
COSMOS 

 

COSMOS 

 

Vol. 31                                      2015 

 

 



 

 

COSMOS 
 

The Journal of the Traditional Cosmology Society 
 

Volume 31                   2015 

 

Editor: Louise S. Milne 

Editorial Assistants: Sean Martin and Pasquale Cicchetti 

Copy Editor: Eve Scott 

 

CONTENTS 

 
 

Editor’s Note 5 
Louise S. Milne 5 

Birdsong and the Loss of Immortality 7 
Deon Liebenberg 7 

Heroic Sword God: A Possible Eurasian Origin of a Japanese Mythological Motif 
Kazuo Matsumura 27 

Slave and Hero: Unexpected Congruences in Familial and Sexual Relations 51 
Dean A. Miller 51 

The Choice And Organisation Of The Scenes  On The François Vase Created A 

Trifunctional  Ring Structure 77 
Chris Lynn 77 

  



 

 

Papers from the Colloquium 

THINKING ABOUT CELTIC MYTHOLOGY IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

 

Celtic & Scottish Studies 

School of Literatures, Languages and Cultures, University of Edinburgh 

 

Part 1 

 
 

Burial-Islands in Scotland: a Remnant of Celtic Mythology? 97 
Fañch Bihan-Gallic 97 

Modern Mythmaking: Evolution and Authenticity in the Fionn Cycle 109 
Adam Dahmer 109 

About Cosmos 123 

 

Notes for Contributors 124 

 

 

 
 

  



 

 

Cosmos Advisory Board 

Alan Barnard (UK), John Brockington (UK), Katherine Campbell (UK), Anna L. 

Dallapiccola (UK), Glenys Davies (UK), A. W. E. Dolby (UK), Máire Herbert 

(Ireland),  J. Gordon Howie (UK), Alice Beck Kehoe (USA), Mare Koĩva 

(Estonia), Aude Le Borgne (UK), G. E. R. Lloyd (UK), Emily Lyle (UK), John 

MacInnes (UK), Jeffrey B. Meyer (USA), Dean A. Miller (USA), Éva Pócs 

(Hungary), Irina Sedakova (Russia),  John Shaw (UK), Francisco Vaz da Silva 

(Portugal),  Frank Whaling (UK), Roy Willis (UK), Nicolas Wyatt (UK), Teigo 

Yoshida (Japan).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
© 2015 Traditional Cosmology Society.  

 

The Traditional Cosmology Society is a charitable body, registered in Scotland, 

Reg. No. SC004052 

 

Published by Mutus Liber, BM Mutus Liber, London,WC1N 3XX. 

 

ISSN 0269-8773



 

 

 

Editor’s Note 

 

The production of Cosmos is changing: as of 2016, we are moving to an 

online mode of publication, with an optional print-on-demand hard copy 

for subscribers. There will be improvements also to the website, with more 

special features for members, including podcasts of TCS talks and events. 

During this transition, we are holding the 2015 book reviews over to 

Cosmos 32, where we will have a new expanded reviews section. Cosmos 

32 will be a special issue containing more papers from the Celtic 

Mythology in the 21st Century series of colloquia. Subscribers are 

encouraged to bring to the attention of the Editorial Board relevant new 

works they would like to see reviewed in this issue, or in future issues of 

Cosmos. Last but not least, the Editors would like to extend our warm 

thanks and appreciation to the retiring editor, Dr Mirjam Mencez, and to 

all our contributors.  

 

 

LOUISE S. MILNE 
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Birdsong and the Loss of Immortality 

DEON LIEBENBERG 

ABSTRACT. As Claude Lévi-Strauss shows throughout his Mythologiques, birds 

play an important part in the myths of South and North America. The mythic 

association of birdsong with the theme of the loss of immortality is a complex one. 

In order to clarify it this article explores the relationship between birdsong and 

the theme of the sealed container that must not be opened, along with that between 

birdsong and the theme of the continuous and the discrete, using Lévi-Strauss’s 

material and arguments as well as additional mythographic material. Both of 

these themes are concerned with the termination of the mythic age, an event that 

caused the loss of immortality as well as the onset of the present age, which is 

characterized by various forms of periodicity. Furthermore, the role of an earth-

mother whose sealed womb is related to the sealed container, is investigated to 

throw light on this issue. 

KEYWORDS: Birds, birdsong, immortality, periodicity, mythic age, sealed 

container, womb, continuous, discrete, North American mythology, South 

American mythology, Lévi-Strauss 

INTRODUCTION  

As Claude Lévi-Strauss shows throughout his Mythologiques: The Origin 

of Table Manners (1978), birds play an important part in the myths of 

South and North America. He discusses this subject in considerable detail, 

using a wide range of fascinating ethnographic and ornithological material 

to support his arguments. The mythic association of birdsong with the 

theme of the loss of immortality is a complex one. In order to clarify it this 

article explores the relationship between birdsong and the theme of the 

sealed container which must not be opened, along with that between 

birdsong and the theme of the continuous and the discrete, using Lévi-

Strauss’s material and arguments as well as additional mythographic 

material. Some of the latter comes from Polynesia and Australia. Briefly, 

this comparative approach is justified by the following.1 

Lévi-Strauss demonstrates that all the myths that he analyzes 

throughout the Mythologiques are essentially transformations of a single 

myth (1981: 561-624). As he shows, the theme of the conjunction and 

subsequent disjunction of the sky and the earth is fundamental to the 
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structure of this myth (Lévi-Strauss 1978: 181,193-5). As such, it is a 

variant of a cosmogonic myth about the separation of the sky and the earth, 

which is found in Polynesia and the Americas as well as in Europe, Africa 

and Asia (Leeming 2010: 16-19, 36-7, 55, 78, 117-8; Seidenberg 1970: 

188-9). The basic structural principle that underlies this myth is that of the 

fragmentation of the continuous, or the progression from the continuous 

to the discrete. Lévi-Strauss shows that this principle plays a fundamental 

role in the myths of the Americas (1970: 50-5, 155-160, 219-26, 278-81, 

319-27, 341; 1978: 339, 360-3; 1981: 466-9, 501-3, 586, 590-2, 674-80). 

It also plays a fundamental role in Polynesian culture (Gell 1995). The 

theme of the continuous and the discrete is logically related to that of the 

sealed container, as will be shown below. Both these themes are also a 

prominent feature of the Australian material discussed in this article. 

Before dealing with the relationship between birdsong and the loss of 

immortality, some general comments about the relevant myths need to be 

made. 

PERIODICITY  

A central theme of the third volume of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s 

Mythologiques is that of periodicity, which is a prominent feature of 

American myths (1978: 157-158, 181-189, 221-223, 279-280, 500-506; 

see also Lévi-Strauss 1981: 589-90). All these forms of periodicity – 

menstrual, lunar, daily, seasonal, and human (i.e. the alternation of life and 

death) – are generally presented by the myths as characteristic of the 

present age. This age was preceded by a mythic age characterised by the 

lack of some or all of these forms of periodicity. Thus it is sometimes 

depicted as a “long day”, a time of perpetual daylight. This was also 

(although not in all cases) a time of everlasting life. But, according to some 

myths, night, death, or disease escapes from a sealed container when the 

latter is opened up, usually by protagonists who respond to a noise from 

within the container, and thus violate an injunction not to open it until they 

have reached home. In an Amazonian Tupi myth, The Origin of Night, 

three servants open up a sealed palm nut from which night escapes, while 

in a Wasco myth from Oregon, The Origin of Irrevocable Death, the dead 

escape under similar circumstances from a box. A Barasana myth from the 

Vaupés region of Amazonia, The Ayawa obtain Night, states that disease, 



Birdsong and the Loss of Immortality 9 

 

Cosmos 31 (2015) 7-25 

followed by night, was released from a sealed container; thus indicates 

that night, in this context, is homologous with disease and therefore also, 

by implication, with death (Lévi-Strauss 1973: 416-7, 1970: 149-61, 59; 

1981: 186, 1978: 279-80; Hugh-Jones 1979: 268). Alternatively, a 

primordial state of perpetual night, the long night, is brought to an end 

when daylight is released from a sealed container (Lévi-Strauss 1978: 

156,174-5).This event brings the mythic age to an end and causes the onset 

of the present age. 

THE SEALED WOMB 

Another important feature of the mythic age, as found in certain myths, is 

that women had no vaginas (Hugh-Jones 1979: 303-4; Lévi-Strauss 1970: 

130; 1981: 153).2 Consequently, sexual intercourse and menstrual 

periodicity did not exist either. It is only with the violent opening up of a 

mythic woman’s sealed womb that vaginas and menstrual bleeding come 

into existence. The menstruating vagina is sometimes identified with a 

bleeding spear-wound, which it is said to resemble (Knight 1991: 395; 

Gregor 1985: 153). 

Sometimes the sealed container takes on the form of the sealed womb 

of an earth-mother, as in a Zuni emergence myth from New Mexico, in 

which the “uncleft depths” of the Mountain of Generation (her mons 

veneris) are “spread open” by the hero twins with the magic knives of the 

thunderbolt, to release humankind along with all the other living creatures 

(Eliade 1967: 130-5). In a Caraja myth, How Men Lost Immortality (from 

Brazil), the first humans emerge from the bowels of the earth, where they 

had been living, in response to the call of a seriema bird. Thus, the 

protagonists, who are inside the earth, emerge in response to a noise from 

outside this telluric container, but with the same result as in the above 

myths where the noise comes from within the sealed container – the loss 

of immortality (Lévi-Strauss 1970: 149-50). Thus death enters this world 

with the opening up of the sealed container. 

The characteristic features of the mythic age, as presented in such 

myths, can best be explained in terms of this sealed container in its telluric 

form. An earth-mother without a vagina implies a world which lacks any 

form of periodicity, from menstrual and lunar to cosmic and seasonal, 

since the heavenly bodies and the rest of nature are reborn in daily, 
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monthly and seasonal cycles from her cosmic womb; but only when she 

has a vagina. In some myths it is daylight that is released from the sealed 

container to bring the long night to an end. This container would therefore 

be homologous with the sealed womb of an earth-mother from which the 

sun is released to bring the same long night to an end, while the release of 

night from the container would be homologous with the release of the 

moon and stars (the night sky) from her womb. 

The long day is a logical implication of this state of total non-

periodicity. And since, in these myths, these various forms of periodicity 

are homologous with the cycle of death and rebirth (see, for example, 

Lévi-Strauss 1981: 132, 134-8), it follows that perpetual daylight was 

accompanied by everlasting life. This implies the concept of an endless 

summer, a golden age in which ageing and death (and, by implication, 

disease and suffering) do not exist just as winter and night do not exist 

(see, for example, Frazer 1919: 282; Lévi-Strauss 1970: 59-60; Eliade 

1960: 59-60). And, since night and winter are associated with death (see 

above), it follows that the alternative possibility, that of the long night, 

should be an exact inversion of this paradisiacal long day: a frightful time 

of pestilence, suffering and death. This is certainly the case amongst the 

Kraho of Brazil, who fear, with each solar eclipse, a possible return to the 

long night:  

which occurred in ancient times, and during which men were 

reduced to feeding on bark and leaves and were exposed to mortal 

attacks from every kind of creature – even mosquitoes and 

grasshoppers – so that many preferred to end their days rather than 

brave the monsters. (Lévi-Strauss 1970: 293) 

SPATIAL PERIODICITY 

In the Tupi myth, The Origin of Night (Lévi-Strauss’s M326a) referred to 

above, the long day comes to an end when a sealed container (a palm nut) 

is opened up by three inquisitive servants, thereby releasing night for the 

first time. Subsequently, the regular alternation of day and night is 

instituted (1973: 416-7). Thus the long day, a continuous period of time, 

is fragmented into discrete units of alternating day and night. In numerous 

myths, this fragmentation of the continuous is expressed in spatial rather 
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than temporal terms. Thus, in an Urubu myth from Brazil, How Men Lost 

Immortality, men during the mythic age had no penises (an inversion of 

women having no vaginas), and women were satisfied sexually by a 

monster snake-penis (the continuous), until the demiurge cut off its head 

and fragmented its body to provide each man with a penis (Lévi-Strauss 

1970: 157, 1973: 418-9). 

Often the mythic age itself is characterised by the spatially continuous, 

that is, in terms of the spatial equivalent of the long day. In many creation 

myths in various parts of the world, the universe is represented initially as 

a state of primordial wholeness, consisting of an infinite and 

undifferentiated expanse of water or other homogeneous substance. 

Sometimes a cosmic egg appears which is broken in half to create the sky 

and the earth, or a primordial giant is cut up to create the sky, the earth, 

the heavenly bodies and all the other differentiated features of this world. 

Therefore, the creation of the universe in its present state is described as a 

process of fragmentation of this primordial wholeness (the spatially 

continuous) (Eliade 1965: 115; Leeming 2010: 18, 36-37, 55). This 

progression from the continuous to the discrete, which defines the 

cosmogony, is a structural principle that is fundamental to the myths that 

will be dealt with in this article.  

Some myths describe how, during the mythic event which brought the 

primordial age to an end and thereby caused the onset of the present age, 

the earth’s surface, which until then had been uniformly flat, was 

differentiated to produce the mountains and valleys, the lakes and rivers, 

etc. which are a feature of its present state. An Achomawi version of the 

Loon Woman myth, from north-eastern California, is a good example of 

this (Lévi-Strauss 1981: 120, 132, 135, 136, 137). This is the spatial 

counterpart of myths which describe how the uniform time of the long day 

was differentiated into the periodic cycles of night and day, winter and 

summer etc.  

Therefore, in a large body of myths from the Americas as well as 

elsewhere in the world, the mythic age can be defined in terms of an 

emphatic absence of periodicity, both temporal and spatial. And a 

fundamentally important figure in these mythologies, by implication, is 

the woman without a vagina, especially in her cosmic role as the earth-

mother. Of particular significance is the fact that many such myths present 

this absence of periodicity as an idyllic state; a blissful existence free from 

all pain and suffering, an endless summer free from all darkness, death, 
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pestilence and strife. Mircea Eliade argues that many rites performed in 

various parts of the world constitute a ritual return to such a pristine state 

of primordial wholeness (Eliade 1960: 59-72, 95-8, 110-115, 222-3; 

1963:10-53, 79-88; 1965:114-5). 

The sheer absence of periodicity is presented as the ideal state, and, 

when periodicity is introduced at the end of the mythic age, it often 

transforms this world into a vale of tears, filled with suffering, disease and 

death; so that the periodicity of the womb, as well as its cosmic 

counterparts, are cast in a distinctly negative light. When the sealed 

container is opened, or, by implication, when the earth-mother’s womb 

acquires a vagina, a perfect world is lost and misery ensues. 

THE MIND AS WOMB 

In some creation myths, such as that of the Winnebago of Wisconsin, the 

universe is created by means of pure thought. In other words, the cosmos 

is effectively born inside the mind of the Creator. Thus, the Omaha of 

Midwestern North America state that, in the Beginning, all things were in 

the mind of Wakonda, the Creator (Eliade 1967: 83-85). In a Zuni creation 

myth Awonawilona, the All-father, ‘conceived within himself and thought 

outward in space, whereby the mists of increase, steam potent of growth 

were evolved and uplifted’ (1967: 130-131). The Zuni myth, in particular, 

suggests that such myths are a male riposte to the power of the womb: 

particularly the womb of an earth-mother from which the cosmos (the 

heavenly bodies and the rest of nature) is born and reborn in daily, 

monthly, and seasonal cycles. The mind of the male creator god functions 

as a kind of cosmogonic womb. 

In many cultures the womb and its functions are appropriated by men 

in a far more direct and explicit way. Thus, in a secret pseudo-procreative 

male initiation rite performed by the Aranda of central Australia men  

sit up throughout the night “giving birth” with an ersatz womb. 

[Next] the “male mothers” in the company of their “new-born” 

sons flaunt the instrument of birth in full view (almost) of real 

mothers. (Hiatt 1971: 83-4) 
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Chris Knight discusses this kind of material extensively to support his 

“sex-strike” theory, particularly the phenomenon of “male menstruation” 

and analogous ritual practices and mythic motifs (1991: 428-35). 

MYTHOLOGICAL TRANSFORMATION 

Every aspect of the mythological system discussed above seems to have 

been formulated in response to the creative power of the womb, 

particularly an earth-mother’s womb. This response entails both the 

positing of a masculine counterpart of this womb, and the denigration of 

its creative power. As mentioned above, the ideal state is presented as one 

in which none of the forms of periodicity – menstrual, cosmic, seasonal, 

and human – that operate through the agency of the cosmic womb exist, 

and, conversely, the onset of all these forms of periodicity transforms an 

idyllic world into a place of misery, decay and death. 

Therefore, even though the figure of an earth-mother is by no means a 

prominent feature of this mythological system, it can be argued, in light of 

the above, that she was very much present in the minds of those who 

formulated these myths and rites.3 It follows that this shadowy figure 

could be a valuable tool in the analysis of the above mythological system, 

which can be described in terms of various transformations and inversions 

of the life-creating power of her womb. 

THE EARTH-MOTHER 

American myth is deeply concerned with the relationship between 

feminine periodicity and the various forms of cosmic, seasonal, and 

human periodicity (Lévi-Strauss 1978: 221-223, 500-506). As we have 

seen, all these forms of periodicity are combined as aspects of a single 

process in the womb of an earth-mother. 

In myth and iconography the mouth of the earth-mother is sometimes 

identified with the vagina dentata, as is the case in South America, as well 

as with the jaws of a giant fish or whale. Mircea Eliade, discussing the 

pattern of a return to the womb found in initiatory myths and rites from 

various parts of the world, refers to ‘a number of myths of an initiatory 

traversal of a vagina dentata, or a perilous descent into a cave or crevasse 

assimilated to the mouth or the uterus of Mother Earth – a descent that 
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brings the Hero to the other world…’ (1961: 52, 58, 62-63, 66). Likewise, 

the Australian earth-mother Kunapipi, in her manifestation as Mumuna, 

has an alimentary canal which, like a vaginal tract, directly connects her 

mouth to her womb (Hiatt 1975: 156). This suggests a monstrous mother 

who sexually devours her children in order to give birth to them again in 

endless cycles. The Australian earth-mother, in her various manifestations, 

swallows initiates to give birth to them again, and, in related myths, is 

depicted as a cannibal All-mother (Hiatt 1975: 151-4, 156-8; Berndt 1951: 

148-152).5 

According to Eliade, in the context of initiation rites involving the 

concept of a return to the womb: 

The sun, plunging every evening into the darkness of death and 

into the primordial waters … resembles both the embryo in the 

womb and the neophyte hidden in the initiatory hut. When the sun 

rises in the morning, the world is reborn, just as the initiate 

emerges from his hut. In all probability, burial in the embryonic 

position is explained by the mystical interconnection between 

death, initiation, and return to the womb. (1961: 59) 

BIRDSONG AND REBIRTH 

In the Caraja myth referenced above, How Men lost Immortality (1), the 

ancestors are lured out of the bowels of the earth by the cry of the seriema 

bird. As Lévi-Strauss points out: ‘the prime cause of the loss of 

immortality consists in being rashly receptive to noise: men hear the cry 

of the bird, set out to look for it, and discover the dead wood’ (1970: 150). 

The seriema is identified with decay: its flesh, according to the peasants 

of the interior of Brazil, is worm-ridden (1970: 150-151). In another 

Caraja myth, How Men lost Immortality (2), human mortality is the result 

of people’s failure to hear the faint call of a vulture. The demiurge’s 

mother-in-law asked the vulture as it was flying off how old men could be 

rejuvenated, and the reply came from very high up in the sky. The trees 

and certain animals could hear it, which is why, unlike humans, they can 

rejuvenate themselves (1970: 161). The vulture, more markedly than the 

seriema, is associated in myth with decay, due to its habit of feeding on 

carrion (1970: 139-142). 
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The Shucuru of Pernambuco say that the seriema used to be the sun’s 

mistress. This bird, which sings only when it rains, does so, according to 

them, to ask the sun to come back again (1970: 150). This is an interesting 

ethnographic detail, since it stands in opposition to the above theme of 

mortality as the result of a response, or lack thereof, to the call of a bird. 

All over the world the rising sun is greeted by birdsong, so that the latter 

could logically be identified with rebirth (see above). Therefore, in 

contrast to the humans in the Caraja myth, the sun’s emergence from the 

bowels of the earth in response to the call of birds is a sign of its 

immortality. One could say that the sun’s immortality is the result of its 

positive response to bird-calls, which lure it out of the earth every morning 

(birdsong starts well before the actual sunrise, usually when it is still quite 

dark). 

This conjures up the image of an earth-mother, from whose womb the 

ancestors, along with all the other living creatures, emerge in the Zuni 

myth (see above). As we have seen, the power of the womb is already 

denigrated in the Zuni myth by the fact that the ‘birth’ of humankind from 

the loins of the earth-mother has to happen through the agency of male 

heroes who open up her sealed womb. In the Caraja myth, the bowels of 

the earth are not explicitly identified with a womb, but the emergence of 

humans through a hole is clearly analogous to such a telluric birth. And 

even though this is not a “sealed womb” as in the Zuni myth, the hole is 

too small for the corpulent ancestor, Kaboi, to fit through, so that he has 

to stay behind. Thus the sealed telluric womb is presented in a weaker 

form. 

Furthermore, the bird-call theme is treated in the same way as the 

telluric womb theme. While the latter is disparaged by robbing it of a 

vaginal passage, thereby denying it the power of rebirth, the former is cast 

in a negative light by making it the cause of mortality rather than 

rebirth/immortality. 

MAUI AND THE BIRDS 

The theme of birdsong and the emergence from the womb of an earth-

mother is given a strikingly similar treatment in a Maori myth, Maui and 

Hine-nui-te-po. The hero Maui sets off to gain immortality for humankind, 

accompanied by a group of birds: “the small robin, the large robin, and the 
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thrush, and the yellow-hammer, and every kind of little bird, and the water-

wagtail.” He enters the body of the sleeping goddess of death, Hine-nui-

te-po, having given his companions strict instructions not to laugh at him 

until he has got altogether inside her and is on the point of coming out of 

her mouth. Unfortunately, the little Tiwakawaka (the water-wagtail) could 

not restrain himself and laughed out loud ‘with its merry cheerful note’ 

before the hero was quite inside her, and she woke up and squeezed him 

to death. But for this lack of restraint, Maui would have gained 

immortality for humankind and the old goddess of death (i.e. death itself) 

would have died (Eliade 1967: 142-44). In another version the birds burst 

out laughing when Maui is half-way out the giantess’s mouth. She wakes 

up and bites him in half (Eliade 1960: 220-221). 

Hine-nui-te-po is described as ‘opening and shutting there, where the 

horizon meets the sky’ (1967: 142). This reference to the Symplegades 

suggests a certain affinity between this goddess and the earth-mother, 

whose mouth is sometimes identified with the vagina dentata as well as 

being presented as homologous with the symplegades (Eliade 1961: 52, 

58, 62-63, 66). This affinity is strengthened by the fact that Hine-nui-te-

po opens and shuts ‘where the horizon meets the sky,’ since this is where 

the earth-mother’s mouth is situated; where she swallows or devours the 

heavenly bodies. 

In this myth, as in the South American ones, bird-calls are the cause of 

the loss of human immortality. And what is more, it is a direct inversion 

of the ‘facts’ that can be ascertained from empirical observation. Instead 

of the chorus of birdsong luring the sun out the womb of the earth-mother 

and thereby ensuring its immortality, birdsong becomes derisive laughter 

which causes the hero’s death as he emerges from the goddess’s mouth, 

thereby causing the loss of human immortality. Maui’s passage through 

the giantess’s body also reverses that of the sun through the body of the 

earth-mother. Instead of entering through her mouth, where the sun is 

devoured, and emerging reborn out of her vagina, he enters through the 

latter opening and emerges through the mouth. The fact that the one 

version has him being squeezed to death while entering the vagina while 

the other has him bitten in half while emerging from her mouth is 

significant. It suggests that her mouth and vagina are homologous in this 

respect – a vagina dentata which devours its male victims. 
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DEATH ESCAPES FROM THE SEALED CONTAINER 

During the mythic age or long day, darkness or night (along with death 

and disease) is trapped inside a sealed container, as we have seen. It is 

usually in response to some noise coming from inside the container that 

the mythic characters, in violation of a divine injunction, open up the 

container to bring about the untimely and disastrous release of night, death 

or disease. Thus, in a Wasco myth, from British Columbia, The Origin of 

Irrevocable Death, the dead escape from a sealed box when the 

protagonists open the lid in response to the calls from inside, with the 

result that immortality is lost forever (Lévi-Strauss 1981: 186). The same 

occurs in a Cherokee myth, The Quarrel between the Sun and Moon (see 

below). In the Tupi myth (M326a) this noise is made by nocturnal 

creatures: crickets and toads (1973: 416-417). Again, this noise from 

within the container is an inversion of the bird-calls from without that lure 

the people out of the bowels of the earth in the Caraja myth, and with the 

same result: the loss of immortality. 

