shown
above, there is a special connection between humans and cattle from
the beginning, clearly expressed in the myth. This special relationship —
humans and cattle — gets a very clear and powerful ritual expression in
this form, where both humans and animals, mainly cattle, are returned
to the creation in a similar way, incorporated into the burnt mound,
possibly intended as a physical manifestation and a repetition of this
creation in itself, very much like a Vedic altar.

Sacrificial rituals and ritual meals

The food prepared within ritual complexes such as Nibble, Skeke and
Bjorkgardet consisted of ingredients with a relatively small varia-
tion: mainly meat from cattle and sheep/goats and more rarely pigs
and horses, as well as cereals such as barley, wheat and small quanti-
ties of hazelnuts. Wild animals were almost completely absent in the
ritual meals but they were found in graves at the same sites (Artursson,
Bjorck, Grandin et al. 2017: 132). Clearly, domesticated animals and
crops were primarily used in the rituals. It is then reasonable to assume
that the most important domesticated animals, with profound cultural
significance, had a particularly prominent role in sacrifice. This also fits
well with the fact that bones from cattle are the most common find in
these archaeological contexts.

That ritual meals formed an important part of the ancient
Scandinavian sacrifice is clearly attested in the Old Norse sources,
preserved in written form only from the medieval period but by all
accounts largely recurring on an oral tradition, with potentially very
deep time roots (e.g. Hultgard 1996; Nasstrom 2002: 182-184). Also,
in a non-written society, there can be great ability to preserve traditions
more or less intact for a very long period of time. This, provided that
there was a strong oral tradition, preferably transmitted in bound verse
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form, with literal transmission from generation to generation, as in for
example the Vedic ritual tradition that still survives in Hinduism, living
on in an unbroken line for more than 3,000 years. The Vedic tradi-
tion was only transmitted orally, and writing a manual to read from
was actually considered impure and inappropriate (Staal 2001: 29—40;
Witzel 2003: 68—69). It is likely that also the Old Norse society had
such tradition, at least partially equivalent, as indicated by Eddic poems
and skaldic verses (e.g. Mitchell 2003: 203-206). Changes certainly
took place over time, but the core of many rituals may have remained
relatively intact, from the Bronze Age up to the Viking period. Thus,
there is every reason to assume that the importance of sacred meals has
very deep historical roots, and the ritual cooking then be understood as
an important part of the sacrificial ritual itself: an interaction between
man and divinity.

Based on this, and despite the distance in time, there are good rea-
sons to see a connection between burnt mounds and one of the cultic
features mentioned in the Old Norse sources, namely horgr (or horgr).
This term sometimes refers to a rock but it can also be a structure of
stone or wood, possibly a sacrificial altar, and has linguistic equivalents in
Old English hearg ‘pagan temple, idol’, Old High German harug ‘grove,
place of sacrifice’, all descended from the reconstructed Proto-Germanic
*hargu-, possibly meaning ‘sacrificial mound’ (Koch 2020: 142). It may
originally have been a natural place in the form of a rock or an assembly
of stones, but later developed into a proper altar structure. Cultic sites of
the type exemplified above are often built on rock plateaus, where the
original rock is “built on” and reshaped by adding rocks and building
cairns and burnt mounds (Kaliff 2007: 113-114). In the Eddic poem
Hyndluljéo (10) there is an account of the worship of the goddess Freyja
taking place at a horgr of stone. The ritual included animal sacrifice, and
the text describes how the sacrificial blood was poured on the hérgr. The
poem is only preserved in a manuscript from the fourteenth century, but
it has been considered to contain a realistic description of a sacrificial
scene (Hultgard 1996: 29—32; cf. Vikstrand 20071).

It is reasonable to assume that the pre-Christian cult in Scandinavia
was a unifying phenomenon of great vitality, hence with the ability to
remain relatively intact for a long time, particularly the most essential
and thus most conservative elements in terms of sacrificial rites and
associated religious beliefs. This may well have been preserved since a
very early stage, not unlikely back to Core Indo-European or even
Proto-Indo-European times. Rituals and cultic tools associated with
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cattle sacrifice most likely constituted conservative elements of pre-
cisely that kind, closely linked to particularly important living condi-
tions — animal husbandry — and the basic organization of society. This,
combined with a strong oral tradition, at least partly transmitted in
bound verse form, explains the survivability of these common Indo-
European elements, preserved even in the Old Norse poetry of the Late
Iron Age. As the linguist Stefan Zimmer puts it:

Proto-Indo-European Culture can only be understood in the framework
of Proto-Indo-European society, whose main values are glory, freedom,
truth, and hospitality (no ranking intended), which had relatively flat hier-
archies, no professional priests or full-time ‘cult specialists’, no permanent
kingship, no temples, no other intellectuals than poets, lit. ‘word smiths’.
(Zimmer 2009: 181)

Burnt mounds as sacrificial tools — altars — fit well into this scenario,
as they begin to appear at a time, the dawn of the Nordic Bronze Age,
when Indo-European lifestyle and culture are likely to have had a
major impact. It is then not surprising that important elements sur-
vived relatively intact over centuries and millennia, principally simi-
lar to the well documented Vedic tradition, with the sacrificial ritual
reflecting particularly important aspects of the society in which
they originated.

To protect the most precious — the cattle

There is archaeological evidence that some burnt mounds, or rather the
sites where these are located, may also have played a ritual role linked to
the Scandinavian variant of the well-known Indo-European *kdrio- or
“Mannerbunde”, the associations of younger warriors that are believed
to constitute another important common element dating back to a Proto-
Indo-European era (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 68—69). The reconstructed
Proto-Indo-European word *kdrio-, approximately mean ‘unit of war-
riors’, and a prominent feature is assumed to have been the initiation
ritual of its young members. This involved being sent to live outside soci-
ety, acting as ferocious wolves or dogs, in ways diametrically opposed
to normal life, before being integrated back into society as a rite of
passage into manhood (e.g. McCone 1987: 107-108; Mallory 2007:
93-94; West 2007: 448—451; Brown & Anthony 2019: 110-117).

The possible connection between the *kdrio- institution and the burnt
mounds may come in handy in light of the * Trito- theme of the creation
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myth. The link to cattle and their crucial importance to society is very
clearly expressed in this part of the myth. As Bruce Lincoln puts it in his
paper “The Indo-European cattle-raiding myth” (1976):

There is, moreover, an initiatory significance to this myth, as in so many
other myths of monster slaying, for the initiation of Indo-European warri-
ors seems to have often involved a combat with a mock monster of triple
form, as Dumezil argued early in his career. In conquering this monster, the
young warrior repeats the events of primordial times which are related in
our myth. He becomes again *Trito, the first I-E warrior, and he assimilates
himself to the entire I-E onslaught that overthrew aboriginal opponents
in every corner. The cattle-raiding aspect of the myth may be understood
in similar ways. In order to do so, we must again note the enormous
importance of cattle to the Indo-Europeans. Cattle were the very basis of
the I-E economy, forming the essential measure of wealth and means
of exchange. The animals supplied milk and meat, the main elements of
the food supply; hides for clothing, blankets, bags, and shields; bones
for tools; dung for fuel; and urine for disinfectant. They were also crucial
to the social order, serving as bridewealth and wergild. Society itself was
understood as the collectivity not of only men, but of “men and cattle”
or “bipeds and quadrupeds.” Given this enormous importance of cattle
within the socio-economic order, it comes as no surprise that the Indo-
Europeans were always interested in preserving the cattle they had and in
procuring more. Their prayers are filled with requests for cattle, and cat-
tle raiding seems to have been one of the most important pursuits of the
warriors. Certainly their heroic literature is filled with stories of such
raids. (Lincoln 1976: 62—63)

The combination of the sacrifice site for cattle — the burnt mound —
and the adjacent (or underlying) water wells where residual material
from the sacrifice has been deposited can be seen as a very powerful
physical, ritual manifestation of important parts of the creation story,
as well as its link to the classical raiding myth. If the sacrifice of cat-
tle and other animals, manifested in the bones of the burnt mounds,
repeats the disintegration of a primordial being in the creation myth,
the other part of this myth, with *Trito-, could be manifested in the
well and its sacrificial deposits in the underworld. Water wells, as well
as sacrificial pits, are likely to be associated with chthonic creatures of a
kind also associated with the myth, where *Trito- assumes the form of
a snake or other underground creature. The water well and the under-
ground are a deeply symbolic, physical manifestation of this motif. A
motif that “combines two of the best known mythic themes: that of
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slaying a serpent or monster, and that of stealing a neighbor’s cattle”
(Lincoln 1976: 43).

To conclude: burnt mounds as ritual tools fit well into an interpre-
tation as physical manifestations of elements that occur in the Indo-
European creation myth. The building materials in the mound itself, as
well as its content of bones, reflects in a very illustrative way the cosmo-
logical first sacrifice, particularly the primordial bovine. The underlying
pit, or water well, can similarly constitute a manifestation of the myth
of *Trito-, and his struggle against an underground creature, *h,ng""i-
in the reconstructed Proto-Indo-European origin myth. In the shape of
a snake or other chthonic being, this creature is physically manifested
in the water well, and the sacrificed materials deposited in its shaft. The
archaeological record shows a long continuity, from the beginning of
the Bronze Age to the Late Iron Age, but rituals and beliefs linked to
this remain much later, up to modern times. In addition to the stories
of snakes and other creatures, believed to suck milk from cattle, there
are many other Scandinavian folk-traditions of mythical, underground
creatures, often linked to wells and water. The fact that both myths and
rituals develop over time, due to external factors and the mere passage
of time, does not necessarily mean that the core of the content changes.
Significant beliefs do not change without strong reason. While it is not
always possible to show in detail the complete mechanism behind the
continuity of a deep-rooted belief or ritual, its mere existence speaks
more to an age-old origin than the opposite.
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4. Monsters and cattle
A topos and its mutations in Indo-European mythology

Peter Jackson Rova
Stockholm University

Abstract

This chapter seeks to substantiate a few general assumptions about the
social significance of cattle-stealing monsters in various IE traditions.
By taking into account that these monsters appear under variously
socially distinguishable guises — traversing the whole spectrum of an
intruding guest, a bad host, a stingy patron and a malicious client — it
can be argued that these myths mainly revolved around the perceived
crisis of hospitality and ritual economy. Examples are given to illustrate
particularities of this pattern in what seems to be offshoots of a lin-
guistically encoded tradition: one with a possible Core Indo-European
(CIE) basis (the tricephalus myth) and the other dating back at least to
the time of Proto-Indo-Iranian (the Vala myth). In the final analysis, an
attempt is made to demonstrate how the notion of the cattle-stealing
monster — considered here as a variation of the milk-suckler reptile
— can be rendered culturally meaningful in terms of certain prevalent
ecological and socio-economic factors.

The controversial cases of the Anatolian Illuyanka myth and the visual
representation of a tricephalic monster on the fifth-century cE lesser
horn (B) from Gallehus are briefly commented upon in two additional
excurses (addenda 1 and 2).

1. Background

The hyperbolic representation of friends and foes in Indo-European
(IE) mythological traditions suggests that the distinctiveness of these
roles was not as clear-cut as one might initially expect. Monsters are
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not always unambiguously depicted as chaotic and malevolent beings.
They are, for instance (as indicated by the cases of Vedic Vala [RV
10.68.10] and Greek Geryon [see below]), typically inclined to weep and
show genuine human feelings. They are also — despite their distinctly
non-human, serpentine or otherwise preternatural appearance — repre-
sented as cultural beings. Unlike animals, they may use utensils while
eating and they make their own cheese. Another cultural trait of the mon-
ster is its desire for livestock and other human commodities. Monsters
are not gods in a strict sense; they have to be mortal, since one of their
primary functions in myth is to get killed or at least severely impaired;
while typically found in the wilderness or in some distant region, they
still inhabit the same ontological plane as their heroic adversaries.

All this seems to imply that the quintessential IE monster can be
understood as a hypercorrective to a category of human agents with
whom the intended auditors of the monster myths had interacted and
familiarized themselves on a regular basis, either within the framework
of certain formalized and potentially precarious social settings (e.g.
trading, guest—host relations and patron—client relations) or in the less
formalized context of raids and exploitations of neighbouring groups
from which similar acts of hostility could be expected in return.

These tendencies all seem informed by an underlying cultural propo-
sition: the monster affords its monstrosity iz spite of, not in the absence
of certain recognizably human traits. Unlike a wild animal attracted to
an exterior object through an uncontrolled force of instinct (say of hun-
ger, self-defence or sexual reproduction), the monster makes a feasible
(albeit neglected) claim to ownership. Consequently, the preternatural
appearance of the monster can be understood as a mask mythologically
designed to divert attention from the fact that this is not just an unnat-
ural but in fact a cultural being.

In what follows, I intend to make a few general assumptions about
the social significance of cattle-stealing monsters in various IE tradi-
tions. Examples are given to illustrate particularities of this pattern in
what seems to be local offshoots of a linguistically encoded tradition:
one with a possible Core Indo-European (CIE) basis (the tricephalus
myth) and the other dating back at least to the time of Proto-Indo-
Iranian (the Vala myth). In the final analysis, an attempt is made to
demonstrate how the notion of the cattle-stealing monster — consid-
ered here as a variation of the milk-suckler reptile (see Ermacora 2017)
— can be rendered culturally meaningful in terms of certain prevalent
ecological and socio-economic factors.
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2. Social and ecological conditions

The rationale behind the perceived adversarial claiming, stealing and
keeping of livestock in IE mythologies (Cacus [An. VIII 190ff.; Prop.
IV 9], Geryon, Vala etc.) apparently amounts to more than a general
proclivity for treating livestock as a prominent measure of wealth. In
order to provide a more complete picture, it is essential to distinguish
between the specific systems of exchange in which such quantities of
wealth were invested.!

As we shall see, no simple binary (e.g. insider vs. outsider) will suf-
fice to make sense of such systems. Also, the two systems (or forms of
relation) are both flexible and overlapping. The first system is based
on principles of hospitality, that is, on how to maintain and establish
social bonds through prescribed rules of conduct. Festive occasions
of sacrificial food-sharing provide the most apparent setting for such
forms of conduct.* They do so both in an imaginary (vertical) sense by
inviting gods to partake as guests in a sacrificial meal and in a more
realistic (horizontal) sense by conjoining members of a sacrificial com-
munity through rites of commensality. The second system is based
instead on principles of patronage, that is, on how to administer the
practical means to such a hospitable end through the recruitment of
ritual professionals. This latter group can best be grasped through the

* For an ecologically and socio-economically informed comparative study of
myth, ritual and social organization among semi-settled pastoralist groups (the test
case being Proto-Indo-Iranians and the present-day Nilotic peoples of Africa), see
especially Lincoln 1981. Bruce Lincoln (personal communication) kindly reminds me
of the likely tendency in pre-monetary pastoral economies to treat livestock, not just
as “tokens of wealth” but as both means of production and means of exchange.

> The search for a universally coherent, original significance of sacrifice — as
undertaken by prominent students of religion over the last centuries — has been
refuted in more recent times as a largely misinformed pursuit (see Parker 201 1:
125-126). Still, one circumstance should remain fairly clear in so far as the
archaeological and historical manifestations (rather than the advanced priestly
exegesis) of sacrifice is concerned: the social significance of sacrifice seems far
more premised on principles of sharing and bonding rather than on the notion of
giving things up. The extended “meaning” of sacrifice — not least according to the
relatively recent Judeo-Christian notion of the unconditional gift — has thus come to
overshadow some of the early preconditions for ritual slaughter. Animal sacrifice is
virtually unthinkable without the domestication and organized distribution of natural
resources (see Smith 1987). The sacrificial slaughter of animals (+ the distribution
of food within the group) does not just sustain the group by supplying its members
with food; it also symbolically defines and maintains social relations within that group.
There is even archaeological evidence to suggest that “cattle and sheep [...] were
initially more important in funeral rituals than in daily diet.” (Anthony 2007: 159).
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semi-mythical category of so-called poet-sacrificers (or poet-priests) in
Vedic and Avestan.

Whereas guest-host relations tend to involve equally resourceful
insiders and outsiders sharing the same interests and moral obligations,
patron—client relations require an employment contract (see the intro-
ductory chapter). Even if patrons and clients need not share the same
interests, they may still find a durable form of coexistence in which to
mutually benefit one another. If these principles are understood to have
been violated or obfuscated by one (or some) of the involved parties,
however, there are various familiar means by which to address such
failures. Guests and hosts may become estranged (see the semantics of
Latin hostilis) by dishonouring the principles of hospitality, that is, if
the guest fails to reciprocate the favours of the host or if the host fails
to adequately entertain and protect his guest. Similarly, patrons may
provide miserable working conditions for their clients and clients
may seek to cheat, or even disempower, their patrons by misrepre-
senting or misusing their skills.

Consequently, the monster need not just assume the role of an unin-
vited (out-group) creature who parasitically benefits from its host’s
(in-group) table. In addition to this familiar pattern, monsters may also
appear in the guise of either hosts, patrons or clients. The theme of
unlawfully claiming livestock can thus be taken to reflect a perceived
crisis of hospitality and ritual economy:

Stranger/anti-guest (AS Grendel, ON Hrungnir) <
GUEST-HOST - Stranger/anti-host (Gr. Polyphemus, Geirredr)

Charlatan/anti-client (Ved. Dasyus [|/sarp], OAv. Karapan and Usij) «
CLIENT-PATRON - Cheapskate/anti-patron (Ved. Vala, Panis [/rod])

Since we may assume clients (= hired poets) to have been particularly
responsible for crafting and creatively reshaping the myths with which
we are concerned here, it seems consistent to assume that the rhetorical
ingenuity with which the monster is made to traverse the whole social
spectrum of an intruding guest, a bad host, a stingy patron and a mali-
cious client (= competitor of another client) (see below the serpentine
Vedic Dasyus, and the Avestan Karapan and Usij) also conformed to
certain priestly interests. We can imagine a straightforward admoni-
tion of the following kind to have been variously encrypted by priestly
clients through the medium of poetry and myth: Beware, o patron,
of leaving to others the fashioning of your good reputation as a host,
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and beware of leaving me (your client) without a generous fee. As 1
intend to show in the following, many of the poetic statements involv-
ing monsters and cattle among archaic speakers of IE can be effectively
decrypted along these lines.>

3. Basic features of the tricephalus myth

It is reasonable to assume that the speakers of CIE already made ref-
erences in their oral poetry to a myth involving a heroic figure killing
a tricephalic, cattle-stealing monster in some far-off region. The myth
can be reconstructed on the basis of its non-trivial linguistic realization
in Vedic (Indra [or Trita Aptya] killing [or carrying off cattle from] the
three-headed Visvarupa [e.g. 10.8.9]), Avestan (Oraétaona killing Azi
Dahaka), and Greek (Herakles killing Geryon/Geryoneus) (Hes. Theog.
287-294 and fragments of Stesichorus’s Geryoneis [SLG 13,4; 14,8]
[see Figure 1]). Diagnostic traits in what seems to be a Latin rendering
of an otherwise unknown Greek version of the Geryon myth (Hercules
killing Cacus) suggest the myth’s close proximity to another narrative
complex in Greek and Indo-Iranian involving the hiding, tracking and
exchange of cattle in its capacity of a sacrificial fee.*

In the Avestan version of the myth (Yt. 5.33-5.35, 15.23-15.24;
Y. 9.7-9.8; Vd. 1.18), the name of the adversary conquered by the hero

5 One is reminded here of what could be provisionally referred to as the
paradox of encryption in myth. While myths are cross-culturally recognized as
narrative representations of things and events apart from how they ostensively
appear in real life, they will inevitably arouse the suspicion of speaking covertly
about certain overt real-life concerns. Processes of encryption tend to leave behind
traces of encryption.

+ It has long been noticed (see the entry “Cacus” in RE) that features that appear
to reveal an ancient Italic origin of the Hercules/Cacus myth may turn out to be false,
because the whole story was assumedly nothing but a relatively late transference of a
Greek Herakles adventure onto Roman soil, and under a Latin caption. Nevertheless,
some of the motifs in the Hercules/Cacus myth are not found in earlier Greek
accounts of the Herakles/Geryon myth — the cave and boulder, the inversed tracks —
but rather in the story of Hermes’s cattle-theft (HomHerm and Eur.). This coincidence
could either indicate that the Cacus myth was simply a relatively late bricolage of
various disconnected literary traditions, or it could testify to an otherwise lost oral
tradition according to which these motifs were still interconnected. The Cacus myth is
the only classical example to associate the semiotic motif of the inversed trail — a trick
otherwise attributed to the god Hermes in the Greek myth — with that of a monstrous
cattle-thief. A third variation on the theme is found in Vedic renderings of the Vala
myth (see below), according to which the track-seeking Angirases retrieve cattle from
a monstrous cattle-thief.
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Figure 1. Heracles and Geryon. Depiction on a Chalcidian amphora produced
in Calabria (c. 530 BCE), Cabinet des Médailles, Paris (De Ridder.202) with
painted inscription: ATHENAIE, GARUWONES, HERAKLES. Photo: Serge
Oboukhoff / BnF-CNRS-MSH Mondes © License: CC BY-NC.

Oraétaona significantly combines a serpentine appearance (azi-) with
an attribute (daha-) originally intended to emphasize its out-group eth-
nic appearance.’ The correlation is equally pertinent in Vedic, where
dasd- or ddsyu- (see also the neutral sense of YAv. daxiiu- ‘inhabitant
[of a land], people’) — the terms often occur in opposition to aryd- —
denotes not just any kind of demon but more precisely a stranger not
(or at least not yet) qualified to become an Aryan guest-friend. In spite
of the lack of a direct match in Vedic (*dhidasd-), a combination of
the two elements to suggest a “serpentine barbarian” in various Iranian
traditions can be correlated with a class of beings (the snake [dhi-]
and the dasd-/ddsyu- [see 6.45.25 below]) all subjected to the positively
encoded violence of the god Indra in Vedic.

5 A possible early depiction of the figure is found on the late second-millennium
BCE golden bowl of Hasanlu (see Figure 2). This represents a heroic (?) figure
attacking a throned opponent and a scaled, tricephalic monster.
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Figure 2. Depiction on the golden bowl of Hasanlu (detail), north-west Iran
(late 2nd millennium BCE). Image 96557, courtesy of the Penn Museum
© License: CC BY-NC.

In order to better grasp the focal message of the myth, it should
be added that a combination of derivatives of either of the nouns PIE
* g“ows ‘cow’ or *6g*is ‘snake’(or an analogous adversarial being) with
a verb reflecting PIE *g*“’en ‘slay’ can be arranged in contrastive clus-
ters on the primary basis of Indian, Iranian, Greek and (perhaps) Celtic
evidence.® This contrastive logic presupposes an underlying notion of
the cow as the ultimate token of wealth in the sense of that which is not
to be killed or destroyed, and the snake as the reversed token of that
logic (the obstacle to, withholder or snatcher of wealth) in the sense of
what rather ought to be killed and destroyed.

Ved. dghnya-, OAv. agoniia- ‘cow’
?Gr. dipevog ‘revenue, riches, wealth, abundance (< ‘cattle’ [?])’
PII *a-ghn-ija-‘cow’ (lit. ‘not to be slain’)

Ved. go-hdn- ‘cow-slaying’
Gr. Bodgovog, Bovpovia ‘id.”
?Olr. béguine (reformed) “id.’

¢ A verbal phrase *€mevev v remains so far unattested in Greek in spite of its
apparent echoes in phrases and compounds such as émeqvev Xipoupav, ktelve dotv,
ogloxtévog, and dpakovtopdvog (see Watkins 1995: passim).
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Ved. dhann dhim etc. ‘he (Indra) slew the serpent’

Ved. ahibdn-, dasyuhdn- (e.g. 6.45.24: “For the smiter of Dasys [dasybd]
will certainly go forth to somebody’s cattle enclosure [gémantam]; with
his [= Indra’s] powers he will open it up.”)

Gr. émepvev Xipoupa, I'épyova (Spoxdvrwv edBouaty) he slew the Ch., G.” etc.
Gr. xtelve Sy (*Emeqvev Siv) ‘he slew the serpent’

Gr. ogloxtovog ‘serpent-kiler’ (Eust. 183.12), dpakovtopévog ‘drag-
on-killer’ (*o@lopévtyg, *oplopévog)

A comparison between these contrasting phrases and compounds yields
the following social message:

KILL CATTLE (= negative, murderous)

KILL CATTLE THIEF (= positive, heroic)

In noting the basic features of the IE tricephalus myth, Watkins (1995:
468) transcribes the formulaic semantic structure underlying the
Graeco-Indo-Iranian variants as follows:

HERO (variable), SLAY (*g*“’en),a MONSTER (*6g""is, not in Greek) who
is THREE (*tri)-HEADED (variable) and SIX (*sweks)-EYED (*h;0k"™D,
not in Greek), with the aid of a GOD (variable). As a result HERO DRIVE
OFF (*hyag”, replaced in Greek by #lace) MONSTER’s COWS (*g“6s,
replaced in Avestan by WOMEN)

I prefer a slightly modified version:

HERO, SLAY, a MONSTER who is preternaturally THREEFOLD (+ vari-
ants x 2, x 3 = (*tri/*sweks-), HERO DRIVE OFF MONSTER’s unlawfully
claimed MOVABLE PROPERTY

My reason for suggesting this slight adjustment is twofold. (1) While the
preternatural anatomy of the monster could apparently vary (according
to a simple arithmetic involving the number three) within a single tra-
dition (e.g. Geryon), it seems unnecessary to specify these anatomical
features in too rigid a fashion. In terms of mythical imagination, it
seems perfectly apt to represent a preternatural monster as the one-
eyed, six-eyed, three-headed or nine-headed odd one out in a natural
fauna dominated by pairs and quadruples.

(2) T am exchanging the parameter CATTLE for MOVABLE
PROPERTY so as to provide a more flexible codification of the myth in
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its Lévi-Straussian sense of a “sum of its variants.” I see no reason why
LIVESTOCK, or even PROPERTY in general, should be considered
secondary variants of a primary reference to cattle. The social message
would easily pertain to all tangible things (including enslaved humans)
that may come under the threat of someone else’s proprietary claims.

4. Agonies of the cattle-thief: the cases of Geryon and Vala

Heracles’s killing of Geryon is described by Stesichorus in the following
metaphorical terms (SLG 15 ii 14-17):

- > 2 s :
Epiouve 87 dp” afuortt Top[upEat
Bipaxd Te kol Bpotdevt|or pédea

améxhve 0 dp’ adyéve Fop[vdvag
EMKGPTIOV, W Sxow p[é]xw(v
&TE XOTOUYVVOLT” ATOAOV [O€pag

ol 6mo iAo Bodholoot v

And (the arrow) stained with dark-red blood
his breast plate and gory limbs.

Geryon let down his neck
to the side just like when a poppy,
shaming its tender body,

drops it petals at once.”

While the image of a tree or plant shedding its leaves is a recurrent
elegiac feature in Greek and Latin poetry (e.g. in Homer and Ovid), it
may appear surprising to find such delicate evocations of grief and pain
in the context of a dying monster. Page observed that Stesichorus seems
to have portrayed Geryon as a “noble and sympathetic person.” (Page
1973: 150). Watkins follows Page in noticing Stesichorus’s sympathetic
portrayal of Geryon in these terms, commenting on the crucial passage
SLG 15 ii 14-17 that “(w)e are a long way from a monster, and a long
way from the topos of the adversary felled by the hero like a great
tree.” (Watkins 1995: 466) (Figure 1). On closer inspection, this unex-
pected sympathy for the monster should not be seen as an idiosyncrasy

7 I follow the translation in Franzen (2009: 70) save for a few changes of word
order intended to accommodate the metrical segmentation of the edited Greek text.
I have omitted dots under letters that mark faint letters in the papyrus.



86 Indo-European Ecologies

peculiar to Stesichorus. Vedic Vala, another cattle-stealing creature (see
below), is depicted in similar elegiac terms at the moment of lamenting
his lost cows:

RV 10.68.10:
himéva parnd musitd vanani | bibaspdtinakrpayad valé gab

As the woods (lament) their leaves stolen (pp.) by cold, Vala lamented (ipf.)
for the cows (stolen) by Brhaspati.®

Notice the nicely devised elliptical figure, omitting one of the key verbs
in each hemistich.

Similarly, in the preceding hymn, it is said of Indra that “he made
the Panis wail (drodayat panim): verily he stole the(ir) cows (a ga
amusnat)” (10.67.6). To this example one might add yet another: the
Anglo-Saxon case of the monstrous anti-guest Grendel’s miserable suf-
fering (“he endured sorrowfully” [earfodlice [...] gepolode [86-87]) at
the sound of rejoicing in Hrothgar’s mead hall (86-103).

As these discrete cases all seem to suggest, the ambiguity of the
monster should not just be understood as a matter of its preternatural
appearance but also as a potential invitation to sympathy. This is a del-
icate reminder of the monster’s cultural and emotional proximity to the
in-group, both in the cynical sense of someone (or rather something)
acting as an impostor, and in the tragic sense of an ill-fated outcast who
ultimately deserves recognition and remedy.

5. Versions and inversions of the Vala myth

It is plausible that the professional poets of various IE tribal groups
were prompted by a shared tradition to invent their own textualized
persona in an ongoing interaction with certain mythical role models.°®

8 This and the following translations from the RV are all based (with the exception
of a few minor deviations) Jamison/Brereton 2014.

o Skjaerve (20135) rejects Zarathustra’s historicity on the grounds that this
character, from the perspective of the earliest Gathic compositions, has already
received the mythical status of a first poet-sacrificer on a par with figures such as
Vedic Manu and Vivasvat. Yet the same can be said of a figure like Vasistha (cf. Goto
1997), who eventually became canonized as one of the seven sages (saptarsi). At one
stage or another in the process of textual accumulation, the caption “Zarathustra”
will nonetheless only begin to make sense as a cover-term representing a distinct
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This creative process of confabulation makes it difficult to tell the hen
apart from the egg. A “textualized existence” (Zitathaftes Leben) can
be understood in these circumstances as a means to creatively trans-
late a familiar repertoire of mythical motifs into living practice, and
to enhance the role of the poet-sacrificer as a mediator between gods
and men.™ Conversely, this process would also cause the mythical rep-
ertoire to be continuously enriched and expanded as the inventions of
singular poets eventually received a semi-canonical status beyond the
horizon of living memory.

Such a strategy is clear from the verbal realization of the Gathic
strophe Y 44.20, which apparently borrows its poetic building material
from the hymnic realization of an ancient myth. The strophe marks the
end (and summary statement) of the so-called Questions to the Lord-
Gatha, with its otherwise recurrent pattern of cosmological questions
and answers, all of which seem to gravitate towards a final and more
hands-on approach to the expected quantity of the poet-sacrificer’s
ritual fee (“Shall T deserve that prize [miZda-] [...] ten mares with a
stallion” [18]. By combining no fewer than six lexical items recurrent
in Vedic allusions to the so-called Vala myth, the strophe ingeniously
echoes a familiar plot of previous hymnic performances through a con-
sistent reuse of the poetic vocabulary (see Jackson 2014a). These verbal
echoes suggest that the author of the Gathic strophe was familiar not
just with the plot of the Vala myth (see above) but also with the verbal
characteristics of its performance as evidenced by the RV versions. In
recognizing how the Gathic strophe systematically inverts the under-
lying logic of the Vala myth, furthermore, we are better equipped to
elucidate the subtext of the Vedic (and to some necessary degree Indo-
Iranian) myth: what superficially appears as the story about a primor-
dial cattle-raid now rather turns out to be a myth about the proper
performance of (and expected recompense [the so-called ddksina-] for)
ritual services. Hence, the familiar myth could be variously explored
and exploited as a rhetorical device linked to the precarious situation
of competing traders in ritual.

tradition of ritual poetics, just like the captions “Homer” or “Orpheus” may have
served as generic markers of epic and melic poetry in the archaic Greek tradition.

> The concept of zitathaftes Leben was first used by Thomas Mann in his Freud-
Rede from 1936. It was meant to capture the sense of an artist’s life lived according to
a preconceived literary pattern that could be mistaken for a secondary, merely literary
add-on to the biographical narrative.
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According to the Vedic versions, cattle is kept by monstruous crea-
tures (Vala or the Panis) within a cave or rock, whereupon the cows are
ritually “sung out” from the cave by priestly figures (the Angirases),
assisted by the god Indra. In the Gathic strophe, however, it is now
rather the protagonist poet-sacrificers of the Vedic (and supposedly
pre-Gathic) versions who appear in the roles of malicious sacrificers:

44.20: ciflond mazda # huxsabra daéuud anhars
yais ggm karapd # usixsca aeésomai data

ydca kawud # gnmani uradoiiata

ln6it him mizon # asa vastrom fradaifhé

Have there ever been Daévas of god rule, O Wise one?

But let me ask that (of those) who block (alt. shall hold back) pleasure, in
accordance with those (words)

with which the Karapan and the Usij [usixsca] seize the cow for wrath(ful)
(treatment)

and with which (wrath) the Kavi [koouud] makes (the cow) weep in her soul.'
They do not foster her (the cow) to promote the (herds in) pastures with
truth.

Consider the concordances between the strophe Y 44.20 and hymnic
realizations of the Vala myth throughout the RV:

RV: usij-
The Angirases or Usijas have tracked down and released the cows.

Y 44.20: usij-
The Karapan and the Usij have seized the cow for wrathful treatment.

RV: kdvi-

The Angirases or Usijas bear the title kdvi- (e.g. 2.23.1 and 2.24.7).
The most prominent representative of their group, Brhaspati, is even
“most kavi of kavis” (kavitamam kavinam [5.42.3a)).

i T follow the 1991 translation of Humbach, Elfenbein and Skjerve with the
exception of the crucial fourth stanza (ydca kauua...). The locative singular gnmani
(instead of the lectio difficilior gnmané [dative singular| preferred by Humbach et al.)
is the reading of the manuscript K. Duchesne-Guillemin (1948: 209) maintains here
what seems to me the better rendering (“le faire gémir en son ame”) in accordance
with previous suggestions by Nyberg and Lommel.
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Y 44.20: koouunai-
The Kavi causes the cow to wheep in her soul.

RV: rtd-, rténa
The Angirases or USijas possess truth (rtd-), destroy falsehood (drih-) and
split open the cave “by means of truth” (rzéna) (e.g. RV 4.3.11).

Y 44.20: asa-, asd
The Karapan, the Usij and the Kavi do not foster the cow to promote
herds in the pasture “with truth” (asg).

RV: [pi (= g6-, ddksind)

The cave of Vala is ‘defying’ (piyatas 10.68.6a), i.e. it holds the cows
(= ddksina) back from their legitimate owner. Cf. 10.28.11b: “those
(patrons) who protest against rewarding (pratipiyanti) the priests with

food.”

Y 44.20: paés/pis (or pailpi) (= kgm-, mizda-)
The Karapan, the Usij and the Kavi ‘block’ (paes/pis) or ‘defy’ (pai/pi)
pleasure (kgm-).

RV: \Jrud, drodayat (causative)
Indra releases the cows, thus making the Panis weep (drodayat) (RV
10.67.6).

Y44.20: raod/rud, urudoiiata (causative)
The Kavi makes the cow weep (urudoiiata) in her soul.

6. Further malicious clients

RV 8.14 begins with the poet’s indirect address to his patron in antici-
pation of a generous fee: “Indra, if I, like you, were, all alone, lord over
goods [#$tya vdsva), my praiser would have cows as his companions.”
Towards the end of the same hymn, the poet passes on from references
to more familiar exploits of the god Indra (the splitting of the Vala
cave [7—9] and the decapitation of Namuci [13]) to a less familiar story

about a group of Dasyus who used their deceitful mdya- in order to

conquer heaven.

8.14.14:

mayabhir utsisrpsata | indra dyam arviruksatah | dva dasyivir adbiinuthab ||
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They who, through their viles, were trying to creep [utsisypsata [{sarp]] up
and mount to heaven, Indra, those Dasyus did you send tumbling down.

