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Preface

ASthe senior, if least deserving, of the authors, | shall open the
narrative.

Over many years | have searched for the point where myth and
science join. It was clear to me for a long time that the origins of
science had their deep roots in a particular myth, that of invariance.
The Greeks, as early as the 7th century B.C., spoke of the quest of
their first sages as the Problem of the One and the Many, sometimes
describing the wild fecundity of nature as the way in which the
Many could be deduced from the One, sometimes seeing the Many
as unsubstantial variations being played on the One. The oracular
sayings of Heraclitus the Obscure do nothing but illustrate with
shimmering paradoxes the illusory quality of "things" in flux as
they were wrung from the central intuition of unity. Before him
Anaximander had announced, also oracularly, that the cause of
things being born and perishing is their mutual injustice to each
other in the order of time, "as is meet," he said, for they are bound
to atone forever for their mutual injustice. This was enough to
make of Anaximander the acknowledged father of physical science,
for the accent is on the real "Many.” But it was true science after

a fashion.

Soon after, Pythagoras taught, no less oracularly, that "things

are numbers." Thus mathematics was born. The problem of the ori-
gin of mathematics has remained with us to this day. In his high old
age, Bertrand Russell has been driven to avow: "I have wished to
know how the stars shine. | have tried to apprehend the Pytha-
gorean power by which number holds sway above the flux. A little
of this, but not much, | have achieved." The answers that he found,
very great answers, concern the nature of logical clarity, but not

of philosophy proper. The problem of number remains to perplex
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us, and from it all of metaphysics was born. As a historian, | went
on investigating the "gray origins" of science, far into its pre-Greek
beginnings, and how philosophy was born of it, to go on puzzling
us. [ condensed it into a small book, The Origins of Scientific
Thought. For both philosophy and science came from that foun-



tainhead; and it is clear that both were children of the same myth.1
In a number of studies, | continued to pursue it under the name of
"scientific rationalism"; and | tried to show that through all the
immense developments, the "Mirror of Being" is always the object
of true science, a metaphor which still attempts to reduce the

Many to the One. We now make many clear distinctions, and have
come to separate science from philosophy utterly, but what remains
at the core is still the old myth of eternal invariance, ever more
remotely and subtly articulated, and what lies beyond it is a multi-
tude of procedures and technologies, great enough to have changed
the face of the world and to have posed terrible questions. But they
have not answered a single philosophical question, which is what
myth once used to do.

If we come to think of it, we have been living in the age of
Astronomical Myth until yesterday. The careful and rigorous edi-
fice of Ptolemy’'s Almagest is only window dressing for Plato's
theology, disguised as elaborate science. The heavenly bodies are
moving in "cycle and epicycle, orb in orb" of a mysterious motion
according to the divine decree that circular motions ever more
intricate would account for the universe. And Newton himself,
once he had accounted for it, simply replaced the orbs with the
understandable force of gravitation, for which he "would feign no
hypotheses." The hand of God was still the true motive force;
God's will and God's own mathematics went on, another name for
Aristotle's Prime Mover. And shall we deny that Einstein's space-
time is nothing other than a pure pan-mathematical myth, openly
acknowledged at last as such?

I was at this point, lost between science and myth, when, on the
occasion of a meeting in Frankfurt in 1959,1 met Dr. von Dechend,

1 The Pythagorean problem is at the core of my Origins, My efforts came even-
lually to fruition in my Prologue to Parmenides, 1964. (reprinted in Reflections
on Men and ldeas [1968], p. 80).
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one of the last pupils of the great Frobenius, whom | had.known;

and with her | recalled his favorite saying: "What the hell should I
care for my silly notions of yesterday?" We were friends from the
start. She was then Assistant to the Chair of the History of Science,
but she had pursued her lonely way into cultural ethnology, starting
in West Africa on the tracks of her "Chef," which were being

opened up again at the time by that splendid French ethnologist,

the late Marcel Griaule. She too had a sense that the essence of myth
should be sought somewhere in Plato rather than in psychology,

but as yet she had no clue.

By the time of our meeting she had shifted her attention to Poly-
nesia, and soon she hit pay dirt. As she looked into the archaeologi-
cal remains on many islands, a clue was given to her. The moment
of grace came when, on looking (on a map) at two little islands,
mere flyspecks on the waters of the Pacific, she found that a strange
accumulation of maraes or cult places could be explained only one
way: they, and only they, were both exactly sited on two neat
celestial coordinates: the Tropics of Cancer and of Capricorn.