However, it would be more accurate to say that this motif is an 

inversion of the bird-calls from without which lure the sun itself out of the 

earth, since all the terms are inverted here: instead of an illicit response to 

noise from within the container causing the loss of immortality, an 

appropriate response to birdsong from without causes the renewal of life, 

i.e. the gaining of immortality. This is further supported by the Cherokee 

myth, The Quarrel between the Sun and Moon in which the earth is 

subjected to perpetual night because the sun is mourning the death of her 

daughter and refuses to show her face. Seven men are sent to the Ghost 

country to bring her back again. However, the box containing the deceased 

daughter is opened on the way back from the Ghost country in response 

to her pleas from inside. Because of this the dead can no longer come back 

to life. The inconsolable sun, after causing a flood with her tears, is finally 

lured out of hiding by laughter and song (Lévi-Strauss 1978: 279-280). 

This loss of immortality is deftly echoed in the myth by the sun’s refusal 

to show her face, so that human immortality through rebirth (i.e. return 

from the Ghost country) is implicitly homologized with the sunrise. The 

sun’s eventual rising in response to laughter and song further suggests the 

above connection between birdsong, sunrise, and rebirth/immortality. 

The same motif is found in Micmac and Passamaquoddy versions 

(from eastern Canada and north-eastern United States) of the myth of The 
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Wives of the Sun and Moon, in which the two wives return to earth from 

the sky in a basket attached to a cosmic rope (see below). They are 

instructed to remain concealed under a blanket inside this basket until they 

hear the song of the black-headed chickadee, then the call of the red 

squirrel, followed by that of the striped squirrel (animals which are found 

at the respective stages of the descent to earth). However, they emerge too 

soon, in response to the call of the red squirrel – i.e. while they are still 

between heaven and earth – and they are left stranded on top of a very tall 

tree. Significantly, the heroines’ descent is homologized with the 

emergence of the sun from the bowels of the earth: “…as each song was 

sung by the birds and the squirrels, they had come nearer and nearer to the 

earth, even as the light of day drew near” (1978: 233, 236-8, emphasis 

added). This interruption of the conjunction of the sky and the earth by 

means of the cosmic rope (i.e. the fragmentation of the continuous) is 

homologous with the opening up of the sealed container, which brings an 

end to the mythic age and results in the loss of immortality. The heroines’ 

interrupted descent is homologous not only with their untimely emergence 

from the sealed container in response to the call of the red squirrel, but 

also with the simultaneous emergence of the sun from the ‘womb’ of the 

earth (compare the Cherokee myth above).  

BIRDSONG AND THE LOSS OF IMMORTALITY 

The reason why birdsong is associated with the loss of immortality rather 

than its gain can be deduced from the above. The opening up of the sealed 

container brings an end to the mythic age, and with it, the loss of 

immortality. And since birdsong lures the sun out of the earth’s womb, it 

must have been responsible for the original opening up of that great sealed 

container, as is suggested in the Caraja myth. In some myths, as noted 

above, it is daylight (i.e. the sun) that is released from a sealed container 

to bring the long night to an end. Birds, and particularly, birdsong, are 

therefore rather responsible for the onset of periodicity, which includes 

human periodicity (the cycle of birth and death). The blissful state of 

everlasting life, which obtained during the mythic age, is brought to an 

end, and birdsong – the noise from without that in some versions becomes 

the noise from within the sealed container – is the cause of this loss. This 

concept is expressed in a number of myths (see below).  
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THE BIRDS AND THE RAINBOW-SNAKE  

The Great Snake in the Tupi myth (M326a) holds night captive under the 

waters, and subsequently, in a sealed container. This myth therefore 

strongly identifies the snake with the mythic age, since it is responsible 

for the existence of the long day. The smooth, elongated form of the snake 

makes it well suited to this role of representing the continuous. This 

creature is widely presented as a rainbow-snake (in the Americas and 

elsewhere). The Australian rainbow-snake Yulunggur, after swallowing 

the Wawilak sisters and their sons, stands up erect with its head touching 

the clouds, like a proper rainbow that conjoins the sky and the earth 

(Warner 1937: 254; Berndt 1951: 13, 16, 25, 30; Elkin 1951: xxi). Thus 

the rainbow-snake is homologous with the cosmic tree, pole, ladder, rope, 

or mountain as a device which effects a return to the continuous 

(primordial wholeness) by conjoining the sky and the earth (Eliade 1960: 

59-60, 63-6, 110-115; Lévi-Strauss 1970: 289-91, 293; 1981: 31-32, 462-

5, 501-3, 601). Furthermore, the continuous spectrum of colour in the 

rainbow, and therefore on the rainbow-snake’s skin, represents primordial 

wholeness, as is clear from Amazonian myth as well as the construction 

of Amazonian feather adornments (Lévi-Strauss 1970: 320, 324). 

The opening up of the sealed container causes the fragmentation of the 

continuous (i.e. continuous daylight or continuous night). And since this 

mythic theme can be transposed to the spatial register, it follows that the 

birds could also be held responsible for cutting up the spatially continuous. 

This is precisely what happens in a set of Amazonian myths, How Birds 

Acquired their Coloured Plumage, in which the birds kill the rainbow-

snake and divide its rainbow-coloured skin amongst themselves. Thus the 

continuous snake, and more specifically, its continuous spectrum of 

rainbow-coloured skin are fragmented into discrete units that become the 

individual coloured plumes of each species of bird (Lévi-Strauss 1970: 

302-304). Significantly, in a Vilela version the birds attack the snake with 

their song, and the cry of the dwarf owls, which consists of short, discrete 

sounds (“not, not, not, pi”), is decisive in killing the monster (1970: 304-

305). Thus birdsong, which, in other myths, is responsible for opening up 

the sealed container, becomes discrete noise that cuts up the continuous.  

In these myths the birds, the harbingers of periodicity, stand in 

opposition to the rainbow-snake, the representative of the long day. The 

same opposition exists in the Tupi myth M326a. When the sealed 



20  Deon Liebenberg 

 

Cosmos 31 (2015) 7-25 

container is opened and night is released, bringing the long day to an end, 

a ball of string (i.e. a continuous form) is transformed into an inhambu 

bird, whose song at dawn marks out discrete units of day and night, while 

another ball of string becomes a cujubim bird, whose calls at regular 

intervals throughout the night divides the night into discrete temporal units 

(Lévi-Strauss 1973: 416-17). These birds, which through their regulatory 

calls are agents of periodicity, therefore stand in direct opposition, not only 

to the great Snake, but also to the balls of thread which, like the Snake, 

represent the long day, the continuous. 

THE WOODEN BRIDE 

This opposition of birds to the continuous can also be seen in the 

Amazonian myth of The Wooden Bride. This wonderfully beautiful young 

woman, carved out of wood and then miraculously made to come alive, 

has no vagina, and, in a Warao version, her frustrated bridegroom elicits 

the aid of the bunia bird, who creates a vaginal passage with its beak. In a 

Macusi version it is a woodpecker that performs this task, while in a Cubeo 

version it is the bird Konéko (Lévi-Strauss 1973: 215-217, 221-224). The 

heroine’s sealed womb (homologous with the sealed container in M326a) 

represents the long day and therefore also the continuous, and it is logical 

that birds, the harbingers of periodicity, should be chosen for this task. 

This motif can be seen as a variant of the one in which a bird ‘opens up’ 

the sealed container or womb with its song, as in the Caraja, Micmac, and 

Passamaquoddy myths above. This opening up of the container is also 

homologous with the fragmentation of the rainbow-snake (the continuous) 

by the birds in the above myths. In these myths, as we have seen, birds 

likewise fragment the snake either directly, with their beaks, or by means 

of their (discrete) calls. 

Moreover, in the Warao version of The Wooden Bride referred to above, 

a snake had to be removed from the Wooden Bride’s womb, when her 

vagina was created, before she could become sexually active (1973: 216). 

This snake, curled up inside the sealed womb, like the Great Snake who 

keeps Night trapped inside the sealed container (M326a), and like the 

rainbow-snake, represents the continuous, the long day, and it stands in 

the same opposition to the birds that the sealed womb does. 
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In M326a the Great Snake prevents his daughter from consummating 

her marriage by keeping night trapped under the waters, since she needs 

darkness in order to have sexual relations. By the same token, the ‘father’ 

of the Wooden Bride, also an aquatic monster (an alligator),6 prevents her 

from having sexual relations with her husband by neglecting to carve her 

a vagina (1973: 419). The snake inside the Wooden Bride’s womb prevents 

sexual relations in a more direct fashion. In all these cases, the opposition 

of the snake to sex is a manifestation of the belief that the long day or 

mythic age was a time when sex, like night and death, did not exist yet 

(Lévi-Strauss 1970: 155-157; 1978: 175, 179-180; 1981: 134-138, 590). 

The heroine’s lack of a vagina expresses the same belief. Sex is 

fundamental to periodicity, and therefore a bird, a cardinal agent of 

periodicity, would logically be responsible for making sex possible in the 

Wooden Bride myth. 

Significantly, in another Warao version of this myth, the blood that 

comes spurting out of the heroine’s vaginal wound endows birds with their 

many-coloured plumage, as happens in the Mataco myth (1973: 217-218), 

so that the homology between the sealed womb and the rainbow-snake 

(whose skin is the source of the birds’ multi-coloured plumage in the 

above myths) is clear. Here birds are responsible for menstrual periodicity. 

In a Shipaya version of the myth, How Birds acquired their Coloured 

Plumage, (Lévi-Strauss 1970: 312) the birds’ acquisition of their coloured 

plumage likewise coincides with the onset of menstrual periodicity, 

although the link between the two is not as direct.  

In a Mataco myth from the Gran Chaco, How Birds Acquired Their 

Coloured Plumage, a bee blocks up every orifice in the trickster’s body, 

so that the latter is homologous with the sealed womb of the Wooden Bride 

(see note 2). Birds come to his aid and a little woodpecker succeeds in 

opening up a hole with its beak. As in the Warao myth above, the blood 

that spurts through the hole stains the birds in the beautiful colours they 

have today (Lévi-Strauss 1970: 305-6). A Kraho myth from Brazil, The 

Story of Autxepirire, tells of how a group of birds gang raped a young girl, 

opening up every conceivable orifice in a way that is homologous with the 

birds’ action in the Mataco myth (1970: 252, 306-7, 310-11; see also 

Hugh-Jones 1979: 303). In all these cases the birds’ opposition to the 

continuous (the sealed womb) is manifest. 
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CONCLUSION 

Through their strong association with periodicity, birds play a pivotal role 

in the above myths. They are intimately connected to the onset of the 

present age through the fragmentation of the continuous or through the 

homologous process of opening up the sealed container. And since the 

present age is characterized by the various forms of periodicity, birds are 

logically held responsible for the loss of the immortality which obtained 

during the mythic age. 
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Notes 

 For a more detailed account of the structural and thematic similarities 

between the myths of the Americas and those of Australia and Polynesia, 

see Liebenberg 2016. 

 Lévi-Strauss also presents numerous instances of mythic characters 

‘who are blocked or pierced above or below, or at the front or the back, 

and whose positive or negative disability may affect the vagina or the 

anus, the mouth, the eyes, the nostrils or the ears’ (1973: 203, 1978: 185-

6). That the woman without a vagina constitutes the primary form of this 

motif is suggested by the fact that the piercing action often takes on a 

sexual character, as in a Nootka myth in which the hero ‘cures his 

supernatural protectresses of blindness by piercing eyes for them with 

the tip of his penis’ (1981: 462, 404, see also 1970: 310-11; 1973: 203-

4). 

 There is no need here to speculate about whether or not the earth-mother 

was more prominently featured in mythologies of earlier times. 

Although it is possible that patriarchal mythographers might have 

transformed an existing earth-mother mythology, they might as well 

have responded to a potential mythology which existed partly or chiefly 

in their own minds (suggested by empirical observation – see note 5 

below) and which posed a serious threat to male authority over women 

(compare Bamberger 1974; Lattas 1989). Where an earth-mother is 
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explicitly featured, as in the Zuni creation myth or the Australian 

Kunapipi mythology, she is usually subjected to male authority. This is 

expressed, among other ways, by the fact that the Zuni earth-mother’s 

womb is ‘opened up’ by male heroes. Likewise, the Kunapipi rites of 

Northern Australia feature an earth-mother, Kunapipi, who swallows 

initiates and from whose womb – a trench in the ceremonial dancing-

ground – they are reborn as men (Berndt 1951: 13-14, 43, 147, 153). 

However, in her manifestation as the two Mungamunga sisters (1951: 

13), she is a woman without a vagina, whose ‘opening up’ in myth 

explains why women today have vaginas (1951: 176-7). A young virgin 

is ritually ‘opened up’ by means of a boomerang before taking part in 

the ritual copulation which is central to these rites (1951: 67-8, 209). 

Compare this phallic use of a weapon to the thunderbolt knives which 

open up the Zuni earth-mother.  

 The lunar cycle of slightly more than twenty nine and a half days 

corresponds to the human menstrual cycle, thereby forming a link 

between the menstrual and cosmic cycles. 

 This monstrous aspect of the earth-mother could well be another 

patriarchal way of denigrating the power of the womb. However, it could 

also more simply be the imaginative product of empirical observation. 

Every morning she gives birth to the sun, and the eastern horizon is red 

with the blood that accompanies birth. And in the evening she devours 

this child of hers, and the western horizon is covered in her victim’s 

blood. However, for a new sun to be born the next morning, it has to be 

fathered on the earth-mother by the previous day’s sun. Therefore the 

sun must commit incest with his mother, during which act he is devoured 

by her. But he can only perform this fatal sexual act in the west, where 

his mother’s mouth is, and consequently it must be an act of fellatio. The 

earth-mother’s mouth therefore serves as a vagina – a mouth-vagina – 

and her alimentary canal as a vaginal tract which leads directly to her 

womb. It is through some such mythic event that the sun and the other 

heavenly bodies are perpetually reborn from the loins of the earth. 

 The alligator often plays the same mythic role as the snake in the 

Americas, as, for example, in the snake-ferryman and alligator-ferryman 

myths of North and South America (see Lévi-Strauss 1978: 436-7, 443-

6). 
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Heroic Sword God: A Possible Eurasian Origin of 

a Japanese Mythological Motif 

KAZUO MATSUMURA 

ABSTRACT. According to Atshuhiko Yoshida and Taryo Obayashi, the basic 

structure of Japanese mythology was brought into Japan by nomadic tribes 

through the Korean Peninsula during the Tumulus period (3rd-6th centuries CE, 

but the assumed intrusion was most likely in the 5th century). There are several 

myths related to swords and heroes in Japanese mythology. In addition, 

archaeological excavations have shown the importance of iron swords during the 

Tumulus period. These stories and archaeological findings indicate that the 

introduction of metallurgy from the continent, and the subsequent production of 

iron weapons, resulted in 1) the unification of the country by a great king, 2)  

the construction of huge tumuli by the ruling class to show their prestige, and  

3) the worship of the iron sword and related myths about its power. Herodotus 

links the worship of iron swords to Scythians. Scott Littleton therefore suggested 

that the worship of such weapons spread from the Scythians to both ends of the 

Eurasian continent, i.e. to the West, with the Arthurian legends of the Celts, and 

to the East, during the Tumulus period, to the Japanese. This paper is an attempt 

to reevaluate previous hypotheses, adding new materials and new insights. 

KEYWORDS: Japanese mythology, sword, Takemikazuchi, Ama no Hiboko, 

Susanowo, Yamato Takeru, Scythians, Arthurian legend, Excalibur, Batlaz, Iron 

Age mythology, Dumézil 

INTRODUCTION 

Atsuhiko Yoshida (1934- ), professor emeritus of Gakushuin University, 

Tokyo, was once a student of Georges Dumézil in Paris. He argued that 

the basic structure of Japanese Mythology is designed in tripartite 

divisions whose main characters are three divinities, Amaterasu the Sun 

Goddess, Susanowo the Violent Warrior, and Ōkuninushi the Great 

Landlord. He argued that this structure was transmitted by nomadic tribes 

through the Korean Peninsula in the Tumulus Period (5th century CE) 

(Yoshida 1963; Yoshida 1962; Yoshida 1961). 

 Obayashi Taryo (1929-2001), professor emeritus of the University of 

Tokyo, independently of Yoshida, was also stimulated by Dumézil’s 

theory of tripartite ideology, and presented the structural analysis of 
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Japanese mythology, arguing, like Yoshida, that the tripartite structure of 

Japanese mythology was influenced by the Indo-European ideology 

brought in by nomadic people (Obayashi 1977). 

 In Dumézil’s theory, the warrior (2nd) function could be represented 

by two gods: one wild and the other chivalric, such as Bhima and Indra in 

Vedic mythology. Yoshida and Obayashi argued that in Japanese 

mythology, although the warrior function is usually represented by 

Susanowo alone, sometimes a more chivalric aspect could be represented 

by Takemikazuchi, the god of the sword. In this paper, Takemikazuchi and 

his doublet Futsunushi will be compared with the sword divinities of 

Eurasia, in a search for the possible Eurasian ancestry of the sword 

divinities in Japanese mythology. 

TAKEMIKAZUCHI AND FUTSUNUSHI 

The Nihonshoki (Aston 1972: Book 1; variants 6 and 7) tells that 

Takemikazuchi and Futsunushi were born when Izanaki cut off the head 

of Kagutsuchi the fire god with a sword. The Kojiki (Chamberlain 1982) 

does not mention the name of Futsunushi. 

When Ninigi the grandson of the sovereign sun goddess Amaterasu 

was about to be dispatched from heaven to the Middle Land to be the ruler, 

in the Nihonshoki (Main text; variants 1 and 2), it is said that Futsunushi 

and Takemikazuchi were dispatched as messengers to Ōkuninushi urging 

him to concede the land to Ninigi. These two gods landed at Itasa no 

Ohama beach and, drawing the ten-length sword, sticking it in the 

seawater upside-down, and sitting on the tip, asked Ōnamuchi 

(=Ōkuninushi) if he would concede the land to Ninigi. Ōkuninushi replied 

that he would discuss the issue with his children. When one of his sons, 

Kotoshiro-nushi, heard this, unwilling to fight, he disappeared into the 

ocean. Hearing this, Ōkuninushi surrendered the land and hid himself in 

the otherworld. In the Kojiki, it is Ama no Tori Fune (“Heavenly Bird 

Ship”) and Takemikazuchi who were dispatched for the task. The scene at 

the beach is same as in the Nihonshoki. After Kotoshironushi’s 

disappearance, however, in the Kojiki, there is a story about another son 

of Ōkuninushi, Takeminakata. Not wishing to surrender the land, he 

challenged the two warrior deities, but, since these two warrior gods were 

much stronger, Takeminakata ran away to Suwa and surrendered. Thus 
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finishing their duty, the two gods returned to heaven. From these 

descriptions, we can say that Takemikazuchi and Futsunushi are gods of 

the sword or the embodiment of the sword itself. 

AMA NO HIBOKO 

According to the Nihonshoki (Aston 1972, 1.168): 

In the 3rd year of Emperor Suinin (B.C. 27), Spring, 3rd month. 

The Silla prince, Ama no Hiboko (‘the sun-spear of Heaven’) 

arrived. The objects which he brought with him were: one Ha-

buto gem, one Ashi-daka gem, one red-stone Ukaka gem, one 

Izushi short sword, one Izushi spear, one sun-mirror, and one 

Kuma-himorog; seven things in all. These were stored in the Land 

of Tajima, and made divine things for ever. 

 

Another version (Aston 1972, 1.168) says: 

In the beginning, Ama no Hiboko, riding on a ship, anchored at 

the land of Harima, where he dwelt in the village of Shisaha. Then 

the Emperor sent to Harima Ōtomonushi, the ancestor of the 

Yamato no Atahe, and inquired of Ama no Hiboko, saying: ‘who 

art though, and to what country dost thou belong?’ Ama no 

Hiboko answered and said: ‘I am the son of the King of Silla. 

Hearing that in the Land of Japan there was a sage monarch, I 

gave my country to my younger brother, Chiko, and have come to 

offer my allegiance and to bring tribute of the following objects, 

viz. a Ha-boso gem [n.b. Ha-buto gem in version above], an Ashi-

daka gem, an Ukaka red-stone (or Akashi) gem, an Idzushi short 

sword, an Idzushi spear, a sun-mirror, a Kuma-himorogi, and an 

Isasa sword; eight objects in all.’1 

So the Emperor gave orders to Ama no Hiboko , saying: ‘Do thou dwell 

in either of these two villages – Shisaha in the land of Harima, or Idesa in 

the island of Ahaji, at thy pleasure.’ Then Ama no Hiboko addressed the 
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Emperor, saying: ‘In regard to a dwelling-place for thy servant, if the 

celestial favour is bestowed on him so far as to grant thy servant the place 

of his desire, thy servant will himself proceed to and visit the various 

provinces, and he hopes that he may be granted the place which is 

agreeable to his mind.’ 

This was agreed to. Thereupon, Ama no Hiboko , ascending the river 

Uji, went northwards, until he arrived at the village of Ana, in the province 

of Ōmi. 

Afterwards, he proceeded onwards, from the province of Ōmi, through 

the province of Wakasa, and going westward arrived at the province of 

Tajima. So there he fixed his dwelling place. Therefore the potters of 

Kagami no Hasama, in the province of Ōmi, are the servants of Ama no 

Hiboko. Accordingly, Ama no Hiboko took to wife Matawo, the daughter 

of Futomimi, a man of Idzushi in Tajima, who bore to him Tajima 

Morosuke, who was the father of Tajima no Hinaraki, who was the father 

of Kiyohiko, who was the father of Tajima-mori. 

According to the Nihonshoki (Aston 1972, 1.185-6): 

In the 88th year of Emperor Suinin, Autumn, 7th month, 10th day. 

The Emperor commanded the ministers to bring in the divine 

treasures which the Silla Prince Ama no Hiboko had brought with 

him when he had come to Tajima. … Among the treasures was a 

short sword called Izushi. After it was deposited in the imperial 

sacred treasury, it disappeared. Eventually the sword was 

discovered on the Island of Awaji. People of the island considered 

it a deity and erected a shrine, in which the sword is worshipped 

to this day. 

We could speculate from this that Ama no Hiboko was worshipped in the 

form of a sword by Korean immigrants, who had come to Japan bringing 

continental metal technology with them. 

SUSANOWO AND YAMATA NO WOROCHI 

According to the Kojiki, Susanowo was expelled from Heaven due to his 

disgraceful conduct and descended to the head-waters of the River Hi, in 

the province of Izumo. There he killed Yamata no Worochi, the Eight-
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Headed Serpent. Susanowo drew his ten-span sword and chopped the 

serpent into small pieces. When he came to the tail, the edge of his sword 

was slightly notched, and he therefore split open the tail and examined it. 

Inside there was a sword. This sword was presented to Amaterasu and 

became one of the three imperial regalia. 

According to the Nihonshoki (the second variant), “This sword is called 

Kusanagi. It is now in the village of Ayuchi in Owari Province. It is this 

deity that is in the charge of the chief priest of the Atsuta Shrine (in 

present-day Nagoya City). The sword that slew the serpent is called 

Worochi no Aramasa. It is now at Isonokami Shrine.” In the third variant, 

Susanowo’s first sword is called Worochi no Kara-sabi. 