The theme of deviant ritualism continues in the final strophe with
its reference to Indra making “the non-(Soma)pressing community”
(asunvam |[...] samsddam) vanish away in all directions. The curi-
ous detail signalled by the verb sarp- adds a serpentine feature to
the Dasyus, which can be considered to vaguely echo the Avestan
epithet Azi Dahaka. Another noteworthy context for the focal noun
maya- is suggested by the rare compound dhimaya- (e.g. RV 6.52.15),
‘snake-sly’ according to Jamison and Brereton. It is a term likely to
be taken here (and elsewhere) in the general sense of aberrant ritual
practices through which foreign groups could be identified by their
out-group allegiances (their malignant sorcery vs. our pious religios-
ity). It would even seem plausible that the itinerant ritual specialists
of early (pre-canonical) Vedic society could have used the noun maya-
as a denigrating characterization of competing ritual communities
within their own society.

7. Milk-stealing agents in Scandinavian folklore

The hyperbolic representation of cultural others as preternatural mon-
sters in ancient IE traditions can be effectively compared with recent
folkloristic accounts of milk-stealing creatures in various parts of
post-medieval Europe without the insistence on any significant shifts
in the underlying sociocultural message (cf. Ermacora 2017: 70). This
circumstance alone does not prove much but it does testify to the tenac-
ity and suggestiveness of a pastoral ideology that was already pertinent
among the earliest speakers of IE. Consider, for instance, the follow-
ing paragraphs from Gunnar Olof Hyltén-Cavallius’s pioneering work
Wirend och Wirdarne: Forsok i svensk etnologi (published between
1863 and 1868):

If we are now to examine the attitude towards the ancient trolls that has
long been common in the lands of Wirend and Gothia, it is clear that they
have been perceived as an alien race, which no longer counted as “folk,”
“Christian folk,” and whose ethnonym, Troll (n.), does not even have a gen-
der. We must conclude from this that the trolls have had a different national-
ity separate from ours, with a foreign appearance, language, habits, and cus-
toms. The same applies in an equal or even higher degree to their religious
practises and conceptions, which were regarded with the utmost contempt
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by the new tribes, and summed up in the word Trolldom (“witchcraft”), — a
word which has been derived from the ethnonym Troll, and which accord-
ing to its derivation signifies the customs, traditions, and general essence of
this people [...] to kusa or take advantage of someone else’s cattle, guns,
fishing tools, farmland, baking, brewing etc. and “to snatch from the neigh-
bours a portion of the cattle’s milk.” The latter could be done by various
means but most prominently through so-called mountain-hares, troll-hares,
milk-hares, which were sent by the witches to suck the peasants’ cows.
The mountain-hares were manufactured during the holy week by sticks,
burnt in both ends, and thrown on the floor by the witch. There were also
so-called Milking-sticks, which were milked by the witches.™

A more recent instantiation of this popular imaginary is Fritz Hippler’s
infamous propaganda film Der ewige Jude from 1940. Jews are depicted
here as the progeny of an essentially evil race, adopting the clothing
and manners of the German bourgeoisie in an attempt to parasitically
exploit a superior civilisation from within. They are also represented as
engaging in cruel and deranged religious practices in the form of ruth-
less routines of ritual slaughter and repetitive balderdash.

8. Concluding remarks

The logic of socio-economic reasoning from which these discrete topics
of myth derive their ultimate raison d’étre could of course prove viable
without the insistence on some distant common heritage. Nevertheless,
if there is enough cumulative linguistic and archaeological evidence to
support the existence of such a cultural ancestry, and not least so if there

> Granska vi nu det forhallningssitt om de forntida trollen, som i Wirend och i Gota
rike af dlder varit gingse, sa framgar sisom bestimdt givet, att de varit betraktade
sasom ett frimmande slidgte, hvilket icke riknades till »folk», »christet folk», och vars
etniska namn, Troll, i spriket icke ens har ndgot genus. Vi mdste haraf ledas till den
slutsatsen, att trollen varit af en frin vara forfaders skild nationalitet, med frimmande
utseende, sprik, lefnadssitt och seder. Detsamma géller i lika eller &nnu hogre grad
om deras religiosa bruk och forestillningar, vilka av de nya stammarne betraktades
med den yttersta avsky och i spriket sammanfattades med ordet Trolldom, — ett ord,
som blifvit bildadt ur sjelfa folknamnet Troll, och enligt sin hirledning betecknar
detta folks seder, bruk och visende i allmanhet (§26, p. t11) [...] att kusa eller
taga nyttan av andras kreatur, skjutredskap, fiskdon, akrar, bak, brygd o.s.v. samt
»fortaga grannarne en del af boskapens mjolk». Det sednare skedde pa flera sitt, men
fornamligast genom s.k. Bjergaharar, Trollharar, Mjolkharar, hvilka af trollpackorna
utsandes for att dia bondernas kor. Bjergahararne forfirdigades i dymmel-veckan af
stickestubbar, brianda i begge dndar, hvilka af trollqvinnan kastades pa golfvet. Afven
forekommo s.k. Mjolk-kdppar, som af trollkdrringarne mjolkades. (p. 115)
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is additional evidence to support the existence of culturally contiguous
tribal communities in which such a pre-ancient sociology would have
made perfect sense, then we should remain open to the possibility that
it was precisely among these tribal groups that this logic of reason-
ing developed its first rudimentary characteristics. The semi-nomadic
pastoralists of the Pontic-Caspian steppes fit neatly into this frame-
work. Furthermore, we should take into account the possibility that the
notion of the parasitic monster initially set a precedent for (or at least
accompanied, justified, extrapolated etc.) certain forms of organized
behaviour, such as the extension of frontiers and the exploitation of out-
group communities in order to increase wealth and prestige, that may
have appeared both redundant and inhumane among sedentary farm-
ers and small-scale bands of hunter-gatherers. Such a reorientation of
interest can only be fully grasped in view of certain basic conditions
of ecological affordance. There were surely prehistoric and pre-ancient
societies in which a cultural preference for such forms of symbolic and
material excess would either have had devastating consequences (see
also the so-called “Easter Island Syndrome”), or simply appear too
costly in the first place.

Addenda: Serpentine dead ends? llluyanka and
the Gallehus tricephalus

Addendum 1

It would be opportunistic to address the pre-ancient paradigm of mon-
sters in the context of defunct commensality without touching upon
the Hittite story of the Storm-god, the goddess Inaras, and the serpent
[lluyanka in the mythological fragments from the archive in Bogazkoy
(Esp. KUB XVII 5; KUB XVII 6):

Inara dressed herself up and invited the serpent up from his hole (saying):
“I’m preparing a feast — come eat and drink!” / Then the serpent came up
together with [his children], and they ate [and] dra[nk] up every vessel and
were sated. / They were no longer able to go back down into [their] hole,
[so that] Hupasiya came and tied up the serpent with a cord. / The Storm-
god came and slew the serpent |kuenta illuyankan]. The [other| gods were
at his side. [§§9-12]) (tr. Beckman 1982)

There are a few details in this narrative that fit well into the mythological
pattern of the IE cattle-stealing monster: a semi-cultivated, preternatural
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(serpentine) guest/stranger subjected to violations of hospitality. Also,
the Hittite storm-god is depicted as killing the tied-up serpent through
the use of a verbal formula that many Indo-Europeanists now identify
as the most emblematic feature of the IE dragon/monster-slaying myth
(= HERO SLAY [*g“%en-] SERPENT).

Such analogies notwithstanding, the perceived Indo-European
background of the Anatolian Illuyanka myth may prove misleading.
Consider, especially, Norbert Oettinger’s recent call for hesitation:

He (Watkins) assumed that the sentence ‘The Storm God killed the Snake’
[...] was the old wording of the Proto-Indo-European dragon slayer myth,
but the only formal congruence is the word for ‘kill’ itself, and this congru-
ence is better explained by chance. The true Proto-Indo-European myth,
preserved in Vedic, Avestan and Greek mythology, deals with the killing of
a dragon that is characterized by three heads, six eyes and the possession
of cattle. These specific features are missing in the myths of Illuyanka; spe-
cific Oriental features being found there instead. (Oettinger forthcoming, 3).

Oettinger’s critique is informed by a justified scepticism about the idea
that the myths adopted in the official Hittite cult, which was clearly
dominated by Hattic tradition, had a PIE provenance: “So far no myths
of evident Proto-Indo-European provenance have been found in the
corpus (i.e. of Anatolian myths) although they probably existed some-
where but were not adopted in the official Hittite cult that was domi-
nated by Hattic tradition.” (p. 1).

Even if the Hittite mythological corpus need not have been exclu-
sively Hattic in origin, it seems to consist of translations (or transnarra-
tions) of myths that were all generically linked to the cuneiform scribal
milieus of Mesopotamia and Asia Minor. An analogous case would be
that of Roman mythology, which depended almost exclusively on Greek
literary culture, whereas the (no doubt once extant) stock of indigenous
Italic mythology stricto sensu was reworked by Roman annalists from
the second century BCE onwards according to the pattern of ab urbe
condita, that is, to an all-inclusive narrative about the founding and
early history of Rome.

Addendum 2

Among the enigmatic figurations on the fifth-century ck lesser horn (B)
from Gallehus, the representation of a tricephalic humanoid with an
axe and a tethered horned (and bearded!) animal has suggested to some
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scholars (e.g. Lincoln 1976: 58) an otherwise unattested Germanic
reflex of the PIE/CIE tricephalus myth (Vedic [Visvarupa RV 10.8.9];
Iranian [Azi Dahaka], and Greek [Geryon/Geryneus]). I believe that
this suggestion has to be treated with caution.”> And yet a few philo-
logical and iconographic observations might be adduced in its support.

The obsolete Old Norse myth of Porr and Privaldi is only very briefly
alluded to in two isolated Skaldic fragments — one from the tenth-century
Icelandic skald Vetrlidi Sumarlidason and the other from the ninth-
century Norwegian skald Bragi inn gamli Boddason (fr. 3). A first obser-
vation to be made in regard to these fragments is that they both take the
otherwise rare form of direct (cultic/hymnic) address to a god, namely
Porr. This unusual feature could indicate a deviation from the familiar
poetic genre in other respects as well. The addressee in early Skaldic
poetry is usually a chief and/or patron (as in Bragi’s Ragnarsdrdpa),
whereas gods in both Skaldic and Eddaic poetry are typically referred
to in the third-person narrative mode. Vetrlidi’s strophe simply states
that “you (= Porr) thrashed/made lame (lamdi [lemja]) Privaldi.” Bragi’s
strophe begins with a kenning (sundrkljifr niu hofoa Privalda [“cleaver
asunder of the nine heads of P.”] = Porr). This reference could be taken
either at face value or as a reference to a feat of Pérr in another myth
than the one alluded to in the fragment (as seen elsewhere in Bragi’s
poetry [e.g. “the terrifier of Qflubardi [= Pérr] lifted the hammer in
his right hand, when he recognized the boundary-saithe of all lands
[= Midgardsormr]”]). In either case, however, the kenning is self-
explanatory in so far as it identifies Privaldi (“the One three times
mighty”) as one of Porr’s canonical adversaries. Privaldi was most likely
a jotunn conceived as a creature with nine heads, or possibly as a trice-
phalic creature thrice killed by Pérr (cf. Simek 1993: 328).

A similar variation on the theme of threefold anatomy (3, 3x2,
3x3) can be observed in the stories both of Geryon (one body and
three heads, three bodies and one head, six eyes, etc.) and Azi Dahaka
(three heads and six eyes). Interestingly, Bragi’s strophe praises Porr
for having “well driven back your draught animals (eykjar [sg. eykr]| =
Porr’s two goats?) (Vel hafio yorum eykjum aptr |...] haldit) [...] from/
above the famous drink-provider of the drinking party” (of maerum
simbli sumbls = either Privaldi or some other giant [£gir?]). According

5 It should be added that Bruce Lincoln would now most likely agree on this in
consideration of his increasingly sceptical attitude towards the reconstruction of an
Indo-European cultural heritage.
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to the most common interpretation, the implied sense is that Porr drove
home over the sea. The ancient sea-god/jotunn Agir is occasionally
referred to in Old Norse poetry and prose as the host of a large drink-
ing-feast, the so-called Zgisdrekka. A less commonplace interpretation
of the strophe would be to bypass the classical function of kennings,
taking the marr simblir sumbls as a direct reference to Privaldi, and
the fragment as a whole as a pre-classical allusion to a myth in which
Porr retrieves his two goats from a nine-headed (or thrice-killed three-
headed) giant who had stolen them from him in order to arrange a
“drinking-feast” (sumbl). This last possibility might gain some ground
in view of the following observations.

Snorri’s story of how Porr acquired his servants Pjalfi and Roskva
(ch. 44) somewhat strengthens the assumption not just that the god’s
two draught animals were considered worthy topics of myth but that
their function in myth could involve Pérr as a provider of food in a
typical guest-host situation. Since the stories both of Agir’s drinking-
feast (st. 1) and the paralysed buck (st. 37—38) are alluded to in the
Eddaic poem Hymiskvida, it ought not to be ruled out that these stories
once formed parts of a continuous whole rather than representing a rel-
atively late patchwork of once unrelated narratives. Observations along
similar lines are made by Edith Marold in her analysis of the Gotlandic
picture stone from Ardre VIII (Marold 1998). Furthermore, there is
indirect support for the notion of a giant feasting on a goat’s meat
in a kenning for TANNER preserved in one of Pjodolfr Arnorsson’s
Lausavisur (5): “proud giant/(eater [?]) of the goat’s meat” (holdnum
jotni kjots hafra). Pj60olfr’s extemporaneous strophe depicts the quar-
rel between a blacksmith and a tanner by presenting the antagonists
in the context of Porr’s (= the blacksmith’s) encounter with the giant
Geirredr (= the tanner). Since the noun jotunn is usually assumed to
be derived from the PGmc. verb *etang ‘to eat’, it is possible that the
etymological sense was still perceptible by the late tenth century so that
the noun could have functioned as an agent noun.™

While the recursive use of a mythological kenning may seem unwar-
ranted at first glance (e.g. in Clunies Ross’s sceptical words: “[i]n spite
of the direct address, the stanza [Bragi, fr. 3] itself is unlikely to be
part of a telling of that myth.” [Clunies Ross 2017]), it could also
be taken to represent an archaism on a par with the unexpected use of

*+ For further thoughts on the overlapping semantics of PGmc. *etunaz and *gastiz
(= “eater” — “stranger with whom one shares a table”), see Jackson 2014b.
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direct (hymnic) address. For further support, consider the early example
of Vedic poetry: “With your mace as Vrtra-smiter [vdjrena hi vrtraha)
you [Indra] laid Vrtra low [vrtrdm dstar [{star]]” [10.111.6a]; “Smash
obstacles, o smasher of obstacles” [8.17.9¢]).

Lastly, it has so far gone largely unnoticed in the iconographical dis-
cussion of the lesser Gallehus horn that the tricephalus — at least to judge
from J. R. Paulli’s 1734/1735 drawing of the now lost artefact — repre-
sents a figure with a few conspicuous markers of ambiguous gender such
as breasts and vulva (?), necklace and an axe (see Figure 3). This could

}
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Figure 3. Snakes and tricephalic monster with an axe and a tethered horned
animal. Eighteenth-century rendering of a depiction of the fifth-century cE
lesser horn (B) from Gallehus. Photo: Malene Thyssen. From: Wikimedia
Commons. License: CC-PD.
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be understood as an emphasis of preternatural disorder by contrast to
the typical features of a classical monster-slayer, who rather appears as a
propagandistic exemplar of order through the promotion of male domi-
nance and virile aggression. Indra’s monstrous opponents are sometimes
characterized as castrated steers (sg. vadhri- [e.g. RV 1.32.7¢ [of Vrtra]])
to match his own appearance as a potent bull (vfsan-).

Transgendered imagery may also be associated with the three-headed
Visvarupa, who (unless v. is to be taken here as a modifier of vrsab-
hdb rather than a proper noun) is said to be a bull and to have three
udders and offspring in great quantity (3.56.3) (see Schroder’s [1955]
discussion of this strophe in his comparative-mythological reading of
the Eddic poem Hymiskvda). According to the fascinating interpreta-
tion suggested by Joshua Katz, furthermore, an obsolete theme of male
initiation with apparent connotations to pederastic practices seems to
underlie the topos of the paralysed buck’s extracted marrow (Katz 2014).
While this topos need not have been properly understood by the end of
the pre-Christian era, it could still have made sense in the context
of early Germanic tribal practices (such as the ones described with disgust
by the historian Ammianus Marcellinus in his fourth-century account of
the Germanic (or possibly Sarmatian) Taifals [31.9.5]), thus adding yet
another dimension to the symbolism of the cattle-stealing monster. It
could well be that the shame of emasculation, passive homosexuality
and oblique gender was variously imposed on the groups and individu-
als (real or imaginary, human or monstrous) who were subjected to the
fame-winning practices of cattle-raiding, just as it would have applied
to the shameful condition of liminality to be overcome by ordeals of
heroic confrontation (e.g. the catching of a boar or killing of a huge
bear, according to A. Marcellinus’s description). The monster can thus
be potentially understood as an objectification of that liminal condition.
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5. Churning the ocean of milk —
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Abstract

In the Indic myth known under the name of samudramanthana or
Churning the Ocean of Milk, attested since the Vishnu Purana and the
Mahabharata, a multitude of mythological motifs have been combined.
The present chapter takes up the linguistic foundation for some of
these for new consideration, in particular the root *menth;;- ‘churn’,
but also the possible background of the magical Finnish sampo in the
Kalevala and the Serpent of the Deep.*

Introduction

The peculiar idea of a connection between milk and snakes or similar
creatures is known from several Indo-European-speaking communities.
Either the creature is assumed to suckle the cows, as proved by the
inherited word for ‘cow-suckler’ in the meaning of ‘lizard’ or ‘toad’, or
humans actively offer milk to house snakes, as is particularly striking
in Baltic tradition.*

Incidentally, the combination of snakes and milk plays an important
role in one of the most popular myths of Hinduism from ancient India
to the present day: the samudramanthana or Churning the Ocean of
Milk, which had the purpose of retrieving the amitam/dpBpéoix, the

* The present work was generously supported by the LAMP project, financed by
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond.
> See also Ermacora 2017; Jorgensen, this volume; and Larsson, this volume.
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divine drink granting immortality to the gods. In the following, I will
discuss in how far this tale is likely to bear traces of Indo-European
heritage and, if so, whether we are dealing with an original mytholog-
ical complex or a later combination of inherited features. The basis
of the investigation will be a historical-comparative study of the root
*menthy - ‘churn’.

1. The samudramanthana

With some variation, the myth of the Churning of the Ocean first
appears in the Puranas and in the great epics of the Mahabharata
and the Ramayana. The following is an abbreviated version of the
Mahabharata, section 18 (translation by Ganguli 1883-1896):

There is a mountain called Mandara adorned with cloud-like peaks. [...]
The gods wanted to tear it up and use it as a churning rod but failing to do
so came to Vishnu and Brahman who were sitting together, and said unto
them, “Devise some efficient scheme, consider, ye gods, how Mandara may
be dislodged for our good.”

And the gods came to the shore of the Ocean with Ananta [the celestial
snake, lit. ‘unending’] and addressed the Ocean, saying, “O Ocean; we have
come to churn thy waters for obtaining nectar.” And the Ocean replied, “Be
it so, as I shall not go without a share of it. I am able to bear the prodigious
agitation of my waters set up by the mountain.” The gods then went to the
king of tortoises [= Vishnu] and said to him, “O Tortoise-king, thou wilt
have to hold the mountain on thy back!” The Tortoise-king agreed, and
Indra contrived to place the mountain on the former’s back.

And the gods and the Asuras made of Mandara a churning staff and Vasuki
[king of the nagas/serpents] the cord, and set about churning the deep for
amrita. The Asuras held Vasuki by the hood and the gods held him by the
tail. And Ananta, who was on the side of the gods, at intervals raised
the snake’s hood and suddenly lowered it. [...]

After the churning, O Brahmana, had gone on for some time, gummy exu-
dations of various trees and herbs vested with the properties of amrita min-
gled with the waters of the Ocean. And the celestials attained to immor-
tality by drinking of the water mixed with those gums and with the liquid
extract of gold. By degrees, the milky water of the agitated deep turned
into clarified butter by virtue of those gums and juices. But nectar did not
appear even then. The gods came before the boon-granting Brahman seated
on his seat and said, “Sire, we are spent up, we have no strength left to
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Figure 1. The Churning of the Ocean. From: Wikimedia Commons. License:
CC-PD.

churn further. Nectar hath not yet arisen so that now we have no resource
save Narayana [here also an avatar of Vishnu].”

On hearing them, Brahman said to Narayana, “O Lord, condescend to
grant the gods strength to churn the deep afresh.”
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Then Narayana agreeing to grant their various prayers, said, “Ye wise ones,
I grant you sufficient strength. Go, put the mountain in position again and
churn the water.”

Re-established thus in strength, the gods recommenced churning. After
a while, the mild Moon of a thousand rays emerged from the Ocean.
Thereafter sprung forth Lakshmi dressed in white, then Soma, then the
White Steed, and then the celestial gem Kaustubba which graces the breast
of Narayana. Then Lakshmi, Soma and the Steed, fleet as the mind, all
came before the gods on high. Then arose the divine Dhanwantari himself
[god of medicine, an avatar of Vishnu] with the white vessel of nectar in his
hand. And seeing him, the Asuras set up a loud cry, saying, “It be ours.”

[...] But with the churning still going on, the poison Kalakuta appeared
at last. Engulfing the Earth it suddenly blazed up like a fire attended with
fumes. And by the scent of the fearful Kalakuta, the three worlds were stu-
pefied. And then Siva, being solicited by Brahman, swallowed that poison
for the safety of the creation [...] Seeing all these wondrous things, the
Asuras were filled with despair, and got themselves prepared for entering
into hostilities with the gods for the possession of Lakshmi and Amrita.
Thereupon Narayana called his bewitching Maya (illusive power) to his aid,
and assuming the form of an enticing female, coquetted with the Danavas [a
group of demigods associated with the primordial waters]. The Danavas
and the Daityas [lower-ranking half-brothers of the devas] charmed with
her exquisite beauty and grace lost their reason and unanimously placed the
Amrita in the hands of that fair damsel.”

2. The root *menth, /- > manth- ‘churn’ in Indo-Iranian

An essential linguistic element in the evaluation of the myth is the verb
used for ‘churn’. The Sanskrit root used to denote this process is manth-
< *menthy;-,? including the following forms in the oldest language:

e thematic present *ménthy,e/o- > mdanthati (RV+)+
® root aorist — is-aorist *ménthy,-s-: only dmanthistam
(RV 3.23.2)5

5 LIV 438-439, EWAia II: 311—-3712. According to the traditional reconstruction,
the root-final laryngeal is *h,, but*h; and *h, both seem to trigger aspiration of an
adjacent stop see e.g. Olsen 2010: 38—4T1.

+ Goto 1987: 239—240.

s Narten 1964: 191.
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e causative *monthy-éie/o- > manthdyati ‘lets stir (milk)’ (sutras+)
® passive ptc. *mnthy;-hiio-mhbyno- ~ mathydmana- (RV)
e to-participle *mmnthy-t6- > mathitd- (RV+)

In the Rigveda, however, the verb is almost exclusively used in the spe-
cialized meaning of fire making, especially in Agni hymns, e.g.:
RV 3.29.6 (Agni):

yddi manthanti bahuibhirs
“when they churn him [Agni] with their arms”

Similarly, RV 6.15.17 (manthanti), 6.16.13 (amanthata), 3.29.1 (man-
thama), 3.29.5 (manthata), 3.23.2 (amantistam), 5.11.6 (mathydmanab),
6.48.5 (mathitah), 2.29.12 and 3.23.1 (nir matithab), all in hymns to
Agni. Further, in the Soma hymn 8.48.6 (mathitdm) where a compar-
ison is made between the inciting effect of soma and the churned fire.
Another common comparison is that between the kindling of fire
and the sexual act, as found in the pregnancy charm RV 10.184.3:

hiranydyi arani yam nirmdnthato asvina

“the one [i.e. the embryo] that the Asvins churned out of the two kindling
sticks™7

Occasionally the context is the stirring of soma, thus RV 10.136.7:
Vayiir asma ipamanthat
“Vayu churned it for him”

Here the stirred substance refers to soma mixed with meal = manthin-,
and the same meaning is also intended in RV 3.32.2 (manthinam), and
9.46.4 (manthind) and in the thematic derivative manthd- in RV 10.86.15.

The root is the basis of several nominal derivatives. Thus the term
for churning stick, mdntha- (RV+),* and the agent noun for ‘crusher’,

¢ Translations by Jamison & Brereton 2014.

7 See also Jamison & Brereton for the more obscure passage of RV 10.24.4.

8 Continued in Pali mantha- ‘churning-stick’, Marathi matha ‘head of a churning
stick” etc. (Turner 1966: 565).
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manthitar- (AV).® In his capacity of shaker of the universe, Shiva is
referred to by the middle participle manthana-. Whereas these deriva-
tives are all found in contexts where a solid substance is involved, oth-
ers are either additionally or exclusively associated with the churning of
milk. This goes for manthana- ‘kindling fire by friction; churning stick’*®
but also, in the Mahabharata, ‘churning milk into butter, churning out
of amrta’ in the samudramanthana.™

A particularly well-attested stem is the participle mathitd- ‘stirred,
churned’, substantivized (n) in the meaning ‘buttermilk churned with-
out water’. Continuations in Middle and Modern Indic languages
include Pali mathita- (adj.) ‘upset mentally’ and (n) ‘buttermilk’, Prakrit
mabhia- ‘churned’, Sindhi mabhi ‘sour milk and water churned together,
buttermilk’, Hindi mahi and Nepali mabhi ‘buttermilk’, and Oriya mai
‘sour whey used for curdling’ (Turner 1966: 561).

Besides the Old Indic evidence, the verb is continued in Iranian and
Indo-Iranian border languages, partly with the meaning of ‘churning,
making butter’ (KeWA II: 579; I11: 774). Thus, for example, Prakrit man-
thai ‘hits, harms, churns’, Shina mandéiki ‘thresh, churn (buttermilk)’
(Turner 1966: 565), OKhot. mamth ‘churn, stir’, Buddh. Sogd. mnd’
‘agitate, stir, churn’, Bal. mant- ‘churn, shake a churn’, Oss. @zmantun
‘mix, stir’ (Cheung 2007: 264).™

The Iranian attestations suggest that the use of manth- in connec-
tion with churning of butter is at least of Indo-Iranian age even if
it is missing in the very oldest texts. When the meaning of fire making
is so predominant in the Rigveda in opposition to later texts, this is
most likely due to the ritual character of the Rigvedic hymns, with their
extreme emphasis on Agni and the sacrificial fire. This may be seen in
opposition to the more domestic genre of the Atharva Veda, where we
find mathitd- in the meaning of ‘buttermilk’ since the supplementary
text of the Kausikasutra.

o AV 8.2.17: indro manthatu mdnthita “Indra soll zermalmen als der Zermalmer”
(Tichy 1995: 260).

© See also Prakrit marithana- (n) ‘churning’, (n/m) ‘churning vessel’, Bashkarik
(Dardic) madan ‘churning stick’, Kashmiri mandiinii (f) ‘ball of butter’ (Turner 1966:
565).

i See also MBh manthagiri- ‘churning mountain, the mountain Mandara’ and
the lexicographically attested manthddaka- ‘churning water, the ocean of milk> and
manthddadhi- ‘churning-sea, sea of milk’.

™ From Iranian also, according to Benveniste (1964), NP bumahan < *-mapana-
‘earthquake’.



Churning the ocean of milk 107

Incidentally, the divergent semantic specializations of a root with an
original basic meaning ‘grind, stir’ make good sense if one considers the
technology of the two processes. As described by Jamison & Brereton
(2014 II: 503):

fire was created through friction using a fire drill that consisted of two
pieces of wood. The upper fire-churning stick was held vertically with one
end in a recessed area in the lower piece of wood which was horizontal.
Wood chips were placed around the recessed area on the area of the lower
plank. The upper stick was then rotated back and forth like a churn.
In the later ritual this is done by wrapping a rope around the upper
stick and pulling on one side and then the other to make the stick rotate
back and forth. Eventually, enough heat was generated so that the wood
chips caught fire.

In much the same way, churning of butter, to this day, is practised by
pulling a rope round the churning stick.

R g i

Figure 2. Churning butter. From: WebExhibits. License: CC BY-NC.
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3. The root *menth. /.- in Tocharian and its Vedic counterparts

Apart from Indo-Iranian, the root *menth;,- (IEW 732; Mallory &
Adams 1997: 547; LIV 438-439) is attested in at least Tocharian,
Balto-Slavic and Germanic. More sporadic evidence comes from Italic,
and possibly also Greek. The most remarkable similarity with the Vedic
verbal complex comes from Tocharian.

Thomas (1987: 173-174) was the first to suggest an equation
between Toch.AB mdnt- and Ved. ma(n)th-:

Vielleicht bietet sich eine Verbindung zu der von J. Pokorny angesetzten
Wz. *menth-, *meth- ‘quirlen, drehend bewegen’ an, die uns im Aind. in
der Bedeutung ‘quirlen, rithren, schutteln’, aber auch ‘hart mitnehmen,
aufreiben, klein machen, zerstoren, beschiadigen, in Unordnung bringen’
(PW)73 u. dgl. begegnet.

Undoubtedly, Thomas’s conjecture holds true, and the Tocharian verb
not only secures the root for “Indo-Tocharian™’, the first node of the
Indo-European family tree after the split of Anatolian. It also reveals a
remarkable set of morphological correspondences between Tocharian
and Indo-Iranian.

In his etymological dictionary, Adams (2013: 486—487) offers the
following translation of Toch.B mdnt-: “‘stir (up), remove (utterly)
from its place, destroy, pour out’; (middle/trans.): ‘move from its place,
disturb, meddle with’; (middle/intr.) ‘fall into misfortune, be stirred
up, be angry, be irritated, feel malice’”. He further refers to Malzahn’s
interpretation (2010: 753—755): “the basic meaning is ‘stir’ (e.g. ‘stir
clay’), whence more broadly ‘destroy’. In the medio-passive we have
the passive ‘be stirred, be destroyed’ (and ‘be deleted’) and the figura-
tive ‘be stirred up, be angry’”.

As pointed out by Hackstein (1995: 29-30), two sets of present
stems in Tocharian have exact equations in Vedic:

Toch. mdntina- : Ved. mathna-

Toch. mantaiisi- : Ved. mathaya-

15 Le. the “Petersburger Worterbuch”: Otto Bétlingk & Rudolph Roth (eds),
Sanskrit-Worterbuch, herausgegeben von der Kaiserlichen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 462—465. Sankt Petersburg: Funfter Theil (1865-1868).


http://Toch.AB
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Morphologically, the first set goes back to a simple nasal present
*mnt-nehy -, the second to a derived yod-present *mmntnh;,-ie/o-, i.e. a
pair with the same structure as Ved. grbhnati vs. grbhaydti ‘grab’.

In an influential paper, Narten (1960) has made it clear that within
Old Indic we must operate with two roots, manth- ‘churn’ etc. and
math- ‘seize, steal, rob’.™ This is indeed an accurate synchronic descrip-
tion. In the latter meaning, the Old Indic root never has an -7- on the
surface, while the nasal always appears in the Tocharian forms, whether
the meaning is ‘stir, churn’ or ‘remove’. However, it is impossible to tell
whether an Indic -a- in all cases represents an earlier *-e- or *-n-, and,
in fact, there are cases of overlap between forms of the two synchronic
verbs, thus the participle mathitd- ‘churned’ or ‘stolen’.

Since Narten’s investigation, the idea of two originally distinct roots
*menthy- (LIV 438-439: ‘quirlen, umriithren’) and *meth,- (LIV 442—
443: ‘wegreifSen’) has been generally accepted. Even Adams (2013:
486—487) and Hackstein (1995: 29—30), while fully acknowledging the
striking morphological correspondence between Tocharian and Vedic
and the semantic breadth of the Tocharian forms, including ‘move from
its place’ (= Ved. math- ‘seize, rob, steal’), have deemed it necessary to
assume a partial convergence between two original roots in Tocharian.

4.Vedic manth- ‘churn’ vs. math- ‘steal’:
the split of a paradigm

Apart from the semantic overlap between Tocharian mdnt- on the one
hand and Vedic manth- and math- on the other, it is remarkable that the
alleged root *meth,- ‘steal’ has no convincing cognates in the related
languages. LIV (442) does adduce Lat. mando ‘chew’ with reference to
Meiser (1991: §236) and Rix (1995: 405), assuming a semantic devel-
opment “‘wegreiflen’ — ‘(Beute) reiflen” — ‘zerfleischen” — ‘fressen’ —
‘kauen’”, but this seems quite speculative. A derivation from *menth;,-
‘churn’, on the other hand, would be semantically more straightfor-

ward; cf. such expressions as ‘churning’ or ‘grinding’ one’s teeth.*s

*+ In particular about Matarisvan stealing the fire from heaven.

s De Vaan (2008: 361-362) also favours a comparison between mando and
madnthati, though his interpretation of Plt. *mand-n- “to stir > chew” is easier to
understand through an intermediate meaning “grind, churn > chew”. Hofmann (LEW
2: 24) assumed that a root *menth- ‘chew’ was possibly, but not certainly identical
with *menth- ‘stir’, while IEW (732~733) stipulates two partly homonymous roots,

“1. menth-, meth- ,quirlen, drehend bewegen” and “2. menth- ,kauen; Gebif$, Mund*”.
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If mando does belong here, as seems very likely, its morphological
analysis is debatable. Starting from *meth,- without a radical nasal, the
Meiser-Rix—LIV scenario implies a thematicized nasal present *#z,t-7-
hy-e- > *matane-> *matne- > mande-. De Vaan (2008: 361-362), on
the other hand, combines the nasal present with a basic root *menth,-
“with a phonetic development as in pando”, i.e. *mand-n- and * pand-n-
respectively, even though the starting points are not quite parallel in so
far as the root of pandé ‘spread out, extend’ is *peth,-, i.e. the only
original nasal belongs to the infix. Still, if we assume a proto-form
*mmt-n-hyp-e- > *mantane-, mande- is probably also the expected
output. A simpler option is a thematic stem *mnth;;,e-, with -a- as
the usual zero-grade substitution. For the Latin verb, we may further
include the old comparison with Gk. pacdopot ‘chew, bite’ that may
reflect a denominative *mmnth;s,-iah,-ie- rather than *m,th;,-iah,-ie-
or *mathy-iah,-ie- (see LIV 442 and GEW 2: 179-180).™¢

As for the Vedic attestations of the verb meaning ‘seize, steal’,
the present (imperfect) stem is either with a nasal infix mathndti or the
derived type mathaydti, apparently without any semantic difference;
see, e.g., RV 1.93.6 (Agni and Soma):

anydm divo Matarisva jabharamatbnad anyam péri syéné ddhreb

“Matarisvan bore the one [the fire] here from heaven; the falcon stole the
other [soma] from the rock”

beside RV 9.77.2 (Soma):
sd purvydh pavate yam divds pdri syené mathaydd isitds tiré rdjah

“the primordial one purifies himself — he whom the falcon, propelled across
the airy realm, stole from heaven”

As expected, these imperfect stems are connected with a root aorist,
thus RV 1.71.4 (Agni):

mdthid ydd im vibhrto Matarisva grhé-grbe sSyeté jényo bhut

“when Matari$van, borne away, stole him, and he of worthy birth came to
be gleaming in every house”

¢ Cf. e.g. also Hes. pdbuixt yvaBor.
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Similarly also RV 1.148.1 (Agni):
mdthid ydd im visto Matarisva
“since with effort Matarisvan stole him”

From a root *menth;;,- we should strictly speaking expect a full-grade
aorist singular *manthid, which is what seems to be the basis of the iso-
lated secondary is-aorist dmanthistham ‘churned fire’.”” Here we would
then have the only formal argument in favour of an original distinction
between *menth;;- and *meth;;,-. However, I think it is easy to over-
come this difficulty by assuming influence from the morphologically
almost identical paradigm of grabh- < *g"rebb, - ‘grab’ (LIV 201):

grbbnati : mathnati
grbhaydti : mathayadti
dgrabbit : *amanthit — (d)mathit

Apart from the paradigmatic similarity, the meaning of the two roots is
practically identical, at least in the aorist, ‘grab, snatch’.