Now let Dechend take over the narrative:

"To start from sheer opposition to ruling opinions is not likely to
lead to sensible insight, at least so we think. But anyhow, | did not
start from there, although there is no denying that my growing
wrath about the current interpretations (based upon discouraging
translations) was a helpful spur now and then. In fact, there was
nothing that could be called a 'start,’ least of all the intention to
explore the astronomical nature of myth. To the contrary, on my



side, having come from ethnology to the history of science, there
existed 'in the beginning’ only the firm decision never to become
involved in astronomical matters, under any condition. In order to
keep safely away from this frightening field, my subject of inquiry
was meant to be the mythical figure of the craftsman god, the
Demiurge in his many aspects (Hephaistos, Tvashtri, Wayland the
Smith, Goibniu, IImarinen, Ptah, Khnum, Kothar-wa-Hasis, Enki/
Ea, Tane, Viracocha, etc.). Not even a whiff of suspicion came

to me during the investigation of Mesopotamian myths—of all cul-
turesl—everything looked so very terrestrial, though slightly pe-
culiar. It was after having spent more than a year over at least
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[0,000 pages of Polynesian myths—collected in the 19th century
(there are many more pages available than these)—that the anni-
hilating recognition of our complete ignorance came down upon me
like a sledge hammer: there was no single sentence that could be
understood. But then, if anybody was entitled to be taken seriously,
it had to be the Polynesians guiding their ships securely over the
largest ocean of our globe, navigators to whom our much praised
discoverers from Magellan to Captain Cook confided the steering

of their ships more than once. Thus, the fault had to rest with us,
not with Polynesian myth. Still, I did not then ‘try astronomy for a
change'—there was a strict determination on my part to avoid this
field. | looked into the archaeological remains of the many islands,
and there a clue was given to me (to call it being struck by light-
ning would be more correct) which | duly followed up, and then
there was no salvation anymore: astronomy could not be escaped.
First it was still ‘'simple’ geometry—the orbit of the sun, the Trop-
ics, the seasons—and the adventures of gods and heroes did not make
much more sense even then. Maybe one should count, for a change?
What could it mean, when a hero was on his way slightly more

than two years, 'returning' at intervals, 'falling into space,' coming
off the ‘right’ route? There remained, indeed, not many possible
solutions: it had to be planets (in the particular case of Aukele-nui-
a-iku, Mars). If so, planets had to be constitutive members of every
mythical personnel; the Polynesians did not invent this trait by
themselves."

This text of Professor von Dechend, in its intellectual freedom

and audacity, bears the stamp of her inheritance from the heroic
and innocent and cosmopolitan age of German science around the
eighteen-thirties. Its heroes, Justus von Liebig and Friedrich Woeh-
ler, were the objects of her work done before 1953. Another of
those virtues, scornful indignation, will come to the fore in the
appendices, which are so largely the product of her efforts.

Now | resume:

Years before, | had once looked at Dupuis’ L'Origine de tons les
cultes, lost in the stacks of Widener Library, never again consulted.
It was a book in the 18th-century style, dated "An |1l de la Repu-
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blique.” The title was enough to make one distrustful—one of those
"enthusiastic" titles which abounded in the 18th century and prom-
ised far too much. How could it explain the Egyptian system, |
thought, since hieroglyphics had not yet been deciphered? (Atha-
nasius Kircher was later to show us how it was done out of Coptic
tradition.) | had dropped the forbidding tome, only jotting down

a sentence: "Le mythe est ne de la science; la science seule I'expli-
quera." | had the answer there, but | was not ready to understand.

This time | was able to grasp the idea at a glance, because | was



ready for it. Many, many years before, | had questioned myself, in

a note, about the meaning of fact in the crude empirical sense, as
applied to the ancients. It represents, | thought, not the intellectual
surprise, not the direct wonder and astonishment, but first of all an
immense, steady, minute attention to the seasons. What is a solstice
or an equinox? It stands for the capacity of coherence, deduction,
imaginative intention and reconstruction with which we could

hardly credit our forefathers. And yet there it was. | saw.

Mathematics was moving up to me from the depth of centuries;
not after myth, but before it. Not armed with Greek rigor, but with
the imagination of astrological power, with the understanding of
astronomy. Number gave the key. Way back in time, before writ-
ing was even invented, it was measures and counting that provided
the armature, the frame on which the rich texture of real myth was
to grow.