EASTERN EXPEDITION OF JINMU 

According to the Kojiki, Jimmu and his two elder brothers were 

descendants of Amaterasu living in Takachiho, the southern part of 

Kyūshū (present-day Miyazaki Prefecture). They decided to move 

eastward, as they found the location inappropriate for reigning over the 

entire country. The troop lead by the three brothers headed for the east, but 

when the troop reached the central Kii Peninsula only Jimmu remained 

alive. The troop led by Jimmu landed at Kumano. In the mountains, a local 

deity in the shape of a bear appeared. When the army saw this deity, they 

felt ill and all fell down. A while later, a local chieftain named Takakura-

ji approached the troop and presented them with a huge sword. With the 

power of this magical sword, the army recovered and conquered the local 

deity. Asked who he was and how he obtained the sword, Takakura-ji 

replied as follows: “In my dream, Amaterasu was ordering Takemikazuchi 

to go down to help Jimmu’s army. Takemikazuchi was saying that he 

himself was not going down but would send his sword Futsunushi instead. 

I woke up from the dream and found a sword nearby. So I brought the 

sword to you.” This sword is called Saji-futsu or Mika-futsu or Futsu no 

Mitama and is now housed in the Isonokami Shrine (in Nara Prefecture). 

TRAGIC PRINCE YAMATO TAKERU 

Prince Yamato Takeru, originally Prince Ōsu, was a legendary prince, son 

of Emperor Keiko, who is traditionally counted as the 12th Emperor of 
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Japan. According to the Kojiki, Prince Ōsu slew his elder brother Ōusu. 

His father, Emperor Keikō, feared his son’s brutal temperament. To keep 

him at a distance, the father sent the son to Izumo Province, which today 

is the eastern part of Shimane Prefecture, and then to the land of Kumaso, 

present-day Kumamoto Prefecture. 

However, Ōsu succeeded in defeating his enemies, in the latter case by 

cross-dressing as a maid attendant at a drinking party. One of the enemies 

he defeated praised him and gave him a new name Yamato Takeru, 

meaning The Brave of Yamato. 

Still Emperor Keikō’s mind was unchanged. The Emperor sent Yamato 

Takeru to the eastern land, whose people were disobedient to the imperial 

court. On his way he went to see his aunt Princess Yamato-hime, the 

highest priestess of Amaterasu at the Grand Shrine of Ise (in present-day 

Mie Prefecture) and grieved saying that his father wished him to die. 

Princess Yamato-hime showed him compassion and lent him a holy sword 

named Ame no Murakumo (or Kusanagi) [see Susanowo and Yamata no 

Worochi above]. Yamato Takeru went to the eastern land and defeated 

many enemies. 

On his return he visited Princess Miyazu in Atsuta. From there, he set 

out to Mount Ibuki, which sits on the border of Ōmi Province and Mino 

Province, to conquer the local god of the Mount. He was contemptuous of 

the deity and did not bring his sword with him, leaving it with Princess 

Miyazu. Being blasphemed, the local god of the Mount cursed Yamato 

Takeru. He thus fell ill and died. The possessions of the dead prince were 

gathered together along with the sword Kusanagi. Sometime later, the 

sacred sword was moved to the current location of Atsuta Shrine. 

After death, his soul turned into a great white bird and flew away. His 

tomb in Ise is known as the Mausoleum of the White Plover. 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FACTS 

The Kofun (Tumulus) Period lasted from around 250 to 538 CE, after the 

Yayoi Period. Kofun are the burial mounds built mainly for the ruling 

class. The mounds contain large stone burial chambers. Some are 

surrounded by moats. Kofun come in many shapes, with round and square 

being the simplest. A distinct style is the keyhole-shaped kofun, with its 

square front and round back. Kofun range in size from several meters to 
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over 400 meters in length. These gigantic burial mounds were constructed 

to show people the power of the ruling class and its subordinate group of 

people. Iron swords have been found in these burial mounds. 

 

1) A sword with seven branches (Shichishi-to in Japanese, National 

Treasure) is housed at Isonokami Shrine in Tenri City, Nara 

Prefecture. The date and place of provenance is unknown. It could 

be a talisman of a deity and has been housed at the Shrine from 

the beginning without being buried with a deceased person like 

other swords. The main deity of the Isonokami Shrine is 

Futsunushi, a military figure mentioned above, who pacifies the 

spirit of rebellious local deities for the court. The myth about the 

origin of this sword is mentioned in the section on the Eastern 

Expedition of Jimmu above. 

  The keepers of Isonokami, the Mononobe clan, are thought 

to be of Korean lineage (kingdom of Silla) connected with the 

transmission of military and sericulture technologies. The Silla 

Kingdom is particularly noted for its Scythian-style jewelry forms 

– its royal crowns are said to be of Scythian design and show 

indications of contacts with Central Asian steppe peoples. 

Research has shown Koreans to have lineages possessing the 

genetic type haplogroup A5, which is thought to have evolved in 

central Asia between the Caspian Sea and Lake Baikal and have 

moved through Manchuria to the Korean Peninsula before 

reaching Japan (‘Haplogroup A (mtDNA)’ 2015; Kivisild et al. 

2002). 

2) Another important sword was excavated from Inariyama Tumulus 

of the Sakitama Tumulus Complex in Gyōda City, Saitama 

Prefecture in 1968 and its inscription was discovered later in 1978 

(Murayama and Miller 1979). A long inscription on the sword 

consists of 115 Chinese characters inlaid into both surfaces of the 

blade of the sword in gold. The name Wakatakeru was found in 

the inscription. This is one of the names of Emperor Yūryaku (see, 

below). He was the 21st emperor of Japan according to the 

traditional order of succession. According to the Kojiki, this 

emperor is said to have ruled from 456 to 479. Kojiki and 

Nihonshoki state that Yūryaku was named Prince Ōhatsuse 
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Wakatake at birth (Yūryaku is a name assigned to him 

posthumously). 

3) Another sword excavated from Eda Funayama Tumulus in 

Kikusui-machi, Tamana-gun, Kumamoto Prefecture also has an 

inscription with the name of Wakatakeru. 

  Two swords with the name of Wakatakeru (=Emperor 

Yūryaku), one in the eastern part of the main island of Honshu 

and another from the southern island of Kyushu attest to the extent 

of the imperial rule in the fifth century. In the Tumulus period, 

unification of the nation began and the iron sword was its symbol. 

SCYTHIAN SWORD GOD 

The Scythians are the first Inner Asian nomadic people to enter history. 

The Greek historian Herodotus, who wrote in the fifth century BCE, gives 

account of an Iranian invasion of Scythia, the region to the north of the 

Black Sea in his Histories. The Scythians, however, might have dominated 

a far wider area, stretching eastwards into Siberia. The Scythians have as 

their descendants the Ossetians of the Caucasus (Baldick 2000, 5). 

Herodotus talks about gods the Scythians worshipped, especially Ares, 

the sword god (4.59, 62): 

59: They worship only the following gods, namely, Hestia, Zeus, 

Ge, Apollo, Aphrodite Urania, Herakles, and Ares. They use no 

images, altars, or temples, except in the worship of Ares; but in 

his worship they do use them. 

62. The rites paid Ares are different [from the sacrifice to other 

gods]. In every district, at the seat of government, there stands a 

temple of brushwood, made of a vast quantity of fagots, in length 

and breadth three furlongs; in height somewhat less, having a 

square platform upon the top, three sides of which are precipitous, 

while the fourth slopes so that men may walk up it. Each year a 

hundred and fifty wagon-loads of brushwood are added to the pile, 

which sinks continually by reason of the rains. An antique iron 

sword is planted on the top of every such mound, and serves as 

the image of Ares: yearly sacrifices of cattle and of horses are 

made to it, and more victims are offered thus than to all the rest of 
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their gods. When prisoners are taken in war, out of every hundred 

men they sacrifice one, not however with the same rite as the 

cattle, but with different. Libations of wine are first poured upon 

their heads, after which they are slaughtered over a vessel; the 

vessel is then carried up to the top of the pile, and the blood poured 

upon the scimitar. While this takes place at the top of the mound, 

below, by the side of the temple, the right hands and arms of the 

slaughtered prisoners are cut off, and tossed on high into the air. 

Then the other victims are slain, and those who have offered the 

sacrifice depart, leaving the hands and arms where they may 

chance to have fallen, and the bodies also, separate. (Rawlinson 

1910, 310-311) 

ARTHURIAN LEGENDS 

The American anthropologist and Indo-Europeanist C. Scott Littleton 

described the Yamato Takeru legend as “Arthurian” due to its structural 

similarities with the King Arthur legend. Commonly shared motifs are: 

 

1) The use of a magic sword (Excalibur, Kusanagi) 

2) The leadership role of a war band 

3) Death after giving up the sword to a female figure (Lady of the 

Lake, Princess Miyazu) 

4) Transportation to the afterworld (Avalon, transformation into a 

swan). 

 

Littleton proposed that both legends descend from a common northeast 

Iranian ancestor (Littleton 1995). Firstly, two major topics of the Arthurian 

Romance are quoted from Sir Thomas Malory’s Le morte d’Arthur2. As to 

the pulling of the divine sword by young Arthur and his enthronement to 

king: 

There was seen in the churchyard, against the high altar, a great 

stone four square, like unto a marble stone; and in midst thereof 

was like an anvil of steel a foot on high, and therein stuck a fair 

sword naked by the point, and letters there were written in gold 

about the sword that said thus: WHOSO PULLETH OUT THIS 
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SWORD OF THIS STONE AND ANVIL, IS RIGHT-WISE 

KING BORN OF ALL ENGLAND. Then the people marveled … 

All the lords went to behold the stone and the sword. And when 

they saw the scripture some assayed, such as would have been 

king. But none might stir the sword nor move it. 

… Sir Kay had lost his sword, for he had left it at his father’s 

lodging, and so he prayed young Arthur for to ride for his sword. 

“I will well”, said Arthur, and rode fast after the sword, and when 

he came home, the lady and all were out to see the jousting. Then 

was Arthur wroth, and said to himself, “I will ride to the 

churchyard, and take the sword with me that sticketh in the stone, 

for my brother Sir Kay shall not be without a sword this day”. So 

when he came to the churchyard … he handled the sword by the 

handles, and lightly and fiercely pulled it out of the stone, and 

took his horse and rode his way until he came to his brother Sir 

Kay, and delivered him the sword. (Malory 1969, 1:16-17) 

Then, after the dreadful fight with his kinsman Mordred, who attempted 

to usurp the kingship, the wounded Arthur ordered Sir Bedevere, his 

marshal, to throw Excalibur into the lake and tell him what happens when 

he has done so. Bedevere however disobeyed Arthur’s order and hid the 

sword under a tree. When Bedevere returned, Arthur asked what he had 

seen. Bedevere answered that he had seen nothing. Knowing that 

Bedevere was lying, Arthur ordered him again to throw Excalibur into the 

lake. But Bedevere lied once again. Arthur ordered Bedevere to do what 

he had ordered for a third time. This time Bedevere obeyed: 

Sir Bedevere departed, and went to the sword, and lightly took it 

up and went to the water side; and there he bound the girdle about 

the hilts, and then he threw the sword as far into the water as he 

might; and there came an arm and an hand above the water and 

met it, and caught it, and so shook it thrice and brandished, and 

then vanished away the hand with the sword in the water. So Sir 

Bedevere came again to the king, and told him what he saw. 

“Alas”, said the king, “help me hence, for I dread me I have tarried 

over long”. Then Sir Bedevere took the king upon his back, and 

so went with him to that water side. And when they were at the 
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water side, even fast by the bank hoved a little barge with many 

fair ladies in it, and among them all was a queen, and all they had 

black hoods, and all they wept and shrieked when they saw King 

Arthur. “Now put me into the barge”, said the king. And so he did 

softly; and there received him three queens with great mourning; 

and so they set them down, and in one of their laps King Arthur 

laid his head. And then that queen said: “Ah, dear brother, why 

have ye tarried so long from me? Alas, this wound on your head 

hath caught over-much cold”. And so then they rowed from the 

land, and Sir Bedevere beheld all those ladies go from him. Then 

Sir Bedevere cried, “Ah my lord Arthur, what shall become of me, 

now ye go from me and leave me here alone among mine 

enemies?” “Comfort thyself”, said the king, “and do as well as 

thou mayest, for in me is no trust for to trust in; for I will into the 

Vale of Avilion to heal me of my grievous wound: and if thou hear 

never more of me, pray for my soul”. But ever the queens and 

ladies wept and shrieked, that it was pity to hear. (Malory 1969, 

2:517) 

AN OLDER TRADITION CONCERNING ARTHUR AND EXCALIBUR 

An older tradition concerning Arthur and Excalibur is recorded in Historia 

Regnum Britannie (c.1136) by the monk/historian Geoffrey of Monmouth 

(c.1100- c.1154/5). In this book, the main characters centering around the 

magical sword are all present: 

 

1) Arthur’s father is Uther Pendragon (bk. 8.17). Uther is attracted by 

Igerne, wife of Gorlois, Duke of Cornwall. Uther asks the advice 

of the magician Merlin for gaining Igerne. Merlin, using magical 

medicament, transforms Uther into the form of Gorlois. Uther, 

pretending to be Gorlois, visits Igerne and spends a night with her. 

Arthur is then conceived. Gorlois dies during a battle and Uther 

takes Igerne as his wife (bk. 8.19). 

2) Arthur fights with the Saxons and wins using his magical sword 

Caliburn. As to this sword, the text says “He had slain four hundred 

and seventy men single-handed with his sword Caliburn” (bk. 9.4). 

He fights in Gaul and other European countries. While he is 
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fighting the Roman Emperor Leo, his nephew Mordred, who is 

ruling Britain in Arthur’s stead, rebels against him (bk. 10.13). 

Arthur defeats the army of Mordred. Arthur, too, is mortally 

wounded and he is taken to the island of Avalon to heal his wounds 

(bk. 11.2). He gives the kingship of Britain to his kinsman 

Constantine, son of Cador, Duke of Cornwall. 

 

The different aspects are follows: 

 

1) Arthur becomes king after his father’s death. There is no scene of 

the pulling of a sword from an anvil. 

2) There is no mention of how Arthur gained the magical sword 

Caliburn. 

3) There is no mention of Caliburn when Arthur is taken to Avalon. 

4) Arthur gives the kingship of Britain to his kinsman Constantine, 

son of Cador, Duke of Cornwall 

 

The missing motifs are:  

 

1) The first sword stuck in stone that gives Arthur the title of king of 

Britain; 

2) The giving of Excalibur;  

3) The return of Excalibur to the Lake;  

4) The taking of Arthur by ladies in a boat. All these motifs could 

have been added later when these were brought into the Arthurian 

Romance and accepted. A possible origin for these motifs would 

be the nomadic tribes of Eurasia, especially the Scythians. Let us 

first see the tradition of the Ossetians, descendants of the 

Sarmatians, a branch of the Scythians. The Ossetians now live in 

the Caucasus and preserve a heroic Nart epic. One of the heroes of 

the Nart families is Batraz, whose end resembles that of King 

Arthur. 

BATRAZ, HERO OF THE SWORD IN THE NART EPIC OF THE OSSETIANS 

The Ossetians are a Caucasic group living with the Kabardians, the 

Circassians, and the Georgians. They are the last living descendants of the 
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Alano-Sarmatinas (Littleton and Malcor 1994, 40-43). Dumézil relates a 

legend about Batraz’s death (Dumézil 1930, 69): 

Batraz massacra tant et tant de Nartes que Dieu finit par se 

fâcher. Mais il était immortel, et il battit les anges et les saints que 

Dieu envoya contre lui. Alors Dieu décida de l’affiger de toutes 

sortes de maux insupportables, et de le soumettre à la loi 

commune, la mort. Mais les Nartes ne s’en portèrent pas mieux: 

de ses blessures incurables s’échappaient des pestilences qui les 

faisaient mourir. Le peu de Nartes qui survécut vint supplier 

Batraz de ne pas anéantir leur race. Alors seulement Batraz eut 

pitié d’eux. Il leur dit qu’il était satisfait de sa vengeance et 

consentait à mourir lui-même; “mais, ajouta-t-il, je ne pourrai 

mourir tant que mon épée n’aura pas été jetée à la mer: ainsi en 

a décidé le destin.” Les Nartes tombèrent dans une nouvelle 

desolation: comment jeter à la mer l’épée de Batraz? Ils 

résolurent de tromper le héros, de lui persuader que son épée était 

jetée à la mer et que c’était pour lui l’heure de mourir. Ils 

s’approchèrent donc du malade et lui jurèrent que la condition du 

destin était remplie. “Quels prodigies avez-vous vus quand mon 

épée est tombée dans la mer?” leur demanda-t-il. — “Aucun”, 

répondirent les Nartes, tou penauds. — “C’est donc que mon épée 

n’est pas jetée à la mer; autrement vous auriez vu des prodigies.” 

Les Nartes durent se résigner: ils déployèrent toutes leurs forces, 

attelèrent plusieurs milliers d’animaux; á la fin, ils réussirent à 

trainer l’épée de Batraz jusqu’à la côte et la jetèrent dans la mer. 

Aussitôt s’élevèrent vagues et ouragans, la mer bouillonna, puis 

devint couleur de sang. Les Nartes étaient dans un étonnement et 

dans une joie san bornes. Ils coururent raconteur à Batraz ce 

qu’ils avainet vu; convaincu, il renditle dernier soupir. Les Nartes 

purent facilement l’enterrer; mais ils ne purent croire, malgré ces 

funérailles, que Batraz était une creature mortelle et terrestre. 

Dieu s’irrita de cette légèreté et, faisant tomber du ciel une pluie 

de feu, il les anéantit. 

The incidents concerning Excalibur in the Arthurian Romance and the 

description of Batraz and his sword in the Nart epic are very similar. 
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Littleton and Malcor think the myth of the magical sword was brought into 

Britain by the Sarmatians (Sauromatae), the ancestors of the Ossetians, 

and that is why the two stories about the death of a hero and his sword are 

so similar (Littleton and Malcor 1994, 68-69). 

SARMATIAN CONNECTION 

Herodotus tells us about them. He says that Sarmatians are the descendants 

of male Scythians and Amazons (4.110-117). Roman historian Dio 

Cassius (2-3C CE) wrote a Roman History, in which he relates that during 

the war between the Romans and the Marcomanni (Marcomannian War, 

166-172, 177-180 CE), in 169 CE, the Jazyges, a branch of the Sarmatians, 

crossed the Danube and invaded Pannonia (present-day Hungary). They 

were beaten by the army of Marcus Aurelius and surrendered in 175 CE. 

As compensation, their leader Zanticus offered the services of their 

cavalry. 

72.16 The Iazyges were defeated and came to terms, Zanticus 

himself appearing as a suppliant before Antoninus. Previously 

they had imprisoned Banadaspus, their second king, for making 

overtures to him; but now all the chief men came with Zanticus 

and made the same compact as that to which the Quadi and the 

Marcomani had agreed, except that they were required to dwell 

twice as far away from the Ister as those tribes. Indeed, the 

emperor had wished to exterminate them utterly. For that they 

were still strong at this time and had done the Romans great harm 

as was evident from the fact that they returned a hundred thousand 

captives that were still in their hands even after the many who had 

been sold, had died, or had escaped, and that they promptly 

furnished as their contribution to the alliance eight thousand 

cavalry, fifty-five hundreds of whom he sent to Britain. 

In the north of England, the Cambrians and the Picts were threatening the 

Roman territory. Great walls were built in the time of Hadrian for defense. 

Still their invasion continued. That is why Aurelius decided to send the 

Sarmatian cavalry to Britain. Since they were isolated aliens, there was no 

danger of revolt. The north of England is also relatively flat and suitable 
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for cavalry fighting. Their presence in Britain even after retirement is 

attested by documents. 

Inscriptions of the Roman Empire were collected in the nineteenth 

century by the German historian Theodre Mommsen as Corpus 

Inscriptiones Latinae (CIL). CIL 7.218 is found at the Roman fort of 

Ribchester near present-day Lancaster, one of the important strategic 

centers of Northern Britain. It is a dedication to Apollo Maponus for the 

welfare of the Emperor and of a equitum Sarmatarum Brementen- 

nacensium Gordianus, of the years 238-44 CE (Richmond 1945, 15, 18). 

The inscription attests to the fact that at the ancient fort of 

Brementennacum there lived a 500-strong Sarmatian cavalry unit 

(Sulimirski 1970, 176). 

THE ALANS 

The Alans, or the Alani, are a tribe of the Scytho-Sarmatian group. They 

lived in south-eastern Russia in the first two centuries. After the arrival of 

the Goths in the Ukraine, they lived between the Volga and the Don. In the 

fourth century, they were driven westward by the Huns, crossed into Gaul 

in 406, and in 409 reached Spain, where they were absorbed by the 

Vandals (Littleton and Malcor 1994: 26-40). Roman historian Ammianus 

Marcellinus (c. 330-395 CE) tells of a custom of the Alans quite similar to 

the one reported by Herodotos (31.2.23): 

No temple or sacred place is to be seen in their country, not even 

a hut thatched with straw can be discerned anywhere, but after the 

manner of barbarians a naked sword is fixed in the ground and 

they reverently worship it as their god of war, the presiding deity 

of those lands over which they range (Nec templum apud eos 

visitur aut delubrum, ne tugurium quidem culmo tectum cerni 

usquam potest, sed gladius barbarico ritu humi figitur nudus, 

eumque ut Martem, regionum quas circumcolunt praesulem, 

verecundius colunt). 

It seems that the myth and ritual of the sword god originating among the 

Scythians were transmitted to the west by Jazyges, a branch of Sarmatians, 

and by the Alans, and to the east by the Scythians themselves or by some 
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other nomadic tribe. Before turning our eyes to the East, however, we still 

need to consider two things about the possible influence of the Scythians: 

1) the possibility that the image of Arthur was inspired by a historical 

person; 2) a Norse legend about Sigmund and his sword, very similar to 

the legend of Arthur and Excalibur. The Norse legend could have been 

created after the British/Celtic model. 

ARTHUR AND ARTORIUS 

Several interpretations are commonly given for the Welsh name “Arthur”. 

 

1. Derived from the Roman nomen gentile (family name) 

Artorius. 

2. Derived from a Brittonic patronym *Arto-rīg-ios (the root of 

which, *arto-rīg- “bear-king” is to be found in the Old Irish 

personal name Art-ri) via a Latinized form Artōrius. 

3. Derived from Welsh arth “bear” + (g)wr “man” (earlier *Arto-

uiros in Brittonic) 

4. Derived from Arcturus, the brightest star in the constellation 

Boötes, near Ursa Major or the Great Bear. 

 

If the Welsh form Arthur possibly came from the Latin Artorius, as Malone 

thinks (1925), there is a record of a person named Artorius in Britain at 

the right period. According to Malone, this name is “extremely rare” but 

there are records of a Roman general named Lucius Artorius Castus. An 

inscription, CIL 3,303, was found at Podstrana, near Spalato in Dalmatia. 

Another inscription, CIL 3, 2131, was found near the chapel of St. Martin 

of Podstrana. CIL 3,303 is about Artorius’ service in Roman legions. He 

had a long record of military service, first in Gallia, then Judea, Pannonia 

and Britain. In Britain, he was praefectus (local commander) of the legion 

VI. Victrix. While he was in Britain, an insurrection seems to have broken 

among the Armoricans (a Celtic people in Gaul). So he was appointed dux 

(general in command) against the rebels. This campaign is thought to have 

taken place around 150 CE. He later retired and was given a civil post in 

Liburnia (North Darmatia). Memory of the general in Britain might have 

merged the legend of a local hero. 
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THE NORSE 

Norse tradition also has a sacred sword. In Section 37 of the Gylfaginning 

(Sturluson 1954, 62), when Freyr fell in love after seeing Gerð, a giantess, 

Freyr’s servant Skírnir volunteered to go to the giantess in place of his 

master: “Skírnir answered saying that he would go on that errand, but 

Freyr was to lend him his sword, which was such a good one that it fought 

by itself. Freyr agreed to that and gave him the sword.” 

More important for our search for historical connections involving 

sacred sword tales of Eurasia are the deeds of Sigmundr in the 

Völsungasaga: “Volsung married Hljod. … They had ten sons and one 

daughter. Their eldest son was called Sigmund, and the daughter was 

named Signy. They were twins.” (Byock 1999, 37) 

King Siggeir of Gautland asked for Signy’s hand in marriage. King 

Volsung agreed and a feast was celebrated at King Volsung’s castle. An 

unknown man appeared. He was Odin (chap.3): 

It is now told that when people were sitting by the fires in the 

evening a man came into the hall. He was not known to the men 

by sight. He was dressed in this way: he wore a mottled cape that 

was hooded; he was barefoot and had linen breeches tied around 

his legs. As he walked up to the Branstock he held a sword in his 

hand while over his head was a low-hanging hood. He was very 

tall and gray with his age, and he had only one eye. He brandished 

the sword and thrust it into the trunk so that it sank up to the hilt. 