Thus, it is possible to simplify the input and dispense with a distinct
root *meth;;,-. Apparently, we are faced with a case of divergence in
Old Indic rather than convergence in Tocharian.

The original averbo, based on Indo-Iranian, Tocharian and Latin
with supplementary evidence from Balto-Slavic, must have been
approximately as follows:

e Root aorist *menth;,-1* mnthy;,- —~ Ved. mathit, dmanthistham

e - thematicized present, Ved. manthati, Lat. mando (?); also
Lith. (j-)mesti, OCS mesti (see Section § below)

e Nasal present: *mnt-né/n-h,- > Ved. mathnati, Toch. mdntina-

e Derived yod-present: *mmntnb;,-ié/o- > Ved. mathayati, Toch.
mdntann-

e Causative/iterative: *monthy-éie/o- > Ved. manthdyati, OCS
motiti ‘disquiet’ etc. (see Section 5 below)

7 As noted in LIV (439), the full grade (not lengthened grade) in the active speaks
against an old s-aorist.
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e Stative/essive (> passive): *mmnthy;-hyié/o- > Ved. ptc.
mathydmana-

Our final problem concerns the meaning: how is it possible for a sin-
gle root to cover the wide semantic spectrum from ‘stir, grind, churn,
crush, destroy’ to ‘steal, rob, remove’? Most likely, this is originally a
question of aspect, and here Lat. mando may hold the key to an expla-
nation. If ‘chewing, gnawing’ is more or less the same as ‘grinding,
churning’, the corresponding aorist must be expected to mean some-
thing like ‘snapping’ or ‘snatching’, which again is equivalent to ‘pinch-
ing, stealing’ and hence ‘removing’. The snatching or stealing of the
fire is exactly such a momentary action, and it does not seem unlikely
that the Indians themselves were aware of the etymological connection
between the two verbs that are so prominent in Agni hymns, describing
the two important activities in connection with fire: its ritual grinding
and its theft by Matarisvan.

Thus Narten’s tentative comparison between Ved. math- ‘steal’
and Gk. INpopnBede, Dor. IMpopabelc (1960: 1355 see also West 2007:
272-274) may very well be correct despite the puzzling vowel length-
ening in Greek.™ We can then maintain Kuhn’s old etymological sug-
gestion (1859: 12—18), while adjusting — in agreement with Narten
— the translation from ‘fire-driller’ to ‘fire-snatcher’ (see also Watkins

1995: 256).%

* Even with the traditional explanation of Ilpopn6edg as ‘the forethinking one’,
from the root px8- of pavBévw ‘understand’, as it was also interpreted by the
Greeks themselves, it is difficult to account for the long vowel. In the supplement to
Chantraine’s etymological dictionary (2009: 1348), de Lamberterie rightly observes:
“Lanalyse formelle de la base greque pa6- fait difficulté de toute maniere qu’on la
rattache a pob- ou a Skt. math-". At least it seems likely that the s-stem wpoun6yg
‘forethinking, cautious’ with the abstract Tpowrifeix ‘foresight, caution’ and the
denominative popnBéopat are derived from -pab-, perhaps with secondary influence
from prdopon ‘deliberate’ or p#jric ‘measure, skill, craft’ (Beekes 2010: 1237). Thus,
rather than assuming one solution for the vowel length of wpopn6vi¢, another for that
of Tlpopy e, one might suggest that the latter was remodelled after the former by
popular etymology.

 While basically accepting Kuhn’s theory, Drachmann (1911: 78-82) was
acutely aware of the inherent contradiction between Prometheus’s action and the
interpretation of his name: “obviously, ‘the fire-grinder’ cannot be the same god as
the IMupgédpog ‘the fire-bringer’. Making fire by grinding is something quite different
from stealing it” (my translation). I am grateful to Bo Alkjer for fruitful discussion
and for bringing my attention to Drachmann’s work.
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5. *menth,,,- in Balto-Slavic

In Balto-Slavic, especially Baltic, the root *menth;,- is well attested, in
verbal as well as nominal formations. Thus, Lithuanian has a j-present
mesti (mencin) ‘stir (by food preparation)’ with the compounded j-mgsti
‘stir in (flour)’ (ALEW 2: 634, Fraenkel 1962: 437-438, Derksen 2015:
314). Internally the verb is connected with several nominal derivatives
such as mefité/menté ‘ladle for stirring dough or mash, trowel, shovel’,
mentalas ‘porridge’ and menturis, mesituris, menturys ‘whorl stick’,
with an exact match in Latv. mieturs, mieturis ‘whorl stick, mashing
stick, churning stick” (Miihlenbach 1925-1927: 656-657).

Of the Slavic cognates one may mention OCS mgsti ‘trouble, dis-
turb’, SCr. mésti ‘disturb, mix, stir’ with the corresponding causative/
iterative OCS motiti ‘disquiet’, motati s¢ ‘be agitated’, Czech moutiti
‘make cloudy, grieve worry; mix, churn, (butter)’ with the same stem
formation as Ved. manthdyati ‘lets stir (milk)’, and the instrument nouns
Pol. mgtew ‘whorl stick’, OCzech mutev ‘pestle’ (Specht 193 5: 256 and
1937: 13; Derksen 2008: and 315 339-330; ESSJa 19: 12-13).2°

6. *menth, /.- in Germanic

In Germanic the only commonly acknowledged derivative of the root is
the instrument noun ON mondull ‘handle on a grinding mill’ < *man-
dula- (Kroonen 2013: 352-353), i.e. *month;hulo-.

However, an additional example may be found in the name of the
mythological character Mundil-feeri or -fari, for which I would advo-
cate an analysis as ‘the one leading, i.e. turning the grinding mill’ (see
Section 9 below).

This would connect mundil- with the archaic subgroup of Germanic
instrument nouns in -ila- exhibiting zero grade in the root, the type of
*tugilaz ‘rein’ OHG ziohan ‘draw’ or *slutilaz ‘key’: OHG sliozan
‘close’. The exact morphological analysis of these nouns has been subject
to some discussion. Thus, Rasmussen (1999) considered them *-tlo-
derivatives with introduction of the thematic vowel from the corre-
sponding verb and the Verner variant of the suffix *-dla- > *-lla- > -la-,
where the geminate was regularly simplified after the non-initial syllable.

While this is in principle an attractive explanation, it fails to account
for the ablaut difference between zero-grade nouns and full-grade verbs.

> According to Vaillant (1974: 618), Russ. smetana ‘sour milk’ does not belong here
(thus IEW 732), but is rather a substantivized participle of *sii-metati ‘throw together’.
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Besides,asobjected by Kroonen (2017: 106), “ *-etlo-, *-ed"lo- [or,we may
add, *-et"lo-] would have resulted in PGm. **-e-lg-” since “non-initial
*-e- is not otherwise raised to -i- in Germanic, as is demonstrated
by the difference in umlaut between G er fahrt and ibr fahrt < PGm.
*farepi : farepe < PIE *-eti, *-e-th;e”. Alternatively, Kroonen therefore
assumes that the connecting -i- is taken over from *-ie/o-verbs, but
this is equally unsatisfactory as there is no evidence for such a present
formation in the relevant verbs.

Consequently, the -i-vowel is probably best considered a prop vowel.
Such a vowel may have been inserted after the loss of an internal laryn-
geal identical with the stative suffix, leading to a “transposit” *mmnth;/,-
9;-tlo-. Such a type does seem to be secured for the proto-language,
and irrespective of the precise historical analysis, -ila- following a zero-
grade root is, as we have seen, known from other instrument nouns.>'
In compounds whose first member is an a-stem, as in *mundila-feeri >
mundilfeeri, loss of the compositional vowel -a- is regular in an origi-
nal third syllable; cf. Goth. piudan-gardi ‘kingdom’ from piudana- and
anpar-leiko ‘otherwise’ from anpara- (Meid 1967: 21).

7. *menth,/,- in Italic and Greek

Apart from the verb mando discussed above, the only commonly
accepted relic of *menth;;- in Italic is the technical term mamphur
(probably Oscan), explained as follows: appellatur loro circumvolutum
mediocris longitudinis lignum rotundum, quod circumagunt fabri in
operibus tornandis, that is, a round stick, rotated by a strap and used
by carpenters (see Ernout & Meillet 1959* 381). This description cor-
responds quite precisely to the above-mentioned Indian mechanisms
for making fire and churning butter, and it fits in equally well with the
Germanic idea of the handle of a hand mill. With some formal varia-
tion (proto-forms *manfar-, as in Sabellic, and *mandar-), the word
has survived into Romance, e.g. Cors. mdnfaru ‘crank’, Prov. mandre
‘lever’ and south Fr. mandra ‘penis’, with a similar semantic develop-
ment as the Vedic verb manthati (see Section 2).

Similarly, one may consider Vendryes’s old suggestion (1920) to
derive Lat. mentula ‘penis’ from the same root. Apart from the full

> The prop vowel would initially have been inserted after root-final velars; see beside
*lukila-, *tugila- also OF slegel, OHG slegil ‘club’: vb. OHG slaban. See Olsen 2014
and Olsen in preparation for further discussion of this variant of *-tlo-derivatives.
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grade or zero grade in the root, the word formation would be identi-
cal with that of ON mondull (see Section 6), assuming a development
“_nt'- > -nt- as in cent6 ‘blanket’: Skt. kantha- ‘rag, patched cloth’.

Finally, a somewhat overlooked term from Greek might belong here,
viz. the scantily attested Hesychean povBvAevew, with the same mean-
ing as 6vbuleverv ‘dress with forced meat or stuffing’ (GEW 2: 395;
Beekes 2010: 1083). The latter is generally assumed to be the correct
form, but if it were the other way round we would have, once more, a
basic stem *month;/-ulo-, exactly matching the Old Norse form, and
the meaning would not be all that surprising as the stuffing would con-
sist of finely ground ingredients stirred together.

8. The root *menth,/,- — nominal derivatives and semantics

As we have now seen, an actual verb based on the root *menth;;,- can
be safely demonstrated for Tocharian, Indo-Iranian and Balto-Slavic.
If Lat. mando ‘chew’ is added, the primary meaning may be narrowed
down to ‘grind (by stirring), churn, chew’ in the imperfective aspect vs.
‘snap, snatch’, whence ‘steal, remove’ in the aorist.

Turning to the inventory of nominal formations, we observe certain
common features. As already noticed by Specht in his above-mentioned
works from the 1930s, an underlying #-stem seems to be predominant,
as in the West Slavic terms, Pol. mgtew, OCzech mutev. This is con-
sistent with the fairly widespread segment *-ur- or *-ul-:

e Fyr-: Lith. menturis, Latv. mietur(i)s, Oscan (?) mamphur
*  *-ul-: ON mondull, Lat. mentula, Gk. povbvledewv (?)

This is perhaps most easily understood on the background of an origi-
nal *-uer/uen-heteroclitic with neuter *-ur and a corresponding collec-
tive *-uol (see Olsen 2010: 77). Here *-ur- would be derived from the
analogical weak cases of the former stem, *-ul- of the latter. See, for
example, from *hjed- ‘gnaw, chew’,” *h;éduy > Gk. eidap ‘food’ vs.
*hiéduol — Hitt. idalu- ‘evil’, and for *-uol vs. *-ul- e.g. from *ueid-
‘see’, *ueiduol — Gk. eldwhov ‘picture’: eidvAic ‘acquainted with’, Lith.
pa-vidulis ‘look’, OPr. weydulis ‘eyeball’, or from *shyei- ‘tie, bind’,
*shyiuol- > Hitt. ishial- ‘cord’ : ishiul- ‘connection, treaty’.

>» With this root meaning the participle *h;dént- ‘tooth’ would be ‘chewing’ rather
than ‘biting’, and we would not have to worry about an aspectual difference in
relation to the root present ‘eat’.
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On the semantic level, it is worth noticing that the application of the
root *menthy,- to dairy terminology is only attested for Indo-Iranian
and Balto-Slavic. This is consistent with the fact that inherited elements
within this word field are particularly richly represented in Germanic,
Baltic and Indo-Iranian, and thus perhaps a tiny indication for an
“Indo-Slavic” node in the Indo-European family tree, as per Thomas
Olander (2019).

A more original meaning of the verb in a technological sense seems
to be something like ‘churning or stirring together either solid or a com-
bination of solid and fluid ingredients’, as in Tocharian mdnt- about
clay, and the terminology pertaining to porridge, gruel, mash and so on
in Balto-Slavic as well as Indo-Iranian. Here it is perhaps not too daring
to see a linguistic reminiscence of the food dishes mixed of cereals and
animal protein found in Corded Ware ceramics (Oudemans & Martens
2015).

9. The cosmic mill in Norse mythology

Returning to the Indic myth of the Churning of the Ocean, we dimly
perceive some ancient features, though it would seem that what we are
dealing with is really a conflation of several mythical motifs rather than
one coherent narrative going back to a distant past.

The primary motif is the act of churning, whether with the aim of
generating blessings, as part of a cosmogonic myth or a combination
of the two. The folklorist Clive Tolley (199 5) begins a meticulous inves-
tigation of this theme in the Finnish epic Kalevala and in Old Norse
with a reference to the Indic myth:

The milk ocean is churned, in Indian myth, with an outlier of the world
mountain to produce the soma of immortality, as well as a host of other
guarantors of the world’s fertility and well-being, such as the sun and the
moon. [...] No myth relating anything precisely comparable to this striking
event appears to exist in Norse, yet the image of a cosmic mill [...] may be
recognized in certain fragmentary myths.

It is indeed true that the information we get from Norse tradition is
quite scanty. One source is the Eddic Song of the Mill or Gréttasongr,
where two slave girls grind wealth from a magic grindstone.>* Another

> Rydberg (1886) has already treated the mythological complex of a ‘world mill’ in
great detail.
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one, which is more important for our purpose, is a passage from the
Vafpradnismal (23):

Mundilfceri heitir
hann er Mdni fadir
ok svd Séla it sama;
himin hverfa

pau skulo hverien dag
dldom at drtali

“He is called Mundilfceri

the father of Moon

and also of Sun,

they are to turn heaven

every day

for the reckoning of years for men”*

As noted by Tolley (1992), “the cosmic mill was not, in extant Norse
sources, a widely developed mythologem. Nonetheless, the myth of
Mundilfeeri connects the turning of the cosmos via a ‘mill-handle’ with
the regulation of seasons”.

What is important here is that, beside the etymologically related
mondull ‘mill’, the very name Mundilfceri strongly suggests an inherited
feature. For the final member of the compound, -feeri, Tolley (1992:
75) reasonably assumes a meaning ‘mover, carrier’ with reference to
Fritzner (1986: 528—530). For Mundil-, on the other hand, he offers sev-
eral explanations: it “may be related to mund ‘hand’ or mund ‘time’;*s
there may even be a play on both senses accounting for the uniqueness
of the word”. However, failing to explain the complete word forma-
tion, including the suffix -ila-, this is not convincing. Therefore, it is
preferable to follow the alternative interpretation quoted from Cleasby
& Vigfusson (1957) that mundil- is “akin to mondull referring to the
veering round or revolution of the heavens” (see Section 6 above for
the derivation).

Thus, derivatives of the root *menth;;- occur in both Indic and
Germanic tradition to indicate some kind of cosmic churning. In the
Indic myth, the churning, expressed by the verb manthati, takes place

>+ Translation by Tolley (1995: 75).
*s Magnusson (1989: 641) also favours a connection with mund ‘time’.
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in the ocean, and the moon was the first boon to appear, while in
Germanic mythology Mundilfceri was the father of Sun and Moon.

10. An Indo-Iranian—-Uralic connection: skambhd- and sampo

Beside the sporadic references in Old Norse literature, the idea of a
magical device with cosmic implications in a North European context
is best known as a striking leitmotiv of the Finnish national epic, the
Kalevala. This device is the sampo. Compare for example the following
description of the mission to be carried out by the smith Ilmarinen to
retrieve the beautiful “maiden of Pohyola” (Saga X):

Fairest maiden of Pohyola,

Daughter of the earth and ocean.

From her temples beams the moonlight,
From her breast, the gleam of sunshine,
From her forebead shines the rainbow,
On ber neck, the seven starlets,

And the Great Bear from her shoulder.
“Thou the only skillful blacksmith,

Go and see her wondrous beauty,

See her gold and silver garments,

See her robed in finest raiment,

See her sitting on the rainbow,

Walking on the clouds of purple.

Forge for ber the magic Sampo,

Forge the lid in many colors,

Thy reward shall be the virgin,

Thou shalt win this bride of beauty;
Go and bring the lovely maiden

To thy home in Kalevala.”>**

The cosmic references to the rainbow, moon, sun and stars are reminis-
cent of the Indic and Germanic texts, but hardly diagnostic for a histor-
ical evaluation without any linguistic support, as similar concepts are
widespread throughout north-west Eurasia. What may be important,
however, is the designation of the sampo.

Tolley (1995: 65) defines sampo or *sampoi morphologically as
an adjectival derivative of an unattested and etymologically unclear

*¢ Translation by J. M. Crawford.



Churning the ocean of milk 119

*sampa, for which he quotes and translates Haario’s description (1967:
200): “sampa [...] means part of a rotating machine in which the ver-
tical axle is supported and in which the important part is the sampa™.
This is exactly the function of the churning rod or world axis, the
Mount Mandara in the Indic myth, and a linguistic clarification of
the word would be an essential guideline.

According to the predominant view, *sampa is an early loanword
form Indo-Iranian, but opinions differ as to whether the proto-form
was *stamb’a- or *skamb’a-.

*stamb"a- would be a derived from the root *stemb’h;;,- or perhaps
rather *stembh; /- ‘support’ (EWAia Il: 754; LIV 595-596; Rasmussen
1989: 245) with the Vedic verb stabbnadtilstabbaydti, Lith. stenibti
‘resist’ etc., and in Sanskrit (Kath.+) a thematic derivative stambha-
occurs in the meaning ‘post, pillar, column; stem’. In his recent compre-
hensive treatment of the Indo-Iranian loanwords in Uralic, Holopainen
(2019: 211) accepts the explanation of *stamb’a- as the origin of Fi.
sammas, Est. sammas, arch. sambas ‘pillar’, as well as Fi. sampo, reject-
ing the alternative derivation of the latter from *skambbhba- as “not very
likely”, knowing of no parallels to a phonetic substitution sk = s. On
the other hand, it is remarkable that even the assumed, and indeed very
likely, substitution st — s is difficult to corroborate for loanwords of
Indo-Iranian origin (p. 332): “There are not many examples of this
development in Indo-Iranian loans (*sampas ‘pillar’ being perhaps the
only one), but this suits the general substitution pattern of the early
loanwords into the Uralic languages”.

For the fate of *sk, it is true that we have k- in Germanic loan-
words like Fi. kaunis ‘beautiful’ < *skauni-, Goth. skauns etc., but
from Indo-Iranian Holopainen’s only example of a loanword with *sk-
is Fi. kanto ‘tree trunk’ (p. 120), allegedly from *skand"a- as in Skt.
skandhd- ‘shoulder; tree trunk’. However, this isolated example may
be misleading, as there apparently existed a variant *kandha- without
the initial *s- in Kafiri and Dardic, e.g. Ashkun kdnda ‘stem, trunk’.>”
Since we cannot know the precise source of the Uralic word, it is then
ultimately unknown what we should expect from initial *sk- in Indo-
Iranian loanwords.

7 See Turner 1966: 785: “Absence of any trace of initial s- in Kafiri and Dardic
supports possibility of IA. *kandha- beside sk™.
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The alternative derivation of *sampa, whence sampo, from *skamb’a-
was first suggested by Erdodi (1932), and later supported by, for exam-
ple, Kuz’mina (2007: 56):*

The Indo-Aryan (and not Iranian) form, in the meaning ‘pillar’ and with the
mythologized associations with a sacred column, was borrowed into
the Finno-Ugrian languages. The image of the magic Sampo mill, an ana-
logue of the world tree in Finnish mythology, originates from it. (Erdodi

1932: 2T14—-219)

This would relate *sampa- to Ved. skambhd- ‘pillar’ etc., Av. fra-
skamba- ‘supporting beam, vestibule’ with the corresponding verb
skabbnati ‘supports’ (LIV s549-550) and beyond Indo-Iranian to
Lat. scamnum ‘stool, bench’, presumably from *sk.b’no-, with the
diminutive scabillum.

From a semantic point of view, the derivation of *sampa- from
*skamb’a- rather than *stamb’a- is clearly preferable. While Skt.
stambha- is the general prosaic word for ‘pillar’, unattested in the old-
est period, Ved. skambhd- is loaded with mythological connotations
closely resembling the description of the sampo. It is the world pillar,
keeping heaven and earth apart. Thus, in the Atharva Veda, the whole
hymn 10.8 is dedicated to the skambhd-; for example, AV 10.8.2:

skambhénemé vistabhite dyaiis ca bhimis ca tisthatab
skambha iddam sdrvam atmanvdd ydt prandn nimisdc ca yat

“By the skambhd these two stand fixed apart, both sky and earth; in the
skambha [is] all this that has soul, what [is] breathing and what winking”*®

Cf. also AV 10.7.35:

skambhé dadbara dyavapythivi ubhé imé skambhé dadharorv
antdriksam

skambhé dadhara pradisab sad urvib skambhd iddm visvam
bhitvanam a vivesa

“The skambhd sustains both heaven-and-earth here; the skambha sustains
the wide atmosphere; the skambhd sustains the six wide directions; into the
skambha hath entered this whole existence”

8 See also EWAia II: 750—751 and KeWA 1II: 507.
> Translations of the Atharva Veda by Whitney (1905).
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The idea of the skambhd- as the world pillar also permeates the attes-
tations in the RigVeda, thus RV 4.13.5 (Agni):

diva skambhdb samytab pati ndkam
“as prop of heaven, utterly fixed, he protects the vault”
and RV 9.74.2 (Soma):

divé yi skambhé dharinab svatata apiirno ansih paryéti visvitah
sémé mabi rédast yaksad avita samiciné dadbara sam isab kavib

“The [soma] plant, the prop and buttress of heaven, which, when well
extended and fully filled, encompasses in every direction, that [plant] will
offer sacrifice to these two great world-halves when they turn hither. The
poet unites the united pair and the refreshing drinks”

Obviously, the final evaluation of the material is made difficult by the
partial semantic overlap between Ved. skambhd- and Skt. stambha-
and in general between the two underlying roots. Most likely, the nasal
in skambh- with the verbal forms skabbnati, skabhayditi is analogically
transferred from stambh- with stabbnati, stabbdyati>® Fi. sammas,
Vog. sammaz, Est. sammas, sampas all have the general meaning ‘pil-
lar’, and here a derivation from *stamb’a- is fairly straightforward. As
for Fi. sampo, however, the use in a very specific mythological context
clearly favours a connection with Ved. skambhd-, which would not
be the only Indo-Iranian-Uralic borrowing from the religious sphere,
thus *juma in Fi. jumala ‘God’, presumably from *dyuman-; cf. Ved.
dyumnd- ‘heavenly glory’ (Holopainen 2019: 107-108 with ref.) and
Fi. taivas ‘sky, heaven’ from *daiwas; cf. Ved. devd- ‘heavenly; god’
(p. 270 with ref.).

The question is then how to deal with this difficulty. We might
assume a regular substitution *sk- > *k- vs. *st- > *#- or s-. This
would imply a contamination between *sampa- and *kampa- at the
expense of *kampa- at some point due to the partial semantic over-
lap. Alternatively, one may consider whether *sk > s could be the

3 LIV 549: “? *skebbH- ‘stiitzen’ with note 1. “im lir. sekundir nach
bedeutungsnahem *stamb"H- [...] zu *skamb"H- umgestaltet”, and EWAia Il: 750:
“Der Nasal in iir. *skamb"H- ist vielleicht von stambh’ bezogen”. Cf. also Ved.
samba- ‘pole, stick, cudgel’ (also used about a weapon used by Indra).
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regular sound substitution in Indo-Iranian loanwords. Germanic loans
in *st- are usually rendered by Finnish #-, but more rarely the cluster
is simplified to s-.3* Thus, it is hardly inconceivable that *sk- could
undergo a similar development to s-, so that the two original stems
*stamb"a- and *skamb”a- would merge phonetically.>* At any rate, it
seems clear that the complex semantic impact of IIr. *skamb’a- lives

on in Fi. *sampa.

11. The cosmic mill in Vedic, Nordic and Finnish

The idea of a cosmic mill is common to Old Indic, Nordic and Finnish
mythology and, as we have now seen, there is some linguistic foun-
dation for a historical connection between these three traditions. The
Indic myth of the Churning of the Ocean and the less elaborate Old
Norse story of Mundilfceri and his beautiful children, Sun and Moon,
are united by the common use of the inherited root *menth;;,-. In Indic,
we have the verb indicating the actual churning and various nominal
derivatives and, in Old Norse, the archaic instrument noun describing
the device used for it.

There are, however, also notable differences. In the Germanic myth
of Mundilfceri, there is nothing to indicate that the actual grind-
ing or churning takes place in water. The supplementary texts of the
Grottasongr involve a quern by which all sorts of blessings are pro-
duced. In the end, though, the Grétti, the quern mill, is stolen by the
sea king Mysingr, it breaks, by sinking it produces a whirlpool, and
all the salt that has been ground falls into the sea and makes it salty (see
the detailed treatment in Tolley 1995).

When the setting of the Indic myth is a sea of milk, this is hardly
original but rather mirrors the intense preoccupation of the old Indo-
Iranians with the blessing of cows and everything they give to mankind.

31 See Hofstra 1985: 69 and 163—165 for examples and references, especially to
Koivulehto (1979), who was the first to demonstrate the development *st- > s- in
Germanic loanwords.

3> Erdodi (1932: 214 and 218) considered the development *sk > s regular in
loanwords of Indic or Indo-Iranian origin, but his only example is Finn. sdle ‘segmen
lini pinei’, Vog. sili ‘cut up’, silti ‘cleave’, Hung. szel ‘scindere’ etc., which he derives
from the root *skel- ‘cleave’ (i.e. *skelH-, LIV 553,) as in Lith. skilin ‘set fire’, ON
skiljan ‘part, divide, separate’. However, this root is not attested with the mobile s-
in Indo-Iranian, so if it is a loanword — and thus a parallel to the development *st- >
s- — it probably has another source. In consideration of the Hungarian cognate it
must be quite old.
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In the Visnu Purana (2.4), we are presented with a list of seven concen-
tric seas, lavana- ‘salt water’, iksu- ‘syrup’, sura- ‘wine’, ghrta- ‘clari-
fied butter’, dadbi- ‘curds’, dugdha- ‘milk’ and jala- “fresh water’. This
would mean that the sea of milk is only a step on the way to obtaining
the amyrta, and that the original scene was simply the ocean.

The magic sampo of the Kalevala has remarkable features in com-
mon with the Nordic grotti, and it may seem overly cautious when
Tolley (1995: 78) argues that “many points speak against any influ-
ence”. After all, a mythological complex does not have to be transferred
wholesale, and it is quite conceivable that we are dealing with mixtures
of indigenous and foreign features. However, one aspect that is over-
looked by Tolley is the likely derivation of sampo from *stamb’a- or,
in other words, the Indo-Iranian-Uralic connection. Thus, when it is
objected that “Grotti is a quern mill, and the sampo is often pictured as
a mill, though its origins seem rather to be in the world pillar”, Old
Indic provides us with the missing link. Here the skambhd- is the world
pillar, and the Mount Mandara is at the same time the centre of the
world and the churning stick.

12. Gathering the threads — the compilation of a myth

Attempting to understand the narrative of the Churning of the Ocean
is like opening a Pandora’s box of mythological motifs known from
various traditions, whether Indo-European, foreign or a combination
of both. A detailed investigation of this complex subject matter would
by far exceed the scope of the present linguistic approach, so I will leave
out such remarkable aspects as the conflict between devas and asuras
and the Dumézilian idea of an “Ambrosian cycle” (Dumézil 1924),
confining myself to briefly pointing out a few formal details.

Judging from the linguistically based similarities between features
shared with Germanic, the idea of a world mill would seem to go back
to the common prehistory of Indo-Iranian and Germanic. How far
back that is depends on the position of the two branches in the Indo-
European family tree where especially the status of Germanic remains
quite uncertain.

This motif, however, is interwoven with the idea of a world pillar,
either in the form of a cosmic mountain or, more often, a tree or world
pillar. In the Indic myth of the Churning of the Ocean, the churning
stick is the Mount Mandara, as in the Avesta the mountain Haraiti is
assumed to be the centre of the universe; cf. Yt.12.25:
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yatcit abi [...] upa taerom Haraidiid barezo [...] yat me aiuuito uruuisonti
starasca mdsca huuaraca

“Whether thou [...] art upon the Taera of the height Haraiti, around which
the stars, the moon, and the sun revolve” (based on Geldner 1896)

Additionally, since the Rigveda we have found the parallel concept of a
world tree, the skambhd-, and a similar idea is known from the mythi-
cal Zoroastrian gaokarana tree (West 2007: 346 with ref.).33 The most
striking account, however, relates to the Old Norse cosmic ash tree, the
Yggdrasil, whose branches extend across the world, whose top is over
the sky and whose roots are in Hel.

The very point of the churning is the acquisition of the amftam
(< *n-mftom) with a close cognate in the Greek derivative apfpocic,
the drink of immortality (see Mallory & Adams 1997: 494—496). In
Indo-Iranian tradition, this was generally replaced by *sauma- > Ved.
soma-, Av. haoma-, also one of the blessings churned out of the ocean.34
Hence, it is an interesting feature that the skambhdb in the Rigveda was
identified with the soma plant, in much the same way as the Iranian
gaokarana yielded soma.

A more sinister feature of the cosmic tree is its association with
snakes and similar malevolent creatures. An evil lizard had its dwelling
by the gaokarana, and at the foot of the Yggdrasil a terrible serpent, the
Nidhogg, was lurking. In the Grimnismal (v. 34), Odin himself tells that
Ormar fleiri liggja und aski Yggdrasils, en pat of hyggi hverr ésviora
apa “More serpents lie beneath the ash Yggdrasil than any fool can

35 See also West (2007: 346) on a possible Greek parallel in connection with the
myth of Atlas. Thus, Od. 1.52-1.54: "AtAavtog Buydtyp SAdppovog, &g Te Baddooyg
maavg BEvBen oidev, Exel 0¢ Te Kiovag adTOG PaKpAs, ol YRI&Y Te Kol 0PV Guepls
gxoval “daughter of Atlas of baneful mind, who knows the depths of every sea, and
himself holds the tall pillars which keep earth and heaven apart” (translated by A. T.
Murray, Loeb Classical Library).

3+ For decennia, the identification of soma/haoma has been a matter of heated
debate. Perhaps it was an extract of the ephedra plant: see Mallory & Adams (1997:
494—496) and EWAia 11: 748-749 with ref. The closest cognate seems to be Arm.
kam ‘juice’ < *suamo- < *sub,;3mo- (Olsen 1992: 135) from a root *seub,3- ‘press’
(Ved. sunéti ‘press soma’ for *sunati, cf. also EWAia Il: 713—714). This would make
IIr. *sauma- an o-grade derivative *soub; pmo- > *soumo- with loss of the laryngeal
due to the Saussure effect. The root-final laryngeal also explains the otherwise
enigmatic Verscharfung of Icel. soggur ‘wet, damp’ < *soub; »-0- (see also Magnusson

1989: 1017).
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imagine”. This naturally recalls the fearful Vasuki, used as a churning
rope in the Indic myth.

Beside the Vasuki, the story also features a separate cosmic snake
Ananta-, ‘Endless’, at the shore of the ocean, even though the two
are likely to spring from the same original source. For a parallel of
the Ananta-, we only have to think of the Nordic Midgard Serpent,
biting its own tail and living in the deep ocean surrounding the world.
However, in the case of a gigantic snake of the deep waters — whether
the rivers or the ocean — we have the advantage of a reconstructable
phrase for at least the stage preceding Balkanic and Indo-Iranian.

In his chapter on the ‘Serpent of the Deep’, Watkins (1995: 460-463)
has expounded and elaborated previous literature’s on the connection
between the Old Indic Abir Budhnyah and the Greek ITo0wv/Togé@v.
This sea monster is pictured as living in the deep rivers in Vedic litera-
ture, thus RV 7.34.16-7.34.17:

abjam ukthdir dhim grnise

budbné nadinam rajassu sidan
ma no dhir budhnyo risé dhan
mad yajiio asya sridhad rtayéh

“With songs I praise water-born serpent

Sitting in darkness in the depths of the rivers.

May the serpent of the Deep not bring us to harm;

May the worship of this (singer) who seeks truth not go wrong”3¢

The Greek counterpart comes in two versions: IT06wv, the dragon
slain by Apollo, and Togdv, Toewe, Tipdwv, Tigweds, the monstrous
adversary of Zeus, both assumed to be developments of a single myth.
Watkins (1995) even points to the co-occurrence of ITi6wv and the
word for ‘snake’, éeig, corresponding to Ved. dhi-, in Callimachus,
Hymn 2.100-2.101:

1566 Tot xaTIéVTL gUVIVTETO dapdviog BYp,

aivog 8oug

“Going to the Pytho you were met by a marvelous beast,
The terrible serpent”

55 Especially Toporov 1974.
36 Translation by Watkins 1995.
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On this background, it has been possible to reconstruct the phrase
“*0g""i- [i.e. *h30g""i-] b"ud"-” or in the reverse order “bud’- ...
0g""i- [h30g™i-]” where *b'ud"-, as in Ved. budhnya-, Gk. IT56wv
coexists with the variant *d"ub”’- — one of them metathesized — in
Gk. Toga@v from a root meaning ‘deep’ or ‘bottom’; cf. for example
also Lith. dubis ‘hollow, deep’ contrasting with ON botn, OE botm
‘bottom’.

More recently, Martirosyan (2018) has demonstrated the survival
of the same phrase in an Armenian incantation against snakes and
scorpions:

Kapim zoj2
Kapim zkarica
Andndayin o6ja

“May I bind the serpent,
May I bind the scorpion,

The Abyssal Serpent”

Here andndayin is an adjectival derivative of the privative compound
andowndk® (o-st.) ‘bottomless’, i.e. ‘abyss’, as if *n-d"ud"no-, pre-
sumably by distant assimilation from either *-b"ud"no- or *-d"ub"no-.
The word for serpent, 0j (awj, i-st.) < *hyng"i- or *hyang"i-, is prob-
ably a lexical substitution for the predecessor of Gk. épig, Ved. dhi-
and historically related to Lat. anguis, Lith. angis < *hyang*i-. When
Martirosyan (2018: 193) argues that a “nasalless by-form of this PIE
word is reflected in Gk. éeig ‘snake’, &xig ‘adder’, and Arm. #Z, i-stem
‘viper’”, this is formally problematic as at least &xig precludes an ini-
tial *h,-. IZ rather goes back to a proto-form *hzég*"i- with length-
ened grade and non-colouration as a consequence of Eichner’s Law and
would thus belong etymologically with épi¢ and dhi-.57

Finally, Toporov (1974) has suggested a connection between the
Vedic and Greek evidence and SCr. badnjak < *b"ud"ni- ‘oak log lit on
Christmas eve’ as a symbol of the winter solstice, the turning of the
year. If this is correctly interpreted, it is an important indication of
the original identity between the Serpent of the Deep and the snake
under the cosmic tree.