Thus we had returned to the true beginnings, in the Neolithic
Revolution. We agreed that revolution was essentially technologi-
cal. The earliest social scientist, Democritus of Abdera, put it in

one striking sentence: men's progress was the work not of the mind
but of the hand. His late successors have taken him too literally,
and concentrated on artifacts. They have been unaware of the
enormous intellectual effort involved, from metallurgy to the arts,
but especially in astronomy. The effort of sorting out and identify-
ing the only presences which totally eluded the action of our hands
led to those pure objects of contemplation, the stars in their courses.
The Greeks would not have misapprehended that effort: they

called astronomy the Royal Science. The effort at organizing the
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cosmos took shape from the supernal presences, those alone which
thought might put in control of reality, those from which all arts
look their meaning.

But nothing is so easy to ignore as something that does not yield
freely to understanding. Our science of the past flowered in the
fullness of time into philology and archaeology, as learned volumes
on ancient philosophy have continued to pour forth, to little avail.
A few masters of our own time have rediscovered these "prelit-
crate" accomplishments. Now Dupuis, Kircher and Boll are gone
like those archaic figures, and are equally forgotten. That is the de-
vouring way of time. The iniquity of oblivion blindly scattereth her

poppies.

It is well known how many images of the gods have to do with

the making of fire, and an American engineer, J. D. McGuire, dis-
covered that also certain Egyptian images, until then unsuspected,
presented deities handling a fire drill. Simple enough: fire itself was
the link between what the gods did and what man could do. But
from there, the mind had once been able to move on to prodigious
feats of intellect. That world of the mind was fully worthy of those
Newtons and Einsteins long forgotten—those masters, as d'Alem-
bert put it, of whom we know nothing, and to whom we owe
everything.

We had the idea. It was simple and clear. But we realized that we
would run into formidable difficulties, both from the point of view
of modern, current scholarship and from the no less unfamiliar ap-
proach needed for method. | called it playfully, for short, "the

cat on the keyboard," for reasons that will appear presently. For
how can one catch time on the wing? And yet the flow of time,

the time of music, was of the essence, inescapable, baffling to the
systematic mind. | searched at length for an inductive way of pre-



sentation. It was like piling Pelion upon Ossa. And yet this "was the
least of our difficulties. For we also had to face a wall, a veritable
Berlin Wall, made of indifference, ignorance, and hostility. Hum-
boldt, that wise master, said it long ago: First, people will deny

a thing; then they will belittle it; then they will decide that it

had been known long ago. Could we embark upon an enormous
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task of detailed scholarship on the basis of this more than dubious
prospect? But our own task was set: to rescue those intellects of
the past, distant and recent, from oblivion. "Thus saith the Lord
God: 'Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe upon these
slain, that they may live.' " Such poor scattered bones, ossa vehe-
menter sicca, we had to revive.

This book reflects the gradually deepening conviction that, first

of all, respect is due these fathers of ours. The early chapters will
make, | think, for easy reading. Gradually, as we move above tim-
berline, the reader will find himself beset by difficulties which are
not of our making. They are the inherent difficulties of a science
which was fundamentally reserved, beyond our conception. Most
frustrating, we could not use our good old simple catenary logic,

in which principles come first and deduction follows. This was not
the way of the archaic thinkers. They thought rather in terms of
what we might call a fugue, in which all notes cannot be constrained
into a single melodic scale, in which one is plunged directly into the
midst of things and must follow the temporal order created by their
thoughts. It is, after all, in the nature of music that the notes cannot
all be played at once. The order and sequence, the very meaning, of
the composition will reveal themselves—with patience—in due time.
The reader, | suggest, will have to place himself in the ancient
"Order of Time."

Troilus expressed the same idea in a different image: "He that
will have a cake out of the wheat must needs tarry the grinding."

Giorgio de Santillana
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Introduction

The unbreakable fetters which
bound down the Great Wolf
Fenrir had been cunningly
forged by Loki from these: the
footfall of a cat, the roots of a
rock, the beard of a woman, the
breath of a fish, the spittle of a

bird.

The Edda

Toute vue des choses qui n'est
pas etrange est fausse.

Valery

This is meant to be only an essay. It is a first reconnaissance of a
realm well-nigh unexplored and uncharted. From whichever way
one enters it, one is caught in the same bewildering circular com-
plexity, as in a labyrinth, for it has no deductive order in the
abstract sense, but instead resembles an organism tightly closed in
itself, or even better, a monumental "Art of the Fugue.”

The figure of Hamlet as a favorable starting point came by



chance. Many other avenues offered themselves, rich in strange
symbols and beckoning with great images, but the choice went to
Hamlet because he led the mind on a truly inductive quest through
a familiar landscape—and one which has the merit of its literary
setting. Here is a character deeply present to our awareness, in
whom ambiguities and uncertainties, tormented self-questioning and
dispassionate insight give a presentiment of the modern mind. His
personal drama was that he had to be a hero, but still try to avoid
the role Destiny assigned him. His lucid intellect remained above
the conflict of motives—in other words, his was and is a truly con-
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temporary consciousness. And yet this character whom the poet
made one of us, the first unhappy intellectual, concealed a past as
a legendary being, his features predetermined, preshaped by long-
standing myth. There was a numinous aura around him, and many
clues led up to him. But it was a surprise to find behind the mask
an ancient and all-embracing cosmic power—the original master of
the dreamed-of first age of the world.