Words of welcome failed everyone. Then the man began to speak: 

“He who draws this sword out of the trunk shall receive it from 

me as a gift, and he himself shall prove that he has never carried 

a better sword than this one.” 

Then this old man walked out of the hall, and nobody knew who 

he was or where he was going. … No one who came forward 

succeeded in moving it, no matter which way he tried. Now 

Sigmund, the son of King Volsung, came forward. He grasped the 

sword, and drew it from the trunk. It was as if the sword lay loose 

for him. The weapon seemed so good to everyone that no one 

recalled ever seeing so fine a sword. 
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The idea that only one divinely chosen person can pull out a sword is the 

same as the Arthurian story. 

King Siggeir wished to purchase the sword from Sigmund but was 

refused. Angered, Siggeir planned to kill all the Volsung. Only Sigmund 

survived and escaped (chap.4,5). Signy changed her form and visited 

Sigmund in his dwelling in the wood and slept with him. She gave birth 

to a boy and named him Sinfjotli (chap.7). Sigmund with the help of 

Sinfjotli killed Siggeir and avenged his family. Signy died with Siggeir 

after telling Sigmund that Sinfjotli was his son (chap.8). Sinfjotli was 

killed by poisoning by Sigmund’s new wife Borghild. Sigmund in his 

sorrow took Sinfjotli’s body in his arms and went to a fjord. There he met 

a man in a small boat. When the man received Sinfjotli’s body, the man 

disappeared before Sigmund’s eyes (chap.10). This man must be Odin. 

Sigmund expelled Borghild and wished to take another wife, Hjordis. For 

that he had to fight against another candidate, King Lyngvi (chap.11): 

The battle had been going on for some time, when a man came 

into the fight. He had a wide-brimmed hat that sloped over his 

face, and he wore a black hooded cloak. He had one eye, and he 

held a spear in his hand. This man came up against King Sigmund, 

raising the spear before him. When Sigmund struck hard with his 

sword, it broke in two against the spear, Then the tide of the battle 

turned, for King Sigmund’s luck was now gone, and many of his 

men fell. 

After the battle, Hjordis went to the field and found Sigmund. She asked 

if he could be healed. He answered (chap.12): “Many a man lives where 

there is little hope, but my luck has forsaken me, so that I do not want to 

let myself be healed. Odin does not want me to wield the sword since it is 

now broken. I have fought battles while it pleased him. ” He further added: 

“You are carrying a son. Raise him well and carefully, for he will be an 

excellent boy, the foremost of our line. Guard well the broken pieces of 

the sword. From these pieces can be made an excellent sword, which will 

be called Gram. Our son will bear it and with it accomplish many great 

deeds, which will never be forgotten. And his name will endure while the 

world remains.” 
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Judging from the dominance of the Roman army in Britain and its 

influence for the formation of the legend of King Arthur and his sword 

Excalibur discussed above, the motif of a magical sword and its owner 

must have been borrowed from the British/Celtic material (De Vries 1954, 

102). 

THE HUNS 

We look again at the East and examine a possible Scythian influence of 

the concept of a sword war god in the Hun legend of King Attila. 

Roman historican Jordanes (c. 550 CE) tells a story about Attila, king 

of the Huns, declaring his kingship through his possession of a magical 

sword (De origine actibus que Getarum 35. 183): 

And though his temper was such that he always had great self-

confidence, yet his assurance was increased by finding the sword 

of Mars, always esteemed sacred among the kings of the 

Scythians. The historian Priscus says it was discovered under the 

following circumstances: “When a certain shepherd beheld one 

heifer of his flock limping and could find no cause for this wound, 

he anxiously followed the trail of blood and at length came to a 

sword it had unwittingly trampled while nibbling the grass. He 

dug it up and took it straight to Attila. He rejoiced at this gift and, 

being ambitious, thought he had been appointed ruler of the whole 

world, and that through the sword of Mars supremacy in all wars 

was assured to him (se mundi totius principem constitutum et per 

Martis gladium potestatem sibi concessan esse bellorum)”. 

Jordanes tells in a previous chapter that it was in 445 CE that Attila became 

the king of the Huns. Attila probably heard the story of king’s magical 

sword from one of neighboring peoples. It is hard to identify from which: 

the Scythians, Alans, Sarmatians, or even the Norse. Attila frequently 

appears as Atli in Germanic legends. Maenchen=Helfen says, ”Like so 

many peoples, from Mongolia to Gaul, the Huns worshipped the god of 

war in the form of a sword. The origin of the cult cannot be determined.” 

(Maenchen-Helfen 1973, 280) 
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VIETNAM 

The story of a magical sword returned to a lake is told also in Vietnam 

(‘Lê Lợi’ 2015; ‘Thuan Thien (Sword)’ 2015). 

At the beginning of 15th century, Lê Lợi (1384/5-1433) became the 

founder of the Later Lê Dynasty. Many legends and stories were told about 

him. The most famous story concerns his magical sword. Much like King 

Arthur and his sword Excalibur, he was said to have a magic sword of 

wondrous power. One story tells that he obtained the sword, inscribed with 

the words ‘The Will of Heaven’ (Thuận Thiên) from a Golden Turtle (Kim 

Qui 金龜) a demi-god to the local people. The stories claim Lê Lợi grew 

very tall when he used the sword and it gave him the strength of many 

men. 

The stories largely agree on what happened to the sword: One day, not 

long after the Chinese had accepted Vietnam as independent, Lê Lợi was 

out boating on a lake in Hanoi. Suddenly a large turtle surfaced, took the 

sword from Lê Lợi’s belt, and dived back into the depths. Efforts were 

made to find both the sword and the turtle but without success. Lê Lợi then 

acknowledged the sword had gone back to the Golden Turtle and caused 

the lake to be renamed ‘The Lake of the Returned Sword’ (Hoan Kiem 

Lake) located in present-day Hanoi. 

This episode certainly reminds us of the one of King Arthur and 

Excalibur. However, according to Koichiro Uno, a Japanese anthro-

pologist whose main field of research is Vietnam, this legend of Lê Lợi’s 

sacred sword can only be found from the latter half of the nineteenth 

century. Besides, Sword Lake (or Lake of the Returned Sword) is located 

in a district in the southeast of old Hanoi newly built for French colonial 

people (Uno 1990). It is very likely that the legend was newly made 

imitating the Arthurian legend. 

CONCLUSION 

The above examples show that there is a continuation of heroic sword 

myth and the worship of a sacred sword across Eurasia. The reason for this 

wide spread belief in a divinized iron sword may be the result of a 

combination of two inventions. 1) horse riding; 2) advancement of 

metallurgy and a drastic increase in iron weapons. The worship of an iron 
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sword with an accompanying myth and ritual probably originated from 

among the nomadic horse-riding groups of Iranian origin such as the 

Scythians, Alans, and Sarmatians. For them, iron weapons are, together 

with the horse, the source of their power. Neighboring Huns probably 

received the worship of the sword from them. Furthermore, when these 

tribes moved toward the west, the myth and ritual spread among the Celts 

and the Scandinavians. It is not clear from which groups of people ancient 

Japanese people learned the worship of the iron sword god and relating 

myth. Could it have been from either the Scythians or the Hsiung-nu (=the 

Huns?)? 

By the time the sword god myth reached Japan, it had lost its strong 

connection with horse riding. The nomadic way of horse riding is suited 

to the wide plains of Eurasia, but not the mountainous landscape of Japan. 

Still, myths of the sword god Takemikazuchi and the burial of iron swords 

in rulers’ tumuli in ancient Japan remind us of the worship of god Ares as 

a sword among the Scythians. Strong ties between a hero and his magical 

sword are observable in the Arthurian legend, the Norse legend, and the 

Japanese legends of Susanowo, Jinmu, and Yamato Takeru. The Scythians, 

a non-literate nomadic tribe, did not leave their own myths, but judging 

from the myth of Batraz told by the Ossetians, the descendants of the 

Scythians, it would seem that the Scythians must also have had a myth 

about a hero and his magical sword. 
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Notes 

1 The first version says seven, whereas the second version says 

eight. 

2 Caxton edition, 1485. 
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Slave and Hero: Unexpected Congruences in 

Familial and Sexual Relations1 

DEAN A. MILLER 

ABSTRACT. The figures of Hero and Slave would seem to be opposite Types in 

mythological narratives. However, considered structurally, they converge in 

certain key areas and situations, sharing some characteristics such as foreign 

origin, sexual status, youth and colour-symbolism. This essay explores the sorts 

of distinction made between the two Types in Indo-European stories (Classical, 

Irish, Norse), and discusses cases where convergence happens.  

KEYWORDS: Hero, Slave, archetypes, Indo-European, mythology, warrior, 

colour symbolism, animal symbolism, Dumézil’s functions, Cú Chulainn, 

Beowulf, Icelandic Sagas, Homer 

 

Here, of all human (or humanly generated) images, in an admittedly vast 

range of possibilities, are two that would seem to display totally different, 

seriously contrastive (imaginally constructed) Types. The Hero, as we 

know, is almost always defined as the perfect active/combative man (or, 

sometimes, woman), a powerful and scintillant isolate, the arms-bearing, 

fighting cynosure, in social-narrative and mythic terms seen as the 

warrior-savior-representative of his people, perhaps a doomed figure but 

always pictured as the veritable super-man, superior to any other aspirant 

to glory. And, in his various ‘national’ or ‘area-specific’ references and 

mythic-epical narratives – that is to say, in his Hero-Tales – he is always 

striving energetically, even single-mindedly toward that great, effulgent 

glory, surging to win and possess a reverberant Name, one marked off and 

ever remembered. And this from the beginning of the epic, remembering 

only that quarrel to be recognized as the ‘best of the Achaeans,’ indeed… 

In comparison? The Slave is Nothing, nameless, often comes from an 

(exotic) nowhere (and this nowhere is taken as normal) lives a near-animal 

life (and may be ‘bred’ like an animal), works and dies and is forgotten 

even before he or she is dead (this is the obliterating “social death” 

Orlando Patterson speaks of so eloquently).2 One, the Hero, definitely Is, 

the other, the Slave, definitely Is Not, except in the grossest physical sense, 
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and we could multiply instances of absolute differences between the two 

images until the cows come home. And yet, and yet. In certain areas, in 

certain situations, in respect to certain important, even vitally central 

human images and activities the two Types move toward one another, 

toward the “unexpected congruences” my title signals. And especially in 

the very human realm of sexual activity and familial structure Hero and 

Slave, always defined as essential opposites by definition, show odd 

coherences and resemblant features I would like to search out and try to 

explain, if only in partial and skeletal outline. 

ORIGINS, GENERATION.  

The ‘foreignness’ of the slave – his exotic or exogenetic character – would 

seem to be a given, as is his nonentity in terms of legitimate generation, 

the complete absence of any familial placement or generation, any 

patronym (or matronym), clan name, or other identificatory datum placing 

him within a traditional sociofamilial context; so his eventual owner – his 

or her possessor – is frequently identified as his ascribed ‘father’: see 

Miller 1985: 588. Or you could simply say that his name is whatever his 

owner chooses to give his slave, that is, his property.3 To take this matter 

of identification farther (that is: who is something, who is nothing?) the 

ancient Greeks often stipulated that Hellenes (that is, the collective “Us” 

as the identified Greek-speaking community) could not be legitimately 

enslaved by other Hellenes, while the “barbaroi,” that is, “They” could 

rightfully be enslaved – seen and categorized, we know, as non-Greek-

speaking, and so defined as inarticulate – as, in fact, barbarians. This was 

a rule frequently skirted or openly violated, as witness the fate, as 

Thucydides described it, of the Melians (enslaved by the might and 

consequently declared right of an overwhelming Athenian sea-power, in 

pursuit of Athens’ rather short-lived and, as it turned out, fatal thrust at 

imperium – or, in an ironic reversal, the enslavement of Athenian fighters 

– hoplites or seamen – captured in the disastrous Syracusan campaign of 

415-413 BCE, a defeat that effectively ended the Peloponnesian War. A 

Roman citizen – one holding this distinctive legal status – was supposedly 

protected from enslavement, at least under Roman law.4 Jewish law also 

forbids the enslavement of co-religionists, and so on. The pattern is clear 

enough. 
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“Foreignness” (or the exotic) was also contained or inscribed in terms 

of physical appearance, whence the numerous scholarly attempts (I think 

on balance less than successful) to backdate modern views and the 

detection of “evidences” of racism or “racist” attitudes into the ancient, 

Mediterranean world, so that and odd or exotic (extreme, abnormal) skin-

color practically invited (and certainly excused) legitimate enslavement, 

whether this was the ruddy complexion and red or blond hair of the 

Northerner (German, Gaul or Celt) or (and this has been a lively point of 

contention and accusation) the very dark skin of the Sub-Saharan African 

or, more likely, the East African or Nilote.5 The accepted or acceptable 

‘median’ coloration of the Mediterranean peoples was, supposedly, ideal 

(though of course this might not completely protect them from predation 

and possible enslavement – see the often-cited case of one C. Julius 

Caesar, captured while travelling on the Inner Sea and nearly enslaved. In 

fact the Mediterranean, center of civilization though it might be, could 

justifiably be called the “pirates’ sea,” so often in history (up into the 19th 

century) has its waters been dominated by raiding or marauding, slave-

taking mariners.6 

But then, the exotic origin and ambiguous generation of the Hero, or 

contrastive figure – his extreme deviation from the norm – can be just as 

marked. If a heroic myth submits that a deity was involved in the heroic 

parentage (or at least in the physical act of generation) we already have 

moved a considerable distance away from the strictly human world and 

any normative familial structure. If the heroic papa was identified as 

Poseidon (in Theseus’ case) or mama as the sea-goddess Thetis (see 

Achilles, of course), to take two well known heroic figures and their 

generative biographical information, or if this divine ancestry was claimed 

or suggested, a heterogenetic origin naturally is going to follow and be 

claimed.7 The actual foreign origin of a Hero figure (foreign, that is, to the 

area or people who claimed him and his prowess for their protection) is 

sometimes (surprisingly) openly declared – here I can cite just three 

undoubtedly heroic examples from three disparate narrative contexts: Cú 

Chulainn, Beowulf, Siegfried.8  

Thus the Irish hero Cú Chulainn, already marked off from ordinary 

humanity by his tripled (and partially divine) conception, is a premier 

heroic figure standing, at this point, for the men of Ulster, the Ulaid, but 

he is not of Ulster, which is why he was free of the curse that unmanned 



54 Dean A. Miller 

 

Cosmos 31 (2015), 51-76 

and disabled these Ulidian warriors, in the great epic Táin Bó Cúalgne.9 

Then we have Beowulf, a warrior-prince of the Geats, who performs, as a 

guest from abroad, marvellous (and horrific) monster-slaying deeds in the 

Danish (that is, foreign) court of King Hrothgar. Finally Siegfried, born 

“in Xanten in the Netherlands” comes to King Gunther’s court in 

Burgundy, and there delivers the boast that, in my opinion, so misled W. 

T. H. Jackson, leading him to conclude that the Hero is ever fated to 

oppose and attempt to bring down and replace the King – as King.10  

CHILDISHNESS, INFANTILIZATION.  

Here, in brief, we note that in global terms the male Slave figure is very 

often regarded as to be permanently regarded as a child, as irrevocably 

immature (the use of the term “boy” for a male Slave, whatever his actual 

or chronological age, is a widespread human social phenomenon. I am 

unaware of any terminology bearing on the female slave that has this 

precise intent – but in fact she may carry a different sort of sexual threat).  

The Hero, we can say, escapes any attribution of an ordinary childish 

persona early on; heroic precocity in terms of his physical growth and 

strength, and his early acquisition and possession of exceptional martial 

skills is practically a given in his narratives – and is also seen, as a sort of 

thematic fossil, even in the semi-historical ambiance of some of the Norse-

Icelandic sagas. However, his persona, in physical/maturational terms, 

seems to stabilize (or halt) at a point just after or even during his 

adolescence, and beyond this point a mental or behavioral maturity, as we 

usually define it, doesn’t seem to reach or affect or include him. This fact 

has an undeniable impact on what we know or can assume about his sexual 

nature and inclinations, and of course on his familial connections, if any. 

There are heroic, mature “family men” such as the Trojan champion 

Hektor – memorably if tragically identified by Rachel Bespaloff as the 

“guardian of the perishable joys” (Bespaloff 1962: 30) but they are not at 

all common – and “old heroes” (whom we might simply call ‘survivors’) 

are not very common either; in fact they could be called heroic failures, 

being those who deny or push aside one of the key heroic imperatives, and 

escape (or survive) any early, glorious, normative, agonic Hero’s death. 

As often is the case, the source that provides us with the most direct (and 

frequently crude and primitive) information on heroic acts and reactions 



Slave and Hero: Unexpected Congruences in Familial and Sexual Relations 55 

 

Cosmos 31 (2015), 51-76 

is the collection of Caucasian ‘Nart’ tales (see Colarusso 2002). Here, in 

the saga called “The Old Age of the Great Nart” the father-figure 

Warzameg (in the Circassian tales) says “I am worth nothing any more. 

The people no longer respect me. I have grown old…” (91).11 

One heroic subtype (the so-called “slow hero”) described as lazy, and 

shown as childishly unkempt, feckless and careless, is widely distributed 

but seen especially in the North (and West of Indo-Europe): we find him 

in the figure of a “retarded” Parsival/Percival/Perlesvaus figure, and also 

in several Norse-Icelandic sagas, where some sort of activating trigger 

(usually an immediate, personal threat) is required to propel a 

representative of this subtype into proper heroic-combative behavior – 

otherwise he is just a layabout, a large and probably powerful but semi-

somnolent human creature of childish appetites and activities (or, indeed, 

inactivity). As an appetitive or passive and inactive sort, the “slow hero” 

could be called semi-servile, but in time, according to the narratives we 

have in hand, he always escapes this negative description, and moves on 

to violently enter the active, combative, true-heroic category – a form of 

“maturity.”  

Another, closely-allied subtype is the figure seen in the Arthurian 

corpus or Cycle, and that is the Coward Knight, whose intelligence (or 

common sense) pushes him right away from the true “knightly” persona 

and scenario, until he is forcibly corrected and shown the knightly way, 

which of course is fatal to him (as he had surely suspected or expected; 

see Miller 2000b). 

As for our other image: the supposed laziness of the Slave (as 

witnessed by outside, casual observers) is legendary; force is almost 

always threatened (or used) to impel him toward action (work, labour) – 

and he does not escape, by eventual maturation or by fortunate accident, 

this imputation of laziness or inactivity. Social opinion or predetermined 

bias, in other words, redefines maturation and its possibilities (in both 

cases). 

PHYSICALITY 

In somatic terms, both Types, Hero and (male) Slave, are (or in the case 

of the Slave, can be) routinely described as physically powerful, though 

there are distinct (or sometimes not so distinct) differences. In fact this is 
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the primary area where we can both identify and differentiate the two 

Types, the area where, in imagination, the two images meet or encounter 

each other most intimately (though I’ll find another major point of 

congruence; see below). The importance of the exterior is of major 

importance in both instances. Insofar as the Hero is concerned, our teacher 

was Erich Auerbach and his extraordinary and magisterial study Mimesis 

where, in his first chapter, (“The Scar of Odysseus”) he laid out the 

depthlessness or unidimensionality (or concreteness) of the Homeric Ur-

epic and its description of heroism.12 This quality of surface can be 

exaggerated into a brilliantly decorative carapace (see the Serbo-Croat 

“heroic songs” for some egregious examples, most particularly in the 

lengthy “border” song, “The Marriage of Smailagić Meho”).13  

The Slave, of course, has no similar brilliant carapace; his surface, we 

could properly assume, is quite undecorated. In fact he is made to be seen 

as naked or nearly so, but this is of no consequence: clothed or naked, he 

is still a Slave. More: in terms of appearance, of impression, the Hero 

possesses a physicality sculpted by the ideal, and “sculpted” seems the 

apposite term – one aspect of the Hero certainly is the marmoreal, the 

statuesque, the perfect or perfected – or the representation of a physical 

ideal.14 On the other side: the physicality of the Slave is of no importance 

(unless we are talking about the sexual attractiveness of a female or young 

male slave); it is placed at the lowest level of observation or 

comprehension; we could say at the grossly real stratum, not at any ideal 

formulation or concretization of the physical – when indeed his servile 

physicality is noted or noticeable at all or is simply taken (or imagined) to 

be misshapen or ugly, when he is not conceived to be not physically 

present at all, but “invisible.”15  

For an example (and I intend to come back to this depiction and give it 

a specific gravity): the “iconic” uses of servile physicality can, arguably, 

be seen in pictorial terms in a detail from a Peter Paul Rubens’ painting, 

“The Massacre of the Innocents,” a baroque masterpiece painted around 

1638 (fig.1). The scene is this: some of the murderous minions of King 

Herod shown here at their grisly work are, as usual in similar compositions 

elsewhere, soldiers – soldiers, that is, acting “under orders.” They are 

identified by their weapons and their armor – helmets and so on. The art 

actualizing or imaging this grim theme make this clear. But here two 

figures strike me as being very likely meant to be meant to be slaves: one 
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of the two, wielding a long dirk-like weapon and about to run an Innocent 

(infant) through the body, brutally recalls the slave-executioner (see 

below). The other, bearded and sub-nosed, has distinctly satyr-like 

features, reflecting the image of the sexually unbound or predatory slave 

– and in fact a kind of maenad is placed here by Rubens in the composition 

as well, but she is not the Bacchic celebrant but a dusky, frantic, and 

disheveled woman who is attacking, with clawlike fingers, the satyr-slave 

who grasps and holds what must be her child. Both of these executioners 

are bulky and heavily muscled, and almost naked – a dark garment or 

drapery is wrapped around the hips.16 

Then, once again, there is the question of physical strength, and I think 

that we can say that heroic strength is, essentially, made or seen to be 

Figure 1. Peter Paul Rubens, detail, Massacre of the Innocents, c. 1636-38). Oil on canvas. 

Alte Pinakothek, Munich. Photo: After Knackfuss 1907: Abb. 120. 
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directed (and self-directed) while the slave’s physical strength is casual, 

expected or potential but undirected unless activated or constrained by an 

exterior authority or method of control, an ‘order’ from someone superior 

(such as the New Testament’s wicked King Herod – though, in theory, any 

free person is superior to any slave). 

Celerity – speed on foot – is another jointly demonstrated physical 

characteristic, but the Slave’s celerity (we have a good example from the 

collection of Norse-Icelandic sagas: see Williams 1937: 76) most often is 

spurred by threat, fright or panic. The Hero’s extraordinary quickness of 

foot is more often displayed in warlike pursuit, onset or attack.17 Physical 

endurance can mark off either Type. It is differentiated (we can say) 

because it is simply or objectively demanded or expected in the Slave (as 

he is an object, a “living tool”) but subjectively “willed” or called forth as 

a significant somatic characteristic, a feature of the warrior-Hero figure. 

The insertion of animal images into the mix is also seen here (in the 

realm of the physical), and more of the animal element will be discussed 

farther on, and there the question of the ‘monstrous’ associations of Hero 

and Slave will be taken up as well. 

The area of the voice and vocality in respect to the pair, the two Types, 

is an area worth exploring – again, briefly. The slave is described as ‘noisy’ 

in the North and elsewhere, meaning that he/she is identified by 

uncontrolled or unmeasured or undignified speech (also, in the case of 

males, immature, and also by feminized or unmanly speech) and this is 

deemed a servile ‘mark’ or vocal characteristic.18 The taciturn Hero, 

sparing of discursive speech, shows a contrast, but again an animal 

component may appear – meaning that the Hero avoids human-rational 

speech for predatory animal ‘sounds,’ sounds, in origin, exterior to the 

human world (another topic in itself). Or the ritualized, coded aspect of 

the warrior’s war-cry, which is essentially incoherent but recognizable as 

a verbal threat to his foes or a statement of identity – heroic verbal ‘flyting’ 

or boasting carries the same ritualistic or coded character, and is taken as 

a necessary preliminary to an encounter, a combat, or some hand-to-hand 

(personal) violence. A talkative or voluble Hero usually falls into the 

parallel Type of the Trickster19 – see old, sly Odysseus, for example, or in 

the Balkan “border song” sources the ragged and uncouth, noisy or 

boastful, semi-comic figure of Tale of Orasać or Tale Budalin, who also is 

a planner or strategist in combat, and a significantly powerful magus or 

magic-worker.  
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AND WEAPONS? 