57 For further discussion of this complicated word family, see EWAia II: 156; Olsen
1999: 78; Schindler 1994; Martirosyan 2010: 153, 299—300.
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Despite the convincing evidence of Ved. Abi- budbnya-: Gk. TTo66 ...
8o : Arm. Andndayin awj and perhaps SCr. badnjak, there remains a
formal detail for which a satisfactory solution is still missing: the under-
lying root of budhnya- is *b’eud'-I*d"eub’-, and therefore the short
U of Gk. Tipuweds, TU@dwv is as expected, while the long 9 of [TH6wv,
Toqésv is surprising. West (2007: 347) describes the variation as “prob-
lematic”, while Watkins boldly ventures to suggest “expressive lengthen-
ing”. However, according to a Greek sound law recently discovered by
Kristoffersen (2019), it seems that a u#-diphthong in Greek is regularly
monophthongized to ¥ before a labial consonant. If we apply this rule to
[T96wW/ITH0w and Togpév it is possible to eliminate the difficulties: TT06wv/
[T56w vacillates between an oi-stem and an 7-stem, and in both cases a full
grade is quite as expected; the same goes for the oy-stem Topdv.’* From
a corresponding *-men-stem, as in Gk. w0/ ‘bottom, ground’, on the
other hand, we get the thematic derivative with zero grade in the root,
“bPud'mné- > *b'udnoé- whence *b"udn(i)io- > Ved. budhnya-.

It would then seem that the myth of the Churning of the Ocean
incorporates two aspects of the cosmic serpent, the Vasuki representing
the terrifying creature lurking at the root of the cosmic tree and the
Ananta as a continuation of the Serpent of the Deep. Whether this
deep was the ocean, as in the Indic narrative and the tradition of the
Midgard Serpent, or the rivers, as in the Vedic Abir Budbhnyah, may
not be crucial. As noted by Terje Ostigard at the LAMP meeting in
Uppsala, October 2021, to the people of the steppe with their herds of
cattle and horses, the deep rivers were as terrifying and as much of a
barrier against anything that might lie beyond as the ocean itself.

Despite a wealth of interesting details in the samudramanthana, it
is necessary to end this survey by striking a somewhat negative note:
there is milk and there are snakes, and there is ample evidence for an
old connection between the two. Here, however, their meeting is most
likely late and accidental.
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6. Farming, fertility and foaming water
Indo-European ritualizations of life-giving growth
forces in Scandinavian agriculture
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Abstract

The winter is a neglected theme in not only Indo-European studies but
also ecological and water studies, despite the fundamental role of the
cold and long season defining the life and well-being for all in agricul-
tural and pastoral societies. Adapting to and surviving the hard and
difficult season was the greatest challenge in all societies up to mod-
ern times, and throughout Europe north of the Alps there is a great
uniformity in subsistence and ritual practices structured around the
winter. By using comparative nineteenth-century ethnographic docu-
mentation of agricultural practices with a special focus on Scandinavia,
and archaeological material spanning from the Bronze Age onwards,
the unique Indo-European winter rituals and sacrifices are discussed
in a water perspective. Compared to agricultural societies in temperate
climates, in the cold north rainmaking rituals were rarely conducted
because there was too much bad weather jeopardizing the harvest. In
the north, the aim was to combat and overcome the winter as early
as possible and to secure the continuity of the growth forces from the
harvest through the winter until it was time to sow again. This was
the primary ecological frame structuring the ritual year in Indo-
European societies in the cold north.

Introduction

The Nordic winter defined the seasons and the agricultural cycle, and
whether it would be a year of famine or plenty. Farming in cold cli-
mates poses exceptional challenges and in pre-industrial cultures they
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were sought to be solved by specific ritualizations believed to conquer
and control hostile powers in nature. From the Bronze Age onwards,
one can identify rituals that institutionalize Indo-European beliefs put-
ting emphasis on the continuity between the seasons with a particular
focus on winter and sacrifices. In all comparative religions, the relation
between the sun and water is fundamental and structures rites and reli-
gious life, and the major rituals and sacrifices relate to hydrological
and agrarian cycles. The essential agrarian rituals aimed to incite and
active the latent forces in nature, which enabled new life and successful
harvests. A fundamental challenge was how to overcome the winter
and break the iron-grip of the cold, and in this world foaming water —
always flowing and moving — was a powerful source to underground
forces mightier than even King Winter (Oestigaard 20212a; 2021b).

By using archaeological examples in combination with ethnographic
material from Scandinavia, the aim is to provide new insights into ritu-
alisations of life-giving forces and fertility in Scandinavian agriculture,
with an emphasis on different processes of inciting growth forces and
activating life in nature. Thus, the main objective of this analysis is
to conceptualise the ritualised ways and by which means immanent
powers, ancestors and divinities were incited and activated as part of
nature’s forces combating malevolent weather, wind and water — and
the winter. This will be done by (1) discussing theoretical aspects
and discourses in archaeology with an emphasis on the relation between
culture and nature, and how the Norse mythology can be interpreted
from, and incorporated into, an Indo-European ecology, (2) analysing
ethnographic and folkloristic examples of agrarian cosmologies with
a special focus on sowing and ploughing, cattle and snakes, (3) pre-
senting and contextualising selected archaeological examples from the
Swedish Bronze Age as part of an agrarian ecology and cosmology, and
(4) discussing Indo-European traditions and how one can put prelimi-
nary dates on the developments of certain ritual practices.

The culture—nature divide: seasonality and landscape studies

Scandinavian archaeology is a very good example of what historian
Terje Tvedt has called “water blindness”: it is a history written without
water, weather and winter. The ways water has been organized and
controlled in society have significantly shaped its development, econ-
omy, social organization — and religious concepts (Tvedt 2006-2016;
20163 2020). In particular, in the cold north, snow is the dominant
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Figure 1. Fertile fields covered by snow. Haga Valley in Uppsala, Sweden,
6 January 2022. Photo: Terje Oestigaard © License: CC BY-NC.

form of water throughout large parts of the year (Figure 1). The win-
ter was the greatest challenge for living and surviving, and, even as
late as in recent times, old people did not count how many years they
had lived but how many winters they had survived. From Finland, the
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brutal realities of being a farmer were seen directly in failed harvests
with subsequent sufferings — and deaths. On average within a decade,
only one harvest was good with abundant crops, two were lost or cat-
astrophic, three were poor and four were mediocre or barely sufficient.
In other words, within a decade, up to half of the harvests were lost
or insufficient (Huhtamaa 2018; Huhtamaa & Helama 2017; see also
Charpentier Ljungqvist 2015; 2017).

Still, in Scandinavian archaeology a paradoxical perception has
prevailed that ecology does not matter, despite the extreme seasonal
variation where temperatures may change from minus 30 to plus 30
degrees. Even after decades of debates about climate change, social
sciences have difficulties in conceptualizing culture-nature interac-
tions. This is partly the consequence of processual archaeology’s nature
deterministic approach, since New Archaeology adapted parts of the
neo-evolution developed by Leslie White and Julian Steward (Trigger
1994: 292). In anthropology, Roy Rappaport (1979) describes parts
of this polarized debate and the term “vulgar materialism”, as defined
by Jonathan Friedman:

Vulgar materialism, mechanical materialism, and economism are terms
which refer to a simplistic kind of materialism, rejected by Marx, which
envisages social forms as mere epiphenomena of technologies and environ-
ments, either by direct causation or by some economic rationality which
makes institutions the products of social optimisation. (Friedman 1974: 456)

Marx himself wrote in 1859 in his Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy: “The mode of production of material life conditions
the general process of social, political and intellectual life. It is not the
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social
existence that determines their consciousness” (Marx 1970: 20-21, my
emphasis). Archaeologist lan Hodder says that:

[by] materialist approaches [I mean] those that infer cultural meanings
from the relationship between people and their environment. Within such
a framework the ideas in people’s minds can be predicted from their econ-
omy, technology, social and material production. Given a way of organizing
matter and energy, an appropriate ideological framework can be predicted.
(Hodder 1994: 19)

When it comes to culture and nature, this divide has been described
as the “two cultures” — a universe of humanities and a universe of the
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natural sciences (Snow 1966). This divide goes back to the founding
fathers of sociology, and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) established a dic-
tum in social and human sciences that social facts or variables can only
be explained by other social facts or variables (Durkheim 1966[1904]).
This dogma has had a fundamental impact with regard to how humans
and cultures have been understood. Anthony Giddens writes:

The origins of risk society can be traced to two fundamental transforma-
tions which are affecting our lives today. [...] The first transformation can
be called the end of nature; and the second the end of tradition. The end
of nature [...] means that there are now few if any aspects of the physi-
cal world untouched by human intervention. [...] For hundreds of years,
people worried about what nature could do to us — earthquakes, floods,
plagues, bad harvests and so on. At a certain point, somewhere over
the past fifty years or so, we stopped worrying so much about what nature
could do to us, and we started worrying more about what we have done to
nature. The transition makes one major point of entry in risk society. It is a
society which lives “after nature”. (Giddens 1999: 3)

Thus, about two decades ago one of the most influential sociologists of
our time could argue that we lived “after nature” and “after tradition”.
In archaeology, landscape studies fitted perfectly to this postmodern
dogma. Originally introduced as a term in the English vocabulary in
the late sixteenth century as a technical term in painting, it denoted
connotation to “scenery” and “picturesque image” — and, importantly,
the emphasis was put on the cognitive and cultural representations
and the main actors (painters/academics) were somehow outside and
apart from the landscape (Hirsch 1995). Landscape was seen as a lin-
guistic construction without environmental constraints; reality was
a representation and not a real world of hunger, struggle and suffer-
ing. In other words, landscapes were constructed and controlled by
humans and their free will where the relations between signs and sig-
nifiers were arbitrary (e.g. Saussure 1960, Barthes 1973). In a world
of human significations, nature’s constraints were vulgar, deterministic
and irrelevant. Current studies of ontological relations and entangle-
ments (e.g. Gell 1998; Hodder 20125 2016; Olsen 20125 Robb 2004),
for instance, are still within the postmodern paradigm (e.g. different
kinds of agencies engaging in asymmetrical relations in various ways
with human and non-human actors), albeit environments and ecolo-
gies are ascribed significance. Still, one needs another perspective if one
attempt to study and understand prehistoric farming cosmologies, and
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early Indo-European studies paved the way and ploughed the fields for
such studies more than a century ago. Benoit Vermander writes:

The development of “comparative religion” as an academic discipline
from the mid-19th century onwards, the attention given to rituals and
sacrifices in early anthropological studies, the fascination associated with
endeavors such as Frazer’s Golden Bough |...] the role played by the study
of folklore in asserting cultural and national identities, all contributed to
the gathering of a vast array of material related to agrarian rituals, espe-
cially the ones centered on staple foods — cereals, mainly. [...] Harvest festi-
vals are often seen as constituting the climax or the exemplar of all agrarian
rituals, an approach that needs to be qualified: in certain societies, ritu-
als intervening before sowing or preparing the soil may be invested with
particular importance, when such processes are loaded with danger (for
instance, seeds may perish in cold climates). (Vermander 2021: 3)

Thus, a focus on seasons and seasonality probes to the heart of farming
cultures and cosmologies. Homans says:

Ritual actions do not produce a practical result on the external world — that
is one of the reasons why we call them ritual. But to make this statement is
not to say that ritual has no function. Its function is not related to the
world external to the society but to the internal constitution of the society.
It gives the members of the society confidence, it dispels their anxieties, it
disciplines their social organization. (Homans 1941: 172)

From this perspective, one may approach parts of the ritualization and
rationalization of a shared Indo-European ecology and cosmology.

An ecology of the mythology

There are innumerable popular presentations and compilations of the
Norse sagas and myths. One such book is Myths of the Norsemen:
From the Eddas and Sagas (1909) by Hélene Adeline Guerber (1859—
1929). She was an American author born in Michigan to Swiss par-
ents, but little is known about her life. Guerber wrote extensively about
myths, including the Greek and Roman ones, and the particular intrigu-
ing aspect about the myths of the Norsemen is that the mythology is
explicitly interpreted in an ecological perspective and more specifically
in a pan-European or German framework. This European stratum of
shared cosmological perceptions is evidently of great age and represents
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Indo-European beliefs. Thus, in this analysis it is not the myths them-
selves that are of main interest but the nineteenth-century interpretative
layer and horizon of understanding placing these gods and myths in an
ecological perspective. All gods were ascribed with particular and spe-
cific weather phenomena and powers in nature; some were benevolent
and fruitful; others were malevolent and fearful.

Light clouds were the works of Frigga. “Frigga was goddess of the
atmosphere, or rather of the clouds, spinning golden thread or weav-
ing long webs of bright-coloured clouds” (Guerber 1909: 42). Odin,
on the other hand, embodied many facets and he appears with 204
names and forms (Price 2019: 62—68), which include strong winds
and storms.

Odin, as wind-god, was pictured as rushing through mid-air on his eight-
footed steed. [...] And as the souls of the dead were supposed to be wafted
away on the wings of the storm, Odin was worshipped as the leader of all
disembodied spirits. [...] As the winds blew fiercest in autumn and winter,
Odin was supposed to prefer hunting during that season, especially dur-
ing the time between Christmas and Twelfth-night, and the peasants were
always careful to leave the last sheaf or measure of grain out in the fields to
serve as food for his horse. (Guerber 1909: 23; 25)

Moreover, we also meet Odin during the spring. “Until very lately there
was always, on that day, a grand procession in Sweden, known as the
May Ride, in which a flower-decked May king (Odin) pelted with blos-
soms the fur-enveloped Winter (his supplanter), until he put him to
ignominious flight” (Guerber 1909: 38).

Thor was an ancient rain and thunder god, but he has also a funda-
mental role in fighting the winter. “Thor was the proud possessor of
a magic hammer called Miolnir (the crusher) which he hurled at his
enemies, the frost-giants, with destructive power” (Guerber 1909: 63).
The fertility aspects are highlighted by his wife:

Sif, Thor’s wife, was very vain of a magnificent head of long golden hair
which covered her from head to foot like a brilliant veil; and as she too was
a symbol of the earth, her hair was said to represent the long grass, or the
golden grain covering the Northern harvest fields. Thor was very proud
of his wife’s beautiful hair; imagine his dismay, therefore, upon waking
one morning, to find her shorn, and as bald and denuded of ornament as
the earth when the grain has been garnered, and nothing but the stubble
remains! (Guerber 1909: 64)
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It was Loki — the trickster — who cut the hair and hence made the earth
infertile, in the same way that he enabled the killing of Balder, the god
symbolizing the sun and the summer. There were also different gods
and goddesses for fertility and nature’s growth forces.

Idun, the emblem of vegetation, is forcibly carried away in autumn, when
Bragi is absent and the singing of the birds has ceased. The cold wintry
wind, Thiassi, detains her in the frozen, barren north, where she cannot
thrive, until Loki, the south wind, brings back the seed or the swallow,
which are both precursors of the returning spring. The youth, beauty, and
strength conferred by Idun are symbolical of Nature’s resurrection in spring
after winter’s sleep, when colour and vigour return to the earth, which had
grown wrinkled and grey. [...] Idun’s fall from Yggdrasil is symbolical of
the autumnal falling of the leaves, which lie limp and helpless on the cold
bare ground until they are hidden from sight under the snow, represented
by the wolfskin, which Odin, the sky, sends down to keep them warm.
(Guerber 1909: T09-110)

Intriguingly, not only is Frey the optimal combination of sun and
life-giving rain during the summer but his animal, the wild boar, taught
humans how to plough (Figure 2).

Frey, or Fro, as he was called in Germany, was the son of Niord and Nerthus
[...] the god of the golden sunshine and the warm summer showers. [...]
The dwarfs from Svart-alfa-heim gave Frey the golden-bristled boar Gullin-
bursti (the golden-bristled), a personification of the sun. The radiant bris-
tles of this animal were considered symbolical either of the solar rays,
of the golden grain, which at his bidding waved over the harvest fields of
Midgard, or of agriculture; for the boar (by tearing up the ground with
his sharp tusk) was supposed to have first taught mankind how to plough.
(Guerber 1909: 117-118)

Different forces were at work during the winter, and it was always
a battle between powers fighting each other. It is also symptomatic
that, although all of these gods were powerful, even the mightiest
were not almighty. Each year the summer died and inevitably the
winter came — and during the midwinter solstice it was believed that
even the sun stood still. Nature was not natural but spiritual, and
the powers embodied and materialized specific physical weather phe-
nomena. While the seasonality clearly showed regularity on a broad
scale, there were always huge variation in weather, wind and water.
The forces in nature were not only unpredictable but they were also
largely uncontrollable by the gods themselves. In other words, no
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Figure 2. Frey and wild-boar. By Jacques Reich (1852-1923). From: Guerber
1909: 118. License: CC-PD.

single ritual or sacrifice to a specific god would ensure and secure a
good and bountiful harvest. There were too many forces and factors
at work, and they were not always playing together for the betterment
and best interest of humans.



142 Indo-European Ecologies

An ethnology of sacrifices, fertility and inciting growth forces

Snorri Sturluson describes the great sacrifice of King Dolmade in Old
Uppsala. After a year of hunger and famine, the chieftains decided to
make sacrifices (Figure 3).

In the first autumn they sacrificed oxen, but even so there was no improve-
ment in the season. The second autumn they held a human sacrifice, but
the season was the same or worse. But the third autumn [...] the leaders
held a council and came to an agreement among themselves that their king,
Domaldi, must be the cause of the famine, and moreover, that they should
sacrifice him for their prosperity, and attack him and kill him and redden
the altars with his blood, and that is what they did. (Snorri 2011: 18)

This particular description of a cosmological sacrifice contains a wealth
of knowledge about prehistoric rituals, ritualization and rationaliza-
tions. The natural world was a cosmic world empowered not only
by divinities: humans could also intervene and impact on this bal-
ance between human and gods. Fundamentally, the gods controlled
the weather and henceforth the outcomes of harvest. Humans could
mitigate divine wrath by escalating and intensifying the sacrifices,
which culminated with humans and ultimately the leaders of society
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Figure 3. The sacrifice of Domalde in Old Uppsala. By Erik Werenskiold
(1855-1938). From: Snorri 2011 [1899]. License: CC-PD.
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as responsible for the health and wealth of all society’s members (see
Valeri 1985, Trigger 2003). Although Snorri does not describe the rea-
sons why the divinities imposed calamites upon humans, Olaus Magnus
gives a very vivid and detailed description in 1555 of the king’s cruelty,
which is worth referring to in length:

I should like a similar cruelty to be noted, that of King Domaldi. [...] His
realm was suffering the severest ill fortune when his courtiers, coming
together under pretence of protecting their country and the innocent, osten-
sibly declared themselves to be the servants of justice and fair play, when
they were in fact the enemies of the citizens and of all probity and virtue.
Whatever corn lay in any stores they set before their horses to be eaten up,
while wretched parents saw their children die of hunger and starvation,
since there was not enough corn for bread, and they themselves were com-
pelled to give up the ghost along with their offspring. [...] For this reason,
when famine so sharply attacked not merely the realm of Gotaland but
also Svealand, which had once teemed with everything required for human
sustenance, the temple priests who served the idol of Odin at Uppsala pro-
pounded one, sole remedy against the imminent collapse of all the northern
lands: that King Domaldi, being a hideous enemy of the human race, should
be bound in chains and sacrificed at Uppsala to the goddess Ceres. [...]
Since this was delivered as if from a divine oracle, it was no sooner said
than done. [...] His death was followed by a corn harvest and an abun-
dance of everything far and wide. (Magnus 1998[1555]: ch. 45, p. 460)

King Domaldi, as “a hideous enemy of the human race”, letting horses
eat the food of farmers so the children died of hunger, was a threat to
wealth and health of all. Killing the cause was like treating cancer and a
collective good. The important thing in this context is how the king and
his cruelty also embodied and controlled the weather and the harvest.
Also, Snorri points out that, after King Domalde was sacrificed, the son
“ruled the domains for a long time, and there were good seasons and
peace in his day” (Snorri 2011: 18). The bountiful harvests proved to
the participants that the ritual and the sacrifice was successful. Order
in culture and cosmos was restored.

The sacrifice of Domalde was triggered by a crisis: a famine causing
hunger. All rituals are caused by a situation making ritual as an activ-
ity rational. “I consider ritualization as the process in which actions
or reactions to specific situations make them distinct from ordinary
situations. [...] Every ritual performance is an act of ritualization that
grows out of a situation, a causa” (Modéus 2005: 37). There are many
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reasons for ritualisations and the most common cause in agrarian soci-
eties relates to cycles of nature, which trigger ritual responses aiming
“to impose cultural schemes on the order of nature” (Bell 1997: 103).
In short, agrarian rituals as part of the seasonal changes and cycle of
nature are proactive: they aim to define the forthcoming year and suc-
cessful harvest (Kaliff & Oestigaard 20225 Oestigaard 2022).

In an agrarian world in cold climates, it is precisely the continuity of
life forces between the seasons that is emphasised in comparative Indo-
European ethnology in Europe (Frazer 1890; 1912a; 1912b). “Cereal”,
writes Benoit Vermander, “refers to the Roman goddess Ceres, who
was assimilated with the Greek Demeter as well as to local earth god-
desses. [...] Ceres reigned over the cycle of crop production and rep-
resented the generative power of nature” (Vermander 2021: 2). This is
also manifested in continuity rituals and the powers of the last sheaf.
During the harvest, the corn was cut and killed, but during the sowing
and ploughing rituals in the spring life was transferred back to the soil.
The celebrations and sacrifices during Christmas or the pre-Christian
jol were essential in the corn-spirit’s continuity through the winter and
the darkest times, and these traditions are well documented among
farmers in the Nordic countries (Nikander 1916; Celander 1920; Lid
1928; 1933; Nilsson 1936; Olrik & Ellekilde 1951). However, it was
not sufficient to plant the grains in the soil if the fields were infertile.
Thus, there were at least two processes at work in parallel. On the
one hand, it was to ensure and safeguard continuity of growth and
life forces between the seasons, and on the other hand it was to activate
and incite the latent and potent life forces in nature covered by snow or
frozen in ice (Figure 4).

The latter was also related to the sun and the darkest time of the
year around Christmas. In Scandinavian peasant communities up to
the early twentieth century it was generally believed that everything in
culture and cosmos came to a standstill around Christmas. During mid-
winter solstice everything stood still by itself, and there were numerous
taboos associated with this cosmic time of the year. Nobody should
work and everything that could turn around and move should stay
still, like grinding stones, spinning wheels, baking plates and wheels
on wagons. Nothing should move, since this would contradict the
laws of nature and cosmos (Olrik & Ellekilde 1951: 965-967). After
the solstice, not only was the sun reactivated but everything had to be
incited and activated again: this was not only a divine task but a human
ritualization of growth and life forces. Throughout the Scandinavian
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Figure 4. Terrestrial and celestial forces at work in agrarian cosmologies.
Graphics: Terje Oestigaard © License: CC BY-NC.

countryside there are reports about farmers shaking their agricultural
tools, stamping on the fields with a club on Christmas Eve, and pre-
paring all wheels for the coming year. If this was not done properly, the
forthcoming harvest could fail (Lid 1933: 39).

The ultimate growth forces came from water: the pre-industrial cos-
mology in rural Scandinavia was largely evidence-based in the sense
that all farmers were well aware of how the growth forces worked in
these northerly and harsh conditions (Figure 5).

Hyltén-Cavallius writes from Smaland in Sweden that the oldest reli-
gious conceptions were personifications of external and natural phe-
nomena (Hyltén-Cavallius 1863: {54, p. 230), like changing weather
and observable forces in nature, for instance strong winds, whirlpools
or waterfalls. Nature and differences in water and weather phenom-
ena were ultimately proof with regard to how good and bad forces
worked. Every farmer had witnessed this innumerable times, and hence
it is no wonder that James Frazer’s (1922) theory about sympathetic
magic was largely developed and based on Indo-European practices in
central and northern Europe, Scandinavia included. Like produces like
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Figure 5. Growth forces living and manifesting themselves beneath the snow
in early spring. Photo: Terje Oestigaard © License: CC BY-NC.

and by touching and imitating processes in nature farmers partook and
activated and incited these life and growth forces.

In the cold north, the winter was the greatest challenge and hard-
ship, not only for survival; it also determined the whole agricultural
year: springs that were too long and cold or autumns that were too
early and wet could jeopardize the harvest, with subsequent famine
and hunger. Thus, the aim was to overcome and overpower the deadly
winter, and the most powerful forces were seen in free-flowing water
during the most enduring cold periods (Figure 6).

A frobrunn was a particular renowned spring or well with immense
powers from beneath. The name literally means “froth well” or a froth-
ing spring. “These were springs which never froze, or openings in the
ice which kept open throughout the winter” (Solheim 1956: 153). Not
only were they “eating” snow and frost from beneath and thereby
manifesting and visualising the physical growth powers underground
(Lid 1933: 40); the bubbles coming from the depths of these springs
were also seen as embodiments of the living dead. They could be the
souls of drowned people but also powerful wights or water spirits
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Figure 6. The never-freezing Ingbokallarna, Sweden. Photo: Terje Oestigaard
© License: CC BY-NC.

(Reichborn-Kjennerud 1928: 17). Since this water was alive and bub-
bling up from beneath when all other types of water was frozen or
dead, it was seen as “holy” and extremely powerful (Skar 1909: 45).
Although disputed and etymological uncertain (Vikstrand 2001:
175), it has been suggested that the prehistoric god Ull, with probable
roots back to the Bronze Age, can be interpreted and seen as to “froth”,
“foam” or “bubble”, like boiling (Elgqvist 1955: 39—50). Foamy rivers
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or “to foam” is also an Indo-European feature found, for instance,
in ancient Greece and, although the etymology and clear connection
to divinities are discussed, the name of the “mother of all rivers [is
probably] ‘foamy-ness, seething-ness’ (personified as a deity)” (Ginevra
2020: 102).

Across time and space in different Indo-European cultures and tra-
ditions on the European continent there are obviously great varia-
tions, but it seems certain that these powerful water manifestations in
nature were divine openings where underground forces made them-
selves visible and accessible to humans and their needs. These life-
giving growth forces could be ritually activated and incited by humans
in seasonal rites, and these were mainly related to the winter: the har-
vest (end of summer and beginning of winter), midwinter and sowing
and ploughing (end of winter and beginning of summer) (Kaliff &
Oestigaard 2022).

Cattle and snakes

A central Indo-European ritual has been horse fights and competitions
in various forms, which in Scandinavian traditions are known as skeid
(Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020). The last historic trajectories were docu-
mented as late as the early twentieth century in the Scandinavian coun-
tries, and in particular the horse races around Christmas and more spe-
cifically early in the morning of 26 December were a cosmogonic ritual
(Skar 1909; Solheim 1956; Stylegar 2006). “People rode or drove out
to water the horses in so-called fro-brunnar, special springs or special
places at rivers or lakes. These were springs which never froze, or open-
ings in the ice which kept open throughout the winter,” Solheim writes.

The water in these springs was thought to be especially powerful and health
giving. When the horses got to drink this water on the morning of the sec-
ond Christmas Day, they were supposed to thrive and become especially
healthy. People competed to come first to the springs, for then the water
was thought to be best. The competitions often turned into fight. (Solheim

1956: 153)

Importantly, it was believed that the ones who won the race — watering
the horse in the well and being first back to the farm — would have the
earliest and best harvest in the coming season (Wéssen 1922: 17; Lid
1933:40, see Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020: 183-214). Horse fights and
races to foaming wells and springs were fertility rituals activating
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the new year and inciting the agricultural growth forces, and it was
believed that these rituals during the midwinter would “eat” away
the snow.

Although the skeid ritual with horses is historically the most famous,
Frans-Arne Stylegar (2013) points out that the skeid phenomenon
includes a broad spectrum of rituals. In particular, in the coastal areas

in Southern Norway, cow-skeid has been common. Stylegar writes:

In the cattle breeding inland region from Jaeren in the west to Telemark in
the east a particular type of skeid was practiced until the late 19th century.
In these areas the cattle was kept in stables during the cold, snowy winters.
When the cattle was let loose in springtime, the farmers had their bu-skeid
(cow-skeid), i.e. they let the animals fight each other to decide which
cow was to be this year’s bu-konge (cow-king). These cow-fights are best
known from Sirdal, an inland valley between the countnies of Rogaland
and Vest-Agder.

Some cows were really wild. One cow in particular was traded from one
farmer to the next, and this animal butted several others to death. Still, it
gave prestige to own this cow. Especially the men from the Virak farm in
Sirdal were known to travel long distances to acquire wild cows with big
horns. The bu-konge had to be big, strong, and brave — and preferably have
a set of horns sharp as knives. As long as the cow matched these demands,
it did not really matter whether or not it was a good milk cow. (Stylegar

2013: 451)

The owner of the wildest and fiercest cow was renowned and it was
prestigious to have the strongest animal. If the animals fought against
each other and the farmers could not agree upon which animal was the
strongest, the farmers could settle the dispute themselves with knifes
and fists, and booze was obviously inciting the male combatants. While
(drunk) fighting today is not seen as a particularly religious practice or
a homage to god, there is logic behind all these farming practices that
had a continuity into the twentieth century.

Nils Lid points out the cosmogonic structures behind these ancient
traditions, which belongs to Frazer’s (1922) sympathetic magic. The
ultimate aim was to incite the forces in nature that could overcome and
overpower the winter. All fighting and inciting were an aim in itself: all
life and growth forces had to be activated — through rituals, races or
simple fights. Although these traditions were also festivities, entertain-
ments and carnivals, behind the surface there was a religious structure
and logic (Lid 1933: 39—40).
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The fertile and procreative aspects of cattle were especially empha-
sised when the animals were let loose in springtime after a long winter.
In some places, the milkmaid stood high up on ladders in the door-
way in the barn and the cattle had to pass through her thighs as if she
were giving birth to the animals (Olrik & Elleklide 1951: 1160-1167).
In the southern areas in Norway where the tradition with cow fights
and “cow-kings” was strong, cows were also fed with snake heads
believed to have healing and strengthening powers (Stylegar 2013:
451). Ideally, it was a grass snake and the first snake spotted on the
melting ice in springtime; alternatively the cattle should be fed with
the old Christmas bread the day they were let loose (Nikander 1916:
225; Olrik & Ellekilde 1951: 1157-1160). The snakes were closely
associated with the ancestors and the life-giving forces in nature and
underground (Dstigard & Kaliff 2020). The cow’s ritual meal consist-
ing of the Christmas bread is particularly interesting, because it directly
relates to Frazer’s interpretations of the last sheaf (Frazer 1890; 1912a;
1912b). In the Scandinavian tradition, the continuity between the
seasons through the midwinter sacrifices and celebrations (including
Christmas or jél) was explicitly manifested in the Christmas bread. It
was made by the last sheaf and the last grains harvested and the bread
should lie uneaten on the Christmas table throughout the celebration.
The last sheaf contained the harvest’s growth powers, and during sow-
ing and ploughing the ploughman should eat parts of the bread and
give some pieces to his horse and other animals, and the rest should be
ploughed into the fields when the grains were sowed (Lid 1928: 70-71,
80). The ancestors and growth forces gave new life and harvest in yet
another season and, as has been said in another context, ploughing
“is the penetration of man into the sacred world, that is to say the
unopened world” (Servier 1951: 184).

Indo-European tradition in Bronze Age Sweden

In the last decades in the Milardalen region in central Sweden, large
contract archaeological excavations have revealed astonishing results
and Sweden’s hitherto largest cult sites from the Bronze Age have been
documented. There is a concentration and intensification in agriculture
and domestication of new lands in the Late Bronze Age (from 1100 BCE
onwards). This is also the era of Haga (Figure 7), located some kilo-
metres outside Uppsala, where Scandinavia’s northernmost oak-log
coffin is found (Almgren 1905; Kaliff & Oestigaard 2018), and the
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Figure 7. The Haga mound covered in snow, 6 January 2022. Photo: Terje
Oestigaard © License: CC BY-NC.

grave is the richest in gold in the whole of Scandinavia: about a third of
all gold and gold fragments found in Sweden’s 1,300-year-long Bronze
Age period is found in Héga (Eriksson 2008). The Hiaga mound was
built around 1000 BCE. The main sacrificial animal there was cattle
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and, apart from remains of three humans external to the main deceased
who was cremated, bone remains have been found of six or seven cat-
tle, five or six sheep, one or two pigs, and dogs, among other species
(Johnsen & Welinder 1993). Higa was excavated in 1902-1903, and
based on this investigation it is difficult to say anything specific about
cultivation, although there are agricultural fields, farms and living
areas in the vicinity. The sacrificial animals in the mound indicate an
emphasis on pastoral animals, from cattle to sheep and dogs guarding
the herds (see Oestigaard 2022).

The Bronze Age cult site Skeke in Rasbo, Uppland, with an intensive
phase in the first part of Late Bronze Age, shows a combination of pas-
toralism and cultivation (Artursson, Kaliff & Larsson 2017). Outside
one of the cult houses, there was a closed cooking pit with a boulder
on top. The cooking pit contained not only remains of cattle but also
bones from wolf (or dog), and the combination cattle-wolf/dog indi-
cates a holy meal and communion in a pastoral cosmology (Larsson
2014: 170, 298, 318; Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022). On the other hand,
there were also found numerous grinding stones in the graves at Skeke
(Artursson et al. 2017: 104), and the combination of ground bones and
grains is a ritual phenomenon that is found in many Bronze Age con-
texts and cemeteries (Kaliff 1997; 2007). Moreover, cremated bones
are commonly found in agricultural fields, among other contexts, and
it seems that cremated bones have been deliberately ground and spread
as fertilising ashes on the fields, not as manure but for the purpose of
human life and fertility: ancestral growth powers (Kaliff & Oestigaard
2004; 2017).

In 2007 Nibble in Uppland, one of Sweden’s largest Bronze Age cult
sites, was excavated. The main ritual phases were dated to c. 9oo—
700/600 BCE and centrally located on a site where there was a spring
still flowing from underground. This cosmic spring seems to have been
a founding well at the site (Artursson, Karlenby & Larsson 2011). In
one of the cult houses a big stone labelled an “altar” was found, with
flat sides measuring 1.90 x 0.90 x 0.75 metres and a weight of about
two tons. The stone was slightly curved and it was clear that it had
been used as a grinder. In the layers and pits below the stone there were
numerous remains of ground items, including grains, but also burnt
bones from sheep and humans, including a burnt fragment of a human
skull. Thus, it seems that the stone had an “altar” function where grains
and cremated bones, and perhaps more specifically human skulls, were
ground and made into a holy meal (Artursson 2011: 298-309; Karlenby
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2011: 141-143). This interpretation was strengthened by another find
in a depositional pit measuring c. 6.4 x 5.5 metres with a depth of 0.38
metres. After the use-phase was completed, the pit was closed with an
estimated five- to eight-ton heavy stone. The debris and food remains
in this pit were intriguing. Human remains were found scattered with
other deposits. In general, human remains found at Nibble had an aver-
age of 2.7 grams, but the human remains in the garbage pit were signifi-
cantly smaller and on average only 0.6 grams. Thus, the bones in the pit
had been ground much finer and better than all the other human bones,
and they were deposited with other remains from cooking of meals.
The fact that this pit was closed after the preparation of the meal was
completed, with a stone weighing several tons, indicates that this
was not an ordinary and profane meal (Larsson 2011: 411—412).

The great Haga funeral and mound, dated to c.1000 BCE, including
some century older remains of humans and animals, and all the other
large Late Bronze Age cult sites in Malardalen, fit into an overall pic-
ture of Indo-Europeanisation and intensive phase of expansive agricul-
ture and domestication of the landscape in this area. Agriculture was
introduced in Sweden around 4000-3800 BCE and the secondary prod-
uct revolution with extensive pastoralism became dominant around
3000-1500 BCE. Stig Welinder writes:

[TI]t would seem that agriculture in the period 1200-800 BC was the wholly
dominant way of life as far north as present-day Vistergotland and Uppland.
[...] The advent of historical farms, 10o00-8c0o Bc. Over the course of a
couple of centuries, farms began to be built with outbuildings, sometimes
with byres. They had cleared, permanent, manured fields. The innova-
tions of the previous millennia came together in an effective whole, helped
along by iron tools, which were first manufactured at this point. (Welinder

20T1: 23, 43)

Thus, the historic developments in Mailardalen are part of both an
expansive phase of intensive agriculture and the advent of the historic
farm, as well as Indo-European processes in time and space.