Yet in all his guises he remained strangely himself. The original
Amlodhi,* as his name was in Icelandic legend, shows the same
characteristics of melancholy and high intellect. He, too, is a son
dedicated to avenge his father, a speaker of cryptic but inescapable
truths, an elusive carrier of Fate who must yield once his mission is
accomplished and sink once more into concealment in the depths of
time to which he belongs: Lord of the Golden Age, the Once and
Future King.

This essay will follow the figure farther and farther afield, from
the Northland to Rome, from there to Finland, Iran, and India;
he will appear again unmistakably in Polynesian legend. Many
other Dominations and Powers will materialize to frame him
within the proper order.

Amlodhi was identified, in the crude and vivid imagery of the

Norse, by the ownership of a fabled mill which, in his own time,
ground out peace and plenty. Later, in decaying times, it ground
out salt; and now finally, having landed at the bottom of the sea, it
is grinding rock and sand, creating a vast whirlpool, the Mael-
strom (i.e., the grinding stream, from the verb mala, "to grind"),
which is supposed to be a way to the land of the dead. This imagery
stands, as the evidence develops, for an astronomical process, the
secular shifting of the sun through the signs of the zodiac which
determines world-ages, each numbering thousands of years. Each
age brings a World Era, a Twilight of the Gods. Great structures
collapse; pillars topple "which supported the great fabric; floods and
cataclysms herald the shaping of a new world.

The image of the mill and its owner yielded elsewhere to more

* The indulgence of specialist's is asked for the form of certain transliterations
throughout the text; for example, Amlodhi instead of Amlodi, Grotte instead of
Grotti, etc. (Ed.)
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sophisticated ones, more adherent to celestial events. In Plato's pow-
erful mind, the figure stood out as the Craftsman God, the Demi-
urge, who shaped the heavens; but even Plato did not escape the
idea he had inherited, of catastrophes and the periodic rebuilding

of the world.



Tradition will show that the measures of a new world had to be
procured from the depths of the celestial ocean and tuned with the
measures from above, dictated by the "Seven Sages," as they are
often cryptically mentioned in India and elsewhere. They turn out
to be the Seven Stars of Ursa, which are normative in all cosmo-
logical alignments on the starry sphere. These dominant stars of the
Far North are peculiarly but systematically linked with those which
are considered the operative powers of the cosmos, that is, the
planets as they move in different placements and configurations
along the zodiac. The ancient Pythagoreans, in their conventional
language, called the two Bears the Hands of Rhea (the Lady of
Turning Heaven), and called the planets the Hounds of Per-
sephone, Queen of the Underworld. Far away to the south, the
mysterious ship Argo with its Pilot star held the depths of the past;
and the Galaxy was the Bridge out of Time. These notions appear
to have been common doctrine in the age before history—all over
the belt of high civilizations around our globe. They also seem to
have been born of the great intellectual and technological revolu-
tion of the late Neolithic period.

The intensity and richness, the coincidence of details, in this
cumulative thought have led to the conclusion that it all had its
origin in the Near East. It is evident that this indicates a diffusion
of ideas to an extent hardly countenanced by current anthropology.
But this science, although it has dug up a marvelous wealth of de-
tails, has been led by its modern evolutionary and psychological
bent to forget about the main source of myth, which was astronomy
—the Royal Science. This obliviousness is itself a recent turn of
events—barely a century old. Today expert philologists tell us that
Saturn and Jupiter are names of vague deities, subterranean or at-
mospheric, superimposed on the planets at a "late" period; they
neatly sort out folk origins and "late" derivations, all unaware that
planetary periods, sidereal and synodic, were known and rehearsed
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in numerous ways by celebrations already traditional in archaic
times. If a scholar has never known those periods even from elemen-
tary science, he is not in the best position to recognize them when
they come up in his material.