This may be an appropriate place to examine the Slave and the Hero in 

terms of their use of deadly weapons and fatal force. The traditional or 

archaic Hero is a man of the sword and the spear, of course; extraordinary 

skill in using these and other deadly weapons is simply expected of him. 

But what of the armed Slave? Here we seem to see a combination or 

confusion of rational and irrational (or symbolic) elements. In a slave-

owning society like the Roman, one that actually – at one time – drew a 

good deal of its male servile population from the masses of captives taken 

in Rome’s wars – men already sufficiently skilled in arms and trained in 

the warrior ethos – a very natural distrust (and even fear) of slaves in arms 

seems natural enough, and “arming the slaves” was a form of sedition in 

Roman law, a very serious criminal charge.20  

Of course, a slave might be destined for the closely-controlled, semi-

ritualized and (we must say) sacrificial gladiatorial rôle, part of a 

ceremony – however taken as (or converted into) mass entertainment or 

as a feature of the “circus” – celebrated in the Roman arena. In the North 

(or in Iceland of the sagas) slaves (thralls) often were armed, though their 

effectiveness as fighters was more than slightly scouted.21  

Where slaves were assigned a civic function as a sort of police force 

(as were the “Scythian bowmen” in Athens of the 5th century BCE) there 

was a socio-political point in play; as municipal not personal slaves these 

foreigners were assumed to be unbiased, because socially disconnected, 

and so they couldn’t be drawn into lawsuits or cases in law directed by 

one family or clan against another. And finally, we have the slave-

executioner – judicially assigned a fatal action and a deadly weapon to 

use, as an already extra-societal and thus already contaminated figure, the 

legitimate-judicial shedding of blood couldn’t affect him (or “it”). Of 

course an execution is not, by any definition, ‘combat.’ 

INDIVIDUAL, GROUP, AND RATIONALITY? 

To heroic or servile physical attributes (including the power to commit 

violence and shed blood) we might also add or introject a comment on 

mental abilities and states, and here we can discover, again, another odd 

congruence between our two Types. The mental individuation (the self-
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declared isolation) of the Hero figure can be compared to (if not precisely 

equated with) the accepted social isolation (lack of social cohesion) of the 

Slave – but in both cases Self and Group have varied resonances. The Hero 

may be associated with a group, but here different meanings of the word 

must be noted. Finn mac Cumaill appears as primus inter pares in the tales 

of the Fian, but in another Irish epical source, Cú Chulainn shows himself 

as superior to the whole of King Conchobar’s Boy Troop: they validate his 

prowess. The type of young warriors’ assembly we have called the 

Männerbund now has been expanded (see Vidal-Naquet 1986) into the 

Black Hunter ‘gang’ – which is extra-societal and can in fact be dangerous 

to civilized society. 

Compare: the Slave seen as part of a group can be dangerous to society 

as well (see the acute Roman fear of Slave rebellion) though then we have 

the Slave’s place within an anonymous, unidentified gang deployed for 

servile-level work – field-work or in a household or, in the example from 

Apuleius, in a posture of defense prepared for actual combat. In both cases 

we descry the opposition: social utility is there, and social threat as well, 

and we are aware of the limits assigned to and the ambiguities of personal 

loyalty, or sense of self versus the value of group cohesion (presuming that 

we can reconstruct the last in the Slave’s case, where little or no data exists 

at all).22 

So far as detecting the innate or learned rationality of Slave or Hero is 

concerned, we see again a degree of ambiguity and even dissonance. 

While steering clear of the fact that the slave (frequently a Greek) 

pedagogus was a feature of Roman aristocratic education (separating the 

hero-imitating noble, the student, from his anti-rational mythical model)23 

we know that the Hero often rejects or resists reason (ratiocination, plan, 

strategy however formed and suggested); his behavior is impelled instead 

by various interior or instinctive forces (the dictates of honor, “face,” and 

personal heroic identity) or, externally, by the unwritten requirements or 

strictures of a prescriptive or taught code of behavior (see below: the case 

of Cú Chulainn and his son). If he is, as we would say, ignorant (ignoring 

reason) it is a choice he personally makes. The Slave is, in ordinary terms 

and assigned limits, forbidden to reason or, as an animalized figure, is 

believed – conceived – to be bestial/servile and so unthinking by 

definition. One way or the other, a form of ignorance is the result.24 
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ANIMAL ASSOCIATIONS 

From the human mind to the animal sign. In respect to both cases or Types, 

as well, the ever-inventive but pattern-conscious (and so, constricted) 

human imagination has conjured up a series of associated animal images. 

Predictably, the Indo-European Hero’s signature animals can be found in 

any sort of context, from heroic “helpers” and the morphisms of heroic 

shape-changing, to animals seen as “twins” to the central figure, to the 

more abstracted (identifying or symbolic) images or “signs” of aristocratic 

heraldic formulas. It goes without saying that there is no heraldry that 

specifically includes the servile – except possibly for depicted heraldic 

“supporters” of the coat-of-arms – and I know of none, though savages or 

Wild men are known. 

The animals are most likely to be predators like the wolf or the bear, 

dangerous male animals like the bull or boar (and the stallion), and in the 

avian realm, the predatory hawk or the eagle.25 The animal characteristics 

associated with the Slave (when the narratives are concerned with him at 

all) are, in some sense, predictable as well; he is seen as lowly but helpful, 

likened to domesticated or “herded” animals, such as sheep, swine, cattle. 

The horse is a special case, and the dog another, domesticated but 

sometimes seen as wolf-like or semi-wild. And what about the feral, but 

temporarily controlled hunting hawk or falcon? The horse and dog often 

are depicted as heroic adjuncts or assistants, as “helpers,” but in both of 

these animals, there inheres a capacity to control or project supernatural 

powers. The horse, especially, can be seen as a “death-animal,” or 

endowed with human or superhuman powers; that is, capable of speech or 

the power of flight.26 The dog can be inserted into the Indo-European 

tripartite idéologie, as devised and observed by Georges Dumézil, as a 

carrier of Third Function (F3) aspects and powers (see Miller 1990: 41-

42) – not merely in a “servile” rôle because the servile state, in one view 

at least, is assumed to be extra-functional.27 

On the theme of monstrosity (another dramatic form of the non-human) 

the Slave is very often perceived as monstrous by definition; his anti-

human malignancy is displayed in his appearance (real or imagined) or, 

simply, in the derogated servile name and identity he or she carries. In 

psychological terms we don’t have to reach very far for this very human 

judgment, that is, what we have, hatefully, done to a fellow human must 

surely result in his or her hatred and malignant intent toward us, the 
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dominant “owners” (pace the emollient image of the Good Slave). Since 

we have made him a monster, that is what he must be – and show his 

monstrosity when he can find the opportunity to do so. 

What of the Hero? At one point I characterized him, in the sum of his 

iconic representations, as he is required to be: “perfect man – and perfect 

monster” (an arguably blasphemous re-reading of the Nicene Creed). And 

in fact his monstrous attributes can be very present and eminent; this has 

been recognized in particular in the classic case of Beowulf and the 

gruesome combats with the monster Grendel and his equally awful 

mother.28 For that matter, the great Irish hero Cú Chulainn, when his 

“warp-spasm,” fueled by rage, comes upon him, is converted into a 

fearsome Thing, certainly monstrous and terrible, and the troll-like 

appearance and propensities of our old and ugly friend Egill 

Skallagrimssonar have already been mentioned (though Egill is probably 

more a warrior-trickster than a true Hero). 

If we throw into the mix the colour-symbolism used or made visible in 

the old narratives we have in hand, and try to comprehend its various uses 

and significances, the scene can become even more confused and 

ambiguous. The Hero’s symbolic range of imputed red hues (blood-red, 

fire-red, the infused red of warrior battle-rage) is apparent enough (we 

know or conclude that this is the prime Second Function – F2 – colour), 

yet some of the predators attached to the heroic persona, such as the wolf 

and hawk, are assigned a gray colour, and gray as we know is a liminal 

hue, the gray of dawn or dusk, and often as well the colour of sorcery and 

death, particularly in the north. The darker hue bleeds, as it were, into the 

penumbra, the darker world of the slave, who is frequently suspected of 

being inclined toward the magical (“black”) arts, since more overt forms 

or uses of power and resistance are closed off to him or her.29  

On the colour gray; once again the Norse-Icelandic sagas give us an 

emblematic example of how this hue was viewed. In the case of the 

shepherd-thrall Glam in Grettirs Saga, with his “glaring gray eyes” and 

“head of wolf-gray hair”; he died mysteriously and came back to the living 

world as a destructive revenant or fell draugr, who had to be re-killed and 

his undead body burnt and destroyed so as to “lay” him at last.30  
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A POSSIBLE REVERSAL? 

Is there a character (or figure) we can find who can somehow close the 

gap between the perception of Hero and Slave by moving from an ascribed 

servile status to the fame-elevated status of a Hero? Warrior-heroes, like 

kings, who have (in ordinary terms, shameful) servile descent or ancestry 

are not frequent, but they are known: see Servus Tullius in ancient Rome, 

or Olaf Pái in Laxdæla saga), but the only example of a “slave-hero” who 

comes readily to mind is the gladiator Spartacus who, historically (during 

the immense disruption of the Civil Wars, a parlous time for Rome) raised 

a slave rebellion of considerable, even dangerous importance to the 

Roman state in the late republican 70s BCE. Spartacus was no sort of 

“hero” to the Roman state or those in power, or striving for power; a 

successful, contagious and widespread slave revolt had to be one of their 

worst nightmares, of course. It is possible that an “underground” cult of 

the Thracian gladiator might have existed among other, later slave 

populations (I have, at this point, no clear evidence of such a cult, 

however.) 

In fact Spartacus’s “heroic” image and sempiternal status only really 

emerged in the 18th century, when he was first hailed as a “freedom-

fighter” avant le nom for the lowest of the low in Rome’s imperium, 

battling against the overweening, over whelming power of Rome.31 

Eventually Karl Marx (and a brigade of the left-oriented intelligentsia after 

him) would add their voices to the Spartacist chorus; Stanley Kubrick’s 

classic film (the modern myth-making narrative or medium, though not 

the only one) capped the whole enterprise when it appeared in the 1960s.32 

Spartacus certainly falls into the “heroic” developmental pattern or image 

in a number of ways, specifically in his foreign (Thracian) origin, his 

gladiatorial occupation as a “man of the sword” and of bloodshed (if in a 

special sense and context), his fore-doomed fight against great odds, as 

well as his isolated position as regards his family and his sexual choices, 

an area to which I now turn.33 

FAMILIAL IDENTITY AND THE SEXUAL AREA 

Here we continue on from the “physical” aspect of the two Types in view. 

Sexuality, as Freud insisted and we have to admit, encompasses one of the 
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most powerful portions of, or forces contained within, the physical nature 

of humankind, and the social creation of the family, intended (among other 

things) to control, channel and formalize (and denature?) sexuality, is 

perhaps more important yet. Now: licit (socially acceptable, legal) 

sexuality, for the slave, is essentially a forbidden, closed-off area, but still 

he (or she) is thought to be a sexual player, however suspect, in the social 

body. Again, Roman law forbade any sexual contact between male slaves 

and free females (and this included freedwomen) and there were terrible 

punishments – worse for the slave, of course – for both parties if the liaison 

were discovered.34 

In Rome nubile female slaves were considered as property, freely 

available to free males and especially to the masters or the males of the 

slave-holding family; marriage for and to them was out of the question, 

though. Sexual liaisons between male and female slaves did not constitute 

legal marriage and could not result in the creation or continuation of a 

socially recognized “familial” grouping. The offspring of such a union 

could be, and usually were, treated as “bred” semi-humans who followed 

the mother’s status (kept in a servile state) who might be freed (that is, 

humanized) but only at a master’s behest or with his specific consent. In 

this process they joined the interplaced “class” of freedmen and freed-

women, categorized as standing between the servile and the free-born. 

Depressed as the servile status might be, the slave continued to hold a 

serious and rather sinister position in free societies, in terms of a lingering 

perception of his or her potential – and potent – sexuality. In Iris Origo’s 

important and penetrating study of the servile population in Northern Italy 

in the 14th-15th centuries CE she points to the particularly aberrant and 

exotic physical appearance of the slaves imported, mainly, from the 

Crimea – often, in origin, steppe-peoples of Turkic and even Mongolian 

ancestry (or a mixture of both) – and their suspect physical (physiological) 

and psychological impact on an Italian region that was, in this era, 

seriously in flux – internally disturbed and threatened – in economic and 

social terms. Their suspect, supposedly seductive sexual potency or 

availability pushed the imported slave into being made and seen to be what 

Origo percipiently called “the domestic enemy,” as real, existential threats 

to households, and suspected of all sorts of dubious – possibly criminal – 

activities, including sorcery.35 

Now, for the warrior-hero as well, the sexual area is particularly fraught 

and dangerous. Here we find the supposedly “un-manning” potential, for 
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the hero, even of licit sexual relations, especially before battle. This is a 

global taboo, it seems. At the same time, illicit sexual predation by males 

– rape, adultery, or seduction – is common enough in the collective of 

heroic narratives from the Iliad on. Looking just at the Arthurian material, 

for every unbelievably chaste Galahad, there are several sexually 

predatory characters (Tristan, Lancelot, Gawain).36 

Then there is the heroic “family,” and its manifold tensions and 

ruptures. Heroic parricide is turned into the stuff of enduring myths (see, 

of course, Oedipus and his Complex).37 Matricide is also known, of 

course, and appears to be an even more serious mythic matter (see 

Klytemnestra, Orestes, and the Furies). Even more common as a heroic 

narrative theme, though, is the “father-son-combat,” which I have dealt 

with elsewhere (Miller 1994/1996). It is known not only in certain obvious 

and drama-laden contexts: the Germanic story of Hadubrand and 

Hildebrand, the Irish Celtic example of Cú Chulainn and his doomed son 

Connla, the Russian case of Ilya of Murom and Sokolnichek (“little 

Falcon”), the emblematic Persian instance of Rostam and Sōhrab. 

The thematic formula here is clear enough: the Hero (wandering, 

questing or en vacance) meets and mates with a woman of another land; a 

token of some kind is left with her to identify a child if it proves to be 

male. The son and the father eventually encounter one another, the 

identifying token is either forgotten or ignored, and the son is slain by the 

father. There are many possible permutations here, including the near-miss 

(as when Egill Skalla-Grimssonar was nearly killed by Skalla-Grim, his 

sinister father); there even are comic versions of the theme, or variants 

where the story is worked out in partial, truncated, or corrupted form. We 

thus have enough data to confirm, or at least very strongly suggest, that 

this is an old Indo-European theme, and very probably extends beyond 

that socio-linguistic – or “ideological” – boundary, reaching other 

“ideological” sectors and boundaries. The strained imaginal relations 

between Hero and King (later identified as the ultimate, iconic father-

figure) is often mixed into this scenario; another problem or set of themes 

for investigation.  
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TOWARD AN ABSTRACTION 

A penultimate note – where we pass beyond the physical to reach the 

abstract, or near-abstract: to time as it is lived (and formed or realized or 

made concrete and reacted to) by our two Types; recognizing that this 

abstraction has any number of connections and references to the physical 

realm, both interior to and exterior to the subject in view. 

Here we have evidence that in terms of time as past the Hero and the 

Slave show a very similar pattern: the Hero is not only of exotic or foreign 

origin, but cuts himself off from any normal familial background, 

searching insistently, obsessively, for his own singular (heroic) place. The 

Slave, of course, has no recognizable past; it has been cut away, amputated 

from him. 

As for the present, it is the dominant time-signature for both of our 

Types, and most important (we assume) to both. In the realm of present 

time the Hero seeks to make and leave his mark, to accomplish quotidian 

deeds. This is done by means of his labour or labours in the heroic range 

of tasks – one could and probably should say that this is work, ergon 

(Herakles comes to mind, though much of the Hero’s work is done, we 

could say, with the sword).38 But the Slave is already here, perfectly 

present, in the terrain of ergon: labour is what he has to do, daily and 

unendingly. 

Finally, we have the future. Here we seem to see the two Types diverge. 

It is true that others control this future, for both; in the heroic case, the 

Teller of Tales, the narrator, is the one who narrates and judges, who 

assigns kleios, (in the Greek context) heroic fame or renown. The Slave, 

we know, has no narrator and often no name. He depends on another (a 

master or mistress) to lift him out of slavery, through manumission, and 

reintroduce him to a sort of limited but real identity as a freedman or -

woman. This is by no means a certain ending for his “works and days.”  

A MODEST CONCLUSION 

Here I am going to reverse what I have just written, and try to show that 

the most obvious congruence between our two images is precisely in this 

area of the future, that is, the elimination or blocking off of it, as active 

(negative) agents. The evidence I show has been referred to already: for 
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the Slave it is strongly suggested in his activity in the Rubens “Massacre,” 

and for the Hero it is his activity in the Vater-Sohnes-Kampf, the slaying 

of son by father. My conclusion, resting on a single painting and a more 

extensively cited mytheme, is perhaps not modest at all, but in the Rubens 

painting I see evidence of the Slave acting pars pro toto, obeying an order 

to try to deny the future, while in the slaying of his own son the Hero 

certainly acts to cut off the future. Presence or absence of a personal will 

is not crucial: the fact or intent is there.39  

We have to recognize the irony of our evidence: the Hero is almost 

invariably fictional, imaginary, despite the attempts to identify 

“historically” heroic figures such as Roland, or the Byzantine Digenes, 

though we do have the historically cited, identifiable El Cid Compeador, 

and this fictional evidence comes from numerous narrative sources, oral 

and written. The Slave occupies a very real human category, an 

“institution” that has persisted up into modern times – and yet we have 

very little “narrative” evidence describing him or her, nor any record of 

thoughts, reactions, that attest to the Slave’s “humanity.” 

So: besides the truncating or elimination of “future,” the most obvious 

congruence between the two images, I think, is a product of their 

ambiguous, tertiary or interstitial quality: their position between human 

categories or their situation in a “doubled” posture. The Hero’s persona 

(constructed ‘fictionally’ as it is), places him in an extraordinary, inhuman 

position, often worked out in animal images (even his spare use of human 

speech may have an animalistic quality to it) but also elevated to an 

association with the divine, with the gods. The Slave’s animality is clear 

enough (any supernatural associations are biased toward the darker 

powers) but he/she also is human in essence, and so an awkward tension 

is created: a Thing resembles a man or woman physically, but is adjudged, 

socially, not to be fully, recognizably, human. 

Another important aspect of ambiguity is the matter of age, especially 

the stage of youth and the question of maturation or its lack. The Hero is 

represented as a young man – even as an adolescent in his level of sexual 

maturation – and he seems to insist on remaining outside the family (most 

dramatically in the Vater-Sohnes-Kampf scenario). The Slave, of course, 

is regarded and addressed as a puer, a “boy,” and is forbidden a connection 

to his own offspring (and they to him). He is abstracted and detached from 

them; and so is, explicitly, forbidden to ‘mature.’ 
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Ambiguity always is dangerous, and the position of each of our 

characters “outside category” unites them conceptually. The key issue is 

that the Hero, as a concrete exemplification of the “guardian” figure of 

and in society (his primary position in Dumézil’s Second, warrior or 

guardian Function) may take on a negative, dangerous, socially-disruptive 

and even socially-destructive rôle: the heroic sword has two edges. The 

Slave as a “living tool” is positive and constructive as long as he is closely 

controlled and directed; the Slave as darkly negative, potentially 

dangerous and threatening (especially in sexual terms) is quite another.  

At last, we could set these two images outside history itself, caught in 

a continual present, where freedom (for the Hero) and un-freedom (for the 

Slave) coalesce. The Slave’s acts have no resonance for himself in past or 

future; the Hero, created and caught in the toils of the human imagination, 

is “free” to do what he does, and yet he is compelled. As Cú Chulainn says 

to the doomed young Connla: “Even if he is my son, still I must kill him 

for the honour of Ulster.”40 
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Notes 

 This article was read in its original form and length at the meeting of 

the ‘Groupe de contact interuniversitaire’, convened in September 

2013 by Professor Claude Sterckx in Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium. It 

is the most recent expression of my concern for both of these strongly 

contrasted human images. For a previous exploration of certain types 

of slavery see Miller 1978; also see book reviews, ten in all, stretching 

from Miller 1986 to Miller 2008 (all in the Journal of Social History). 

For my collection and analysis of heroic traits and acts see Miller 

2000a. 

 Patterson 1982. 

 See n. 29 below on the permutations of colour symbolism, especially 

the colour (non-colour?) black. 
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 Though Buckland, in his classical treatment of the Roman law of 

slavery ([1909] 1969) notes a number of cases or situations in which, 

under civil law, a Roman might be enslaved for one delict of another 

– usually for debt (391ff.). 

 See especially Thompson, Romans and Blacks (1989), but also Isaac, 

The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity (2004) for statements 

of the problem and some suggested solutions, more or less 

convincing. 

 See Y. Garlan in M. Finley 1987. 

 A “historical” (and, in Iceland, also an acceptable ancestor-figure) like 

the Norse-Icelandic warrior-skald Egill Skalla-Grimsson, in his odd 

and fascinating saga, shows a doubled and ambiguous exoticism: he 

seems to consciously project an Odinnic persona, while lurking in the 

family background is a strong trollish streak; we are told that Egill and 

his kinfolk, “most of the men of Myrar” are called “outstandingly 

ugly.” 

 Cú also is linked to the extraordinary heroic conception-tale, and for 

a detailed analysis of this see Miller 1990. The three figures in focus 

here are: Cú; Pryderi from the rich mythic store of Welsh mabinogi; 

and Satána, the “mother of the Narts,” from the Caucasian Nart cycles. 

Deities and animal images (that is, two kinds of non-humanity) are 

mixed into all three of these narratives.  

 The Tain. In Kinsella’s translation: “This affliction…never came to 

our women or our youths, or anyone not from Ulster – and therefore 

not to Cú Chulainn or his father” (81). 

 Jackson 1982,15; Nibelungenlied, 3.29. 

 See also Colarusso et al. (forthcoming), saga 18, “Urizhmag’s Last 

Campaign” in the Ossetian telling: “Nart Urizhmag grew decrepit. His 

powers were broken. He went no more on campaign.” 

 Auerbach 1953. 

 In Serbo-Croat Heroic Songs, III; see also Miller 2000a: 189. The 

singer-creator of this song was the guslar Avdo Međedović. 

 This sort of male beauty is still resonant (if clichéd or even comic, as 

in a Wodehousian plot device and description) in such phrases as 

“classical good looks” or the “chiselled features” displayed by a male.  

 See Sabnis 2012: 83-95. 
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 See Sauerländer 2013. Sauerlander devotes his last chapter, 

“Martyrdom and Theodicy” (234-269); with in-text plates) to this 

extraordinarily grim baroque painting, now in the Alte Pinakothik in 

Munich. He observes the “great cruelty and most insane grief” 

brilliantly on display here (one of the bereft mothers actually is biting 

the arm of a killer: see plate 100) and he is aware of the satyr-like, 

sexualized aspect of the second figure (239). He does not mention the 

unemotional affect presented by these two killers – sent (according to 

the account in Matthew. 2.16) by Herod’s order to do the bloody job. 

To ask what would be the reaction of a slave (forbidden to have a 

genuine family) in respect to being ordered to kill small children is 

perhaps taking conjecture too far, but I will return to this scene. I 

found this painting serendipitously, while reading Hope’s review 

(2014: 19-21) of Sauerlander (2013). 

 Again, see the siege of Troy, and Hektor and Achilles under its walls. 

Some other epics feature heroic flight-and-pursuit of this type, though 

(as in Beowulf and his foe, the monster Grendel) we usually see “the 

pursuit of the ogre,” a rather different theme.  

 Connected with vocality is the formal, legal aspect (testimony, oaths, 

and so on); in terms of giving evidence the statements of the servile 

are routinely regarded as dubious; in Rome slave evidence was only 

admitted (in capital cases) if the slave were tortured. 