Dating traditions and discussion

There can be no doubt that the ecology has been a vital and fundamen-
tal parameter in all Scandinavian societies throughout history, and in
particular the winter has been the greatest challenge in agricultural and
pastoral communities. The length of the winter determines the growth
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Figure 8. Fertile fields in the Haga Valley, Uppsala. Photo: Terje Oestigaard
© License: CC BY-NC.

season, and cattle and domestic animals cannot live unprotected out-
doors without human support and secure supplies of fodder in cold win-
ter environments. As seen with the Norse mythology, there was a shared
Indo-European stratum of common conceptions in Europe seeing divin-
ities and deities in an ecological perspective (Figure 8). The world and
changing weather phenomena understood as fights between benevolent
and malevolent forces in the cosmos could explain the dramatic and
seasonal changes in nature. On the one hand, there were no almighty
gods, but on the other hand there were powers and forces everywhere
in nature, which could be propitiated, activated and incited. The sacrifi-
cial year and ritual practices were fundamentally structured around the
waning and waxing growth forces. The ethnographic material and
the ritual practices documented in Europe by Frazer and others by the
end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth clearly
support this interpretation. The challenging question is how far back in
time it is possible to trace parts of this cosmology and mythology.

In studies of “deep” oral history, it is generally agreed that memo-
ries of particular events or persons seldom survive more than s00-8o0
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years because the information becomes so distorted after intergener-
ational transmissions that the original content is lost. However, the
theoretical foundations for these assumptions are not always clear or
convincing, and new studies have opened up avenues and approaches
conceptualising greater time depths and continuities, like Aboriginal
memories of a great inundation 7,000 years ago (Nunn & Reid 2016)
or §,000- to 6,000-year-old Indo-European stories (da Silva & Tehrani
2016). Questions about continuity and change are fundamental in all
archaeological research, but often change is seen, at least implicitly, as
more natural and obvious than continuity, since change implies notions
of “development and progress” and continuity “stagnation”. However,
in many cases it can be the opposite, as Roy Rappaport points out, and
the crucial question is “What does this change maintain unchanged?”
(Rappaport 2001: 7).

If an ecological adaption works and the cosmological worldview
explains why and how the world, gods and humans function and relate
to each other, and the rationalisations and ritualizations of this religious
system have constituted all major and seasonal celebrations and the sac-
rifices have largely proved successful in the memory of mankind, there
are more reasons to preserve the system than to change it. If there are
changes, the aim is to maintain the tradition unchanged, and this is a
probable scenario in many prehistoric cosmologies in relation to chang-
ing ecologies. From this perspective, it is possible to put a tentative date
on some of the fundamental agrarian rites and Indo-European traditions
in Scandinavia. While there were changes on the surface — gods changed
names and forms — there were still structural continuities with regard to
inciting growth forces of grain and cattle, the foaming waters and the
holiness of the wells — frobrunn. The ritual year was structured around
continuity between the seasons and the life-giving powers and spirits
in the last sheaf, and harvesting and sowing and ploughing rituals and
sacrifices. These Indo-European practices and perceptions seem to go
back to at least the beginning of the Late Bronze Age in the agricultural
areas of Scandinavia. In other words, they are at least 3,000 years old.
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7. A tiny Indo-European ‘cow-suckler’?

A new etymology for Breton buzhugenn,
Middle Cornish vethygan and Gascon bousic,
boudic ‘earthworm’

Anders Richardt Jprgensen
Uppsala University

Abstract

This chapter argues for the existence of a Celtic reflex of Proto-Indo-
European *g“ou-d"Vh;- ‘cow-suckler; chthonic creature’, a reconstruction
otherwise posited on the basis of Vedic godbd- ‘monitor lizard’, Latin bifo
‘toad’ or ‘some kind of rodent” and Armenian kovadiac ‘lizard’. Celtic is
argued to have formed a diminutive derivative * boud-iko- (< “* g ou-d"h;-
iko-"), originally ‘little cow-suckler’, with reflexes in Breton buzhugenn,
Middle Cornish vethygan and Gaulish *boudiko- (- Gallo-Romance
*bo'0iko-, reflected in Gascon bousic, boudic and Saintongeais bouic),
all with the meaning ‘(earth)worm’. The Celtic derivative *boudiko- is
closely paralleled both formally and semantically by Dardic and Nuristani
reflexes of Indo-Iranian *gaud’aH- and its diminutive *gaud”(H)ikaH
(< *g“ou-d"h;-ikeh,), also with the meaning ‘worm’.

1. An Indo-European ‘cow-suckler’

There is a widespread and well-attested belief across Europe that certain
animals may steal milk by biting or suckling the udder of cattle (or other

* T wish to thank the following, who helped at various points in time during the
writing of this chapter: Samopriya Basu for discussing and explaining Dardic and
Nuristani matters, Vincent Poudampa for providing access to the ALG at a time
when this was not otherwise possible and Adam Hyllested, Benedicte Nielsen, Davide
Ermacora and the members of LAMP for useful discussion about various aspects of
the chapter.
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dairy-producing livestock).> The animals responsible for this vary, but
it is typically “chthonic” and often nocturnal animals who are believed
to present this behaviour, especially snakes, toads and lizards. Apart
from direct descriptions of the beliefs (in e.g. Svanberg 2003: 150-151;
2009: §57-59; Bugiené 2011; Ermacora 2017 and in this volume;
Larsson in this volume), the idea that chthonic creatures may suckle the
udders of livestock is evident from designations for specific animals that
literally translate to ‘cow-suckler’ or the like (see Martirosyan 2010:
797-798; Witczak 20203), e.g. Alb. thithélopé ‘toad’ (lit. ‘suckle-cow’),
Ukr. momnokociic molokosys ‘spotted salamander’ (lit. ‘milk-suckler’;
see Boldyrev et al., 1989: 504), Arm. kov(a)cuc and kovadiac® ‘a kind
of lizard’ (lit. ‘cow-suckler’; on the latter, see Section 2.3 below), Ved.
godha- ‘monitor lizard’ (lit. ‘cow-suckler’; see Section 2.1 below).+ At
times this belief may involve animals one might not typically designate
chthonic. Thus, in Northern and North-Western European folklore,
the ‘milk-stealer’ is often a (supernatural) hare or cat-like creature
(Wall 1977-1978 for Scandinavia; Stifter 2021 for Ireland), whereas
Greek atyob#jhag and Latin caprimulgus, lit. ‘goat-suckler’, refers to the
nightjar, a nocturnal bird.

The belief in cow-suckling, chthonic animals among speakers of
Indo-European languages may at least in part be inherited from a
shared proto-stage rather than a purely areal phenomenon. The reason
to consider this is primarily linguistic. We appear to find reflexes in
several daughter languages of a non-trivial compound that, judging by
its constituent lexical elements, should mean ‘cow-suckler’. However,

> This belief may at first sight seem bizarre. However, without an understanding of
bacteria and infection, it would be a reasonable conclusion that sores on the udder
and blood and pus in the milk be explained as the result of contact with chthonic
creatures, some of which were venomous (e.g. snakes) or poisonous (e.g. toads).

5 Witczak (2020) interprets Hitt. akuuakuua- of unknown meaning (presumably
designating some chthonic animal with suggestions ranging from ‘frog’, ‘toad’ to
‘mole” and ‘spider’) and the (Luwoid?) variant aunaua- ‘id.’(?) as deriving from a
compound of *h;eg""- ‘to drink’ and g“ou- ‘cow’, though in this case a reduplicated
formation and possibly onomatopoeic origin may be more likely. Witczak (ibid.)
also interprets Lith. Zaltys, Zalktys (dial.), Latv. zalktis, zaltis (dial.) ‘(grass) snake’ as
deriving from *galh, kt-ijo- ‘(one associated with) milk’ (see also Gr. yéha, ydhaxtog
‘milk’) instead of the commonly accepted derivation from the colour adjective seen in
Lith. Zalias ‘green’.

4+ One could even consider interpreting * H6g""- ‘snake’ (Gr. 8¢ic, Ved. dhi-, YAv. aZi-)
as an agent noun *b;6g""-i- ‘drinker’ derived from the root *b;eg"’- ‘to drink’ (see Hitt.
ekuzileukzi, Tokh. B yokdm; LIV 231), a taboo replacement of an older word for ‘snake’.
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the compound does not mean this in the attested languages but rather
refers to various chthonic animals. The etymology goes back to Fick
(1891: 321):

Lat. biifo lasst sich bis auf die endung mit s. godhd ,eine grosse eidechsenart*
identificiren. Die godhd heisst gewohnlich go-sarpa ,kuhschlange, wird
also eine art blindschleiche, ungiftige schlange sein. Mir scheinen go-dha
und lat. bii-f6 aus go = b6-s und dha = lat. fé ,saugen® zusammengesetzt zu
sein und ,kuhsaugend‘ zu bedeuten. Dem zaltys, der grossen bruchschlange,
sagt man (nach Nesselmann Lit. wb. unter Zaltis) in Litauen nach, dass sie
den kiithen die milch aussaugt.

In modern notation this would be reconstructed as *g“ou-d"Vh;-, a
verbal governing compound consisting of the root noun *g“ou- ‘cow’s
(reflected in e.g. Skt. gaus, Gr. Bobg, Lat. bos, Olr. b, ON kii,) as the
first member and the verbal root *d"b; (i)- ‘to suckle’ (reflected in e.g.
the nasal present Skt. dhinoti, MBret. denaff ‘to suckle’ < *d"i-ne-h;-)
as the second member.

2. The attested forms

In the following sections, I will give a brief overview of the attested
forms underpinning the Proto-Indo-European® reconstruction.

2.1. Vedic godhd- ‘monitor lizard’

Vedic godha- ‘monitor lizard’ is pivotal for the Proto-Indo-European
reconstruction. It is fairly well attested and survives into Classical
Sanskrit and Modern Indic languages. The Nsg. of godhad- shows no
contraction with the following a- in RV 10, 28, 11, tébhyo godha
aydtham karsad etdt “the monitor-lizard will plow this way for
[them]” (translation by Jamison & Brereton 2014: 1420). This form
is resolved to godhak in the Padapatha and taken by Liiders (1942:
43) as a survival of an athematic stem, i.e. what would directly reflect
a PIE Nsg. *g“ou-d"Vh;-s. Elsewhere, godbd- has been transferred

5 Alternatively *g"ehs;-u-. The exact reconstruction should not affect the argument
presented here.

¢ Proto-Indo-European is used here for the reconstructed starting point. Strictly
speaking, however, a reconstruction based on Indo-Iranian, Italic, Armenian and
Celtic will, if accepted, only take us as far back as Core Indo-European (Indo-Celtic).
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to the feminine g-stems. Hence it is reasonable to assume that
godha- originally was inflected like other compounds whose second
member originally ended in vowel + laryngeal, e.g. vasu-da-b ‘giving
wealth’, go-pa-b ‘herdsman’.

The precise meaning of godha- in Sanskrit was investigated by Liiders
(1942: 23—50). After a very detailed treatment of the attestations in
Vedic and Classical Sanskrit, Liiders settles for ‘monitor lizard’. This is
supported by the fact that the word has numerous reflexes in Modern
Indic languages largely with the same meaning. Luders (1942: 35) fur-
thermore discusses the diminutive formation seen in Skt. godhika, des-
ignating a smaller variety of lizard. This derivative is also found in
the compounds grha-godhika’ and agara-godhika ‘little house-godha’,
presumably referring to the ‘house gecko’.

However, the meaning of godhd and godhika in the Modern Indic
languages is more varied than the Sanskrit attestations would lead
us to expect. In several Dardic languages the meaning is not ‘lizard’
or ‘gecko’, but rather ‘snake’ or ‘worm; bug’. For instance, Kalasha-
mun gok, the cognate® of Skt. godhd, means ‘snake’ and gohik, goik,
the cognate of Skt. godhika, is used both specifically for ‘worm’,
as in phaw goik ‘earthworm’ (phaw ‘earth, soil’), and in a broader
sense to cover all sorts of insects and reptiles (Trail & Cooper 1999:
108). Elsewhere in the Dardic languages we find the latter mean-
ing, ‘worm, bug’, for the reflex of godha (Turner 1966: item 4104),
e.g. Khowar goy ‘bug, insect, worm’ (Morgenstierne 1973b: 263),
Phalula gr’ok (Morgenstierne 1941: 36), ghrook ‘worm’ (Liljegren
2019 s.v. ghrook, with intrusive -r- and leftward shift of aspira-
tion) and Dameli gu'ak ‘worm’ (Morgenstierne 1942: 169).° There
are also reflexes in the Nuristani languages with the same meaning,
e.g. Ashkun gok ‘worm’, Kalasha-ala (Waigali) gok ‘id.” (Turner 1966:

7 The alternative form grha-golika, -golaka- probably shows influence from Skt.
gauli- ‘a small house lizard’, which in turn is most likely borrowed from Dravidian
(Turner 1966: item 4324; Mayrhofer 1992—20071: IlI.166), see also Kannada gavuli,
Tamil kavuli ‘lizard’, Telugu gauli (Burrow & Emeneau 1984: 124).

8 The Dardic and Nuristani words given here have been secondarily enlarged with
the semantically vague denominal suffix -k, here possibly with diminutive meaning.

° The meaning ‘lizard’ is also encountered in Dardic, as in Pashai go: ‘lizard’,
Gawar-Bati go:wa ‘id.” (Morgenstierne 1956: 66), Indus Kohistani ghit, ghd,
ghit “a big lizard (monitor)’ (with leftward shift of aspiration; Zoller 2005: 155).
Interestingly, these lack the additional -k and it is therefore possible that we may
ascribe a diminutive function to the suffix in these words.
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item 4104; Degener 1998: 434),"° Prasun wulug ‘id.’** (Buddruss &
Degener 2015: 840). Only Kalasha-mun appears to show distinct
reflexes of Ved. godhd- (Kal. gok ‘snake’) and the diminutive godhika
(Kal. gohik, goik ‘worm; bug’), whereas other Dardic and Nuristani
languages only preserve a reflex of godhd-, with the meaning ‘worm;
bug’ (and in some varieties ‘lizard’). It is possible, as suggested to me by
Samopriya Basu (pers. comm.), that Kalasha-mun preserves the orig-
inal state of affairs (‘snake’ = diminutive ‘worm’) and that the situa-
tion elsewhere represents a later merger of the two very similar words,
with the meaning of the diminutive godhika ‘worm’ prevailing.™
It then remains an open question whether the meanings found in
Dardic and Nuristani languages derive independently from an orig-
inal ‘cow-suckler, chthonic creature’ or if they came about through
a later semantic shift from ‘monitor lizard; small lizard, gecko’, the
established meanings of Skt. godha- and godhika.

As for the further etymology, it is, in light of the numerous examples
where chthonic creatures are referred to as ‘cow-sucklers’ (see Section 1
above), overwhelmingly likely that such a motif is also behind Ved.
godha- (pace Scarlata 1999: 191-193). However, since godha- is still
more or less synchronically transparent in Vedic Sanskrit, it cannot by
itself be used by itself to argue for the existence of an earlier tradition.

2.2. Latin bufé ‘toad’ or ‘some kind of rodent’

The second piece of evidence adduced by Fick (1891: 321) is Latin bufo
‘toad’. This is a hapax legomenon in Classical Latin, being attested
only in Virgil (Georg. 1.184), where it refers to an animal living in
holes that disturbs the farmer’s work. It must have been an at least
regionally common word in light of the fact that we find reflexes of it in

 These words were previously taken to be cognate with Skt. gavedhuka- a
kind of snake’ (thus Turner 1966: item 4104 and Morgenstierne 1973b: 263),
an etymologically obscure word attested in the medical treatise Susrutasambita
(Mayrhofer 1992—2001: I[Il.156). However, as argued convincingly by Morgenstierne
(1956: 66; 1973a: 102), it is much more likely that Khow. goy, Kal. go'hik ‘worm’,
etc. are cognate with Skt. godha- ‘monitor lizard’ and godhika- ‘gecko’, respectively
(Turner 1966: item 4286).

= This etymology was suggested to me by Samopriya Basu (pers. comm.). For the
phological development compare Prasun éiliim, iilyum ‘wheat’ (Buddruss & Degener
2015: 534), the cognate of Skt. godhama- ‘id.”

2 The opposite development, a generalization of the diminutive form with the
meaning of the base word, is found in e.g. Nepali gohi, guhi, goi ‘crocodile’, Odia
gobi, goi, gui ‘monitor lizard’ (Turner 1966: item 4286.2).
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the later Romance languages. Traditionally, it has been assigned the
meaning ‘toad’, partly based on the context in Virgil and partly inspired
by the existence of words with a similar meaning in Medieval Latin,
Old Italian and Old Occitan (though some of these may be learned bor-
rowings from Latin). Thus we find Medieval Latin hic biffo gl. lo rospo
‘the toad’ (fourteenth century), Old Italian bufo (1364; apparently con-
tinuing an o-stem rather than an n-stem) and bufone (1342) and Old
Occitan bufo (an n-stem) ‘toad’ (LEI 7: 1414-1415). In Modern Italian
we also find buffa ‘frog; toad’ (LEI 6: 429—430). These all align with the
meaning traditionally assumed for Latin bi#fo. However, as remarked
by Leumann (1960; see also Adams 2007: 437), it is not at all certain
that Virgil’s bif6 actually has the meaning ‘toad’. The attestation in
Virgil, where miis ‘mouse’, talpa ‘mole’ and bif6 are mentioned in suc-
cession, leads Leumann to suspect that b#if6 instead refers to some kind
of rodent, a meaning that is also ascribed to it in glossaries. And, indeed,
a Romance reflex providing a much better fit for the context in Virgil,
‘some kind of rodent’, is found, namely in Gascon and Béarnais ['buhi],
['bub®] (FEW 1: 599; ALF map 1286) and Catalan [bu'fo] (ALDG map
1617, pt. 116), with the meaning ‘mole’. These may continue the Latin
Asg. biifonem* regularly. As argued below in Section 3, a semantic shift
from ‘toad’ to ‘mole’ is not in itself impossible but it remains likely that
the meaning ‘toad’ applied to Lat. bifo is simply due to a misinter-
pretation of the passage in Virgil. The question is further complicated
by the existence of similar words in the same semantic field, i.e. Latin
bitbo ‘owl’, Italian buffa ‘frog; toad’ and various Italian dialect words
for buzzing insects, bufén ‘hornet’ (Garbini 1925: 327), boféne ‘rose
chafer’ (ibid.: 1195), buffone ‘cockchafer’ (ibid.: 1430). However, even
if we cannot exclude an etymological connection between these and
biifo, as argued by Ronzitti (201 1: 13-633), such words are better kept
apart in this discussion, since they may equally well be onomatopoeic.

On the formal side, a comparison with Ved. godha- requires that
bitfo entered Latin from a rural Italic variety (Adams 2007: 437), with
initial b- from PIE *g*- (cf. Lat. bos ‘cow’) and medial -f- from PIE
“-d" (cf. Lat. rifus ‘red’). This is hardly an insurmountable obsta-
cle and the etymology will be tentatively accepted going forward. As
for the Latin n-stem, it is possible to interpret it as an individualizing

5 Ronzitti (2011: 671) instead allows for all the meanings attested, ‘toad’, ‘mole’,
‘insect’ and ‘owl’ to be original, under the assumption that ‘milk-suckler’ originally
could refer to a whole range of animals.
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formation, possibly based on a thematic adjective *g“ou-d"h;-o-
‘cow-suckling’ - *g“ou-d"h;-o-n- ‘a cow-suckling one’ (as suggested
by Birgit Anette Olsen, pers. comm.). Alternatively, Specht (1944a:
217) assumes that a Nsg. *g“ou-d"oh-s first caused the word to be
transferred to the feminine 6(i)-stems and from here, when this type
was lost, to the Latin n-stems.

2.3. Armenian kovadiac® ‘lizard’

The third word underpinning the reconstruction of PIE *g“ou-
d"Vh;- ‘cow-suckler’ is Armenian kovadiac ‘lizard’ (see HAB 11.639;
Martirosyan 2010: 372-373; 2013: 103). While kovadiac® contains the
same etymological elements as Ved. godha-, there are a few complications
that need to be addressed. First of all, it is formed with the productive
composition vowel -a-, which means that it must have been perceived as
a nominal compound well into the prehistory of Armenian. Furthermore,
the suffix -ac has been added (cf. Arm. stndiac® ‘baby’, consisting of stin
‘breast’ and -diac® ‘suckler’). In spite of these obstacles, it is conceiva-
ble that kovadiac ultimately continues a PIE *g“ou-d'eh;- ‘cow-suckler’,
showing the similar semantic narrowing to a specific chthonic animal as
Skt. ‘monitor lizard” and Latin ‘toad’ or ‘some kind of rodent’. However,
given the continuing existence of the constituent parts of kovadiac® in
Armenian, a more recent formation cannot be ruled out.

3. The semantic range

If we want to argue for the existence of a PIE *g“ou-d"Vh;- we face an
obvious obstacle, namely the semantic difference between the potential
reflexes. One may wonder if an etymology linking a word meaning ‘liz-
ard’ to another meaning ‘toad’ or even ‘mole’ is credible. One reason for
maintaining the connection could be that the word did not mean either
of these things in Proto-Indo-European but rather was a more generic
term for ‘chthonic creature’ believed to be stealing milk from cows by
suckling their udders. Their perceived and actual behaviour and hab-
itat may have been sufficient to early speakers of Indo-European to
group these animals together, as animals of the “milk-stealing” and
“cow-suckling” kind. At later stages in the individual branches, the
reflexes may have been assigned to specific animals.

Another way of accounting for the semantic range of the reflexes
of *g“ou-d"Vh;- may present itself when we turn to other words
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designating specific chthonic creatures. We can often observe surprising
shifts within this semantic field, with a word usually being used for
one type of animal being used for a completely different animal (in
the Linnaean sense). Apart from the possible shift from Latin ‘toad’
to Occitan and Catalan ‘mole’, one can point to the various reflexes
of Lat. *(g)lironem ‘dormouse’ (CLat. glis, gliris) in Gallo-Romance.
Here we find not only the expected Fr. liron ‘dormouse’ (FEW 4: 155)
but in dialects liron ‘toad’ (Charente; FEW 21: 263), liroun ‘grass
snake’ (Gascogne; FEW 21: 261) and liron ‘maggot’ (Berry; FEW 21:
273). Likewise, the etymologically obscure [simi] ‘shrew; water vole’
(Haut-Dauphiné; FEW 21: 214) is probably the same word as [simul]
‘toad; tree frog’ (Haute-Vienne; FEW 21: 263), both apparently deriv-
ing from a Gallo-Latin *simonem.** Outside Gallo-Romance one can
mention, for example, Russ. simyp jdscur ‘a kind of mouse or dor-
mouse’ and Pol. jaszczur ‘salamander’ of unclear origin and MidArm.
xlez ‘lizard’ with a dialectal Modern Armenian meaning ‘snail’
(Martirosyan 2010: 762). One could even consider deriving PCelt.
*gelu- ‘leech’ (Olr. gil, ModW gelau, OCorn. ghel, MBret. guelouenn)
from PIE *g"eluH- ‘tortoise’ (Gr. xéAdg, Russian Church Slavic Zely),
although one might have to resort to unattested intermediate seman-
tic steps in this case (‘snail’?).

Admittedly, once we accept that designations for “chthonic crea-
tures” need not refer to a specific animal but may either be more gen-
eral terms or be applied seemingly almost at random to specific animals
within the category, the possibility of chance matches between languages
is increased due to the lax semantic matches required. Nevertheless, the
relatively long string of potentially matching phonemes involved in
the reconstruction *g“oud’(V)h;- and the overwhelming later evi-
dence for the belief that chthonic creatures may suckle the udders
of the livestock and steal their milk (Ermacora 2017) is sufficient to
at least entertain the possibility that the reconstruction is valid for
Proto-Indo-European.

4+ Simon Poulsen (pers. comm.) mentions the possibility that these words might
reflect a borrowing of a derivative of Gr. glpéc ‘snub-nosed, flat-nosed’, formally
identical to the name Xipwv. If the original meaning was ‘water vole’, the naming
motif could be understood as ‘snub-nosed (rat)’, the water vole often being treated as
a rat in popular taxonomy.
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4. A tiny Celtic cow-suckler?

Given that (1) Ved. godha- is synchronically transparent, (2) Latin bufo
probably has a somewhat surprising meaning and (3) Arm. kovadiac*
clearly has been (re)formed in the not-too-distant prehistory of
the language, we may need additional material if we are to accept the
reconstruction *g“ou-d"Vh;- ‘cow-suckler; chthonic creature’. If such
additional material can be identified, we should be able to strengthen
the case for the linguistic reconstruction and, hence, the reconstruction
of the belief in cow-suckling chthonic creatures all the way back to
Proto-Indo-European.

The additional material might be provided by Celtic. A reflex of a deriv-
ative of our potential Proto-Indo-European compound *g“ou-d"Vh,-
‘cow-suckler’ may be found in Breton and Cornish and, via Gaulish, in
Modern Gallo-Romance. The attested forms and the likely reconstruc-
tion based on these will be treated below.

4.1. Modern Breton buzhug ‘earthworms’

Modern Breton buzhug coll. ‘earthworms’, buzhugenn sglt. ‘(an) earth-
worm’ is attested from the Middle Breton period onwards. The earliest
attestation appears to be found in the trilingual Breton—French-Latin
manuscript dictionary (mid-fifteenth century), traditionally entitled
the Catholicon. Here it is spelled buzuguenn and glossed with French
bugue and Latin buga (Cms. 23v), the French word being a borrowing
from Breton and the Latin word being a Latinization of the French
word. This entry is repeated verbatim in the first printed edition (1499;
Ca. 29) and it is continued with insignificant variation in the later Cb.
and Cc. We also find the word in a poetic context in M 309, da muz
entre’n buzuc, gant vn huc an trugar ‘your cage [will be] among the
earthworms, with a merciless robe’, rhyming muz buzuc huc antrugar.
In the Late Middle Breton Nomenclator (1633; Nom. 50), buzuguen
translates Latin lumbricus and French ver de terre. The word is contin-
ued in Modern Breton, where buzhug/buzhugenn seems to be almost
universally used for ‘earthworm’ in the dialects (ALBB 47) and also
widely used for ‘lugworm’ (Berr 1986: 208—210) in coastal regions.
Breton buzhug has not yet received a satisfying etymology (HPB
534; Deshayes 2003: 147). The proposed connection with brutugenn,
burtugenn ‘dung heap’ (Ernault 1895-1896: 86-89; Henry 1900: 48)
is formally impossible. A connection with ScG baoiteag ‘angleworm’
would be more promising, allowing for a Proto-Celtic proto-form
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*boittV-. However, baoiteag is either a borrowing from Engl. bait
(Oftedal 1956: 107) or a variant of boiteag ‘maggot’, which in turn is
a borrowing from MEngl. bot, botte ‘maggot’ (MacBain 1911: 29, 43).
Therefore, a connection to buzhug is unlikely.

Based on the attestations, we would usually reconstruct a relatively
uncontroversial Proto-Breton collective *byfyg ‘earthworms’ with
an accompanying singulative *byfyg-enn ‘an earthworm’. The main
uncertainty concerns the medial fricative, written <z> in Middle Breton.
Middle Breton <z> represents two different phonemes, /8/ and /6/, and
the only way to figure out which is meant is to look at the reflexes
in the Modern Breton dialects (and cognates outside Breton, when
available). Corresponding to the <z> in Middle Breton buzuguenn we
find, broadly speaking, Léonais (abbreviated L) and Trégorrois (T) [z],
western Cornouaillais (K) [r], eastern K -O-, Vannetais (V) [h] and -@-
(ALBB 47; Berr 1986: 208—210). This combination would normally be
taken as evidence of the medial consonant being PBret. *6 (thus HPB
534), as if from PCelt. *# or *zd. However, it should be noted that
medial *0 cannot be completely excluded as the immediate source of
the attested dialectal forms. While we would expect medial *0 to simply
be lost in TKV Breton, secondary -b- as a hiatus-filler is occasionally
found after -y- in Vannetais, as in PBrit. *#r#yed (< PCelt. *trougiia; cf.
Olr. trogae) > *try.ed (cf. MBret. truez) > EModV trubé [try'he] ‘pity’
(consistently spelled with <h> in Early Modern Vannetais; cf. ALBB
592). Thus the Vannetais and eastern Cornouaillais forms of buzhug
showing medial [h] (and -@- secondarily from this) may also be recon-
ciled with a reconstruction *bydyg. The western K [r] is not in itself the
regular development of either *6 or *0 but rather due to sporadic rhota-
cism that may affect either fricative in medial position.™s Therefore, the
attested [r] does not allow us to decide whether the Proto-Breton form
contained the voiced or the voiceless fricative. This then leaves us with
the T [z]. While it does not constitute the regular development, there
are clear cases where *0 also gives [z] in T, probably specifically next to
high vowels, e.g. *budar ‘deaf’ (MBret. bouzar) with [z] in almost all
of T (ALBB 36). Therefore the attested dialectal forms can, at least in
principle, also go back to PBret. *bydyg.

5 Jackson (HPB §33—534) notes that rhotacism of *6is very rare, being otherwise
only found in the reflex of *huifigell ‘bladder’, a derivative of *huif- ‘to blow’, which
shows -7- in much of Cornouaille.



A tiny Indo-European ‘cow-suckler’? 173

Even if we do reconstruct PBret. *byfyg with a voiceless medial *6,
there are a number of instances where etymological medial *0 appears
to have been devoiced to *6 in all of Breton. This is clearly observable
in several verbal stems with medial etymological *0, such as ModBret.
lazban ‘to kill” and kouezhan ‘to fall’ (cf. W lladd-, cwydd-), where the
Breton dialectal reflexes point to *6 (whence the modern spelling with
<zh>). According to Jackson (HPB 707), these can be explained by
recourse to the regular loss of medial *0 in TKV and the introduc-
tion of a secondary -h- to eliminate the subsequent hiatus. However,
this account is contradicted by the development of kuzhan ‘to hide’
(PBrit. *k#0-; W cuddio), where the etymological *0 surfaces as /z/
in Trégorrois™ as opposed to the loss in Cornouaillais’” and the /h/ in
Vannetais. The Trégorrois [z] in the reflex of *kyd- cannot be explained
as a hiatus-filler but it makes perfect sense if we operate with a Proto-
Breton stage *ky6-.*® Hence the easiest way to account for verbal stems
such as lazhan, kouezhati, kuzhasi may be to assume a sporadic change
of medial *0 > *6, and this may therefore also account for the appar-
ent medial *0 in buzbug. It is possible that this change is related to the
sporadic development of an unetymological -h- next to (or devoicing of)
medial nasals and continuants. This is seen in e.g. PBrit. *tuuil/*tipo1l >
MBret. teffoal, theffhal ‘dark’ > ModBret. tesival, but T ['tePal], ['tefal],
V tihoel [tiThwe:l] (ALBB 581, NALBB §50), PBrit. *mdlinodr > MBret.
melinhezr > ModBret. meliner, but V [moli'ne:r], [mili'ne:r] (ALBB
458%°), PBrit. *punner > MBret. ponnher, ponher ‘heavy’ > ModBret.

¢ Plougrescant <kuz-> (Le D 2012: 337), Perros-Guirec ['ky:zat] (Konan 2017:
151), Bégard ['ky:za] (Brezhoneg Bro-Vear; https://www.brezhonegbrovear.bzh
/geriadur.php?ger=2514).

7 Argol ['kyat] (Bothorel 1982: 46), Carhaix-Plouguer [cy:] (Timm 1984: 179),
Berrien [ky:at] (Ploneis 1983: 38), Saint-Yvi [ky:i] (Heusaff 1996: 194)), south-east
Cornouaille [da gy:d] (Bouzec, Goapper & Souffez 2017: 37).

8 It is furthermore likely that the vowel height plays a part in the outcome of medial
*6 in TK Breton. When preceded by a low or mid vowel, we tend to see *6 > *h, *x
(cf. poazhat ‘to cook’ > TK ['pwa(x)at], ALBB 529, razhed ‘rats’ > TK ['ra(x)ad],
ALBB 545), when preceded by a high vowel *6 is much more likely to behave like
word-final *-0 and give /z/ (cf. lizber ‘letter’ > TK [lizer], ALBB 431).

9 This change cannot be the result of final devoicing of *-0 > *-6 (in the 3sg. pres.)
carried over to medial position. This is because the contrast between *0 and *6 is
preserved almost without exception exactly in word-final position.

2 See Jorgensen (2009) for the reconstruction and development of the suffix in this
word.
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pounner, but V [po'ne:r] (ALBB 538, NALBB 46*'), PBrit. *kouann >
MBret. coubenn ‘an owl’ > ModBret. kaouenn, but Goello [(kowhen],
['kowhan], V kohann [ko'han], [ku'han] (ALBB 359%*).

So, while *byfyg might be the most straightforward reconstruction,
it is fully possible that *bydyg would produce the same result.

4.2. Middle French bugue

As we saw above, Middle Breton buzuguenn is translated by Middle
French bugue, presumably /bygs/ in the Catholicon (see Chauveau
1992: 134-135). This appears to be the only known attestation of
bugue. However, despite its rarity, it is likely to represent a real word
and not just a nonce-borrowing from Breton.>’ This is due to the fact
that bugue does not exactly match Breton buzuguenn or buzuc. It
must therefore have had its own life in a local variety of French for
some time. Furthermore, the Latinization to buga in the Catholicon
provides independent confirmation that bugue is spelled correctly and
should be read /bygo/.

However, the French gloss bugue is more problematic than tradi-
tionally assumed.>* It is usually taken to show *6 > *h, which in this
particular word is a development specific to Vannetais and a small
part of Cornouaille. The oldest examples of the change of *6 to b in
Vannetais are from the late fifteenth century, later than the appearance
of bugue in the Catholicon, and the change was only carried through in

>t The -b- is subsequently lost outside Bas-Vannetais and the immediate surroundings,
as in the reflexes of MBret. ann heol ‘the sun’ (ALBB 319, NALBB 163).

>> The distribution of [h] and [J] in this word largely corresponds to that found
in the reflexes of intervocalic PBret. *b from PBrit. *h (< *xs) and *x (< *kk; see
Schrijver 1997: 298—300) seen in MBret. vhel /yhel/ ‘high’ < PBrit. *#xel < PCelt.
*ouxselo- (ALBB 593; NALBB 17; MW uchel, MCorn. vghel), MBret. dehou /dehou/
‘right’ < PBrit. *debou < PCelt. *dexsouV- (ALBB 147; MW deheu, MCorn. dyhow,
dyghow) and, with a slightly more limited distribution of -h-, MBret. bubez /byhed/
‘life’ < PBrit. *be#xed (ALBB 33; MW buched) and MBret. bihan /bihan/ little’ <
PBrit. *bixan (NALBB 43; MW bychan, MCorn. byhan, beghan). We can therefore
posit PBret. *koubann with medial *-h-.

s It is possible that this form survives in Malestroit Gallo bugue, buguet (Viaud
Grand-Marais 1912: 187) but this could also just be a much more recent independent
borrowing from Vannetais, given the proximity to the linguistic border.