 Though not always: see the ‘anti-heroic’ example of Thersites, in 

Nagy 1979, s.v, especially 259-262. The ‘anti-hero’ is a confused and 

abused term that begs for further attention or investigation. 

 Noting that Sabnis (2012: 86) has found a passage in Apuleius (in the 

French edition, Apulée. Les Métamorphoses, 4.19) in which the slaves 

in a rich man’s household gather, individually armed with cudgels, 

spears and swords, to repel robbers; this is not likely to have been a 

simply fictional (or uncommon) case.  

 See Laxdæla saga , for example – a sage of some interest because a 

main character in it, Olaf Pái  or peacock, was the son of a slave-

woman, Melkorka, who turns out to be an Irish Princess. In a violent, 

non-urban society such as medieval Iceland armed thralls were 

occasionally useful manpower, or useful for more disagreeable (or 

secret) jobs such as assassination. Byock cites two cases, one in 

Reyksdæla saga (229) where a man’s “servants” kill another man’s 

thrall, and in Droplaugarsona saga (260) where a farmer’s thrall is 

used to kill a rival and then himself is slain. 
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 The Slave can rise into a posture as an individual in several ways: as 

an entrepreneur or artisan moving into the market, freeing himself (if 

allowed to) by his own effort and skill – or as an overseer (or what 

was called in American Southern slavery the Driver), who is more 

than the Slaves he directs by force, but still servile, with some power 

delegated by the owner. 

 The tutor charged with trying to inculcate in his pupil at least the 

mechanics of the search for wisdom or the well-lived, balanced life – 

we could say non-heroic goals. 

 But what of the Slave as “the tool that thinks”? The “thought” 

displayed here is circumscribed. We know that there could be slaves 

who were recognized as “expert” at the work that they did. We have 

the odd case of Aesop, described as an old slave; the “wisdom” (or 

common-sense) of the old man is set against the pride and stupidity of 

the slave-owner; this is a trope and, of course, there is no evidence 

that that Aesop himself (a character) himself actually invented his 

cautionary, instructive or emblematic fabulae. Another reference from 

the Classical world would be the “clever slave” who comically 

befools his owner or master in Roman New Comedy, but the comedic 

element here, the engine of the joke as it were, is precisely the 

impossibility of such a wildly reversed relationship in real life; and 

besides, this something that Greeks did, or allowed. 

 The eagle occupies a doubled position in the symbolic repertoire: in 

much of Indo-Europe the bird carried a regal and even an imperial 

symbolic marking; in the North and in the Celtic lands it is a carrion-

bird, though closely associated with the deadly warriors who “feed” it 

with battlefield dead. We could ask if this derogation or refocusing of 

the bird’s significance might have something to do with the stronger 

anti-monarchic bias that can emerge from these lands, especially in 

the North. 

 See Mallory and Adams 1997: 277-279. 

 In the Dumézilian reading of “function”; this still is a debatable and 

debated question. See Sauzeau and Sauzeau 2012, especially 33-34. 

 See S. Glosecki, ed. 2007, especially Owen-Crocker’s contribution 

(257-280). 

 The coloration ‘black’ has some interesting permutations, and these 

show up dramatically in the saga literature. Black as a simple 

cognomen identifies the bondi or landowner Thórarin svarti in 
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Eyrbyggja saga (Byock 1982: 241) and Thorsteinn svarti (of the same 

occupation and class) in Laxdæla saga (Byock 1982: 257). Here 

‘black’ could refer to hair and beard colour, or possibly to a saturnine 

temperament. However, Byock’s instructive study and compendium 

(1982) includes three thralls, in three different sagas, named Svartr; 

two of these are involved in murderous feuds, and one (in 

Droplaugarsona saga) kills – assassinates – a man at his master’s 

orders and then is killed by his master. ‘Svartr’ in these circumstances 

may be a fictional addition, taken as a casually insulting and sinister 

slave-name. It does not refer to skin-colour; in the North, which knew 

Negroes perfectly well, they were called “Blue men.” 

 Glam was a thrall and a foreigner (a Swede) who caused all sorts of 

mischief before and after his death; he was eventually “laid” by Grettir 

the Strong after an epic fight: see Grettirs saga 70-80, and Miller 2010. 

The saga hints that Grettir’s “luck” – gæfa – which had been very 

good, changed for the worse after the combat with the grim Glam, and 

in fact he was probably doomed by this combat with a supernatural 

opponent. 

 See Mary Beard’s Review (2013) of Aldo Schiavone’s Spartacus. 

 Spartacus (Stanley Kubrick, 1960). And we have a Russian ballet 

from the same period, Spartacus (1956), by the Armenian composer 

Aram Khachaturian.  

 There is inescapable irony in considering that the ideas propelling the 

French Revolution also instigated the only successful slave revolt in 

modern history, in Haiti, and this revolt hands us three candidates for 

“slave-to-hero” status, all slave-born. Toussaint L’Ouverture died in a 

French prison (having trusted Napoleon Bonaparte’s promises). Henri 

Christophe (the “Black Prince”) was a suicide. Jean-Jacques 

Dessalines, whose irregular forces (together with malaria and yellow 

fever) defeated Napoleon’s army on the island, was assassinated after 

only two years ruling as the Emperor Jacques I. Did the last two damn 

and condemn themselves by trying to move from heroic-military to 

regal status? 

 Buckland ([1909] 1969: 93, n. 4). Buckland, valuable as he is, must 

be read with care. His painstaking labours are organized thematically, 

not historically, so shifts in legal thinking, theorizing and citation 

“from Augustus to Justinian” are left without much of a continuous or 

narrative historical context. For a more concise treatment, see Watson 

1987. 
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 Origo 1955. 

 And then there is Arthur himself who, before he became master of 

Camelot and the foremost kingly cuckold of myth or fiction, had a 

very dubious career as an adventurous and risk-taking young man, 

with special attention to his relationship with his alter ego, Cei or Sir 

Kay the Seneschal: see Miller 1989, on “the twinning of Arthur and 

Cei.” The last word has by no means been said about Arthur. 

 In the extended myth-story of Odysseus (extended beyond Homer and 

the Iliad, that is), this hero is killed by Telegonos, his own son (by 

Circe the Queen-Sorceress). Like Oedipus, the son doesn’t know the 

father he slays, but there is no added element of incest such as so 

inspired or agitated Freud (see Gantz 1993: 711-713). 

 The Quest-Tale (frequently observed in the Arthurian corpus) can 

produce oddities such as is narrated in the Welsh Culwch oc Olwen: a 

long tale of “linked” exploits or tasks, each of which has to be 

completed before the next is essayed; notable because in it the figure 

of Cei loses his heroic status and “drops out” of the saga, owing to 

Arthur’s very strange and ungrateful behaviour. In this tale Arthur also 

deploys semi-divine powers. See also Miller 2008, on “the ingratitude 

of princes.” 

 This “denial of a future identity” can take various and sometimes 

exotic forms, including the denial of death itself or, as the Armenian 

hero Pokr Mher (a deathless “cave-sleeper” like several other heroic 

or royal examples) says: “I have had no child, I can have no death.” 

See Miller 2000a, 122, and s.v. Pokr Mher. 

 John Carey (personal communication, 2015) is of the opinion that this 

“honour” is a combination of personal and abstract qualities. 
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The Choice And Organisation Of The Scenes  

On The François Vase Created A Trifunctional  

Ring Structure 

CHRIS LYNN 

ABSTRACT. In an earlier article (Lynn 2012) it was suggested that the layout of 

the scenes in the horizontal bands on the Chest of Kypselos (a long-vanished 

artifact kept in the Heraion at Olympia and described by Pausanias (Snodgrass 

2001)) were formed in a bi-lateral ring pattern. In the light of this insight a similar 

analysis of the scenes on the François Vase, another Greek artifact in which 

mythological scenes were represented in horizontal bands, reveals that their 

choice and arrangement creates a ring structure in which images characteristic 

of Dumézil’s three functions are symmetrically disposed in an extended sequence.  

KEYWORDS: François Vase, Dumézil, Greek mythology, ring structure, functional 

tripartition 

THE FRANÇOIS VASE 

If the images on the Chest of Kypselos (Jones 1894) were laid out in a 

deliberate pattern that reflects Dumézil’s tripartite theory, we can 

speculate that the images on other complex Greek artifacts from the same 

period might display a similar organisation.1 For the investigation of 

another artifact to be meaningful, it should have enough separate images, 

preferably grouped in horizontal layers, to make it possible to identify a 

definite pattern. As an example of such an artefact, the famous François 

Vase (figs. 1-3) – a black-figure volute krater from Attica dating from 

around 570BCE –  deserves consideration. It was found by Alessandro 

François, smashed by ancient tomb robbers near Chiusi in Tuscany. The 

reconstructed vase is in the Museo Archeologico, Florence (Beazley 1986: 

24-34, Carpenter 1991: 22, pl. 1). There are over 250 figures on the vase, 

many identified by inscriptions, representing some ten incidents from 

Greek mythology. The scenes depicted on the vase are divided into two 

distinct sides or groups by high handles and by the boundaries (aligned on 

the handles) between pairs of the illustrated scenes it bears in five 

horizontal decorated bands on the body (figs. 1 and 2). Unified 
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compositions on two of the horizontal bands completely encircle the vase 

and there are additional images on the handles (fig. 3) and on the upper 

surface of the base. The iconography of the vase (which was signed by its 

potter, Ergotimos and by its painter, Kleitias) has been much discussed, 

but there is general agreement on the identification of the complex figured 

scenes which is all that is needed for present purposes. 

I will describe each scene on the vase briefly it turn and assess its 

Dumézilian function in terms of the action being depicted (Beazley 1986: 

24-34). Any consistent pattern that might emerge from the application of 

a Dumézilian function to each scene could open the way to further 

insights. There seem to have been few attempts in the past to work out 

whether any overall meaning was intended by the designer of the vase, 

which was to be used for dispensing wine at a symposium, where the 

images on the vase and their interpretation would have formed a fruitful 

basis for discussion.  

THE SCENES ON THE VASE (TABLE 1) 

The vase (figs. 1-3; Carpenter 1991: 22, pl. 1) has two diametrically 

opposed, broad, rectangular-sectioned handles rising upwards from the 

shoulder and curling downwards through 180 degrees to end on top of the 

rim. The neck, shoulder and body of the vase are divided into five figured 

horizontal bands, plus the foot ring which carries an image of the Battle 

between the Pygmies and Cranes. The vase is divided into two sides A (fig. 

1) and B (fig. 2): the A side or obverse was identified as such because it 

contains some of the (arguably) more significant images. The handles 

correspond with, and in the upper zones form, the boundaries between the 

two sides of the vase. The horizontal zones on each side are occupied by 

the full width of a single scene except on the prominent shoulder, band 3, 

and lower on band 5, where the scenes extend around the full 

circumference of the vase.  

THE HANDLES 

The images on the outer faces of the handles are almost identical (cf. 

Carpenter 1991: 62, pl. 75). On one handle, Artemis, winged, holds two 

lions, and on the other, a panther and a stag. Below the image of Artemis 
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on each handle, Ajax carries the body of Achilles from the battlefield. 

Above the head of Artemis, the handle curls round and then down inwards 

(fig. 3). The third image on each handle, on the inward-facing surface, is 

a flying Gorgon. If the krater was, as intended, filled with wine the pair of 

opposed Gorgons would appear to fly over, and be reflected in, the liquid; 

recalling Homer’s wine dark sea: “a last far-off glimpse of the heroic 

world is given by the Gorgons…for they evoke a great hero of an earlier 

generation, Perseus” (Beazley 1986: 25). 

The images on the handles appear to reflect aspects of the second 

function: Achilles has been killed and is being removed from the 

battlefield by a warrior comrade. Artemis – apparently in her role as a 

hunter, or Mistress of Animals – holds two wild animals, and is a plausible 

representative of the second function. The flying Gorgons originally took 

to the air in order to chase and kill Perseus who had just killed their sister 

Medusa. It is possible that Perseus is not depicted on the vase because at 

this stage of the story he was flying over the sea, rendered invisible to the 

chasing Gorgons by Hades’ helmet. The handles, with scenes of a devine 

huntress, the body of a warrior and a pursuit, bear clear representations of 

the second function (F2). 

A (1), RIM OR UPPER NECK 

This zone depicts the Calydonian Boar Hunt and is flanked by a sphinx at 

each end. Artemis, angry with the king of Calydon, sent a monstrous boar 

to ravage his country. Men were picked from all over Greece to overcome 

it. The chief hunters were Meleager and Peleus, who are shown 

immediately in front of the boar, which faces left (Carpenter 1991: 194, 

pl. 284). Behind them is Atalanta, dressed in a tunic and wearing a wreath: 

she has shot an arrow and wields a spear. Ankaios lies dead under the boar.  

The action depicted in this band, the hunting and killing of a monstrous 

boar by a group of warrior heroes – the deployment of force on behalf of 

the community – can be allocated to the second function (F2).2 
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Table 1. Diagram of the layout of the scenes on the Vase with, in bold, the number of the 

suggested Dumézilian function for each. Note that the left hand edge of side B and the 

right hand edge of side A join under a handle. This illustration, with side B on the left and 

side A on the right, keeps the central frieze intact and is presumably the way the layout was 

imagined by the designer. 

B (1), RIM OR UPPER NECK 

The image here represents Theseus and the Dance of the Athenian Youths. 

After Theseus killed the Minotaur, he took the thirteen boys and girls he 

rescued, with Ariadne, away from Knossos by ship. Theseus in a festal 

robe leads the dance, playing a lyre. Ariadne with her nurse faces him and 

holds up a ball of thread. The fourteen young people (Theseus was one of 

the seven boys) mimed the progress of their exit from the labyrinth 

dancing hand in hand (Carpenter 1991: 163, pl. 248). The ship has returned 

to Crete after landing Theseus and lying off: the crew perceives that the 

mission has been a success. The dance clearly belongs to the third function 

(F3). Dancing and music are arts of peace and in this scene the young 

people presage a future generation of Athenians.3  
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B (2), LOWER NECK  

Here a Centauromachy is depicted, the Battle of the Lapiths (a people of 

Thessaly) and the Centaurs at the wedding of the Lapith hero, Perithoos. 

The scene is composed of seven overlapping fighting groups. First, on the 

left, is Theseus, a friend of Perithoos, and a centaur; then Antimachos and 

a centaur; next Kaineus is being rammed into the earth by three centaurs 

(Beazley 1986: 32). The battle can be assigned confidently to the second 

function (F3). 4 

A (2), LOWER NECK 

Here is illustrated the chariot race from the funeral games for Patroclus 

described in Book 23 of the Iliad. Achilles stands by the winning post and 

the prizes are displayed. The five drivers wear the regulation long robe 

(Beazley 1986: 32). The chariot race was part of the funeral games for a 

slain comrade, and was, therefore, a religious rite belonging to the first 

function (F1). 5 

A AND B (3), CENTRAL FRIEZE  

The chief image on the vase, which runs around the shoulder and occupies 

the full circumference, depicts a procession of the gods coming to visit the 

newly-wedded pair, Peleus and Thetis, who were to become parents of 

Achilles (Beazley 1986: 25-27). Thetis, a sea-goddess, was wooed by 

Zeus and Poseidon, but, when they heard that she would bear a son 

stronger than his father, they desisted and agreed that she would wed a 

mortal, the hero Peleus. The wedding on Mount Pelion in south-east 

Thessaly was one of the most celebrated episodes in myth and legend and 

was attended by all the gods. At this wedding feast, the dispute between 

Hera, Athena and Aphrodite was triggered by Eris (Strife), leading to the 

Judgement of Paris, The Trojan War, the death of Achilles (seen on the 

handles) and the ruin of Troy. 

On the right is the house of Peleus, with Thetis seated in it (Carpenter 

1991: 22, pl. 1). Peleus stands in front of the house to welcome the gods. 

The first guests to reach the house are on foot: they are the civilised 

centaur Chiron and Iris, followed by Chariklo, wife of Chiron, with Hestia   
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Figure.1 The François Vase, side A (H 66cm). The Calydonian Boar Hunt is on the rim and 

below it is the chariot race at the Funeral Games for Patroclus. Below this on the shoulder 

is the head of the Procession of the Gods at the wedding of Peleus and Thetis on Mount 

Pelion. Museo Archeologico, Florence. Photo: World of Art 2015/© Soprintendenza per i 

Beni Archeologici della Toscana. 
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Figure.2 The François Vase, side B. The Dance of the Young Athenians is visible on the 

rim with Theseus’ ship waiting. Below is the Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs and on the 

shoulder is the end of the Procession of the Gods. Museo Archeologico, Florence. Photo: 

World of Art 2015/© Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici della Toscana.  
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Figure. 3 The François Vase from the side showing the left end of side A. On the rim is 

the sphinx at the left of the Boar Hunt and on the shoulder the Procession of the Gods 

runs under the handle attachment. On the handle itself we see winged Artemis above 

Ajax carrying the dead Achilles. Museo Archeologico, Florence. Photo: World of Art 

2015 / © Soprintendenza per i Beni Archeologici della Toscana.   
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and Demeter (sister of Zeus). Then Dionysos, also on foot, looks out at the 

viewer; he carries a heavy amphora and is followed by three Horai. In the 

first chariot are Zeus and Hera, in the second Poseidon and Amphitrite. 

After further deities in chariots, lastly comes Hephaestos the lame smith-

god, riding side-saddle on a mule; he is half-turned towards the viewer 

(Beazley 1986: 26-27). The wedding procession of deities belongs to the 

first function (F1). 

B (4), BELOW PROCESSION  

This zone depicts the Return of Hephaestos to Olympus. Hera, sister and 

wife of Zeus, threw her son Hephaestos down from heaven because he 

was disabled. Hephaestos found refuge with Thetis. He sent his mother a 

beautiful throne. When she sat on it she was trapped and could not rise. 

Only Hephaestos could release her. The gods sent for Hephaestos to free 

Hera, but Ares could not induce him to return. Eventually, with the aid of 

wine Dionysos managed to get Hephaestos to return and free his mother 

(Beazley 1986: 28-29). In the left half of the scene Hera sits on the throne 

accompanied by an unhappy Zeus. Ares sits low; Athena jeers at him. In 

the right half of the scene a procession approaches: Dionysos leads a mule 

on which Hephaestos sits followed by three satyrs, the bodyguard of 

Dionysos, and four nymphs (Carpenter 1991: 22, pl. 2). The action takes 

place in Olympus and the personages involved are gods, plus the retinue 

of Dionysos, so the scene must be assigned to the first function (F1). The 

procession of revellers added a third function colouration.6 

A(4), BELOW WEDDING PROCESSION  

This zone is occupied by a scene depicting the slaying by Achilles of 

Troilos, youngest son of Priam and Hecuba, at the altar of Apollo outside 

the walls of Troy. According to an oracle, Troy could not be taken by the 

Greeks if Troilos should reach his twentieth year. Achilles lay in wait at a 

fountain outside the city for Troilos coming to water his horses. When 

Achilles appeared Troilos made off to the nearby sanctuary of Apollo, but 

Achilles chased Troilos and killed him on the altar (Beazley 1986: 28). 

The slaying of Troilos was clearly a military action which we can 

confidently assign to the second function (F2).7  
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(5), ENCIRCLING LOWER BODY  

This zone is devoted to mythological beasts and domestic and wild 

animals (Beazley 1986: 29-30). There are six groups: near the middle of 

the A side is a pair of sphinxes flanking or guarding a stylised arrangement 

of plants; lotus flowers and palmettes. To the left a panther attacks a stag, 

and to the right a young bull is attacked by a panther. On the other side of 

the vase (side B), a pair of griffins flanks another plant arrangement. To 

the left a boar is attacked by a lion, and to the right a lion attacks a bull. 

Underneath this band, the tapering space above the top of the foot ring is 

occupied by a series of long triangles, their narrow bases resting on the 

foot ring.  

In the absence of people, this band is difficult to classify in terms of 

Dumézilian functions. The sphinxes and griffins flanking stylized plants 

could be seen as third function, as would the domesticated and herbivorous 

animals (F3). On the other hand, the panthers and lions doing the attacking 

could be considered as second function (F2).8  

(6), THE FOOT 

All around the flat upper surface of the foot the Battle between the 

Pygmies and the Cranes is illustrated. In the middle, three groups of 

pygmies wield clubs and crook-handled sticks against the cranes. The 

groups are flanked by cavalry scenes with pygmies mounted on goats and 

using slings (Beazley 1986: 34). The battle originated because a beautiful 

pygmy woman refused to worship Hera: for her arrogance she was turned 

into a crane and forever struggled in vain, with the help of other cranes, to 

be reunited with her son, who remained a pygmy.  

The action on the foot ring is a battle, albeit semi-comical and must, 

therefore, be classified as second function. The context is agricultural – 

the farmer pygmies with their rustic weapons and goat cavalry – and thus 

third function. The reason for the struggle, however, was an offence 

against the first function. 
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THE IDENTIFICATION OF A RING-COMPOSITION IN THE DUMÉZILIAN 

FUNCTIONS REPRESENTED BY THE IMAGES ON THE VASE  

The reason for studying the vase was an attempt (a) to identify a 

Dumézilian function that characterised the action depicted in each scene 

and then (b) to see if the functional classification led to the identification 

of a deliberate “Dumézilian” tripartite grouping or sequence. Table 2 

summarises the process and its outcome. The “A” side is shown on the 

right, because that arrangement keeps the central procession intact. 

Dumézilian functions were assigned (above) simply on the basis of the 

action being depicted, in summary thus: A1 is a boar hunt, F2; A2 is a 

funeral rite, F1; B1 is a dance, F3; B2 is a battle (Lapiths and Centaurs), 

F2; the central frieze AB 3 is a procession of gods at a wedding, 

emphatically F1; A4 is the killing of Troilos, F2; B4 (the Return) depicts 

the gods in Olympus, F1; level 5; the Sphinxes, Griffins are problematic, 

F3 or F2; and finally level 6, the Pygmies and Cranes around the base are 

in a battle, F2.  

If laid out in accordance with the tripartite ideology identified by 

Dumézil the images should be organised in a sequence or sequences: F1, 

F2, F3 or F3, F2, F1. If we follow the scenes on the body of the vase (as 

identified functionally above) in accordance with this guide we get a very 

interesting result (below) which was first identified by working outwards 

from the central frieze.9  

On the vase body we start with scene A1, the Boar Hunt (F2), the pair 

of Sphinxes flanking the scene constitutes a portal: they might as well say 

“start here” (Table 2). Moving round to the other scene on the same level 

we have B1, the Dance of the Young Athenians (F3). From here moving 

down to the scene immediately below we have B2, a Centauromachy (F2). 

To complete all the scenes at this level we move round to A2 where there 

is an image of the Funeral Games (F1). Dropping down from here to the 

next level we encounter the head of the Wedding Procession (F1) at the 

House of Peleus. Moving to the left back along the procession to 

Hephaestos at its tail, we drop down from there to The Return (F1) in the 

next layer below, B4. From there we complete the layer by moving to A4, 

the Killing of Troilus (F2). From this we drop to the Sphinxes and Griffins 

and beasts attacking (or eating?) herbivores: aspects of this scene look like 
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Table 2. The number (F1, F2, F3) given in bold with the title of each scene is an assessment 

of the functional activity being depicted, for example a battle (F2) or a religious ceremony 

(F1). Arrows indicate a simple and presumably intentional route through the scenes starting 

at A1. 

 

F2, but to fit this “Dumézilian” scheme it should be F3 (see below). 

Finally, the Battle of the Pygmies and Cranes gives us another F2 image.  

The bottom two scenes fully encircle the vase: because of its tapering 

shape there was not room to put them side by side (echoing the pattern 

above), but the sequence is clear. If the vase had been more cylindrical, 

we can speculate that the scene of sphinxes, griffins, plant arrangements 

and feeding carnivores, would have been on the A side under the Troilos 

scene, beside the Pygmies and Cranes, which would have been on the B 

side under the Return of Hephaestos. In fact one is tempted to speculate 

that the vase layout may have been inspired by images on an older object 

that was more cylindrical in shape.10 The simple sequential path created 

by following the scenes in a Dumézilian sequence forms a near complete 

ring structure, F2, F3, F2, F1, F1, F1, F2, F2/3?, F2; the exception is the 

scene with plants, animals and mythical beasts. Eight out of nine is good, 

but not good enough to secure the overall consistency required of tri-

functional sets and sequences. It may be appropriate to suggest, on the 

basis that the rest of the sequence is consistent with a tri-functional layout, 

that this scene, band 5, was intended to occupy a third function slot. In 

other words we might be able to use the likely presence of a tri-functional 

pattern to expedite interpretation of the single enigmatic scene. It could be 

that the scene is oriental (F3) in the sourcing of the images: Griffins 

guarded the treasures of Apollo and could thus be considered as indicative 
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of the third function (F3). The sheaves of plant material could be regarded 

as food. The wild beasts could be seen as “feeding on” the herbivores (F3) 

rather than “attacking” them (F2).  

The veracity of this tri-functional path is supported by the fact that, 

once a starting point has been identified – and on A1 the pair of sphinxes, 

which often guard entrances in ancient contexts, seems an obvious clue – 

it follows a very simple rule, independent of the concurrent functional 

pattern (as interpreted): “From the start, complete each level before 

moving down to the one below (at the point where you finished above)”. 

This has the neat consequence that, in following the procession of gods in 

the central frieze from Peleus at the head to Hephaestos at the tail, we 

arrive at the appropriate point to drop to the layer below (which also 

features Hephaestos).11 

The central importance of the first function image of the procession of 

gods is emphasised by bracketing it in sequence between two other first 

function images. Internally it may show a hint that it too is a ring structure 

(a ring within a ring) in terms of the functional coloration of the deities in 

procession. Certainly the sovereign gods Poseidon and Zeus are in chariots 

at the centre and the procession is begun and ended by two gods Dionysos 

(wine) and Hephaestos (artisan), whose third function colouration is 

emphasised by their drunken procession in the Return illustrated on the 

vase immediately below the procession. The fact that the sequence is 

bracketed by two extra second function scenes – the Calydonian Boar 

Hunt and Battle of Pygmies and Cranes – serves to underline the frequency 

with which violent incidents occur as a result of the relations between gods 

and men, emphasised in this case by the fact that both conflict scenes arose 

from punishments inflicted by goddesses for failure by mortals to show 

respect.  

VISUAL RING-COMPOSITION IN THE INDIVIDUAL SCENES ON THE VASE 

It may be concluded that the images on the body of François Vase – from 

the point of view of their individual categorisation in terms of Dumézil’s 

three functions, religion (F1), warfare (F2) and fecundity (F3) – are 

symmetrically arranged as a tri-functional ring-composition around the 

central frieze which depicts the procession of the gods at the Wedding of 

Peleus and Thetis (F1). This is not immediately obvious to the viewer, as 



90  Chris Lynn 

 

Cosmos 31 (2015), 77-95 

the conclusion depends on the correct interpretation – in Dumézilian terms 

– of the functional resonance of each scene, and on the identification of 

the intended sequence. But the conclusion that the images as a whole 

constitute a ring-composition of meaning is supported by the fact that, as 

Mackay, Harrison and Masters (1999) have shown, many of the individual 

scenes on the François Vase (and others) were arranged as visual ring-

compositions. They conclude: 

enclosure, or visual ring-composition, is a fundamental 

structure…a natural pattern of thinking that can be applied in 

many different ways…In poetry as in vase-painting, annular 

structuring can serve to create an aesthetically unified element, to 

focus attention on an enclosed highlight, to link one section to 

another, to create awareness of differentiated parts within a whole, 

and to suggest interpretative nuances...The suggestion to be 

carried over into the analysis of the poetic tradition is…that in any 

compositional system, the beginning is likely to fore-ordain the 

end. (Ibid, 140-141) 

The visual ring-composition of the individual scenes on the Francois Vase 

accords with the suggestion made here that all of the scenes on the vase 

body were arranged in a ring-composition in terms of their Dumézilian 

function. The designer of the vase (or of its forerunner) picked and 

arranged images, conscious of their identification either as religious or 

divine activities (F1), acts of warfare or violence (F2), or joyful occasions 

expressing well-being and availability of sustenance (F3), and arranged 

them in a hierarchical and symmetric ring composition. The images as a 

whole on the vase form a hybrid between the visual and poetic ring-

compositions. They exist and must be appraised initially as visual images, 

but their interpretation depends on the subject matter of the narratives 

arranged sequentially; and a similar process could be applied to 

identifying the presence and significance of ring-structures in written 

sources. 
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Table 3. The reasons for the actions depicted on the vase. 

THE REASONS FOR THE ACTIONS DEPICTED ON THE VASE: THE 

OVERALL MESSAGE OF THE IMAGES  

In eight out of the nine scenes on the body of the vase the function of the 

action depicted may be suggested with some confidence. In five of these, 

the reason for the action or its cause lies with the activity or wills of first 

function representatives, specifically the gods (Table 3). The king of 

Calydon was punished by Artemis: the Pygmy queen by Hera for failure 

to observe proper sacrifice or respect. The wedding of Peleus and Thetis 

and the Return of Hephaestos were brought about directly by the will of 

the gods; in the former case because Prometheus revealed to an ancient 

oracle that a son of Zeus and Thetis would be more powerful than his 

father (Grimal 1986: 394).  

The representatives or characteristics of other functions which brought 

about the other actions were also backed or influenced closely by the gods. 

The death of Patroclus in battle (F2) which was the reason for the funeral 

games (F1), was brought about by Hector with the aid of Apollo (Grimal 

Position Action “Function” Cause 

A1 Calydonian Boar 

Hunt 

F2 F1 Divine retribution 

B1 Dance of the Young 

Athenians 

F3 F2 Rescue, killing of 

monster 

B2 Centauromachy F2 F3 Uncontrolled desire 

A2 Funeral games, 

chariot race 

F1 F2 Death in battle 

A+B 3 Procession of the 

gods 

F1 F1 Will of the gods 

B4 Return of 

Hephaestos 

F1 F1 Divine will 

A4 Killing of Troilos F2 F1 Prophecy 

5 Sphinxes, Griffins, 

animals 

F3?  Providence 

6 Battle of Pygmies 

and Cranes 

F2 F1 Divine retribution 
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1986: 348). Although the slaying of the Minotaur and the rescue of the 

young people (F2) was the immediate reason for the dance (F3), the 

context or origin of the story lies in the first function (F1). The Minotaur 

was the offspring of a bull sent to Minos by Poseidon on condition that, in 

return for winning the kingship of Crete, it would be sacrificed to the god. 

Minos refused to sacrifice the bull and Poseidon responded by driving the 

bull mad (Grimal 1986: 291). The origin of Battle of Lapiths and Centaurs 

seems to have no direct connection to the activities of the gods, except in 

so far as attempted rape and abduction at a wedding ceremony would be 

directly offensive to the gods, particularly Hera who was patroness of 

weddings. The death of Kaineus, depicted in the Centauromachy, may be 

another example of divine retribution in the affairs of men and heroes: 

Poseidon had not made Kaineus proof against the crude weapons of the 

Centaurs. It seems that a major theme of the scenes depicted on the vase 

is the inevitability of consequences inflicted by the gods for failure to 

sacrifice, disrespect or hubris.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The François Vase was examined for evidence of a tri-functional 

organisation because of the apparent success of the appraisal of Pausanias’ 

description of the Chest of Kypselos from the standpoint of the 

Dumézilian functional status of the individual scenes. The recognition that 

the images on the François Vase were organised on the lines of a tripartite 

functional hierarchy in a ring structure lends credibility to the similar 

proposals made earlier in respect of the organisation of the scenes on the 

chest (Lynn 2012). The scenes on the vase were chosen and arranged to 

create a complete, tri-functional and symmetrical ring-structure. There are 

extra second function scenes at the ends and extra first function scenes at 

the centre emphasising these aspects and their hierarchical relationships. 

The fact that the functions, as identified and defined by Dumézil, form a 

template on which the images are distributed shows that this pattern of 

thought was of significance to the designers of the vase. The images were 

intended, among other things, to demonstrate the nature and relationship 

of the functions, the separate identities and relationships of religion and 

law (F1), the use of force (F2) and food, fertility and recreation (F3).  
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It is probable that a tri-functional pattern is present in two significant 

Greek artifacts dating from around 600-550BC. This contrasts with the 

lack of success Dumézil and his followers are said to have had in 

identifying tri-functional structures in early Greek myths (Littleton 1982, 

73). But, as Puhvel has pointed out, survivals of tri-partition can be found 

throughout the Greek tradition (1989: 133). These artefactual examples 

suggest that others may yet be found in myth, particularly when we bear 

in mind that they may occur in ring structures (Lynn 2010). 
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Notes 

 My interest in the chest, a Corinthian artefact that dated from around 

600BC, was to see if understanding of the choice and arrangement of the 

individual scenes on the chest and the scheme of their overall 

composition might be advanced if analysed in the light of Georges 

Dumézil’s tripartite theory (Littleton 1982: 7-19; Allen 1987). Using this 

approach it can sometimes be demonstrated that literary compositions 

and occasionally decorated artefacts were designed to represent (or that 

they reflect) a social hierarchy or stratified pyramid of three groups with 

priestly, religious and legal matters at the top (first function F1); events 

and personages relating to the use of military force in the middle (second 

function or F2); and at the bottom a broad and diffuse grouping of 

personages, activities and concepts reflecting or responsible for fertility, 

the provision of nourishment and craft services, wealth and riches (third 

function, F3). 

 The boar that ravaged the countryside and was the reason for and target 

of the attack was a divine agent (of Artemis) and could be considered as 

a representative of the first function.  

 The context for the scene is the killing of the Minotaur and the rescue 

which were second function achievements. The scene, therefore, 

illustrates the celebration of a second function success by means of a 

third function dance 

 The context for the battle was a wedding, a religious ceremony and a 

contract belonging to the first function. The immediate reason for the 

battle, however, was the drunken desire of the centaurs to carry off the 
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Lapith women, a negative example of the third function. 

 The context for the race was the Trojan war and the killing of a comrade 

while wearing the armour of Achilles, a gift from the smith god 

Hephaestos (given to Peleus and Thetis at their wedding: see the central 

band of the vase). A death arising from a second function setback is 

commemorated by first function rites. 

 It is said that in thanks for his readmittance to Olympus, which may have 

included marriage to Aphrodite, Hephaestos gave Dionysos a golden 

amphora. It has been suggested that this is the amphora carried by 

Dionysos as a present in the wedding procession above (Beazley 1986: 

26 n. 3 bis). This would provide a direct connection between the two 

scenes and, since the amphora would eventually hold the ashes of 

Patroclus and Achilles, it presaged the fate of Achilles, a child of the 

marriage of Peleus and Thetis.  

 The killing of an unarmed youth in a sanctuary (divinely approved by 

the presence of Athena and Thetis, but antagonising Apollo) was not a 

brave exploit, but it seems that it had to be done for success of the Greek 

cause, whatever the consequences for the hero.  

 The griffins had eastern connections which might indicate third function 

associations: they were sacred to Apollo whose treasure they guarded in 

the Syrian desert. Their third function colouration is reinforced by the 

fact that griffins guarded the wine bowl of Dionysos (Grimal 1986: 175-

176). 

 The handles, each with three second function images, seem to be 

indicative of the themes depicted lower down on the body of the vase. 

Particularly, the beginning of heroic time is suggested by the Gorgons 

and the invisible Perseus, the end of the Peleus-Achilles story and 

Artemis as Mistress of the Animals and the other creatures found in the 

scenes lower on the vase and divine involvement in the affairs of heroes. 

 The scenes on the left or B side were in general slightly more light-

hearted than those on the right hand or A side, presumably one of the 

reasons why the A side is regarded as the obverse. 

 The possibility that the Gorgons on the insides of the handles were meant 

to be reflected in the surface of the wine when the vase was full suggests 

that in pursuing this sequence we are following the surface of the wine 

downwards in the vase. But the pattern would make equal sense if one 

started at the bottom and worked upwards or in the central frieze and 

moved upwards and downwards. 
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Burial-Islands in Scotland: a Remnant of Celtic 

Mythology? 

FAÑCH BIHAN-GALLIC  

ABSTRACT: A few parishes in Scotland reveal an interesting funeral practice, 

insular-burial. Members of a community living on the mainland in those parts 

bury their dead on a specific dedicated isle, with all the logistic complication this 

represents. More importantly, their practice echoes elements of Celtic beliefs and 

myths of the Afterlife that do not fit what is considered orthodox in Christian 

dogma. This paper explore briefly the way those burial-islands might be seen as 

a remnant of such ancient beliefs surrounding the voyage to the Afterlife among 

Celtic-speaking people based on a comparison with elder archaeological 

evidences, known myths, beliefs and expressions found in the language. 

KEYWORDS: Burial-islands, Scotland, afterlife, death among the Celts, Brittany, 

Iona 

The ethnological works by Arnold Van Gennep and those that followed 

him have revealed the importance of the rites of passage in every society. 

The practices surrounding death and the transition toward a potential 

afterlife are at the centre of those rites. We can learn much from the way 

people treat their dead. Some customs strike us by their originality and the 

ways in which they differ from what is considered otherwise common 

practices. There is no need to go far to find such originality. Those who 

have travelled around the Scottish Highlands know that several parishes 

in those parts have their cemetery situated on an island, in a loch or a river. 

(See Figure 1.) This practice is found only in the North and West of 

Scotland, with the exception of Inchbraoch, burial-island of Ferryden and 

Montrose (Angus). Some of those islands, including the latter, are still in 

use as burial-grounds to this day. Such cemeteries are very interesting in 

many respects; they can tell us about representations of death, both in 
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Scotland, and among the Modern Celtic people. They might represent a 

remnant of ancient mythological ideas. 

To start with, what is understood by the term “mythology” in this topic? 

A mythology is more than a set of tales, it is a way to explain the world 

and how it works. Myth are often religious tales aimed at understanding 

of the universe we live in. The Afterlife, and the way people conceive it 

and link it to our own experience, is completely part of this. Thus, the term 

Figure 1. 1. Eilean Fhìanain, Loch Shiel (Highlands); 2. Eilean Munnu, Loch Leven 

(Highlands); 3. Innis Bhuidhe, River Dochart (Perth and Kinross); 4. Innis na Cailleach, 

Loch Lomond (Stirling); 5. Eilean Maolruidhe, Loch Maree (Highland); 6. 

Inchbraoch/Rossie Island, River Esk (Angus); 7. Inishail, Loch Awe (Argyll); 8. Innis na 

Cuilce, Lochailort (Highland); 9. Eilean Chaluim Chille, Loch Portree (Skye); 10. Eilean 

Mòr, Loch Finlaggan (Islay); 11. Oileán na Marbh, An Charraigh Fhinn (Dún na nGall, 

Éire). Map: Author, 2015. 
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“mythology” is used here as it involves the theme of the journey to the 

Afterlife, which differs greatly among the Modern Celtic people from 

classical Christian representations. 

What is understood by “Christian mythology of the Afterlife”? Only 

the canonical representations offered by the Bible and the Church are to 

be considered here. This will of course only be a rough summary as 

Christian theology is complex and changed throughout the ages. First of 

all, there is a clear separation between Paradise, for those who had a good 

life according to Christian teaching, and Hell, for the wicked people – 

Purgatory is added in a later tradition. God, who lives in Paradise, is in the 

Heavens, that is up in the sky (2 Corinthians 5:1-8 ; Psalms 139:8) and the 

dead otherwise rest in the ground (Daniel 12:2; Psalms 146:4). Hell is 

described as a big furnace (Matthew 13:50), a fire lake (Revelations 

19:20), and a set of dungeons (Peter 2:4). Revelations (20:13) even make 

a clear difference between the seas and Hades/Hell. We can also mention 

the classical representation placing Hell underground (Romans 10:6-7; 

Ephesians 4:7-9). Hence we have two worlds, one in the sky to which we 

ascend – Heaven – and one underground to which we descend – Hell. As 

we will see, this set of representations is not reflected strongly in many 

folk beliefs among the Celtic people. 

Then what is the link between the Scottish burial-islands, Heaven, Hell 

and ancient Celtic mythology? How can we see burial-islands in Scotland 

as a late manifestation of a pre-Christian representation of the journey to 

the afterlife? 

I. PRE-CHRISTIAN TRACES OF THE PRACTICE 

First of all we need to know how old are those burial-islands as it might 

help us establish the connection we are looking for. The idea of an island 

of the dead already existed in Brittany during the Mesolithic and Neolithic 

periods. There is a cluster of them in Leon, the North-Western part of 

Brittany, around the parishes of Ploudalmeze and Landeda (Scarre: 94), 

but the most famous is certainly Gavriniz, in the Morbihan, in the south of 

the country. Archaeological findings have also revealed that those islands 

had not been abandoned by the time the Celts settled in the region (Daire, 

Quesnel). Even though there is still nothing indicating that those early 

Celts picked up the burying practices of the previous inhabitants, it is 
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obvious by observing the landscape that they would have been aware of 

those funeral mounds. Apart from those ancient traces, we can point to 

Scandinavian representations that travel to Britain during the early 

medieval period, especially the tradition of burial-boats among the Norse 

which were to bring the dead to the afterlife. Many such boats have been 

found in Scotland and Britain, as well as a couple in Brittany – such as 

Scar burial-boat, for Scotland, and the Enez Groaz burial-boat, in Brittany. 

Finally, to get back to the Scottish burial-islands, we find at least two of 

them that seem to pre-date Christianity: Iona and Eilean Maolruidhe. Iona 

is the more famous, for Colum Cille’s foundation, of course, and as the 

burial place of the early kings of Scotland. John Marsden (9-10) argues 

for a pre-Christian tradition, especially on the grounds of the legend of 

Saint Odhran, to whom the burial-ground is consecrated. As for Eilean 

Maolruidhe, in Gairloch, we have several elements pointing at a pre-

Christian sanctity: a healing-well next to a wishing oak-tree (Godden: 

499), a local legend about a boat-burial near the island (ibid: 508) and 

several mentions during the modern period of bull-sacrifices on the saint’s 

day (ibid: 505-506), a saint apparently called “god Maolruidhe” by the 

inhabitants almost until the 19th century (Dixon: 153). Both Iona and 

Eilean Maolruidhe then, coupled with the Breton evidence, seem to 

indicate that the practice of island-burial, though possibly isolated, was 

not unknown to the pre-Christian Celts though, archaeology has not 

confirmed as yet whether or not the practice was in use among them. The 

pre-Christian, and sometimes Celtic, sanctity of some of those islands is 

attested, but no excavation has so far revealed pre-Christian Celtic burials. 

Thus, it is only by looking at ancient representations that we can 

reconstruct the place of insular-burial among the Celts. Stories and beliefs 

that have come down to us clearly reveal that the island of the dead is well 

engraved in the representations of the Celtic-speaking people. 

II. THE ISLAND-LIKE AFTERLIFE IN CELTIC TRADITIONS 

Indeed, we find burial-islands in Modern Scotland, and in ancient texts 

and folk traditions. The canonic example would of course be the Avalon 

of the Brythonic tales. When King Arthur was fatally wounded during his 

last battle, creatures from the Otherworld took him on a boat to the island 

of Avalon where he was to rest (Koch: 146 “Avalon”). In this respect we 
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can also mention, in the Irish tradition, the insular location of Tír-na-nÓg, 

where Oisín was taken by Niamh (Koch: 1671 “Tír-na-nÓg”). The Fenian 

hero did not technically die, but to his comrades who were never to see 

him again he was effectively dead, and his travel west across the waves, 

as we will see, is reminiscent of death. One could also mention for those 

insular locations the Breton example of the Bae an Anaon (“the Bay of the 

Dead”), which lies west of Brittany and where the souls of the dead are 

said to gather. Those beliefs or tales are linked to an old saying that exists 

in every living Celtic language: “going west”, meaning “to die”. The 

Bretons also say roeñvat war Gornôg, “rowing west” (Menard, 49 

“Kornôg”), and dying Gaels in Scotland used to say tha mi ’feitheamh ris 

an aiseag, “I am waiting for the ferry” (Turner: 88), clearly stating the 

crossing of water in a funeral boat. Thus boats to the afterlife are not rare 

in folklore, and vessels carrying dead souls on the water are part of the 

modern tradition in Brittany (with the bag-noz, “night-boat;” Braz: 26-28) 

and Ireland (Giraudon: 87). It would not come as a surprise if such a boat 

was to be found in Scottish tales as well. 

Finally on that point, we can mention the strong quality of water as the 

liminal space through which one reaches the Otherworld. This is not 

purely Celtic, of course; however it emphasises our point. The famous 

Lady of the Lake in the Arthurian cycle, the Mermaids or Mari-Vorganed 

who live under the sea, the Kelpies of Scotland, the drowned city of Ys in 

Brittany, and many other beliefs and tales present water as a liminal 

element allowing us to travel from one world to the other. Fairy mounds 

can also have a strong insular quality, since they are accessible on rare 

occasions, like tidal islands. 

These links between insularity, water-crossing and death are deeply 

engraved in popular beliefs in Scotland, Ireland and Brittany. In what way 

do they shed a light on the medieval and modern practice of insular-burial 

in Scotland? 

III. THE SCOTTISH BURIAL-ISLANDS 

It is time to come back to the Scottish burial-islands. The Scottish burial-

islands that appear in Figure 1 are quite ancient. The most famous, and 

also the one that has been attested as a burial-island for the longest, is Iona. 

Colmcille founded his famous monastery there during the second half of 
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the 6th century, and it did not take long for secular leaders to try and 

establish personal connections with the prestigious place. We thus find 

from the early time of development of the monastery a funeral tradition 

by which the kings of Scotland, as well as some Irish and Norse kings, 

were buried in the sacred ground of a cemetery dedicated to saint Odhran 

(Marsden: 7-10). The tradition stopped at the end of the 11th century with 

Máel Coluim III, nicknamed “Canmore”, who was buried on the mainland 

(ibid: 109). The last Scottish king buried on Iona was Malcolm’s brother, 

Donald Bàn (ibid). After that, Iona became the burial-ground of the kings 

and lords of the Isles (MacKenzie Semple: 19). The Book of Clanranald 

reveals at least nine of Somerled’s descendants buried on Iona, starting 

with his son, Ranald and finishing with Rory in 1481 (BCR: 157-169). 

This, as well as the separate choice of burial for Malcolm and his brother 

Donald, displays a connection between insular-burial and the Scottish 

Gaelic tradition, as Malcolm was the first to get away from the Celtic 

heritage, while Donald had kept strong links with the roots of his dynasty 

(Marsden: 109). 

Some evidence seems to point at the fact that the Iona tradition, as well 

as some others that we will be talking about, have roots from further back 

in history. But for now, let us focus on the medieval tradition. All the other 

burial-islands found in Scotland, except one – Innis Bhuidhe, in Perthshire 

– are dedicated to early Irish saints contemporary to Colmcille, and 

sometimes even acquainted with him: Saints Finnan, Fintan Munnu, 

Kentigerna, Maél Rubha, Findoca, Finlagan and Broc. Each of those are 

said to have established a cell on one of our islands, following the early 

monastic tradition of anchoritism. The sanctity that those islands acquired, 

as well as the strong image of Iona, turned those islands into prestigious 

places for the clans living nearby. As Iona was a royal burial-place, other 

clans would have been eager to have their own place of prestige in which 

to be buried. The clan connection is an important point; as well as an early 

saint association, each island belongs to a clan and is the dedicated burial 

ground for its members. Some, at the border between several territories, 

are scrupulously split between clans. The MacDonalds, descendants of the 

lords of the isles, have no less than four burial islands to their name: Eilean 

Munnu, Eilean Fhìanain, Eilean Mòr and Iona. This tradition was 

maintained through the clan system as those islands were prestigious due 

to their sanctity, because of the Iona tradition and because of the strong 
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connection in the clan system between the clan itself and its territory. The 

Chiefs of clan MacNab are, to this day buried on Innis Bhuidhe (MacNab: 

47), and it happens that people in Glencoe and other districts having an 

island-cemetery ask to be buried there still. Thus, clan associations and 

links to early Gaelic saints of Coumban tradition (Bihan-Gallic: 20-23) 

connects all these places and reveal that they are not isolated cases but part 

of a wider picture. If the Irish saint connection is genuine, and 

archaeological findings did reveal early Christian presence on those 

islands, then we are looking at a tradition that could go back as far as the 

7th or 8th century. We certainly have records of the practice in the second 

half of the Middle-Ages, for instance in the Book of Clanranald. This 

tradition is clearly attested. But could we go further back and see in the 

Figure 2. Traditional organisation of a Christian village. Travel from the community of 

the living (outer square) to that of the dead (inner square), focussed around the church 

(central shape). Drawing: Author, 2015. 