*+ The Breton singulative buzbhugenn has also been borrowed by neighbouring
Romance varieties as [beejé], [bogé], [bigé] (ALF 1371, ALO 465). FEW (20: 6) takes
this to have been borrowed recently from Vannetais after the development of non-
initial *0 > *h (> *@) in this dialect. This seems reasonable and the late attestations of
the Gallo-Romance forms fit the time frame.
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the course of the sixteenth century (HPB 683). So, even if the change is
put some 50 years earlier (in spite of the lack of evidence for this), we
are left with a very narrow window for the “French” borrowing bugue
(from Vannetais) to become established as a suitable word translating
MBret. buzuguenn in a dictionary compiled outside the Vannetais area.
Therefore, it seems rather more likely that the loss of the medial fric-
ative came about in French after the word was borrowed. This could
be regular if we instead reconstruct a medial *0 for an earlier stage in
Breton, as it is suggested above. It then becomes possible to see the
French borrowing of bugue as having occurred quite a bit earlier, say as
EOWPFr. *bydyga (appr. 9oo—1100 AD) with subsequent regular loss of
*0 in later Old French and contraction of *by.yga to the attested bugue.
To be fair, however, it is not entirely clear how an early borrowing of
*bybByg would turn out in Old French, hence this reconstruction is not
necessarily contradicted by the French evidence.?s

4.3. Middle Cornish vethygan ‘earthworm’

A cognate of Breton buzhug has been known from Late Cornish for a
considerable time: the collective bulug (Lhuyd apud George 2020: 113)
and the singulatives bulligan (Borlase) and beligan (Pryce ms.). The
latter forms are continued in the English dialect of Cornwall as bulig-
gan, buluggan. However, a form closer to Breton buzhug, buzhugenn
is probably found in the recently discovered Middle Cornish Life of
Saint Kea. In a series of verses spoken by different legates praising the

=5 If an Old French /byga/ ‘worm’ (< Old Breton *bydyg) existed locally in
Brittany, we may note the striking similarity between this and the English word bug
‘any small insect or larva’. The resemblance between the two could be more than
a coincidence. English bug (first attested in 1594 according to the OED) is without a
convincing etymology. A connection with bug ‘an imaginary evil spirit or creature;
a bogeyman’ may be possible, however “early examples [of bug ‘insect’] show no
clear evidence of such association.” (OED s.v. bug, n.%). If an Old French *bugue
really existed, possibly only locally in Brittany, it is possible that this became part of
Anglo-Norman (with its north-western French base) and from there entered Middle
English. Admittedly, the phonological match is not perfect. We would probably
expect Old French /bygo/ to be borrowed as MEng. **buge /biuga/ > ModEng.
/bju:g/, rather than the MEng. bugge /buggs/ > ModEng. bug we actually find. The
irregularity consists in the borrowing of OFr. /g/ as Engl. /gg/ (Luick 1964: 447),
whereas the substitution of OFr. /y/ with Engl. /u/ would probably follow regularly
before the long consonant (Luick 1964: 442—443) as in e.g. OFr. juge /d3yd3o/ > Engl.
judge. A semantic broadening from ‘worm’ to a more general ‘worm; bug; insect’ is
unremarkable, as evidenced by e.g. W pryf ‘insect’ < PCelt. *k"“rimi- (ModBret. prefiv,
Olr. cruim ‘worm’) < PIE *k“rmi- (Lith. kirmis, Ved. kfmi- ‘worm’).
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emperor, we find the following passage spoken by the ninth legate (BK
22.86-22.90%):

ethos floran

drys peb in noer
an vethygda

indan an doar

ath worth heb mar

“Thou art a flower

beyond all in the world

the bethygan/methygan

under the ground

worships thee, without doubt”

The surrounding stanzas, spoken by the various legates, likewise
praise the emperor. The tenth legate states whath lovan goyth / in y vgog
/ thys a ynclyn “Yet a wild weasel / in its burrow / bows down to thee”
(BK 22.98-22.100). The twelfth legate, in a difficult and probably gar-
bled passage, states nygh in dowr / trvth na [s]ylly / nath svl ma thilly /
da ny ga / na pyma brd / nath prys “swims in water / a trout nor eels /
do not [...], if thou canst / does not sing / nor where is a crow / that does
not praise thee” (BK 23.09-23.14). Even though the precise details of
these stanzas may elude us, it seems clear that we are presented with var-
ious animals in their natural habitat and a brief description of how even
they worship the emperor. In this context, George’s interpretation of an
vethygan | indan an doar as ‘the earthworm / under the ground’ is very
appealing and will be followed here. This implies that vethygan is from
bethygan™, with regular lenition after the article of a feminine noun.
Unfortunately, neither Middle Cornish vethygan nor Late Cornish
bulug/bulligan/beligan (with sporadic lambdacism) helps much in the
reconstruction of the Proto-Brittonic form. Middle Cornish -th- is
ambiguous as to voicing and the unrounded -y- /i/ or /1/ in vethygan
may have been introduced from the collective, where it was unstressed.

*¢ This follows the interpretation of George (2006: 130-131). Thomas & Williams
(2007; lines 1765-1769) instead interpret an vethygan as the plural of bothiak
‘hunchback’, i.e. ‘goblin’. This seems less plausible considering the context. One could
also consider reading /efigan/, a singulative or diminutive derivative of MCorn. vihyk
/eBig/ ‘dreadful, horrible’ (cf. MBret. euzic ‘horrible’), i.e. ‘the (little) dreadful one’
(‘the devil’?).
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Therefore, MCorn. vethygan may equally well derive from older
*bVbig-, *bVoig-, *bVbyg- or *bVoyg-.

4.4. Proto-Brittonic and Proto-Celtic reconstruction

We have now arrived at two possible Proto-Brittonic reconstructions:
*buoung and *bubug (i.e. Proto-SWBrit. *bydyg and *by0yg). What is
immediately noticeable is the fact that the word is suspiciously long not
to be an older compound or a derivative, yet the possible reconstruc-
tions do not appear to lend themselves to further analysis. However,
a solution may present itself. There is a very strong tendency*” in
Breton and Cornish to spread the rounding of rounded front vowels.
Accordingly, Proto-Brittonic reconstructions with combinations such
as iCu, #Ci, 1IC# and #C1 could most likely all produce the observed
outcome #C# (i.e. Breton and Cornish yCy). We find e.g. MBret. cusul
/kysyl/, OCorn. cusul /kysyl/ ‘advice’ from PBrit. *kusil (< Lat. con-
stliumy cf. MW kussyl), MBret. pl. munut /mynyd/, MCorn. pl. munys
/myniz/*® ‘little’ from PBrit. *min#d (< Lat. minitu-). There appear to
be no examples specifically with Proto-Brittonic iCe# or #Ci in Middle
or Modern Breton and Middle Cornish. However, this is most likely
not because rounding did not spread in this context but rather due to a
lack of material. With this assimilation in mind, a probable morpholog-
ical analysis becomes available: *b#0-ig or *b#0-ig, i.e. as a derivative
formed with the Proto-Brittonic suffix *-ig. This would fit the semantics
well, since *-ig forms diminutives in Brittonic, something that would
not be surprising in a word with the meaning ‘earthworm(s)’.

It might be argued that diminutives in *-ig are expected to create sin-
gular/plural nouns, not collective/singulative nouns like MBret. buzuc/
buzuguenn.* This may not be an insurmountable difficulty, however,
once we look at the backstory of these systems. It is likely that the
innovative collective/singulative system arose as a consequence of the
loss of final syllables. This will have led to widespread homophony

»7 This is not an exceptionless change, as seen in e.g. OBret. budicolma /bydigel-pa/
‘victorious place’ (Fleuriot 1964: 92) and the personal name EMBret. Budic, Buzic
/byodig/ (Cq 2, 3, 8) < *b#dig ‘victorious’, with preserved yCi < #Ci (cf. W buddig
‘victorious’). Cf. the situation in Welsh, where #Ci may or may not show assimilation
to #C#, e.g. in MW llurig, llurug ‘cuirass’ < PBrit. * Lurig < Lat. lorica.

*% /y/ is unrounded to /i/ in post-tonic position in the course of Middle Cornish.

» Singular/plural nouns form an unmarked singular and a marked plural, while
collective/singulative nouns form an unmarked collective and a singulative marked by
the suffix -enn.
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between the inherited singular and plural. In cases where the plural was
more frequent, this was used as the underived form from which a sin-
gulative was derived by means of the suffix masc. *-mn, fem. *-enn.
Since the derivational base *b#0 most likely did not exist at the time of
the loss of final syllables, it is unsurprising that a derivationally opaque
*buoig (or already *b#oung) ‘earthworm; earthworms’ would become
a collective/singulative noun rather than a singular/plural noun. A
similar relegation of a derivative in *-iko- to the collective/singulative
system is seen in MBret. briniq, ModBret. brennig(-enn), ModW bren-
nig(-en) ‘limpets’ < PBrit. *berenn-ig ‘barnacles’, which corresponds
to Olr. bairnech, presumably from PCelt. *barann-iko- (cf. Jorgensen
2024: 140-142). Likewise in EModBret. coll. minuic, MBret. sglt.
minuiguenn ‘crumb’ < PBrit. *menuig < PCelt. *menu-iko- or *manu-
iko-, derived from the adjective found in Olr. min ‘minute, small’, W
man ‘small, little’ < PCelt. *menu-/*manu- < PIE *men-u-1* mn-u-V-.3°
These demonstrate that, once the derivational base was no longer
present, original diminutives in *-7ko- could end up in the collective/
singulative system rather than the singular/plural system if semantically
suitable. Therefore, an analysis of buzhug, vethygan as being an origi-
nal diminutive in *-ig seems likely.

4.5. Gascon bousic, boudic, Saintongeais bouic, bouit ‘earthworm’

As we have seen above, Breton buzhug(-enn) and Cornish vethygan
‘earthworm(s)’ may be plausibly derived from a PBrit. *b#0ig or
*buoig. Evidence from Gallo-Romance may tip the scales in favour of
the latter reconstruction, with medial *-0-. In Gascon and Saintongeais,
south-western varieties of Gallo-Romance, we find a strikingly simi-
lar word with the exact same meaning: Gascon bousic [bu'zik], boudic
[bu'dik], Saintongeais boui [bwi], bouic [bwik], bouit [bwit]3* ‘earth-
worm’ (ALF 1371, ALO 465, 466, ALG 65). No etymology is known
for this word (FEW 21: 279). Coromines, probably correctly, connects
it to Occ. bousigo “fallow land’ but does not provide any further details
on the semantic development (DECLC II: 46; cf. § 4.6 below). Based on
the attested forms, we are able to reconstruct a Proto-Gallo-Romance

o Cf. W difenwi, difanw- ‘to belittle, to diminish’.

3t Unetymological - in the singular of masculine nouns is typical in this area, as
in e.g. [a'bri:t] ‘shelter’ (ALF 4), Fr. abri, derived from Lat. apricare; [a'mi:t] ‘friend’
(ALF 38), Fr. ami < Lat. amicus (cf. Morin 1986: 179-181).



A tiny Indo-European ‘cow-suckler’? 179

*bo'0iko-. This would, if inherited, reflect a Latin *bOdicu-.*
However, in the absence of a suitable Latin etymon, we may assume that
Gallo-Romance *bo'0iko- ‘earthworm’ was borrowed from a local lan-
guage predating the spread of Latin, the most likely candidates being
Gaulish and Basque/Aquitanian. In the absence of a suitable Basque
candidate and since the word is attested as far north as Saintongeais,
a Basque origin appears unlikely, whereas a Gaulish origin would
come as no surprise. If the connection with the words for ‘fallow land’
(Section 4.6) is accepted, then the geographical spread would be much
wider and make a Basque origin even less likely.

The Proto-Gallo-Romance reconstruction *bo '0iko- already gets us
quite close to one of the proposed Proto-Brittonic reconstructions based
on Breton buzhug, MCorn. vethygan, namely *b#dig. Both GRom.
*bo'0iko- and PBrit. *b#dig can be united in a Proto-Celtic reconstruc-
tion *boudiko-, with GRom. *bo'diko- having been borrowed from
a Gaulish intermediary. Admittedly, the Gaulish reflex of Proto-Celtic
*ouC in Latin borrowings is usually identified with Latin -au- or -i-.
However, there are instances where the Gaulish reflex of PCelt. *ouC
is substituted with Latin -6-/-z- (VLat. /o/), as in *bou-tegos ‘cowshed’
> GRom. *bote- > e.g. Valais (Franco-Provencal) [bou] (von Wartburg
1927; FEW 1: 463; cf. MW beudy ‘cowshed’ < *bouo-tegos), and a
development from *ou to *# in Gaulish would likely go via *6 anyway.
There is also onomastic evidence from Gaulish of the stage -o- (Ellis
Evans 1967: 396). Therefore, if MBret. buzuguenn, MCorn. vethygan
and PGRom. *bo'0iko- ‘worm’ are etymologically connected, the most
likely reconstruction would be a PCelt. *boudiko-.

4.6. Occitan bousigo, Cat. boiga ‘fallow land’

We have now arrived at a plausible reconstruction *boudiko-
‘(earth)worm’ for Proto-Celtic, with reflexes in Brittonic and Gaulish
(reflected indirectly in Gallo-Romance). It is possible that the proposed
reconstruction may provide the key to a long-standing etymological
riddle in Gallo-Romance, namely the origin of Fr. (dial.) bouige, Occ.
bousigo, bouigo, Cat. boiga ‘fallow (land)’, i.e. land which is either
uncultivated or intentionally left without sowing and instead treated in

32 The cover symbol O represents a vowel that may derive from Lat. #, & or 6 (VLat.
*0 or *2). The contrast between these phonemes is neutralized in pretonic position.
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various ways to make it fertile again.’* This word is widely attested in
southern French, in Occitan3# and in northern Catalan3s (cf. FEW 1:
42435 ALF 1600; ALO 75; ALDC 744, 774). The attestations point to
a Gallo-Romance proto-form *bo'dika, a reconstruction very similar
to our word for ‘(earth)worm’, GRom. *bo'0iko-. And, like it, GRom.
*bo'0ika has yet to receive a completely convincing etymology. A
Gaulish origin has long been suspected on account of the geographical
distribution, the semantic field and what could be the Gaulish suffix
*-1ka (Grzega 2001: 90). Among the more prominent previous etymo-
logical proposals one can mention the following:

1. From Gaul. *boudika (DECLC II: 45), with cognates in Olr. biadach
‘victorious, triumphant’, MW buddig id.’), a derivative of the noun *boudi-
(Olr. biaid “victory, triumph’, MW budd ‘profit, gain’). The semantic jus-
tification would be that fallow land is land that is made profitable, though
such a semantic connection is not found in Insular Celtic.

2. From Gaul. *bodikd, a derivative in *-ikd from the PIE root *b’ed"(H)-
‘to dig’ (Lejeune 1954-1955: 284). The root is indeed attested in Celtic
(PCelt. *bedo- > W bedd ‘grave’, Bret. bez id.’, Gaul. *bedo- in OFr. biez,
ModFr. bief ‘a reach of water’) and the semantic motivation would be an
eminently reasonable ‘(land) which is dug’. However, neither the precise
formation nor the ablaut grade is known from Celtic.

3. From Gaul. *budika ‘burnt land’ (Gamillscheg 1921: 505) a derivative
from an alleged Proto-Celtic root *biud- ‘to burn’ (better *boud-), con-
nected by Gamillscheg to Fr. écobuer ‘to fertilize the soil by burning clods
and roots covered by earth and spreading it’. However, the evidence for a
Celtic root *boud- is close to non-existent and Fr. écobuer is most likely
completely unrelated.>¢

Since none of the etymologies proposed for *bo'dika (cf. FEW 1: 424;
see Grzega 2001: 89—90 for a recent discussion) is immediately con-
vincing, it may be worthwhile revisiting the issue. Very often, words
for ‘fallow (land)’ are derived from verbs with the meaning ‘to break

33 There are various ways of preparing land for growing crops and ensuring that the
soil is fertile, e.g. letting it grow over, breaking it open and turning the soil, covering
it with manure or with burnt twigs and clods.

5+ Rarely also as a masculine ['buzik] (ALF 1600, pt. 782, 783).

35 Also as a masculine boic.

3¢ Spitzer (1922: 20) instead derives écobuer from OFr. cobe ‘hit, blow’ < Lat.
colaphus.
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open (and turn the soil)’. This is observable in e.g. Fr. rotis (< Lat.
transp. *ruptaticiu-, derived from ruptu- ‘broken’; FEW 10: 56937),
Occ. frachivo (< Lat. transp. *fractiva, derived from Lat. fractu- ‘bro-
ken’), OHG bricha, ModG Brache (< PGerm. *bréko-, derived from
*brekan- ‘to break’, EWA 272-273). With this in mind we may take a
closer look at the Occitan verb bousiga (< GRom. *bodi'kare < transp.
Lat. *bOdicare), glossed as ‘fouger, fouiller, vermiller; en parlant
des pourceaux’, i.e. ‘to grub, to rummage (about pigs)’ (Mistral 1979:
1.346). The Occitan verb bousiga is clearly related in some way to
bousigo ‘fallow (land)’ and probably further to our bousic ‘(earth)
worm’ as well. The semantic and derivational relationship between
these words becomes understandable when confronted with the French
verb vermiller ‘to grub, to rummage, to dig (of pigs searching for
worms and roots)” which translates bousiga. Fr. vermiller goes back to
Old French vermeillier and ultimately to *vermiculare ‘to search for
worms’, a verbal derivative of the Latin noun vermiculus ‘little worm,
grub’. In a completely parallel fashion, bousiga ‘to grub, to rummage,
to dig (of pigs searching for worms)’ may be derived regularly from
bousic ‘earthworm, worm’:

Lat. vermiculus ‘worm’

- *vermiculare > ModFr. vermiller ‘(of a pig) to grub, to rummage, to dig’
GRom. *bo'diko- ‘(earth)worm’

- *bodikare > ModOcc. bousiga ‘(of a pig) to grub, to rummage, to dig’

This would entail that the noun bousigo ‘fallow (land)’ originally
meant ‘land which is dug up (by rummaging pigs)’*® and that it was

37 Cf. also Fr. rompre ‘to break’, also ‘to plough land for the first time after a
long resting period’ (FEW 10: §68), Cat. rompre ‘to break’, also ‘to clear land for
agricultural work’ (ALDC map 744, pt. 45), Sindhi patanu ‘to dig up, to pluck out’,
Punjabi pattna ‘to dig up, to open’ alongside Nepali patnu ‘to lie fallow’, from Skt.
pat- ‘to split’ (Turner 1966: item 7711).

38 The use of pigs for breaking, turning and clearing the soil and preparing land
for growing crops was probably common in prehistoric Europe. However, it is
difficult to find positive evidence owing to the absence of archaeological remains
(see Harding 2000: 125). That the natural rummaging behaviour of pigs was used
for preparing land might be indicated by various etymological connections between
words for ‘pig’ or ‘(pig’s) snout” and words for ‘ploughshare’ or similar words
relating to land cultivation, as in Celt. *sukko- (MBret. houch ‘pig’, MW hwch ‘pig;
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back-formed from the verb bousiga ‘to grub, to rummage, to dig’.>°
Such a back-formation from verb to noun appears to have taken place
once more at a later stage, as evidenced by the Middle French (Poitevin)
variant bouge ‘terrain en friche’. This appears to reflect an input form
*1bo0 Vka (thus FEW 1: 424), that s, as if from CLat. *biidica or *bodica.
However, bouge could simply be back-formed from a verb *bouger
(= Occ. bousiga), the regular outcome of *bodi'kare with pretonic syn-
cope (cf. e.g. Poit. niger ‘to nest’ < Lat. *nidicare; FEW 7: 115).
Accordingly, we may posit, on the synchronic level, a derivational
chain starting with a noun bousic ‘worm’, going via a verb bousiga
‘to grub, to rummage, to dig’ (< ‘to look for worms’) and ending with
bousigo ‘fallow (land)’ (< ‘land to be rummaged’). A close parallel for
this process may be provided by southern French fouge ‘uncultivated
land that produces a lot of grass; clearable land’ (Varennes-sur-Allier,
Bourbonnais; Mistral 1979: 1.1155; FEW 22/2: 24), which in all likeli-
hood is back-formed from the verb fouger ‘to grub, to rummage, to dig
(of pigs)’ < Lat. *filicare ‘to grub, to rummage, to dig (of pigs searching
for fern roots)’,* itself a verbal derivative of the Latin noun filix ‘fern’

sow’, Ir. soc ‘snout; ploughshare’; Fr. soc ‘ploughshare’ < Gaulish). This use may go
back to Proto-Indo-European times, provided that the connection between *porko-
‘pig’ (OIr. orc, OEng. fearh, Lat. porcus, Lith. paisas) and *prk- ‘furrow’ (OEng.
furb ‘furrow’, Lat. porca ‘the ridge between two furrows’) is correct (possible verbal
root PIE *perk- “to dig, to tear open’(?) in Lith. pe7sti ‘to hurt; to sting, to burn

(of a wound)’; see Specht 1944b: 34—35; LIV 475; [EW 821). It might also explain
the Proto-Indo-European root noun *suH- ‘pig’ (reflected in e.g. YAv. hii-, Gr. Oc,
Lat. sis, Alb. thi), traditionally derived from verbal root *seuH- ‘to give birth to,

to bear’ (IEW 1039; EIEC 425; NIL 683-686). This might instead be derived from
*seuh;- ‘to push, to shove’(?) (Hitt. suwezzi ‘pushes’, Ved. suvdti ‘impels’, Olr. soid
‘turns’; LIV §38-539), i.e. originally meaning ‘one who pushes, turns (the soil)’. For
a semantic parallel, see MModFr. bouter ‘to push, to hit’, secondarily ‘to rummage,
to grub (about boars)’, boutoir ‘snout of a boar’, boutis ‘place where a boar digs
with its snout looking for roots’ (FEW 15/1: 215). Naturally, it is also possible that
examples such as these do not attest to the actual use of pigs for preparing land for
agricultural use but rather are simply descriptive of the observable behaviour of wild
and/or domesticated pigs.

39 Much like e.g. Lat. apricare > Occ. abriga ‘to cover’ = abrigo ‘a cover’, Lat.
*carricare > Occ. carga ‘to load’ = cargo ‘a load, burden’, Lat. substare > Occ.
sousta ‘to stand under’ — sousto ‘shelter from the rain’ (cf. MFr. soutte).

4+ Cf. ModBret. (Ouessant) [di'gran-a] digrannari ‘to remove fern bulbils; to clear
land for agriculture’ « [kran], [kran-] krann ‘fern bulbils’ (Madeg 2023: 125, 213);
OEng. wrotan, Du. wroete, Dan. vrdde ‘to dig with the snout, to rummage’ < PGerm.
*yrotan-, ModGerm. Riissel ‘pig’s snout’ < *urotila- (instr. noun), probably derived
from PIE *ureh,d- ‘root’ (cf. Lat. radix, Goth. waurts).
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(cf. TLFi s.v. fouger). This provides a parallel of the entire semantic and
derivational chain:

Lat. noun filix, -cis ‘fern’

- vb. *filicare ‘to search for fern roots’ > Fr. fouger ‘to grub, to rummage
(of a pig)’

- Fr. noun (dial.) fouge ‘uncultivated land that produces a lot of
grass; clearable land’.

GRom. noun *bo'0iko- ‘(earth)worm’

- vb. *bodi'kare ‘to search for worms’ > Occ. bousiga ‘to grub, to rum-
mage (of a pig)’

- noun *bo'dika ‘rummaged area’ > Occ. noun bousigo ‘fallow (land)’.

It should however be admitted that an alternative account of the rela-
tionship between bousic ‘earthworm’ and bousiga ‘to grub, to rummage’
is possible. The English noun grub, MEngl. grobbe, grubbe ‘larva of an
insect’ is presumably derived from the verb to grub, MEngl. grobbe,
grubbe ‘to break up the surface of (the ground); to clear (ground) of
roots and stumps’ < *grubjan- (cf. OED s.v. grub n.) and may accord-
ingly provide a parallel for the derivational direction ‘to break the
surface of the ground’ — ‘worm’, i.e. the opposite direction of Lat.
vermiculus — *vermiculare (Fr. vermiller). If this derivational direction
is assumed for bousiga and bousic, the connection with the Brittonic
words for ‘earthworm’ would most likely have to be abandoned.

5. A Proto-Indo-European *g“ou-d"h,-iko- ‘little cow-suckler’?

With GRom. *bo '0ika ‘fallow (land)’ having been explained as a deriv-
ative of GRom. *bodi'kare ‘to look for worms’, itself a derivative of
*bo'0iko- ‘earthworm’, we may now return to the core of this chap-
ter, the etymology of the word for ‘(earth)worm’. Based on Breton
buzhugenn, MCorn. vethygan and Gasc. bousic, boudic we have
arrived at a Proto-Celtic reconstruction *boudiko- ‘(earth)worm’. This
PCelt. *boudiko- may be analysed as a derivative of a hypothetical
*boudV- by means of the suffix *-iko-. The suffix *-7ko- mostly forms
adjectival derivatives and, observable especially in Brittonic, diminutive
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nouns. The etymological background of the suffix *-iko- has been
discussed by Russell (1990: 72—76), who argues that PCelt. *-iko- ulti-
mately reflects an older *-iko- with secondary lengthening of the vowel.
It would then continue the arguably Proto-Indo-European diminutive
and adjectival suffix *-iko-.4* This means that we may tentatively pro-
ject PCelt. *boud-iko- back to an even earlier *boud-iko- with a short
-i-. If this reconstruction is considered valid, we may note that this
Pre-Proto-Celtic diminutive *boud-iko- ‘(earth)worm’ provides a per-
fect formal match (apart from the gender) with Skt. godhika ‘gecko’
and, with regard to the meaning, with Kal. géhik ‘worm’ reflecting
a Proto-Indo-Iranian diminutive *gaud”(H)-ikaH- (see Section 2.14).
Hence it is formally possible to reconstruct a PIE *g“ou-d"h;-iko- ‘little
cow-suckler; little chthonic creature; worm, bug’ on the basis of Celtic
and Indic material. However, it might be more likely that we are deal-
ing with independent derivatives based on shared inherited material,
given that the reconstruction is based solely on two branches and that
the reflex of the suffix *-iko- remains productive in both branches.
Nevertheless, it is possible that Celtic provides an additional piece of
evidence for the belief in milk-suckling, chthonic creatures among the
early Indo-Europeans.
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Abstract

This chapter deals with the phenomenon of milk-drinking snakes in
Lithuanian and Latvian folklore and ritual practices. While this motif
was predominantly documented during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, older chronicles provide evidence of the significance of snakes
in early Baltic religious practices. This study aims to explore the origins
of the Baltic house snakes and shed light on the ritual and folkloristic
practices that involve milk and snakes within the Baltic tradition.

1. Background

Traditional folklore from Lithuania and Latvia contains numerous
tales about grass snakes (Lith. Zaltys / Latv. zalktis) that are kept
on farms and often fed with milk. While much of this material was
recorded relatively late, primarily during the 19th and 20th centuries,
earlier historical accounts of pre-Christian Baltic religious practices,
as documented in medieval chronicles, underscore the cultural signif-
icance of snakes and reveal the continuity of these customs over time.

2. House snakes in Baltic folklore

The evidence from folklore has been collected and analyzed by Yvonne
Luven in her doctoral thesis (2z001). In these folk tales, the entities
referred to as “house snakes” are primarily connected to themes of
milk, rainfall, fertility and the well-being of children. These house
snakes typically dwell in barns or in houses, often near the fireplace.
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They are generally associated with good luck, prosperity and fertility
and encountering a grass snake is mostly considered fortunate.!

2.1. Snakes, cattle and milk

In the wider context of this book, it is particularly noteworthy that
there seems to be a close connection between the snakes and the cattle.
What is more, the snakes seem to be almost exclusively interested in
milk as their nourishment and there are stories of snakes stealing milk
and also suckling on cattle, such as cows or even pigs. At least up until
the twentieth century, there was a prevailing custom among Lithuanian
farmers to put out a bowl of milk for the house snake, in order to
ensure the well-being of the farm and the cattle. There are also sev-
eral stories from Latvia with similar themes, cf. Luven (2001: 408ff.).
Sometimes, it is described how each cow has its own designated snake,
which belongs exclusively to that cow. Such a house snake must never
be killed, as this could lead to dire consequences, such as the death of a
child or a cow. The following examples illustrate this connection:

Zalcius tvartuose laiko, kad karviy pienas nenutrukty.*

Grass snakes are kept in the barns so that the milk from the cows does not
stop flowing.

Seniaus Zmonés savo pirkiose laikydavo Zalcius. Juos turédavo gaspado-
rius penét. Jeigu Emogus jj isvarydavo arba uzmusdavo, jam ir gyvius kad

puldavo.;

Earlier, people kept grass snakes. They had to be fed by the master of the
house. If the people drove it away or killed it, it would kill one of the ani-
mals on the farm.

Matai seniau kiekvienas gyvulis kaip ir patrony turéjo Zaltj ir jam isdvesus
ar azmusus tas gyvulis irgi tures isdvést.*

In the past, every animal had a grass snake as its patron and if the snake
died or was killed, the animal would also have to die.

* The snake’s role as a symbolic element in ancient Lithuanian folk art, as explored
by Gimbutas (1958) is also well-documented.

> Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 129.

3 Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 127.

+ Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 129.
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Kiekviena karvé turi savo Zaltj ir, Zalciui nuklydus, maZiau beduoda pieno;
perkant karve, perkamas ir Zaltys.s

Every cow has its own grass snake and if the grass snake strays away, the
cow gives less milk; when buying a cow, the snake must be bought as well.

2.2.Snakes and children

In addition to having a special bond to the cattle on the farm, the
snakes are also considered to be especially close with the children of
the household. The snakes may also engage in playful interactions
with the children, but they usually do not harm them, even if the chil-
dren misbehave and accidentally harm the snake. For example, there is
a common theme in the folktales where someone hides the snake’s eggs
and, as a punishment, the snake poisons the milk. As soon as the
eggs are found again, the snake turns over the poisoned milk bowl, so
no one gets harmed (Luven 2001: 441ff.). There are also several folk-
tales where the grass snakes are drinking milk from the same bowl as
the children and even when the children hit them on the forehead with
a spoon, the snakes withdraw without harming them (2001: 430ff.).6

Zaléiy kitg kartg buve daugybé: visose trobose pilni papeckiai! Budavo,
sako, jpils vaikams j bliudelj pieno, ant aslos padés ir, kaip beZiurint, slinozia
i papeckio Zaltys prie to pieno lakti. Vaiks su Saukstu per kaktg Zalciui
kaukst suduos, tas ir vél ein j papeckj cipdamas. Didesniuosius Zalcius
pintinaitése laikydave.”

There used to be many grass snakes — every house had its stove recess full
of them! It used to be, they say, that someone would pour milk into a small
bowl for the children, place it on the floor, and before one could even blink,
a grass snake would slither out from the stove recess to lap up the milk. The
child would give it a thwack on the forehead with a spoon — kaukst! — and
the snake would retreat back into the stove recess, squeaking as it went.
The larger grass snakes were kept in small wicker baskets.

Kur zalciai yra, tai ten tie namai yra Ceslyvi. Zaltys sventas ir jis su vaikais
is vieno bliudo valgydavo.®

5 Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 129.

¢ Note that there are many tales about children and snakes eating from the same
bowl circulating in Europe, cf. the Aarne-Thompson—Uther Index ATU 285 The
Child and the Snake. For further discussion and references, see Luven 2001: 123ff.

7 Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 125.

8 Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 131.



194 Indo-European Ecologies

Where there are grass snakes, those homes are prosperous. The grass snake
is sacred and it used to eat with the children from the same bowl.

2.3.The grass snake as a household deity

According to Luven (2001: 138), there are a few characteristics that
speak for an interpretation of the grass snake as a household deity, in
particular designations like Lith. namy sargotojas ‘the guardian of the
house’, the fact that the snake uses the fireplace as a place of residence
and the close ties to the pater familias.

Zaltys — geras namy saugotojas, kuris sergsti namus nuo perkino, ligos ir
ZmogZudystés.®

The grass snake is a good guardian of the house, protecting it from thunder,
illness and murder.

Latviesu dzivojama maja dzivojis viena ciska, ko sauc par saimnieci.™
In a Latvian household, there lived a grass snake that was called the mistress.

Kai kurie Zmonés laiko Zalcius namie (trobos kertéje) ir sako: “Jei as to
Zalcio netekciau, tai nebegyvenciau.”™

Some people keep grass snakes at home (in a corner of the hut) and say: “If
I lost that snake, I would no longer live.”

Zalcius seniau Fmoneés garbino kaip dievus: trobose laikydavo ir pienu
girdydavo.™

In the past, people worshipped grass snakes like gods: they were kept in
huts and fed with milk.

3. Earliest documentation

The extensive research conducted by Luven (2001) highlights the abun-
dance of folklore about house snakes. But can these ideas and customs

o Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 131.
1o Passage quoted from Luven 20071: 134.
™ Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 13 1.
> Passage quoted from Luven 2001: 13 1.
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be traced further back in time? Below, I will examine the information
available from the earliest textual sources.

The earliest detailed records of the Baltic peoples and their religious
practices date back to the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a time
when these pre-Christian communities still adhered to their traditional
folk religion. By the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the upper eche-
lons of society had converted to Christianity and accounts from this
period are often coloured by the biases and disapproval of pagan cus-
toms they describe.

The Balts themselves did not begin documenting their old customs
and religion until the sixteenth and seventeenth century, during the
Reformation and Counter-Reformation. In fact, the very first printed
book in Lithuanian, the 1547 Catechism by the Protestant M.M. pro-
vides an instructive example of this. In the Latin preface to this cate-
chism, Mazvydas lists several pagan customs that he believed should be
abandoned, including the worship of snakes.

Imo quod auditu horribilius est, multi etiamnum manifestam idolatriam et
exercent et profitentur palam: alii arbores, alii flumina, alii serpentes, alii
aliud colunt, honorem exhibentes divinum.

Indeed, it is horrible to hear that many even now both practise and openly
profess manifest idolatry. Some worship trees, some rivers, some snakes
and others other things, offering them divine honour.™

The reliability of early records documenting Baltic religious customs is
admittedly a matter of concern. Therefore, it is essential to approach
the information found in these written records from a critical perspec-
tive. In recent publications, for example Puhvel 1974, Mikhailov 1998,
Vélius 1996, 2001, 2003; AliSauskas & Vildziunas 2009, Alisauskas
2016 and Young 2022, a major part of the earliest sources has been
carefully reviewed and put into its historical context, so we are now
better prepared to treat this material appropriately.

Notably, the efforts of scholars like Norbertas Vélius and Vytautas
AliSauskas in collecting, analysing and translating medieval and early
modern sources on Baltic religion into Lithuanian represent a remark-
able achievement, as does the recent publication of the first English

3 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 82-83.
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translations of important Latin texts dating from 1450 to 1580 by
Francis Young.

One of the earliest documented descriptions of the practice of keep-
ing house snakes is attributed to the missionary John-Jerome of Prague
(1379-1416), as recorded by Enea Silvio Piccolomini (the later Pope Pius
IT). Piccolomini documented this account in his work Cosmographia
pii papae in 1458 and his encounter with the former missionary to
Lithuania is presenteded as a form of autobiographical personal rem-
iniscence. Young (2022: 2,27) underscores that Piccolomini brought a
distinctive viewpoint to the examination of Baltic religion by providing
an eyewitness narrative of missionary endeavours in Lithuania. In his
account, it is noted that the Lithuanians kept snakes in their homes as
objects of veneration.

Narratio de Lituanis per Hieronymum Pragensis heremitam. Serpentes
colebant. Ignem alii colebant.

Primi quos adii ex Lituanis serpenteis colebant. Paterfamilias suum quisque
in angulo domus serpentem habuit: cui cibum dedit: ac sacrificium fecit in
foeni iacenti. Hos Hieronymus iussit omnes interfici. Et in foro adductos
publice cremari. Inter quos unus inventus maior caeteris: quae saepe admo-
tus ignis consumere nullo pacto valuit. Post hos gentem reperit: qui sacrum
colebat ignem. Eumque perpetuum appellabat.

Narrative about the Lithuanians by the hermit Jerome of Prague. They
worshipped serpents. Others worshipped fire.