104 Fañch Bihan-Gallic 

 

Cosmos 31 (2015), 97-107 

practice of insular-burial among the Scottish Gaels something older than 

Colmcille? 

Not all such islands might be places of pre-Christian sanctity. However, 

the later Christian development inspired by Iona might only be part of the 

story, though an important one. Burial islands are first of all interesting in 

the way they shape the geography of the community that uses them. The 

Christian shaping of a community was probably set in the 7th century 

(Duby: 82) and changed the physical organisations of villages and town; 

it functions as follows (see Figure 2): The church, place of meeting 

between the profane and the sacred, is situated in the middle of the 

community. It is surrounded by the dead community that hopes to access 

Heaven – symbolised by the church – itself surrounded by the living part 

Figure 3. Diagram of organisation of village with burial-island. Travel from the 

community of the living with their own church (upper square) to the community of the 

dead, situated elsewhere and having a separate church (lower oval). Drawing: Author, 

2015. 
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of the community. The journey that one takes to the afterlife is straight, 

from the living part of the community through the dead part of the 

community, to Heaven. This setting completely changes in the case of 

burial-islands (see figure 3). Burial-islands create two separate 

communities, each with their own church; every burial-island but one 

(Innis Bhuidhe) has or has had a chapel. To access the afterlife, one needs 

to leave the community of the living and its church to access another 

community, the one of the dead, around their own church. To do so, the 

departed needs to take a sacred path across water toward the isle of the 

dead. Glencoe Folk Museum has in its collection the burial-boat on which 

the deceased were carried, and though there are sadly no further records 

about the funerary practices, clearly there was something peculiar about 

Scottish insular burial. Consider the geographical organisation the 

Mesolithic and Neolithic eras of islands found in Brittany, where the isle 

of the dead could only be reached by a watery crossing. Engravings and 

archaeological findings there revealed that the idea of a boat of the dead 

was present (Pallier et al.: 14), echoing once again the Scottish context, 

the ancient sayings of “rowing west” and “waiting for the ferry”, and also 

the representations of Avalon or of the liminal Otherworld from which one 

will never return. The Scottish communities practising insular-burial both 

and have a specific place in which they bury, but this practice is physically 

displayed in the way they shaped their geographical environment. 

Through this we are able to witness the old sayings, found in ancient tales, 

that represent the journey to the afterlife as a voyage to a holy island. 

Today, each island but one – Innis Bhuidhe once again – is dedicated to an 

early Irish saint, contemporary to Columcille. Nonetheless the examples 

of Iona and Eilean Maolruidhe seem to point at an earlier sanctity for at 

least some of those islands. And Innis Bhuidhe, burial-ground of the 

MacNabs, which displays no Christian presence – nor dedication to saint 

nor chapel – seems to point at a practice with roots outside of Christianity. 

CONCLUSION 

To summarise, there is a mismatch between the Christian tradition 

concerning the Afterlife – either in the sky or underground – and the Celtic 

representations of an insular and watery journey. Scottish tradition finds 

echoes in the Brythonic one. The idea of the dead having their own chapel 
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is found in the Breton tale of Kêr Ys, where the dead hold mass – or so 

say some Douarnenez sailors. The tradition of insular-burial known in 

Scotland might have been born before the end of the pre-Christian 

religion, as we see the cases of Iona and Eilean Maolruidhe indicate. This 

original Scottish practice echoes mythical non-Christian representations 

of the journey to the afterlife. This shows that the current Christian 

tradition either continues in a situation of continuity or at least overlaps 

with the pre-Christian one. There are too many elements tie together to be 

coincidence. The Scottish Gaelic practice of insular-burial is more likely 

to echo pre-Christian mythical representations of the journey to the 

Afterlife. 

 

Fañch Bihan-Gallic (MRes, MSc), University of Edinburgh; 

fanch.bihangallic@gmail.com 
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Modern Mythmaking: Evolution and Authenticity 

in the Fionn Cycle 

ADAM DAHMER 

ABSTRACT. The Fenian Cycle of Gaelic legend is still evolving in the modern era. 

Ongoing tradition formation within the corpus stems from the writings of the 

eighteenth-century Scottish poet, James Macpherson. An interesting 

Macphersonic novelty is the changing relationship between Macpherson’s hero, 

Fingal, and the Fionn Cycle’s protagonist, Fionn MacCumhaill (Finn McCool). 

Macpherson modelled Fingal after Fionn: by making Fingal Scottish, he could 

claim the Fenian genre for Scotland. But the interpretation of Fingal by modern 

reciters of fianaigheacht differs substantially from Macpherson's intentions. Tour 

guides at Fingal’s Cave and the Giant’s Causeway tell visitors that Gaelic 

tradition attributes the creation of the two basalt formations to battles between 

Fionn and Fingal. The term, authenticity, has been recently criticised as over-

vague, perceived to valourise the isolation of culture from external influences.This 

paper contributes to this debate, discussing to what extent recently created Fenian 

material can be termed ‘authentic’. 

KEYWORDS: Fionn MacCumhaill, Finn McCool, Myth, Giant’s Causeway, Staffa, 

Fingal, Fingal’s Cave, James Macpherson, Authenticity, Resonance 

MACPHERSON’S FINGAL 

In 1760, a Highland schoolteacher, poet and minor aristocrat named James 

Macpherson published a small collection of non-metrical verse, entitled 

Fragments of Ancient Poetry (Stafford 1988: 96). Its title page declared 

that its component works were translations of Gaelic poems collected in 

the Scottish Highlands (Macpherson 1760: 1). Its preface by 

Macpherson’s acquaintance, the famed minister and rhetorician, Hugh 

Blair, certified the antiquity of the poems, and tantalizingly stated that they 

likely constituted mere episodes in a much longer work – a lost highland 

epic as yet unknown to the British public – that lingered in the leaves of 

Gaelic manuscripts and the memories of highland storytellers to await 

rediscovery (Stafford 1988: 97). The prospect of British literature on par 

with the Greek classics proved particularly alluring to a British population 

seeking cultural capital to match its empire’s growing presence on the 
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world stage; the Caledonian origins of the anticipated find appealed 

especially to Scots, who often felt eclipsed by their southern partner in the 

Union (Stafford 1996: xiii). Whatever the reason, the groundswell of 

popular enthusiasm for the Fragments surpassed all expectations – noted 

by Celticist and Macpherson scholar, Derick S. Thomson: 

The reception of this slim booklet was remarkable. The Scots 

Magazine for June 1760 gave over practically the whole review 

section to printing extracts, and the July issue also featured the 

book prominently. Already the book was being discussed in 

English literary circles, Thomas Gray [the poet and classical 

scholar] being particularly impressed. Hugh Blair arranged a 

dinner in Edinburgh, to raise funds and encourage Macpherson to 

search for further Gaelic poetic treasures, including the epic at 

whose existence he had hinted in the preface to the Fragments. 

(Thomson 1987: 253) 

The following year, Macpherson published Fingal, six volumes of verse 

which he claimed constituted the sought-after epic. Although it would 

require a very liberal definition in order to term the work translation, as 

Macpherson did, Fingal nonetheless proved highly influential in the 

evolution of fianaigheacht, for various reasons. In the first place, it 

represented an attempt to render component works of the Fionn Cycle in 

English, rather than Gaelic; a now commonplace undertaking in which 

Macpherson, although hardly a pioneer, certainly served as an inspiration 

to later generations. In the second place, by virtue or iniquity of its author’s 

penchant for embellishment, it introduced several new concepts and 

characters to the Fenian corpus. Some of these Macphersonic novelties 

found new life in the artistic output of subsequent transmitters of Fenian 

material, many of whom did not recognise them as the conscious 

inventions of an eighteenth-century English-language poet. After 

centuries of repetition and dissemination, some of Macpherson’s 

innovations have become so endemic in Fenian lore that only academic 

specialists in literature, folklore or Celtic studies know their true 

provenance; and they have evolved in ways that Macpherson himself 

could never have anticipated. 
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FINGAL VERSUS FIONN 

One interesting example of this phenomenon is Macpherson’s epic 

protagonist, Fingal, and his changing relationship with his literary and 

folkloric antecedent, Fionn MacCumhaill. For Macpherson, Fingal was an 

attempt to wrest the famous Fionn from the Irish, and situate him firmly 

and exclusively in a Scottish setting. In Macpherson’s defence, he might 

sincerely have believed that Fionn was a Scottish hero; although wrong to 

deny Fionn’s Irishness, Macpherson was justified in asserting his 

Scottishness. Fianaigheacht was and remains a pan-Gaelic institution, and 

the creative element of the oral-literary tradition ensured that every region 

in which Fenian tales circulated could, in turn, produce its own variants of 

those songs and stories. Fionn’s popularity meant that everyone wanted 

him as a neighbour; an easy thing for a local bard or compilator to arrange. 

By placing the landmarks from their favourite stories close to home, 

enthusiasts of the Fionn Cycle located themselves and their communities 

as significant in the Gaelic cosmological landscape, thereby nurturing a 

pride-of-place that might otherwise have been lacking. Fionn was 

therefore a local hero to all of the Gaels, not only the Irish; Ireland, 

although certainly culturally connected to Scotland, was not the sole 

originator of Gaelic folkloric and literary artistry. As Donald Meek attests: 

It has become commonplace to regard Ireland and Gaelic Scotland 

as constituting a ‘single cultural province’ in the Middle Ages. 

This view is correct in general terms, but it should not be allowed 

to obscure the creative independence which both countries 

enjoyed within that ‘single province’. Their relationship was, in 

all fairness, complimentary, and it encouraged the growth of 

distinctive traditions of poetry, prose and art. Within the surviving 

Scottish ballad corpus, there is evidence that Gaelic Scotland 

possessed its own ballad-makers, and that it was far from being a 

‘cultural dependency’ of Ireland. (Meek 1988: 68) 

Macpherson’s error, then, lay not in claiming Fionn for Scotland, but in 

denying the right of the Irish to assert their own claim. For better or worse, 

the nationalistic strand he none-too-subtly wove into in his Fenian oeuvre 

proved highly influential in the formation of later works. 
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FINGAL’S CAVE 

The dichotomy that Macpherson established between Fingal as a Scottish 

hero and Fionn as an Irish one has had interesting ramifications in shaping 

the Fenian lore of ensuing centuries, as one can observe in the evolution 

of the folklore surrounding Fingal’s Cave on the Isle of Staffa. Originally 

called An Uamh Bhinn, The Tuneful Cave, its first associations with Fionn 

MacCumhaill may have arisen from Gaelic mispronunciation – Fhinn (the 

genitive form of Fionn) and Bhinn (the adjective ‘tuneful’) having similar 

initial sounds (Michael 2007: 3). It was not known to the wider world as 

Fingal’s Cave until the English naturalist, Sir Joseph Banks, renamed it in 

1772 (Michael 2007: 3). Following its Ossianic rechristening, the cave 

acquired an attendant Fenian mythology. Modern-day guides conducting 

diving tours of the cave from the nearby Isle of Mull entertain their patrons 

with what they claim to be its origin legend as passed down from the 

ancient Gaels. As stated on a tour company website, legend has it that the 

cave resulted from a martial contest between the Irish giant, Fionn 

MacCumhaill, and the Scottish giant, Fingal. Incensed by mutual insult, 

the two ‘giants’ hurled slabs of basalt at one another from their respective 

countries, thereby producing the Hebridean Island of Staffa and the 

Ulidian Giant’s Causeway: 

the legend of Fingal the Scottish giant! [sic] A pesky giant of the 

Hebrides, he engaged in some banter with his Irish counterpart 

Finn McColl [sic]. With the same geological rock at the Giants 

Causeway [sic] as on Staffa, it is said that this hexagonal rock is 

the remains of the causeway built by the giants to battle each 

other!! [sic] It’s even said that a giant still lives in the cave, 

capturing unwitting travellers and keeping them in hanging 

bottles at the rear of the cave! Although we haven’t seen any yet, 

we always keep our wits about us! (Basking Shark Scotland 

2015)1 

The interplay between literature and orality in the guides’ story is striking. 

They seem unaware of the fact that Fionn MacCumhaill and Fingal are 

two versions of the same legendary protagonist, indicating they have little 

to no familiarity with either Macpherson’s writings or the fianaigheacht 

tradition that informed them, and that therefore the story of the warring 
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giants has likely come to them by means of a non-textual source. One 

could alternatively argue that they concocted the legend for the sake of 

supplying the island of Staffa with a mythic history, if not for attestations 

of the Fionn-Fingal schism elsewhere; by land as well as by sea, tour 

enterprises seem keen to perpetuate the new myth. The Northern Irish tour 

company, Odyssey, which conducts coach tours of the Giant’s Causeway, 

also suggests on its website that legend attributes the creation of Fingal’s 

Cave to a battle between Fionn and Fingal: 

Irish myth has it that giants formed the Giant’s Causeway. The 

Irish giant Finn McCool was at loggerheads with a Scottish giant 

named Bernandonner or Fingal – here the story differs slightly 

according to the source. Most agree that it started with insults 

hurled across the channel between Ireland and Scotland, and 

either McCool built the causeway, or Fingal/Bernandonner built 

it, or it was already there. […] At any rate, when Fingal decided 

to cross and do away with his Irish enemy, Finn’s wife Oonagh 

was clever enough to disguise him in baby’s clothing and tell 

Fingal that his father would be back shortly. Seeing the size of the 

‘baby’ Fingal beat a retreat across the channel, tearing up the 

causeway on the way so he couldn’t be pursued by a giant far 

bigger than he was. Many stories claim that Fingal was so 

intimidated he crept into a cave to hide, and on the Scottish side 

to this day you can visit Fingal’s Cave. (Odyssey Coach Tours 

2015) 

THE GIANT’S CAUSEWAY 

As is evident from these examples, tour guides who attribute the creation 

of Fingal’s Cave to Fionn MacCumhaill often mention it in connection 

with the Giant’s Causeway. Indeed, even outside the tourist industry, 

County Antrim’s most famous landform bears strong associations with 

Fionn MacCumhaill. The website of the United Kingdom’s National Trust, 

which maintains the Giant’s Causeway, cites Fionn as the geological 

wonder’s legendary creator: 
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When humans first laid eyes on the Giant’s Causeway they 

imagined it was the work of giants, which is how it got its name. 

[…] For centuries people have been telling the story of how Irish 

giant, Finn McCool, built this place. Nowadays science holds the 

answer for how it came to be but many still prefer the romantic 

myths and legends. (National Trust 2015) 

Interestingly, etymological evidence suggests that Fionn only recently 

assumed this role as architect of the causeway. The traditional Irish name 

for the landform, Clochán na bhFomhórach (Young 1896: 40), indicates 

that in building the causeway, Fionn has appropriated a former occupation 

of the Fomorians, the legendary adversaries of the Tuatha Dé Danann in 

the Book of Invasions. This change in attribution demonstrates the 

popularity of fianaigheaght vis-à-vis other cycles of Irish legend, and 

affords us a glimpse at the process of corpus evolution at work in the 

modern era. Innovations in the oral tradition likely gave rise to the 

association of Fionn with the causeway, and the repetition of the new 

origin legend by word of mouth and in online media has cemented it in the 

popular consciousness. It seems that the concept of the duality of Fionn 

and Fingal has similarly taken root in Ulster fianaigheacht; like the earlier-

mentioned tour companies, a heritage website for the town of Lurgan in 

County Armagh also reports the story of Fionn and Fingal’s battle as 

resulting in the Giant’s Causeway and Fingal’s Cave: 

One day when going about his daily business a Scottish Giant 

named Fingal began to shout insults and hurl abuse at him [Fionn] 

from across the channel. In anger Finn lifted a clod of earth and 

threw it at the giant as a challenge, the earth landed in the sea. 

Fingal retaliated with a rock thrown back at Finn and shouted that 

Finn was lucky that he wasn’t a strong swimmer or he would have 

made sure he could never fight again. Finn was enraged and began 

lifting huge clumps of earth from the shore, throwing them so as 

to make a pathway for the Scottish giant to come and face him. 

[…] However by the time he finished making the crossing he had 

not slept for a week and so instead devised a cunning plan to fool 

the Scot. Finn diguised [sic] himself as a baby in a cot and when 

his adversary came to face him Finn’s wife told the Giant that Finn 
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was away but showed him his son sleeping in the cradle. The 

Scottish giant became apprehensive, for if the son was so huge, 

what size would the father be? In his haste to escape Fingal sped 

back along the causeway Finn had built, tearing it up as he went. 

One clod of earth was left behind and this became the Isle of Man. 

The hole that the clod came from filled with water and became 

Lough Neagh. He is said to have fled to a cave on Staffa which is 

to this day named ‘Fingal’s Cave’. (Lurgan Ancestry 2015) 

For the author of this passage on the Lurgan Ancestry website, the very 

name ‘Fingal’s Cave’ validates Fingal’s status as a separate character 

within Fionn MacCumhaill’s mythos. If unaware of both the toponymical 

history of the cave and Fingal’s Macphersonic origins, the writer would 

have little reason to suspect otherwise.  

MYTHIC STAMPS 

Ultonion armchair folklorists are not the only non-tour-guides to transmit 

this latest mutation in Fenian lore. In 2009, the government of the United 

Kingdom released a series of illustrated stamps depicting mythical 

creatures of Britain and Northern Ireland. The fourth stamp in the series 

depicts a swarthy, bearded giant preparing to lob a boulder over his head, 

and the description of the stamp provided by the BBC makes an interesting 

identification of the figure: 

This scary fella depicts a giant based on a Scottish giant called 

Fingal who, folklore tells us, had a fight with Irish giant Finn 

McCool which made the Giant’s Causway [sic]. (BBC 2009) 

Evidently, the distinctness of Fionn and Fingal, whether born of invention 

or error, has become so oft-repeated that at least one representative of the 

British Broadcasting Corporation, with the tacit endorsement of the UK 

government, considers it canonical Fenian lore.  
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RESONANCE IN TRADITION FORMATION 

Just as in ancient times, people tell, retell and modify myths in order 

express their understanding of the world, and influence the worldviews of 

others. Those myths tend to proliferate which most accurately reflect the 

beliefs and opinions of an audience, or which present a worldview so 

appealing either to logic or personal desire that audience members feel 

tempted to alter their beliefs and opinions in order to accommodate the 

myth. This capacity of myth to situate itself within the belief systems of 

those exposed to it can be termed resonance, and the degree to which a 

myth resonates within a given population can hint at the presence or 

absence of certain attitudes within that population, thereby enabling the 

myth to resonate.  

In the case of the Fionn versus Fingal myth, the attempt to discern what 

factors have ensured its transmission among the people of Scotland and 

Northern Ireland – while necessarily a speculative endeavour – is an 

interesting exercise, which might yield avenues of enquiry for future 

research. Ethnoreligious sectarianism might be one factor in the myth’s 

resonance.2 Pervasive awareness of the historical animosity between Irish 

Catholics and Protestants of Scottish extraction in Northern Ireland, 

following the Ulster Plantation, could have inspired the backward 

projection of Hiberno-Scottish hostilities into the pseudohistorical 

framework of the Fionn Cycle by eighteenth-century and later storytellers. 

In this context, a tale of warring giants – one Irish, and one Scottish – 

would resonate in the popular imagination. The choice of Fingal as the 

name for Fionn MacCumhaill’s adversary might be the legacy of that part 

of the Ossianic controversy concerning Fionn’s patria. It may be that 

Macpherson succeeded in convincing the world that his Fingal was 

Scottish, but failed to uproot the popular association of Fionn 

MacCumhaill with Ireland. Since the time of Macpherson’s writings, the 

identities of the two figures have so diverged in the minds of some casual 

reciters of fianaigheacht that, rather than seizing Fionn MacCumhaill for 

Scotland, as he intended, Macpherson may have unwittingly created, in 

the form of Fingal, Fionn’s Scottish nemesis. Whatever the factors that 

enabled it to flourish, the distinctness of the identities of Fionn and Fingal 

in popular culture shows that the Fionn Cycle – far from being anciently 

fully formed and presently immutable – continues to evolve in the present 

day, often via the medium of the English language.  
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CONCLUSION 

A question that might occur to an observer of this phenomenon is what to 

make of its authenticity, or lack thereof. The very notion of authenticity 

has come to be regarded in recent decades as a somewhat loaded and 

imprecise concept.3 It is now generally accepted that no tradition exists 

independently of the cultural and cognitive milieu of the people who 

transmit it, and that no culture exists in complete isolation from other 

cultures. Consequently, the erstwhile understanding of authenticity as a 

praiseworthy attribute, denoting the absence of evidence of ‘external 

influences’ on a given cultural product, has lost its value in academia; 

some ethnologists now perceive ‘authenticity’ as an almost meaningless 

designation that careless critics and cultural commentators withhold from 

the streams of tradition they dislike in order to indicate general 

disapproval, and bestow on those of which they do approve as an empty 

compliment.  

Aware of the potential dangers of its use, I employ the term in the 

context of this article with the simple intent of indicating an extant cultural 

product’s similarity to, and/or continuity with, its predecessor forms, 

absent the value judgements that assessments of authenticity often implied 

in the past. In this light, the idea of the distinctness of Fionn and Fingal 

can be termed ‘authentic’ in that it has grown organically in the popular 

consciousness, being perpetuated via oral transmission, like many earlier 

Fenian tales; and ‘inauthentic’, in that it did not originate among Gaelic 

speakers, and marks a significant departure from pre-Macphersonic 

fianaigheacht.  

According to this definition of authenticity, developments in a given 

tradition cannot be deemed intrinsically positive or negative on the mere 

basis of their authenticity; their value must instead be assessed according 

to other factors. For its part, tradition creation in the Fionn Cycle, as 

evidenced by the Fionn-Fingal schism, is a positive development in that it 

demonstrates continuing popular interest in Fenian material; but also a 

negative development, in that it inhibits popular awareness of the 

historical fact that Fingal was created by James Macpherson in the 1700s, 

based on the character of Fionn MacCumhaill.  

Ultimately, for those wishing to uphold traditional fianaigheacht 

without suppressing the modern folkloric dynamism that makes it a living 

tradition, perhaps the best course is to respect newly arisen tropes, such as 
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Fionn versus Fingal, while continuing to foster popular awareness of their 

antecedent forms. Those who propagate the notion that Fionn and Fingal 

are separate individuals should not be criticised for transmitting a story in 

the way that they received it; however, it would be equally irresponsible 

to withhold from them the knowledge that a tale which they believe 

predates the Middle Ages and arose from the collective consciousness of 

the Gaelic people, is actually younger than the Enlightenment and began 

in the mind of just one Gael. The two aims of respecting popular belief 

and uprooting ignorance are far from antithetical: many is the Christian 

who acknowledges the influence of both Mazda and Mithras on her 

religion, but still worships the risen Christ; and it is entirely possible to 

admit that Sir Walter Scott played a substantial role in the evolution of 

modern Scottish formal wear, and then un-ironically wear tartan to a 

wedding. In the same spirit, one can ethically condone the transmission of 

new Fenian stories in English, so long as that condonation comes with the 

recognition that such late additions would have been quite unknown to 

medieval Gaels. 
 

Adam Dahmer, PhD Candidate in Celtic and Scottish Studies, University 

of Edinburgh. atdahm01@gmail.com 

 

Notes 

 Basking Shark Tours is not the only Staffa tourist enterprise whose 

guides describe Fionn and Fingal as separate entities, and mention both 

‘giants’ in what they cite as the island’s ancient origin myth. While 

visiting Fingal’s Cave in June 2015, I overheard a guide associated with 

another company, Staffa Tours, explain Staffa’s purported legendary 

history in very similar terms. This verbal retelling of the Fionn versus 

Fingal myth demonstrates that the myth’s dissemination occurs not only 

via online media – as one might suspect based on its website attestations 

alone – but also through oral transmission.  

 As noted by Dr Tiber Falzett, following the presentation of an earlier 

version of this paper at the 2015 Mythology in the 21st Century 

Colloquium at the University of Edinburgh.  

 As noted by Dr Daniel Melia, following the presentation of an earlier 

version of this paper at the 2015 Mythology in the 21st Century 

Colloquium at the University of Edinburgh.  
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