First of all, the Lithuanians to whom I went used to worship snakes. Their
head of the household had a snake in a certain corner of the house, to
whom he gave food, and made sacrifices to it lying in the straw. Jerome
ordered them all to be killed and, having been brought into the market-
places, to be publicly burnt. One among them was found to be larger than
the others, and having been frequently moved would not be consumed
by the fire by any means. After these things he found a people who wor-
shipped a sacred fire, and they called it perpetual.'+

In the later chronicle by the Polish historian Jan Dtugosz (Historiae

Polonicae, 1455-1480) we find further descriptions of the pre-Christian
customs involving snakes as household deities. Despite remaining

+ Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 39—40.
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unpublished until the early eighteenth century, Dtugosz’s chronicles
wielded considerable influence. His narrative was so compelling that
later historians, including Maciej z Miechowa, Alessandro Guagnini
and Jan Lasicki, replicated substantial portions almost verbatim.

While Dtugosz’s motivations were more nationalistic and ecclesiastical,
aiming to glorify Poland’s role in Christianizing Lithuania, his descrip-
tions of pagan practices share thematic similarities with Piccolomini’s.*s
In his chronicle, Dtugosz provides vivid descriptions of the destruction of
pagan practices in Vilnius in the year 1387. Here he mentions the exist-
ence of special deities in the form of snakes, likening them to household
deities, penates Dii, that were found in individual homes.

Reluctantibus barbaris, et se suaque numina (erant autem haec praecipua,
Ignis quem credebant perpetuum, qui per sacerdotes, subiectis lignis, nocte
atque interdiu adolebatur; silvae, quas putabant sacrosanctas, et aspides
serpentesque, in quibus Deos habitare et latere credebant) impium et teme-
rarium contra maiorum instituta deserere et pessundare asserentibus;
Wladislaus Rex ignem, qui perpetuus ab illis putabatur, in Vilnensi civi-
tate, quae caput et metropolis gentis erat, sernatum, et a sacerdote eorum,
qui Zincz appellabatur, et qui supplicantibus, ac de futuro rerum eventu
Numen consulentibus, falsa edebant (quasi haec a Numine accepisset)
responsa, custoditum, et sedula lignorum adiectione nutritum, barbaris
inspectantibus, extingui, et templum aramque, in quibus hostiarum fiebat
immolatio, disrumpi, silvas insuper quae sacrosanctae putabantur, succidi,
et lucos eorum confringi, aspides etiam et serpentes, quae et qui in singulis
domibus veluti penates Dii reperiebantur, interfici et necari.

The barbarians were reluctant, asserting it was impious to desert and do
away with their gods, and presumptuous against those things instituted by
their ancestors. Foremost among these were the fire they believed to be per-
petual (by the priests putting on timbers), which was worshipped night and
day; the forests which they thought sacred; and the snakes and serpents in
which they believed the gods lived and lay hidden. With the barbarians look-
ing on, King Wtadystaw arranged for the fire to be extinguished which was
lit in the city of Vilnius (which was the chief and capital city of the people),
and thought by them to be perpetual. They devoured false responses from
their priest (as if he had received them from a god) who kept it and fed it

s Cf. Young (2022: 29) for an insightful discussion of the reliability of Diugosz’s
accounts: “The broad consistency between Diugosz’s account and Piccolomini’s has
already been noted, and while no living person may have remembered the events of
1387 by 1455 (when Dtugosz began his chronicle), the final conversion of Samogitia
had occurred less than forty years earlier.”
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by diligently throwing on timbers, who was called Zinis, consulting the god
about the course of future events. And he arranged for the temples and altars,
in which there had been sacrifice of victims, to be broken; and, furthermore,
for the forests which they thought sacred to be cut down, and their groves to
be destroyed; and for the snakes and serpents (which were found in individ-
ual houses like domestic spirits) to be slaughtered and killed.*¢

Dtugosz goes on to compare the pagan deities to their Roman counter-
parts and an intriguing connection to Aesculapius'’ is made.

In aspidibus vero et serpentibus, Deum Aesculapium in forma anguis |[...]
Eisdem sacris, diisque, et cerimoniis, quibus et Romani in errore gentili
usi; Vulcanum in igne, Iovem in fulmine, Dianam in sylvis, Aesculapium
in viperis et serpentibus colunt; in civitatibus principalioribus tenendo
ignem, quem vocabant et putabant aeternum, a Sacerdote custoditum, qui
etiam a Daemone instructus, sacrificantibus et petentibus, ambigua dabat
responsa. lovem autem in fulmine venerando, vulgari suo illum Perkunum,
quasi percussorum appellabant. Silvas etiam plerasque non secus quam
sacrosanctas colebant, quas et intrare, et per detruncationem aut arboris
aut frondis violare, capitale fuit. Detruncator enim frondium, aut silvae
ingressor, aut iugulabatur a Daemone, aut in aliqua mutilabatur corporis
parte. Viperas insuper et serpentes, fere singulorum hominum continebant
domus, quibus et nutrimenta praebebant in lacte, et gallos illis velut hostias
placationis immolabant.

They also placate snakes and serpents — the god Aesculapius in serpent
form [...]'*

They used the same rites, gods, and ceremonies which the Romans used
in their pagan error. They worship Vulcan in fire, Jove in thunder, Diana in
the woods, and Aesculapius in snakes and serpents. In their principal towns
they used to retain a fire, which they called (and considered to be) eternal,
guarded by a priest who, instructed by a demon, gave ambivalent responses
to suppliants and those offering sacrifice. They venerated Jove in thunder,
calling him vulgarly Perkanas, as if an assassin. And they worshipped many
forests as if they are nothing less than sacred; and to enter them, and violate

¢ Text quoted and translated by Young (2022: 44—45).

7 Greimas (1992: 104) has explored the potential comparisons between Dtugosz’s
depiction of Aesculapius and the Old Prussian deity Patrimps, as described in later
sources like Simon Grunau. Through this comparison, Greimas attempts to situates
Dtugosz’s accounts of early Baltic deities within a broader Indo-European framework
of divine functions.

¥ Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 48—49.
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them by cutting down trees and leaves, was a capital offence. The one who
cut down trees, or entered forests, either had their throat slit by a demon,
or was mutilated in some other part of the body. Furthermore, the houses
of individual men generally used to contain snakes and serpents, to whom
they offered milk as nourishment; and they used to sacrifice chickens as
placatory victims.™

While Jan Dtugosz proposed that the Lithuanians were descendants of
Romans, the Italian writer and diplomat Filippo Buonaccorsi presented
an alternative theory in his Vita et mores Sbignei cardinalis (1480). He
linked the Lithuanians to the Bosphorus region. Buonaccorsi also men-
tions the peculiar practice of snake worship in this context:

Accedit ad haec, quod ab initio nullum praecipuum numen habuere, sed
Bosporanorum ritu, quidquid colere coepissent, pro deo ducebant; hinc est
quod lucos, lapides, solitudines, lacus et diversa animalia coluisse comperi-
mus, sed ante omnia serpentem, quem Gyvotem lingua sua dicunt.

The fact that from the beginning they had no principal spirit, but whatever
they began to worship they took for a god (according to the Bosphoran
rite), agrees with this. That is, we find that they worshipped groves, stones,
deserted places, lakes, and different animals — but before all others they
worshipped snakes, which in their language they call Gyvatés.>

Maciej z Miechowa, author of Tractatus de duabus Sarmatiis (1517),
also followed the tradition of Jan Dlugosz and commented on the prac-
tice of the Lithuanians keeping snakes in the houses:

Silvas autem et lucos sacrosanctos et habitacula deorum putabant. Aspides
vero atque serpentes in singulis domibus velut deos penates, nutriebantur
et venerabantur.

But they thought that forests were sacrosanct, and the habitations of the
gods. Snakes and serpents were nourished and worshipped in individual
houses like household gods.>"

We find very similar descriptions of the Old Prussian religious practices.
One of the earliest accounts is provided by Johannes Stiiler, also known

9 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 52—53.
2 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 64-65.
=1 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 68-69.
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as Erasmus Stella, in his work Antiquitates Borussicae (1518). Stiler’s
account of Prussian paganism appears as a digression within a larger
work on Prussian history. He is particularly focused on explaining how
the Prussians acquired their religious customs through the influence
of a legendary ruler, Widewuto, who he claims invited priests from
the Sudovians — a neighbouring Baltic tribe — to share their religious
knowledge with the Prussians. Stiiler’s commentary, written before the
Prussian Reformation and the secularization of the duchy, reflects a
time when the conversion of remaining pagan Prussians and Sudovians
was intensifying (see Young 2022: 30).

Nullaeissacraaliquamdiufuere,tandemineamdeductiinsaniam,utserpentes,
ferasque et arbores religiose colerent, ceu de his in subsequentibus dicemus.
[...]

Ad religionem autem se vertens sacerdotes a Sudinis sociis populis accer-
sivit, qui insana superstitione contaminati eos immunda quoque animalia,
ut serpentes colubres, proinde ac deorum famulos nuntiosque religiose colere
docuerunt, quos intra domos nutriebant, eisque ut diis penatibus litabant.

For a considerable while, nothing was sacred to them; but at last they
were so far seduced into insanity that they devoutly worshipped snakes,
wild animals, and trees (of which we shall speak more in what follows).

[..]
But turning himself to religion, he summoned priests from the Sudovians —
an allied people who, contaminated by insane superstition, taught them
thenceforth to worship unclean things and also animals such as snakes and
serpents as the servants and messengers of the gods. They used to feed them
in their homes, and made offerings to them and the household gods.**

A more comprehensive account of the Old Prussian religious practices
can be found in Simon Grunau’s Preussische Chronik (1517-1529).
Grunau’s descriptions have been heavily criticized, with schol-
ars arguing that his work was significantly influenced by Adam von
Bremen’s descriptions of the Nordic gods and the temple at Uppsala in
his Gesta Hamburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum (cf. Mannhardt 1936;
Jaskiewicz 1952). However, Puhvel (1987: 255; 1974: 81-82) asserts
that a close comparison between the two sources reveals only limited
similarities, suggesting that Grunau may represent a transitional
figure between the era of eyewitness testimony and that of antiquarian

2 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 74-77.
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scholarship. While the possibility of contacts between Scandinavian
and Baltic traditions cannot be dismissed, Grunau’s depiction of the
pre-Christian pantheon in early sixteenth-century Prussia merits con-
sideration on its own terms. In his chronicle, he describes the Old
Prussian gods Patols, Perkuns and Patrimps. Of particular interest in
this context is Patrimps, a deity strongly associated with youth and
fertility. In honour of Patrimps, a snake was kept in a large vessel that
was always covered with a sheaf of hay. This sacred snake was fed milk
by priestesses, referred to as waydolottinnen. The practice underscores
the symbolic connection between Patrimps, milk-fed snakes and the
themes of renewal and fertility within the Old Prussian mythological
framework. Grunau provides the following description of Patrimps:

das eine war wie ein man junger gestalt ane bardt, gekronett mit saugelen
und frolich sich irbot und der gott vom getreide und hies Potrimppo. [...]
Dy andre seite hilt ynne das bildt Potrumppi und het vor sein cleinot eine
slange, und die wardt in einem grosen toppe irnert mit milch von den way-
dolottinnen und stetis mit garwen des getreides bedeckt. [...] Potrimppo der
ander abgott der von Brudenia war, und dieser war ein gott des gluckis in
streitten und sust in anderen sachin.>

One was like a man of youthful shape and without a beard, crowned with
ears of grain and of joyful appearance and the god of corn, and his name
was Patrimps. [...] The other side contained the idol of Patrimps and as his
sacred object he had a snake, and that was in a large vessel, fed with milk
by the priestesses, and always covered with a sheaf of hay. [...] Patrimps,
the other idol that was from Brudenia, was the god of luck in struggle and
also in other matters.

4.The later sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sources

During the late sixteenth century and throughout the seventeenth
century, an expanded array of sources becomes available from the
Baltic area. Some of these texts appear to draw from earlier accounts,
which can complicate the assessment of the information they present.
Nevertheless, it becomes evident that a multitude of folk beliefs and
enduring pre-Christian practices were prevalent among the peasantry
during a period when the upper echelons of society had already
embraced Christianity.

5 Passage cited from Vélius 2001: 66-67, 75.
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In the sources from the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century, we find sev-
eral passages where snakes are mentioned as household deities, often fed
with milk. One such passage was written by the German aristocrat Baron
Sigismund von Herberstein (1486-1566) in his Rerum Moscoviticarum
Commentarii. The text was first published in 1549 and later amended
and republished in 1551 and 1556 before being finally translated from
Latin into Upper German by Herberstein himself in 1557. In this passage
Herberstein describes his journey through north-western Lithuania:

so findt man noch an heut vil abgottereien in denselben einschichten / der
etliche das feuer / etliche Pam dan Son und Man / aber ander haben jre
Gotter in jren heusern / das seind wiirmb wie die Adaxen aber grosser mit
vier fussen / schwartz und dickh / bey dreyen spannen lang / etliche nennen
die Giowites / ander Jastzuka / aber ander Szmya / sy haben jr zeit wann
sy jren Gottern die speify geben / setzen ain Milich in mitten jrer wonung
/ und khnien auf den Penckhn / so khumbt der wurm herfur / und pheifft
die leut an / wie die zornige Gens / dan so betten und eheren die leut den
mit vorchten an / geschicht ye ainem was widerwertigs / gibt jme selbs die
schuldt / als hab er sein Gott nit wol gefuettert.>

Even today one can find many pagan beliefs held by these people, some
of whom worship fire, others worship the trees, the sun and the moon.
However, there are others who keep their gods within their homes, which
are snakes, resembling lizards but larger, with four legs, black and thick,
measuring about three spans in length. Some call them Giowites, others
Jastzuka, and still others Szimya. They have a special time when they feed
their gods. They place some milk in the middle of the house and then kneel
down on benches. Then the snake crawls out and hisses at the people like
enraged geese and the people pray to them with great respect. If some mis-
hap befalls them, they blame themselves for not properly feeding their gods.

Often, the parts about Baltic pagan religion are only shorter passages in
works focusing on other topics, such as history or biographic accounts.
But there are two texts from the sixteenth century that stand out being
exclusively focused on Baltic religion, namely Maleckis’s Libellus and
Yasicki’s De diis Samagitarum.

Jan Maleckiand hisson Hieronim Malecki (Johannes and Hieronymus
Maletius) were Polish translators and printers based in Konigsberg, the
capital of the Duchy of Prussia. They produced both Latin and German

*+ Passage cited from Beyer-Thoma 2007: 359.
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versions of a text which details the practices of the pagan Sudovians in
Prussia. The extent of Jan Malecki’s direct authorship remains uncer-
tain, but around 1545, he sent the text to George Sabinus in the form
of a letter. This letter was first published in 1551, and a decade later,
Hieronim Malecki expanded upon it, incorporating additional material
in the 1561 edition (see Young 2022: 30). Their Libellus de sacrificiis
et idolatria veterum Borussorum, Linonum, aliarumque vicinarum gen-
tium became a foundational source for later studies on Baltic religion:

Praeterea Lituani et Samogitae in domibus sub fornace, vel in angulo
vaporarii ubi mensa stat, serpentes fovent, quos numinis instar colentes,
certo anni tempore precibus sacrificuli evocant ad mensam. He vero
exeuntes, per mundum linteolum conscendunt, et super mensam assident:
Ubi postquam singula fercula delibarunt, rursus discedunt, seque abdunt in
cavernis. Serpentibus digressis, homines laeti fercula illa praegustata come-
dunt, ac sperant illo anno omnia prospere sibi eventura. Quod si ad preces
sacrificuli non exierint serpentes, aut fercula super mensam posita non deli-
baverint, tum credunt se anno illo subitures magnam calamitatem. Adhaec
eaedem gentes habent inter se sortilegos, qui lingua Rutenica Burty vocan-
tur, qui Potrympum invocantes, caeram in aquam fundunt, atque ex signis
sive imaginibus inter fundendum figuratis, pronunciant ac vaticinantur de
quibuscunque rebus interrogati fuerint.

Furthermore, the Lithuanians and Samogitians keep snakes warm under-
neath the stove, or in the chimney corner where the table stands. At
a certain time of year the priestlings, worshipping them as the image of a
deity, call them by prayers to the table. Coming by a clean linen cloth they
crawl up, and remain on the table. Having tried several dishes, they depart
again, and likewise hide themselves in caves. When the snakes have gone,
the people joyfully eat the pre-tasted dishes, and hope that everything will
turn out prosperously that year. But if the snakes do not come out at the
prayers of the priestlings, or they do not taste the dishes that have been
put out, they believe a great calamity will befall them that year. And those
same people have sorcerers still among them who are called burti[ninkai] in
the Ruthenian language. These people, invoking Potrimpus, pour wax into
water, and expound and divine from the images made during the pouring
on whatever matters they are asked about.>s

Jan kasicki’s De diis Samagitarum (1582) draws heavily on earlier
sources, and some passages are almost verbatim reproductions from

=5 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 124-125.
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Malecki’s Libellus, demonstrating the lasting impact of Malecki’s
descriptions. The striking similarities between these passages suggest
that Lasicki either copied directly from Malecki or relied on an inter-
mediary source that preserved Malecki’s descriptions:

nutriunt etiam quasi deos penates, nigri coloris, obesos et quadrupedos, quos-
dam serpentes, Giuoitos vocatos. Hos timore perculsi, dum ex antris aedium ad
pastum appositum prorepunt, seque pasti in ea recipiunt, aspiciunt et colunt.
Si quid infortunii accidat cultori, serpentem male fuisse tractatum censent.
[...]

Serpentum.

Praeterea Lituani et Samagitae in domibus sub fornace, vel in angulo vapo-
rarii ubi mensa stat, serpentes fovent. quos numinis instar colentes, certo
anni tempore precibus sacrificuli, evocant ad mensam. Hi vero exeuntes per
mundum linteolum conscendunt, et super mensam morantur. Ubi delibatis
singulis ferculis, rursus discedunt, aeque abdunt in cavernis. Serpentibus
digressis, homines laeti fercula praegustata comedunt, ac sperant illo anno
omnia prospere sibi eventura. Quod si ad preces sacrificuli, non exierunt
serpentes, aut fercula apposita non delibaverint: tum credunt se anno
illo subituros magnam calamitatem. Adhaec eaedem gentes habent inter se
sortilegos, qui lingua Ruthenica Burti vocantur. Ii Potrimpum invocantes,
caerem in aquam fundunt, atque ex imaginibus inter fundendum expressis,
pronuntiant et vaticinantur, de quibuscunque rebus interrogati fuerint.

they also feed like gods certain household gods — black in colour, fat, and four
feet long, and certain snakes called Gyvatés. Overpowered by fear, while the
snakes crawl from the entrances of the houses to the nearby pasture, they wel-
come them, look at them, and worship them. If something unfortunate befalls
one of the worshippers, they consider that the person treated a snake badly.

[..]

The cult of snakes

Furthermore, the Lithuanians and Samogitians keep snakes warm under-
neath the stove, or in the chimney corner where the table stands. At a cer-
tain time of year the priestlings, worshipping them as the image of a deity,
call them by prayers to the table. Coming up by a clean linen cloth they
crawl up and remain on the table. Having tried several dishes, they depart
again and likewise hide themselves in caves. When the snakes have gone,
the people joyfully eat the pre-tasted dishes and hope that everything will
turn out prosperously that year. But if the snakes do not come out at the
prayers of the priestlings, or they do not taste the dishes that have been
put out, they believe a great calamity will befall them that year. And those
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same people have sorcerers still among them who are called burti|ninkai] in
the Ruthenian language. These people, invoking Potrimpus, pour wax into
water and expound and divine from the images made during the pouring on
whatever matters they are asked about.*

Alessandro Guagnini in his Sarmatiae Europeae descriptio (1581), also
mentions this practice. In the part about “the ancient religion of the
Lithuanians™ (de prisca religione Lituanorum) he writes the following
about snakes as household deities:

Viperas item atque serpentes Deos esse credebant, eisque cultum prae-
cipuum exhibebant, et singuli patresfamilias, cives, coloni, et nobiles sin-
gulos, serpentes domi asservare solebant, quos pro Paenatibus, et lari-
bus familiaribus adorabant, lacque et gallos gallinaceos, eis immolabant,
eratque inauspicatum et exitiabile toti familiae, quempiam ex eis violasse
dehonorasseve, aut domi non fovisse, tales enim, vel bonis omnibus priva-
bantur, vel crudeliter lacerati interibant.

And they believed that serpents and snakes were gods, and offered them the
foremost worship. Each head of a family, citizen, inhabitant, and noble was
accustomed to host snakes in their home, which they worshipped as gods of
the household and family. And they made sacrifice to them of milk, chick-
ens, and poultry products. And it was unlucky and deadly to the whole
family if any one of them violated, dishonoured, or did not favour the
snakes in their home; such were either deprived of all their goods, or died
cruelly maimed.*”

Further on, in the section about the Duchy of Samogitia, he again
addresses the customs of keeping snakes as household deities and
includes a story about the consequences of intentionally killing such
a snake. While Guagnini’s account is largely a synthesis based on
Dtugosz’s work (see Young 2022: 30), it introduces a few unique ele-
ments, such as this striking story illustrating the repercussions of killing
a snake in an attempt to abandon pagan practices:

Sunt etiam nunc illic inter agrestes, idolatrae complures, qui serpentes
quosdam quatuor brevibus sacerdotum instar pedibus, nigro obesoque
corpore Givoiitos patria lingua dictos, tanquam penates domi suae nutriunt,
eosque domo lustrata certis diebus ad appositum cibum prorepentes, cum

6 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 150-151; 158-159.
7 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 106-107.
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tota familia quoad saturati, in locum suum revertantur, timore quodam cir-
cumstantes venerantur. Quod si adversi illis quid acciderit, serpentem deum
domesticum male acceptum ac saturatum esse credunt.

Accidit hoc nuper in Lithwania sex a Vilna miliaribus in pago quodam
iuxta civitatem Troki, quod quidam Christianus ab eiusmodi serpentis cul-
tore, aliquot alvearia apum emit, quem cum ad verum Christi cultum multo
labore adduxisset, utque serpentem quem colebat occidere persuasisset,
aliquanto post, cum ad visendas apes suas eo reversus fuisset, hominem
facie deformatum, ore aures tenus, miserabilem in modum diducto offendit,
tanti mali causam interrogatus, respondit sequod serpenti deo suo domes-
tico manus nepharias iniecisset ad piaculum expiandum hac calamitate
puniri, multoque, graviora si ad priores ritus suos non rediret cum pati
oportere. Est etiam quatuor a Vilna miliaribus Lauariiki villa Regia, in qua
a multis adhuc serpentes coluntur. Haec quamvis non in Samogitia sed in
Lithwania gesta sunt, pro exemplo tamen adduxi.

And there are also many idolatries there among the rustics, who (on the
instructions of their priests) nourish certain snakes like household gods
that are four feet long, black, and with a fat body, and called Gyvatés
in the language of the country. Having purified the house for several days,
the snakes are worshipped when creeping towards food put out for them.
Having been fed by the whole family, they return to their place, with those
around standing in fear. But if something bad happens to them, they believe
that the domestic serpent god was badly received and fed.

In a certain locality next to the town of Trakai, six miles from Vilnius, it
happened recently that a certain Christian bought a number of beehives
from a serpent worshipper, whom he brought to the true faith of Christ with
much labour, so that he persuaded him to kill the snake he worshipped. A
little while afterwards, when returning to visit his bees, he offended the man
with a deformed face (with a mouth as wide as his ears), who was reduced
to a miserable state. Having asked him the cause of such a great evil, he
replied that he raised wicked violent hands against his domestic serpent god,
and was punished in order to expiate the sin; and that he ought to have
suffered more and more seriously if he had not returned to his former
rites. Four miles from Vilnius is the royal village of Lavoriskeés, in which
many snakes are still worshipped. Although these things happened not in
Samogitia but in Lithuania, I have adduced them as an example.**

8 Text quoted and translated by Young 2022: 11o-113.
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In his Kronika Polska (1582), Maciej Stryjkowski writes about the con-
nection between the deity Patrimps and snakes and also mentions the
ideas of keeping house snakes and feeding them with milk:

Po lewej zas stronie drugi batwan stal z miedzi na ksztalt weza wzdhuz
zwitego, ktory oni zwali Patrimpos, to jest ojczystych bogiem (u Lacinnikow
Dii Penates), tego zas tak chwalili, iz kazdy Zmodzin, Litwin i Prusak, weza
albo zmije w domu chowal, ktére mlekiem karmili.>

On the left side, the second idol stood, made of copper, in the shape of a
coiled serpent, which they called Patrimpos, that is, the god of the house-
hold (among the Latins, Dii Penates). They revered this one so much that
every Samogitian, Lithuanian, and Prussian kept a snake or viper in their
house, which they fed with milk.

Stryjkowski had access to most of the earlier texts and this influence
is clearly reflected in his accounts (see Mannhardt 1936: 329). Despite
these shortcomings, Stryjkowski offers a significant new perspective by
being the first to explicitly associate the earth god Ziemiennik with
Baltic snake worship.

Bog Ziemiennik, albo ziemny, ktérego w wezdéw chowaniu i mlekiem
karmieniu chwalili, temu tez czarne kurzyce bili na ofiare.

The god Ziemiennik, or the Earth God, was venerated by keeping snakes
and feeding them with milk; black hens were also sacrificed to him as
an offering.

In another manuscript by Stryjkowski, which remained unpublished
until the second half of the 2oth century, we find an intriguing passage
linking this deity with snakes and milk. This manuscript, O poczgtkach,
wywodach... narodu litewskiego, Zemojskiego i ruskiego, National
Library, Warsaw, catalog no. Il 6806, 1577, includes Lithuanian phrases
and passages that may reflect authentic traditions from Stryjkowski’s
time (see Alisauskas 2016: 65).

Czolga si¢ [waz], mleka z miodem zmieszanych kosztujac,
Czerni: O Ziemiennik! — krzyczy, — Ziemiennik! — dudkujac.

» Passage cited from Vélius 2001: 509.
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The [serpent] crawls, tasting milk mixed with honey;
The crowd cries, “Oh, Ziemiennik!” — shouting, — “Ziemiennik!” —
murmuring.

The establishment of the Jesuit College in Vilnius in 1570 played a cen-
tral role in the Counter-Reformation efforts and in promoting Catholic
education and missionary activities across the Grand Duchy. The dedi-
cated Jesuit missionaries diligently recorded their efforts in the form of
annual reports (Annuae litterae Societatis Jesu). These reports shed light
on Lithuanian religion and culture, while also documenting the ongo-
ing struggle between the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation
and the persistence of pagan Lithuanian beliefs.

As Vélius (2001: 617) remarks, the Jesuits obtained firsthand knowl-
edge of Lithuanian pagan customs directly from the practitioners
themselves, suggesting they did not solely rely on pre-existing written
sources. Importantly, the Jesuits possessed a working knowledge of the
Lithuanian language, a prerequisite for effectively conducting their mis-
sions. Nevertheless, the accounts capture a relatively late stage of the
pre-Christian religious practices, at a time when they had largely disap-
peared among the ruling classes and persisted primarily within peasant
communities. In this context, the worship of agricultural deities and
guardians of crops assumed greater prominence, accompanied by festi-
vals aligned with the farming calendar and labour cycles.

One noteworthy report, dated 1604 (Annuae literae Societatis
Jesu, vol. 21), provides a detailed account of the symbolic connection
between snakes and milk:

Illud dumtaxat adijcio, eo dementiae prolapsos homines, vt serpentibus
numen inesse credant, quocirca diligentissime cauent, ne quis eis, quos domi
seruant, vim inferat; quod graue periculum se passuros, ob iniuriam illatam
omnientur, acciditque interdum, ecundum fidem illorum, vt nonnunquam
serpentes, ab vberibus vaccarum dependentes, et lac exugentes reperiantur,
eam ob causam, cum quidam noster perimere vnum vellet, homo quidam
vanis precibus egit, vt eum a proposito auerteret, cum non proficeret, ser-
pentem manu arreptum fugiens abscondit.3°

The people have reached such a stage of madness that they believe that

deity exists in reptiles. Therefore they carefully safeguard them, lest some-
one injure the reptiles kept inside their homes. Superstitiously they believe

3° Passage cited from Vélius 2001: 622.
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that harm would come to them, should anyone show disrespect to these
reptiles. It sometimes happens that reptiles are encountered sucking milk
from cows. Some of us (monks) occasionally have tried to pull one off, but
invariably the farmer would plead in vain to dissuade us. [...] When plead-
ing failed, the man would seize the reptile with his hands and run away to
hide it.>®

A later report, dating from 1725-1726, is quoted by Alisauskas (2016:
329-331).

Ab ethnico deyviorum cultu reducti inpauci. Sunt enim in confine Curlandiae
de ethnicismo residui Deiviey Pagirney, id est dij, qui interdum sub spe-
cie anguium de angulis suis egrediuntur, sed frequenter degunt invisibiles,
sic tamquam frusto terrae impacti, ut in angulis annuli inclusi. Terra illa
observari solet in ollis argilareis aut vasis ligneis, aut sine vase sub assere.
Cui terrae an daemoni nisi certus praestaretur cultus, certus interitus. Colit
autem potissimum primitivis cibi et potus.

There has not been a complete withdrawal from the pagan worship of dei-
ties. For there are, indeed, on the border of Courland, remnants of pagan-
ism: Deiviey Pagirney, that is, gods, who sometimes emerge from their cor-
ners in the form of serpents, but frequently dwell invisible, as if pressed into
a lump of earth, like rings embedded into a corner That earth is customarily
kept in clay pots or wooden vessels, or without any vessel under a plank.
If proper respect is not shown to this earth or demon, certain destruction
follows. They are most revered with the first offerings of food and drink.

In the later eighteenth-century accounts from the Baltic countries, we
find numerous additional references to customs and stories involving
house snakes. Moreover, as Luven (2001) demonstrates, folklore from
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is equally rich in such narratives.

5. Conclusion and possible Indo-European roots

The historical records paint a complex picture of the possible presence
of house snakes among the ancient Balts. While the full extent of this
practice remains difficult to determine, it is evident that snakes held con-
siderable cultural and symbolic significance, particularly on a domestic
level. As liminal beings, house snakes symbolized a contract: offerings
of milk secured their goodwill, while neglect or harm could result in

31 Translation by Gimbutas 1958: 33.
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misfortune —illness in cattle, decreased milk production, or other calam-
ities. This dynamic parallels Indo-European hospitality motifs, where
violations of reciprocity disrupt cosmic and social harmony.

As discussed in the chapter by Anders Jorgensen in this volume, the
reconstructed Proto-Indo-Europeanterm * g“oy-d"eh; - (“cow-suckler”)
is particularly illuminating. Semantics consistently link the reflexes
of this term with reptiles and other chthonic creatures, suggesting
an ancient belief in milk-seeking reptiles. Jorgensen argues that this
reconstruction indicates that the concept of cow-suckling, chthonic
animals among Indo-European-speaking communities may, at least
in part, stem from a shared proto-stage rather than being merely an
areal phenomenon. This belief was likely further shaped by the tran-
sition to agrarian societies, when rituals to appease household deities
— liminal beings like snakes — became central to ensuring prosperity
and fertility.

Understanding the role of household deities, such as house snakes,
requires an ecological perspective that explores their dual nature as
both protectors of cattle and potential threats to milk supplies. The
concept of house snakes as household deities reflects early pastoral-
ist challenges, such as predation, udder infections and the need to
manage the boundaries between domestic and untamed spaces. These
concerns were ritualized, embedding snakes within a cosmological
framework grounded in reciprocity and guest-host relationships. This
broader perspective contrasts with Peter Jackson Rova’s exploration
of cattle-stealing monsters in this volume, which highlights how Indo-
European mythology encodes anxieties about hospitality and wealth
distribution. It also intersects with Riccardo Ginevra’s discussion on
the mythological positioning of serpentine beings at the fringes of the
Indo-European world.

By situating these practices within the broader framework of Indo-
European religious and cultural traditions, we can gain a deeper
understanding of the role of house snakes and their symbolism in the
ancient Baltic worldview, as well as their broader cultural and religious
significance.
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9. Afterword
The milk-drinking and milk-suckling snake revisited

Davide Ermacora
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Abstract

This chapter revisits an earlier contribution (Ermacora 2017) that
explored the ubiquitous folkloric motif of milk-drinking and milk-
suckling snakes across Europe, America, Asia and Africa. While tracing
the motif’s cross-cultural variants and its diffusion, the analysis points
to potential IE roots while also acknowledging parallels in Africa. The
chapter contends that this myth encapsulates vernacular perceptions of
animal agency, as demonstrated by snakes exhibiting anthropomorphic
behaviour with a craving for mother’s milk. Additionally, the chap-
ter places artistic depictions of snake-tormented women in medieval
hellscapes within misogynistic tropes, where punishment for sinful
behaviour is manifested through snakes suckling the sinner’s breasts.
Ultimately, this research sheds light on the various symbolic meanings
and the enduring appeal of the breast-suckling snake motif.

No woman, however, would nurse a snake, if snakes could be taught to
suck. (Williams 1950: 142)

1. Introduction

In August 2022, I was interviewed via email by RumorScanner, a
fact-checking organisation from Bangladesh.® The primary aim of
RumorScanner, as with other similar sites, is to combat misinformation
and hoaxes through evidence-based analysis. They declare informationas

* Tam grateful to Simon Young for useful comments and to Michele Lodone for
pointing out the relevant passage in the Legenda of Tommasuccio.
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‘true’ or ‘false’ or reference what ‘scientists say’. Their central ques-
tion here was straightforward: is it possible for snakes to drink milk?
(RS Team 2022; for a similar approach, see Schmucker 2018; Reuters
Fact Check 2021). The belief that snakes, notably cobras, drink milk
and can thus be fed with milk is well known in Bangladesh and more
broadly across the Indian subcontinent (e.g. Alter 1992: 114-116,
122-129, 133-134; Lange 2019; Hazel 2019a: 105, 111-123, 186,
329; 2019b: 97; Stone Age Herbalist 2024). Snakes’ craving for milk is
so strong that cobras are often believed to suck milk from cows’ udders
or from women’s breasts. These stories typically manifest in the form
of “old rustic fables” (Anonymous 1910), a complex of belief narra-
tives about milk-drinking and milk-suckling snakes “that address both
mundane and supernatural topics and [that] shape our perception of
reality” (Valk 2022: 16; for more on the ‘belief narrative’ concept, see
Valk 2021).

The Bangladeshi editor had come across an article I published
in 2017. In that article, I explored the cross-cultural myth of the
milk-suckling reptile — for a myth it is.> The body of relevant docu-
mentation is vast, spanning from pre-modern times to the contempo-
rary period. Evidence ranges from Latin America (where the concept
of milk-suckling reptiles does not appear to be indigenous; e.g. Gondim
2022: 631-632) to much of Eurasia, including South Asia. This dis-
tribution not only underscores the “archaic roots” (Adamek 2017:
59) of the myth but also illustrates its dynamic evolution across cul-
tures (Ermacora 2017; for recent discussions on milk-drinking and
milk-stealing reptiles and similar animals, see also Behr-Glinka 2015;
Rolleke 2015; 2020; Adamek 2017; Dillinger 201735 2022: 222-2209;

> I take this opportunity to make some additions and corrections to my earlier
argument. In Ermacora 2017: 70 I proposed that southern Dutch vernacular words
for the nightjar (such as vliegende pad ‘flying toad’) may be related to the alleged
fondness of toads and nightjars for milk. Rob Lenders kindly remarked to me that
the nightjar produces a sound similar to the Natterjack toad’s (Epidalea calamita):
“this is the real reason why the nightjar is called ‘flying toad’ in the southern part of
the Netherlands” (pers. comm., August 2017; see also Blok & ter Stege 2008: 148;
Eigenhuis 2020). I find this explanation convincing. In Ermacora 2017: 66 I collected
evidence from the Middle Ages onwards of tales featuring the motif of the golden
breast suckled by a snake; a modern Greek variant can be read in Alexiou & Cairns
2017: 413—-419. For a more pragmatic interpretation (unrelated to folklore) of the
Rgveda passage featuring the godha and the buffalo, as discussed in Ermacora 2017:
71, see now Del Toso 2023. To the list of folklore motifs also relevant to this chapter
provided in Ermacora 2017: 61, add B391.1.0.1* ‘Child feeds toad from milk bottle’
(Read MacDonald & Sturm 2001: 71).
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Whittaker 2017; Zenoni 2019: 492-496; Hazel 2019a; 2019b;
Dvorak 2019: 218; Witczak 2020; Koiva & Boganeva 20205 2022;
Stifter 2021; Bataller Catala 2021: 34—37; Shemesh 2022; Foehr-
Janssens 2022: 87-92; Witczak, Kowalski & Rychto 2023; Govaerts,
Lenders 2023; Nissan 2023; Rychto, Kaczynska, Kowalski & Witczak
2024; Sterza 2024; Kowalski, Rychto & Witczak 2024). For clarity’s
sake, snakes do not drink milk. They lack the ability to digest milk and
they cannot suck it (Lenders & Janssen 2014: 340; Ermacora 2017:
61-62; Hazel 2019a: 119). Still, as many have observed, the con-
cept of the milk-drinking and suckling snake remains a resilient and
widespread notion (see the online discussions by Espino 2013; Beach
Combing 2015; 20165 Rowsell 2018; Schmucker 2018; Lincos 2019;
Stone Age Herbalist 2024). Additionally, milk-suckling snakes occa-
sionally make appearances in literary fiction.

2. Origins

Why is this myth so persistent? In my email response, I highlighted the
tradition of viewing the reptile as an ancestor, evident in the domes-
tic worship of benevolent snakes (see Luven 2001; Lenders & Janssen
2014; Behr-Glinka 201 5; Adamek 2017; Kowalski, Rychto & Witczak
2024: 42, as well as Larsson in this volume). I also emphasized the sym-
bolic importance of milk as a source of life (e.g. Dundes 1980: 93-133;
Rosenblum 20205 Rogers 2023). In pastoral cultures, milk is revered as
“the best of food”, making it a valuable resource for offerings and liba-
tions (Hazel 2019a: 371, 384, 403). However, I also acknowledged that
explaining one myth (the fondness of snakes for milk) using another
(the ‘reptile as ancestor’) is unsatisfactory. This should not be confused

5 Consider, for instance, Dahl 1946: 24—38 for a short story set in Kenya in 1939
about a black mamba sucking milk from a cow. Dahl had a talent for incorporating
folklore into his works, and this has been acknowledged: see Burger 2002: 142-143;
Huenemann 2011: 39—41, drawing parallels to legends from both Africa and Europe
(compare cats milking cows in Tanzania and Slovenia: Anonymous 1933; Arewa
1966: 178-179). Interestingly, Dahl faced challenges in getting his snake story
published because of its implausible nature. His literary agent even reached out to the
American Museum of Natural History, seeking expert commentary on the possibility
of snakes sucking milk. The herpetologist Charles Bogert (1908-1992) confirmed that
such an act was impossible, leading to a publisher rejecting the story. Dahl expressed
his frustration in a private letter, complaining “that if Dr. Bogert or any of his learned
friends go to Africa and talk to some of the native tribes there, they will tell them they
have seen that sort of thing happen” (Sturrock 20t10: T12-1713, 197, 2025 see also
Huenemann 2011: 40).
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with “an abdication of interpretative responsibility” (Falk 2020). A
more holistic perspective might tie the idea of the milk-suckling snake
to our inclination “to interpret the animal subjects as always partially
human” (Barker & Povinelli 2021b: 100). The reptile is perceived as
behaving in a human-like manner, relishing milk as a guest would, and
even intentionally attaching itself to a woman’s breast, appearing as a
substitute for a child (Foehr-Janssens 2016: 327; Adamek 2017: 59).
The persistent theme of anthropomorphism in our representation of
animals lies at the heart of this discussion.* We must question why
human-like behaviours attributed to snakes resonate so deeply with us.
Numerous scholars have also argued that beliefs about ancestor wor-
ship intersected with practical concerns, such as insufficient breast milk
production or poor milk yield in cows. A sudden decrease in milk pro-
duction was often attributed to external, that is, supernatural causes
(Moreno 1999: 167; Beach Combing 2015; 2016; Adimek 2017:
62; Hazel 2019a: 119; Witczak 2020; Koiva & Boganeva 20205 2022;
Witczak, Kowalski & Rychto 2023: 360; Rodriguez Garcia 2024: 67;
Sterza 2024: 177, 195).

Two chapters in this volume touched on the subject of my 2017
article.s The well-documented custom of snake worship in the Baltic
regions was mentioned there, “a practice alluded to in virtually every
lat[e] medieval and early modern account of Lithuanian religion”
(Young 2022: 11, 23, 25-26, 29). Historical sources suggest that
domestic snakes were believed to be reincarnations of humans and
were given milk as offerings. Additionally, snakes milking cows emerge
as a motif in post-medieval Baltic folklore and linguistics (Loorits
1949: 341-346; Eckert 1998: 95, 100; Luven 2001; Ermacora 2017:
64; Witczak 2020: 148; Witczak, Kowalski & Rychto 2023; Rychlo,

+ This mode of thought is subtly reflected in contemporary scientific research on
comparative psychology and animal cognition: for a critique, see Barker & Povinelli
2021a. Mutatis mutandis, anthropomorphism informs empirical experiments aiming
to (dis)prove that snakes drink milk: see Ermacora 2017: 61-62 and the previous
note. Thompson (2019) is an important theoretical work for vernacular attitudes to
animal personhood.

5 In this volume, Anders Kaliff, Birgit Anette Olsen and Peter Jackson Rova engage
to some extent with my 2017 paper, drawing connections between the milk-suckling
reptile and a complex of IE cattle-raiding and creation myths. While these pastoral
myths do revolve around livestock and establish associations between snakes and
milk, my feeling is that the parallels are not yet strong enough. A similar yet more
radical approach has been recently attempted by Kowalski, Rychto & Witczak (2024:
41—42), who interpret the milk-suckling reptile as a “variant of the Indo-European
myth of the thunderer’s battle with a chthonic monster”.
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Kaczynska, Kowalski & Witczak 2024: 91-92). Among the earliest
references is Jan Dlugosz (1455-1480) in his chronicle Historiae
Polonicae 10, on the Lithuanians: “Furthermore, the houses of indi-
vidual men (singulorum hominum) generally used to contain snakes
and serpents, to whom they offered milk as nourishment™ (Latin text and
translation in Young 2022: §2—53). In this volume, Jenny Larsson has
compiled 20 relevant passages (including Dlugosz) from the fourteenth
to the seventeenth centuries. Building on Luven (2001), she has incor-
porated modern Lithuanian and Latvian tales about milk-drinking and
milk-suckling snakes. This poses intriguing questions concerning the
longue duree of Baltic attitudes towards house snakes.

In a similar vein, in this volume, Anders Jorgensen has undertaken
a meticulous linguistic investigation into the Core Indo-European (IE)
term ‘cow-suckler’. This compound appears in various zoonyms for
what he designates as “chthonic animals”. These are small creatures
that typically live just beneath the ground’s surface, such as snakes,
toads, worms and lizards — all of which are believed to steal milk from
cows. Scholars are increasingly “skeptical of building general cultural
histories [...] based on comparisons” (Thomas 2020, referring to
archaeology). Nonetheless, comparison remains invaluable, especially
when rooted in linguistics and/or when examining motifs — small nar-
rative units that can be evaluated cross-culturally. In Ermacora (2017:
69—71), | emphasized the significance of IE linguistics, suggesting that
interdisciplinary collaboration is crucial for a comprehensive study of
the milk-suckling reptile theme. As it happens, two foundational prin-
ciples stand out in IE linguistic research: first, language structures can
directly mirror the beliefs and culture of their speakers. Second, when
language structures are consistently observed across vast linguistically
related regions, it is plausible to infer that these are “independent deriv-
atives based on shared inherited material”, and that they can be use-
fully traced back into the distant past (see Watkins 1995: 7—11; West
2007; [ am quoting Jergensen here).

In Ermacora (2017: 69—71), I cautiously titled a subsection “A
belief of the Indo-European age?” The inclusion of the question mark
stemmed from evidence that both ancient and modern Egyptians
offered milk to snakes. Furthermore, the concept of the ‘snake as
ancestor’ being nourished with milk is also recorded in North Africa
and among numerous sub-Saharan African tribes (Anonymous 1894;
Westermarck 1926: 350-351; Hazel 2019a; 2019b; see further below
for Africa).Thave no new insights to contribute to my earlier discussion,
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though it is worth noting that the earliest sources on pre-Christian
Slavic religion are silent on house snakes (Alvarez-Pedrosa 2021;
contrast Young 2022 for the Baltic context).® Recently, linguists
have analysed dozens of animal names from IE languages that can be
traced to linguistic formations such as ‘cow + suckling’ (and similar
ones). They have highlighted, on the one hand, the great antiquity of
the concept of the milk-suckling reptile, and, on the other, its sup-
posed IE origins (Rowsell 2018; Witczak 2020; Witczak, Kowalski &
Rychto 2023; Rychto, Kaczynska, Kowalski & Witczak 2024). While
the documentation is impressive and the linguistic discussion particu-
larly convincing, further focused research is warranted, especially
regarding the pre-modern aspects of this topic and its implications
within the non-IE cultural-linguistic sphere.” I limit myself to support-
ing Jorgensen’s conclusion that “The belief in cow-suckling, chthonic
animals among speakers of Indo-European languages may at least in
part be inherited from a shared proto-stage [= Proto-IE] rather than
a purely areal phenomenon”. Jergensen’s linguistic analysis reveals
that Breton and Cornish terms for the earthworm, first documented
in the late fifteenth century, represent additional Western reflexes of
the Core-IE ‘cow-suckler’ compound.

¢ In modern times, house snakes appear in pan-Slavic folklore, often associated
with milk-drinking and milk-suckling behaviours (Eckert 1998; Behr-Glinka 20153
Adamek 2017; Witczak 2020). There is an early medieval Arabic zoographic work
that describes snakes suckling milk from cows in the Slavic lands. This is a crucial
piece of ethnographic evidence for researchers seeking early attestations of similar
beliefs: Ermacora 2017: 65, 71—72; Witczak, Kowalski & Rychlo 2023: 361-362;
Rychto, Kaczyriska, Kowalski & Witczak 2024: 87, 92; Kowalski, Rychto &
Witczak 2024. An even earlier and shorter passage — so far overlooked by scholars
— describing snakes/dragons (vishaps) suckling livestock appears in a fifth-century
Armenian text: Adontz 1925-1926: 352; Khachikyan 1964: 326.

7 While the concept of the milk-drinking snake is undoubtedly ancient and
intrinsically linked to the archaic pan-European domestic snake cult (Luven 20013
Behr-Glinka 2015; Addmek 2017), its precise age remains questionable. Rychto,
Kaczynska, Kowalski & Witczak (2024: 97) identify the ‘cow-suckler’ in Hittite
and Luwian names for ‘toad’ dating to the second millennium BCE and argue that
this “has its roots in the oldest layer of prehistoric folklore”. Delpech (2021: 71-72)
suggests that the milk-drinking snake “perhaps has prehistoric roots”. Hazel (2019a:
184-185), drawing heavily on Marija Gimbutas (1921-1994), similarly proposes
a pre-IE prehistoric origin. However, Hazel’s claims are undermined by inaccurate
statements, such as “The Semitic languages are part of the Indo-European linguistic
family, just like Lithuanian”.
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3. Breastfeeding snakes

In the following discussion, I will return to the idea that snakes can
suckle from human breasts and consume nurturing milk, an idea that
may be viewed as an “elaboration on the theme of cyclical human regen-
eration” (Binde 1999: 224). In my 2017 paper, I referenced European
sources spanning from antiquity to the modern era (Ermacora 2017).
I can now introduce additional parallels from Italy and Africa.® Per
Binde has conveniently summarized three stories widely documented in
Italy (and Iberia):

At night, a snake could steal mother’s milk by crawling up in[to] the
bed where a mother and her baby were sleeping. It sucked the mother’s
breasts while it inserted its tail into the mouth of the child, so that the
child would have an impression that it was sucking at its mother’s breast
and would thus not cry.

A variant of this tale has the snake inserting “its tail into the mouth
of a baby so that it vomited [the] mother’s milk, which the snake then
drank”. Alternatively, a snake “could [also] enter, through the mouth,
into the stomach of a mother while she was sleeping, and there feed on
her milk, or into the stomach of a child, where it fed on mother’s milk
that the child had drunk” (Binde 1999: 224; see also Ermacora 2017:
63—64; Rodriguez Garcia 2024: 67). On occasion, it is added that the
snakes descended from the roof of the house at night to take milk (see
Zenoni 2019: 492—493; Gatta & De Meo 2022: 132 for Lazio and
Abruzzo, respectively). The earliest source for this that I am aware of,
and one that I was not acquainted with in 2017, is the Legenda of
the hermit and travelling preacher Tommasuccio of Foligno (c. 1319—
1404), a text that can be dated to the first half of the fifteenth century:

¢ As T hinted in Ermacora 2017: 72, there is still more work to be done on
the milk-drinking and milk-suckling snake concept in China. Frangois-Xavier
d’Entrecolles (1664-1741), a Jesuit missionary in China, mentioned in a 1712 letter
the “extraordinary events and wonders that occur [there], such as the monsters that
are born at certain times”. D’Entrecolles went on to provide three examples, one of
which is the following story. In Fuzhou &/, located in the Fujian #&% province,
“only two years ago [...] there occurred a case where a woman was delivered of a
serpent which she later suckled” (Tichane 1983: 52; see d’Entrecolles 1717: 256 for
the original French). The extraordinary and the marvellous often found their place in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century written descriptions of Asia by Jesuits, and it is
not uncommon to come across Jesuits writing about ‘curious’ tales drawn from local
folklore (Van Staen 2016). For a striking instance, see Ermacora (2020: 119-120).
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Still in the city of Arezzo a widowed woman had a snake in her house.
Every time the woman went to bed this snake would come down from
the roof, go to the woman and nurse from her (li la poppava) despite the
fact that the woman made a noise [in attempting to escape]. After having
suckled from her (quando I'aveva poppata) [the snake] would flee. For this
[reason]| the woman wanted to leave her house. One day this woman rec-
ommended herself to Blessed Tommasuccio and revealed the way in which
the snake was harassing her. Blessed Tommasuccio replied that the woman
should make sure that he saw it. And so [Tommasuccio]| went to the wom-
an’s house with his companions, and there he stayed until the snake came
out to suckle the woman as it usually did. When the woman saw it com-
ing, she began to scream. When Blessed Tommasuccio saw it coming, he
commanded in the name of God [the snake] should stop, that it should not
proceed any further forward; and [the snake] went back [to the roof]. Since
then that snake was never seen in that house again, and so the woman was
freed from that false beast (falsa bestia). (Italian text in Montefusco 2020:
298-299, who recognised folklore here)

Turning to African sources, in the former British Togoland (Ghana and
Togo), locals reported a species of non-venomous snake with an affinity
for women’s milk, often found suckling from women (Cardinall 1931:
114). In a Fulani tale, a woman gives birth to both a child and an
egg, from which a snake emerges: this narrative presents yet another
instance of the widespread ‘reptile-twin’ theme (Ermacora 2022;
2023). The parents confine the snake-twin in a hut/barn, caring for
it as they would their human child and providing it daily sustenance
with milk. In a reciprocal gesture, the secretly harboured reptile grants
them a ‘magical’ bounty of sheep. Upon the demise of the parents,
the human sibling assumes the responsibility of caring for his snake-
brother, until his wife discovers the animal (Seydou 2009; Martin
20t10: 21-22; Hazel 2019a: 107, 241-242). A Serer version includes
breastfeeding. Here, the mother nourishes the snake with one breast
while the human child feeds from the other. Over time, as the snake-
twin grows and strengthens, it begins to consume both the mother’s
milk and her blood (Gravrand 1990: 319). Another Serer tale depicts
an offering of blood and milk to the snake-twin, albeit not directly
from the breasts (Zempléni 1974: 42—43). An important parallel can
be found in ancient literature: the nightmarish dream of Clytemnestra
in Aeschylus’s Oresteia. She envisions giving birth to a snake, a double
of her son Orestes, born from the same womb: the animal, wrapped in
swaddling bands, feeds from her breast, drawing both milk and blood
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(Choephori 526-550, 928). This dream has prophetic undertones.
Having been nurtured by Clytemnestra, Orestes will eventually cause
his mother’s death. Scholars concur that Aeschylus might have incor-
porated in his narrative elements from the milk-suckling snake folklore
(Ermacora 2017: 65; Brillante 2018: 33; Martina 2021a: 316; 2021b:
349; Shemesh 2022: 689).°

4. Femmes-aux-serpents and punitive snakes

Breast-suckling snakes are a widespread motif in belief and narrative.
Can a connection be drawn between medieval Romanesque art, folk-
lore and the histoire des mentalités? There are numerous representa-
tions of women, whether nude, semi-nude or fully dressed, with snakes
(or occasionally toads) attached to their breasts. Termed femme-aux-
serpents in the nineteenth century, this iconographic motif was preva-
lent in Western European sacred architecture during the Middle Ages,
often carved into church capitals (Weir & Jerman 1986). The femme-
aux-serpents seems to have first emerged in Cluniac settings in France
and northern Spain during the late eleventh century and first half of
the twelfth century, with examples from this region being particularly
abundant (Guesuraga 2019).” Drawing on Leclercq-Kadamer (1975:

> Note that there are some pre-modern European accounts in which women
experience premonitory dreams of being pregnant with snakes, symbolizing their
children. In these dreams, the snakes announce the birth of an important man or may
later prove to be the cause of the mother’s death (Dunham Kelchner 1935: T17-118;
Hatto 1968; Ermacora 2022: 68—70). The only other account I am aware of regarding
a snake being breastfed — which Ziolkowski (2004: 70) views as “a striking parallel
[of Aeschylus] derived no doubt from common folkloristic sources” — is from Wolfram
von Eschenbach’s early thirteenth-century work Parzival 2: 104 and 9: 476. In this
work, Queen Herzeloyde, Parzival’s mother, has a dream: “It seemed to her, weirdly, as
if she were wet-nurse to a worm (wurmes, also ‘snake, dragon’), which afterwards tore
apart her womb, and as if a dragon (¢rache) sucked at her breasts, and flew fast from her,
so that she never beheld it again. It tore her heart out of her body. Such horrors
her eyes were forced to see that seldom has a woman ever seen greater anguish in her
sleep”. Later, the hermit Trevrizent addresses Parzival, saying: “You were the beast
that [your mother Herzeloyde] suckled there, and the dragon (trache) that flew away
from her. It all occurred to her in her sleep, before that gentle lady gave birth to you”
(Middle High German text in Lachmann, Knecht & Schirok 2003: 106; translation
in Edwards 2004: 33; see Hatto 1968; Fischer 1978: 117-122; Bachorski 2000:
103-110). Interestingly, Magyar (2021: 210) has a modern story of a Hungarian
woman who dreams of a large snake slithering up to her and suckling at her nipple.

> Medieval evidence from Scandinavia is frequently overlooked. There are
representations of what might be ‘bad mothers’ being suckled by snakes or snake-like
animals (possibly basilisks) in Danish and Swedish Romanesque tympana, baptismal
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37—43), many scholars have argued that the fermme-aux-serpents was
inspired by Roman iconography. Specifically, they point to depictions
of the goddesses Tellus/Terra Mater/Gaia breastfeeding animals as an
allegorical personification of a fertile earth divinity. However, Raphaél
Guesuraga has urged caution, suggesting that the femme-aux-serpents
motif developed independently of any ancient ‘prototype’ (pro: Luyster
2001: 174-175; Berlioz 2003: 94-102; Martinez de Lagos 2010: 152~
15635 2014: 52—53, 645 2017: 27—33, 43; Dittmar, Maillet & Questiaux
2011; Leclercq-Marx 2014: 203-205; Invernizzi & Piacentini 2018:
156—159; contra: Guesuraga 2019).""*

Explanations for the femme-aux-serpents vary, and several scholars
have identified the milk-suckling snake story complex as a potential
parallel (see McCulloch 1920: 410; Fromage 1967: 131-133; La Barre
1969: 96; Brodman 1992; Tenreiro Bermudez 2007: 273; Torrez Paz
2017: 1525 Pérez-Flores 2020: 4950, 56; Thonemann 2021: 79). Yet
the association is not solely based on morphological similarities. In
folklore and sculpture alike, the breastfeeding snake motif appears
in ways that stigmatize the female body. In interpreting the visual sig-
nificance of femmes-aux-serpents, many art historians have leaned on
Christian tradition, examining negative portrayals associated with sin.
Given the allegorical intimacy between the deceitful serpent and the
Biblical Eve, the snake evolved during the Middle Ages into a sym-
bol of lust, cupidity and luxury. The association between Eve, human-
ity’s first woman, and the serpent “also communicated a sinister and
worrisome message about women in general — particularly how they
were by nature untrustworthy and in need of governance” (Milliken
2012: 109; see Charlesworth 2010; Ogden 2021 for the snake’s role
in Christianity). As a result, the femme-aux-serpents, with her prom-

fonts and Gothic church frescoes: see Odenius 1961; Mitchell 2019: 121; Laursen
2019: 232-233, with previous literature.

' Overly enthusiastic theories have sought to connect the femme-aux-serpents
with pagan or prehistoric mythologies (e.g. Fromage 1967: 131-134; Pillard 1976;
Markale 1996: 78). Others have traced its ultimate origins to ancient Egyptian
iconographic types (Lenoir 1809: 1o1-102, table IX; Leclant 1978: 571). Among the
earlier iconographic depictions of the femme-aux-serpents (there are earlier examples:
Martinez de Lagos 2010: 148; 2014: 46), one particularly expressive relief stands out.
Dated approximately 1115-1131, this relief is found on the colonnade of Abbaye St.
Pierre de Moissac, France, and notably is “the first of that type to have a toad at her
pudenda [...] More frequent is the depiction of the femme-aux-serpents with the toad
at her breast; the toad thereby may replace one of the snakes” (Luyster 20071: 163,
180). For further insights on Moissac, see Bleeke (2017: 52-86).
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inently displayed snake-bitten breasts, is regularly interpreted as a
personification of carnal seduction (Lust) and/or bad motherhood;
sexual undertones are either absent or slight for the bad mother (Weir
& Jerman 1986; Rockelein 1988; Luyster 2001; Martinez de Lagos
2017; Guesuraga 2019; see Bleeke 2017: 52-86 for some discontent
against traditional interpretations).

The notion that “parenting failures” (Henning 2021: 69) are fre-
quently represented — implying that the femme-aux-serpents sym-
bolizes flawed motherhood - is supported by the recurring ‘punitive
breast-suckling snake’, in late antique Christian, Arab and Byzantine
texts and associated iconography. Popular Old Testament pseude-
pigrapha describe women with snakes drinking (bibebant) or suckling
(suggentes) milk from their breasts, as these women had withheld their
milk from infants and orphans. A notable example is the mid-sixth-
century Visio Beati Esdrae, a Latin text with four recensions probably
based upon a late antique Greek Christian or Jewish Urtext (Borsje
1996: 249-267; Zillhardt 2000; Longoni 2004; Bauckham 2010: 329-
330, offering additional parallels from Christian apocalyptic and even
Iranian literature).*> Furthermore, the ‘social category’ of evil mothers,
condemned to nourish snakes, emerges as a dominant theme in both
iconographic and literary depictions of hell. This theme is traceable as
far back as the eighth century and is especially prominent in Arab lit-
erature. It prompted conjecture about whether the femme-aux-serpents
draws from this tradition, perhaps influenced by Byzantine intermedi-
aries (Longoni 2004; Martinez de Lagos 2017: 39). Indeed, such rep-
resentations of punishment resonate with the tenets of Islamic retributive
justice. In Arab sources, snake-suckled women were described as those

2 The Latin passio of Christina of Bolsena or Tyre, written before the late seventh
century, has a complex textual history and it is believed to be based on an original
late antique Greek version (Pignot 2017). In this narrative, a snake-sorcerer, identified
as a Marso in some recensions, dispatches two, four or six snakes (the number varies
across recensions) to target Christina. Yet these creatures do not injure her. Instead,
a pair of snakes is described as miraculously hanging from her breasts like babies.
These snakes subsequently turn on the snake-sorcerer, delivering a fatal bite (Gaffier
1972; Cross & Tuplin 1980: 185-186, 233-234; Ogden 2021: 251). The passio
draws a parallel between the snakes and the act of breastfeeding using a comparative
conjunction ‘just as’ (tamquam duo lactantes parvuli, velut infantes lactantes and
so on). Easton (1994: 97, 114) and McCarthy (2019: 52—53) suggest a connection
between Christina and the femmes-aux-serpents based on a shared inversion of
acceptable womanhood. I contest this interpretation regarding Christina. Her tale
does not portray literal breastfeeding, something stressed by Levinson-Emley (2017:
142) in her discussion of William Paris’s late fourteenth-century Life of St. Christina.
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who denied breastfeeding, only pretended to nourish their children or
orphans (with the snakes representing the murdered infants), poisoned,
carried out abortions or were condemned for adultery and prostitu-
tion (Longoni 2004: 190-210, 218-219, 226; Martinez de Lagos 2010:
151-152; Menna 2019: 105; Guitton 2022: T16-117).

The breast-suckling snake in Byzantine art, encapsulating the
broader “continuing Byzantine tradition of women tortured by snakes”
(Warland 2020), has not received the attention it deserves from histo-
rians of Western art (e.g. Maillet 2017: 13). Meyer (2009) emphasizes
that the association of snakes with the breasts of women in Byzantine
religious iconography did not emerge until the ninth century, an obser-
vation that is supported by other researchers (Martinez de Lagos 2017:
39—40; Guesuraga 2019). Influences from early Christian texts and
possibly the Islamic imagination shaped Byzantine representations of
“punitive breast-suckling snakes” found in Last Judgments painted in
churches across Crete, Anatolia, Cappadocia and Syria between the
tenth and fourteenth centuries (as discussed by Thierry 1967; Zillhardt
2000: 192-1975; Jolivet-Lévy 2007: 81; Menna 2019: 100-106; see also,
for Crete, the useful catalogue Lymberopoulou & Duits 2020).%3 In the
West, numerous medieval texts present the motif of the breast-suckling
snake as a torment for “negative moralizing figures” (Bleeke 2017:
62), including figures like bad mothers and nurses. These texts provide
valuable context for the associated iconography of the fermme-aux-
serpents where women are depicted with snakes biting their breasts,
as a fitting punishment for their sins (for texts: Herbert 1910: 9, 210,
475, 502, 545, 611; Zillhardt 2000; Guesuraga 2019). The locus clas-
sicus is the Visio Alberici 4, written c¢. 1123-1137. This work, with
a convoluted textual history suggesting co-authorship (Giani 2020),
details an otherworldly vision experienced in childhood by the Italian
Benedictine monk Alberico da Settefrati. In the Visio Alberici, sinful
women are forced to suckle snakes as retribution for neglecting to feed
needy children:

I saw women with breasts hanging transfixed [inside thorny trees], and
two serpents were suckling (ebibebant) the breasts of each one of them.
Saint Peter spoke about these women. He said that they were those who

5 For the post-Byzantine world see, for example, Weyl Carr (2020) for a late
fifteenth-century church painting from Venetian Cyprus: a naked woman who either
had an abortion or refused to nurse her children hangs head down and is punished
with a snake biting her breasts.
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were unwilling to give their breasts for drinking to orphans and those with-
out mothers, or they were pretending to give and did not give. (Original
Latin text in Schmidt 1997: 28; translation in Luyster 2001: 178, slightly
modified).™

We should ask ourselves what kind of effect images of snakes attacking
female human bodies, as depicted by medieval sculptors and painters,
had on medieval men and women. Given that “religious art was familiar
to all classes of society” (Shahar 2003: 278), how might viewers have
interpreted the femmes-aux-serpents as a frightening warning against
sin? Might the viewers of these impressive Romanesque images have
connected them to the milk-suckling story complex? In the absence of
concrete evidence, it is speculative to suggest one as direct inspiration
for the other. However, even though milk does not appear in femme-
aux-serpents figures (for understandable reasons), nothing would have
prevented viewers from interpreting the penitential snakes, painfully
attached to women’s breasts, in light of local tales about milk-suckling
serpents. This may have been the case even if, as Guesuraga has argued,
the snakes were actually devouring rather than suckling the women’s
breasts in these images: “Breastfeeding and clothing do not seem com-
patible”, he stated, suggesting the clothed femme-aux-serpents “should
rather be seen as a scene of devouring. It is not easy to breastfeed when
you are dressed from head to toe”. Guesuraga cited several medieval
texts, dating from the ninth century to the fourteenth, that explicitly
depict punitive snakes as greedily and gruesomely consuming (rather
than suckling) sinners’ breasts as eternal punishment (Guesuraga 2019;
see also Martinez de Lagos 2017: 39—43; Guitton 2022: 116).

By highlighting the ambivalence between biting/gnawing and suck-
ling, some have argued that the femmes-aux-serpents “bring lactation
back to its disturbing [and] carnivorous character” (Dittmar, Maillet &
Questiaux 2011). In folklore, the disconcerted reactions of those who
nurse the milk-suckling snake are a recurring theme, as illustrated by the
texts of Aeschylus and Tommasuccio mentioned above. Undoubtedly,

*# Drawing from Dinzelbacher (1976: 438-439), it is often claimed (e.g. Rockelein
1988: 69; Bauckham 2010: 323-324; 2013: 512) that the Vision of Ezra had a
direct influence on the intricate compositional process of the Visio Alberici. As for
the widespread motif of snakes as punitive external agents, this remains a subject of
debate (Himmelfarb 1983: 38-39, 98—100). Compare Zillhardt 2000: 189; Easting
2002: 120, 204 for the late twelfth-century Visio monachi de Eynsham, a popular
English vision of the otherworld that similarly employs the snake motif.
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readers, storytellers and their audiences felt unease as such narratives
were recounted.” There is also a growing scholarly consensus that the
imagery of women nursing punitive snakes was not confined to medieval
literature, architecture and painting alone. This motif also made its way
into the oral tradition in the West, further emphasizing the fear of vio-
lating the female body (for evidence, see Odenius 1961: 9—11; Carranza
Vera 2009; Bourdier 2017: 435 Mitchell 2019: 121; Guesuraga 2019).
Some have even drawn parallels between this folklore (classed as exem-
pla no. 4281 and 4888 in Tubach 1969: 327, 369) and tales of women
being suckled by milk-loving snakes.™® It might therefore be beneficial to
integrate everyday beliefs and customs into the study of medieval icono-
graphic language. This approach presents theoretical challenges, par-
ticularly in translating verbal narratives into pictorial representations.
While some art historians embrace the dialogue between artistic and
folkloric representations, others may be more reluctant. In the most
contentious discussions, some argue that either folklore provided the
‘raw imaginative material’ for iconography, or that the reverse is true
(Rooth 1992; Garrido 2010).'7 The motif of the ‘punitive breast-suckling

s An elderly Italian woman, interviewed in the 2000s, bore “a very unpleasant
memory” of a milk-suckling snake story she had heard during her youth (Cedrone
2003: 62). Between 2011 and 2013, urban legends emerged in Namibia and Uganda
and subsequently attracted the attention of local authorities. These tales described
young, frightened women having a turtle forcibly placed on their breasts. Allegedly,
an unidentified foreigner or businessman would entice these women with promises
of employment, shopping, a ride and so on. As the legends have it, the turtle would
grow larger with each sip of milk (Fluin 2012; Malaba 2013; ChimpReports 2013).
I am grateful to Roberto Labanti and Sofia Lincos for directing me to these African
sources.

16 Cedrone (2005: 62—-63) posits that the Visio Alberici, “through the stories of
generations of women, left its mark in a local folk legend” in modern Italy featuring a
milk-suckling snake. For similar claims for Spain, see Castillo Martinez 2009: 16-17;
Torrez Paz 2017: 152-153.

7 For instance, Brodman (1992) loosely suggests that the Old French Livre de
Carados (c. 1210), which depicts a milk-drinking and milk-suckling snake, might
have drawn inspiration from the fermmes-aux-serpents (see Baring-Gould & Fisher
1907: 331-333; Foehr-Janssens 2016; Ermacora 2017: 66 for the Caradoc story).

In a similar fashion, Wilby (2019: 68, 136-137) posits that the vivid statement of
two suspected witches of the Basque village of Zugarramurdi, who claimed to have
breastfed toads in the early seventeenth century, “seems less incongruous when we
consider the fact that [they] may have walked past carved reliefs of amphibians or
reptiles suckling at the breasts of naked women every time [they] went into [their]
local church”. For more on the phenomenon of the toad familiar in Basque and
Navarrese traditions, see Alberola 2017: §7; Rojas 2020; Tausiet 2022; Machielsen

2024: I119-144.
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snake’ persisted beyond the medieval period in religious art and story-
telling: it proved a powerful idea.™

5. Conclusion

In Ermacora (2017), I investigated the motif of breasts or udders being
suckled by reptiles across oral, written and iconographic sources. The
contributions of Larsson and Jergensen in this volume have further
broadened the documentary evidence, focusing on, respectively, the
Baltic and the Celtic cultural-linguistic spheres. In this chapter, I have
revisited my earlier discussion, gathered additional materials, and
focused on the imagery of a snake suckling from a woman’s breast. I
hope to have shown that it is essential to approach comparisons with
caution: while the morphology remains stable, meanings can differ.
Despite occasional scholarly claims (see above and note 16), milk-
drinking and milk-suckling snakes in folklore have nothing to do with
morally driven stories involving “punitive breast-suckling snakes”. These
have their foundation in the Islamic/Christian moral code (e.g. Longoni
2004), vividly exemplified by the artistic representation of the fernme-
aux-serpents. The milk-loving snake and the breast-suckling snake, the
latter conceived as retribution for “wrong acts” such as poor parent-
ing and inadequate motherhood, evolved independently. Any possible,

8 Jconography: An impressive Ukrainian Last Judgment icon from 1685 depicts
snakes attached to the breasts of a woman guilty of infanticide and a witch known
for milk-stealing magic (Kivelson & Worobec 2020: 411). There are many analogous
representations in Ukrainian and Romanian icons and church paintings that date,
respectively, from the fifteenth century to the eighteenth, and from the eighteenth
century to the nineteenth. This shared imagery might arise from the dissemination
of religious iconography from Ukraine to Romania, or from a unified “Carpathian”
cultural zone (Pop-Curseu & Pop-Curseu 2022: 262—275; 284-287). In a sixteenth-
century Mexican church, a painting depicts an indigenous woman holding two snakes
either suckling or biting her breasts, likely representing a fermme-aux-serpents (Pérez-
Flores 2020). Folklore: a nineteenth-century Tuscan folk song in ottava rima tells the
story of a woman who, upon refusing to breastfeed her deceased sister’s baby, pledges
her milk to a snake. A demonic snake then appears, latching onto the woman’s breast.
Upon her death, she is buried with the animal still attached to her body (Baronti
2020: 449—454). This narrative, listed as tale-type 1440 in D’Aronco (1953: 178),
enjoyed widespread popularity in Tuscany, with variants found in cheap print sources
from the late eighteenth century to the early nineteenth (Giannini 1938: 391-392;
Schenda 1962: 222, 233; Baronti 2020: 449). Parallels are to be found in Spain,
as seen in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century broadsheets (relaciones de sucesos)
and twentieth-century ballads (Goldberg 2000: 7, 46; Carranza Vera 2009; Castillo
Martinez 2009: 16-17).
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occasional association between the two remains speculative. As Halpert
(1980: 226) aptly states, “most cultures use legends about supernatural
punishments to support the belief systems which govern both social and
individual behaviour”. The breast-suckling snake confirms this.
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