Ancient historians would have been aghast had they been told

that obvious things were to become unnoticeable. Aristotle was
proud to state it as known that the gods were originally stars, even
if popular fantasy had later obscured this truth. Little as he believed
in progress, he felt this much had been secured for the future. He
could not guess that W. D. Ross, his modern editor, would conde-
SCendingly annotate: "This is historically untrue.” Yet we know
that Saturday and Sabbath had to do with Saturn, just as Wednes-
day and Mercredi had to do with Mercury. Such names are as old
as time; as old, certainly, as the planetary heptagram of the Har-
ranians. They go back far before Professor Ross' Greek philology.
The inquiries of great and meticulous scholars such as ldeler, Lep-
sius, Chwolson, Boll and, to go farther back, of Athanasius Kircher
and Petavius, had they only been read carefully, and noted, would
have taught several relevant lessons to the historians of culture, but
interest shifted to other goals, as can be seen from current anthro-
pology, which has built up its own idea of the "primitive"” and what

came after.

One still reads in that most unscientific of records, the Bible, that
God disposed all things by number, weight and measure; ancient
Chinese texts say that "the calendar and the pitch pipes have such
a close fit, that you could not slip a hair between them." People read
it, and think nothing of it. Yet such hints might reveal a world of
vast and firmly established complexity, infinitely different from



ours. But the experts now are benighted by the current folk fantasy,
which is the belief that they are beyond all this—critics without
nonsense and extremely wise.

In 1959 | wrote:

The dust of centuries had settled upon the remains of this great
world-wide archaic construction when the Greeks came upon the
scene.Yet something of it survived in traditional rites, in myths and
fairy tales no longer understood. Taken verbally, it matured the

5 e Introduction

bloody cults intended to procure fertility, Based on the belief in a
dark universal force of an ambivalent nature, which seems now to
monopolize our interest. Yet its original themes could flash out again,
preserved almost intact, in the later thought of the Pythagoreans and
of Plato.

But they are tantalizing fragments of a lost whole. They make one
think of those "mist landscapes" of which Chinese painters are mas-
ters, which show here a rock, here a gable, there the tip of a tree, and
leave the rest to imagination. Even when the code shall have yielded,
when the techniques shall be known, we cannot expect to gauge the
thought of those remote ancestors of ours, wrapped as it is in its
symbols.

Their words are no more heard again
Through lapse of many ages ...

We think we have now broken part of that code. The thought
behind these constructions of the high and far-off times is also lofty,
even if its forms are strange. The theory about "how the world
began" seems to involve the breaking asunder of a harmony, a kind
of cosmogonic "original sin" whereby the circle of the ecliptic

(with the zodiac) was tilted up at an angle with respect to the
equator, and the cycles of change came into being.

This is not to suggest that this archaic cosmology will show any
great physical discoveries, although it required prodigious feats of
concentration and computing. What it did was to mark out the

unity of the universe, and of man's mind, reaching out to its farthest
limits. Truly, man is doing the same today.

Einstein said: "What is inconceivable about the universe, is that

it should be at all conceivable.” Man is not giving up. When he
discovers remote galaxies by the million, and then those quasi-stellar
radio sources billions of light-years away which confound his specu-
lation, he is happy that he can reach out to those depths. But he
pays a terrible price for his achievement. The science of astro-
physics reaches out on a grander and grander scale without losing its
footing. Man as man cannot do this. In the depths of space he loses
himself and all notion of his significance. He is unable to fit himself
into the concepts of today's astrophysics short of schizophrenia.
Modern man is facing the nonconceivable. Archaic man, however,
kept a firm grip on the conceivable by framing within his cosmos
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an order of time and an eschatology that made sense to him and
reserved a fate for his soul. Yet it was a prodigiously vast theory,
with no concessions to merely human sentiments. It, too, dilated
the mind beyond the bearable, although without destroying man's
role in the cosmos. It was a ruthless metaphysics.

Not a forgiving universe, not a world of mercy. That surely not.



Inexorable as the stars in their courses, miserationis parcissimae, the
Romans used to say. Yet it was a world somehow not unmindful of
man, one in which there was an accepted place for everything,
rightfully and not only statistically, where no sparrow could fall
unnoted, and where even what was rejected through its own error
would not go down to eternal perdition; for the order of Number

and Time was a total order preserving all, of which all were mem-
bers, gods and men and animals, trees and crystals and even absurd
errant stars, all subject to law and measure.

This is what Plato knew, who could still speak the language of
archaic myth. He made myth consonant with his thought, as he
built the first modern philosophy. We have trusted his clues as
landmarks even on occasions when he professes to speak "not quite
seriously.” He gave us a first rule of thumb; he knew what he was
talking about.

Behind Plato there stands the imposing body of doctrine attrib-
uted to Pythagoras, some of its formulation uncouth, but rich with
the prodigious content of early mathematics, pregnant with a sci-
ence and a metaphysics that were to flower in Plato's time. From it
come such words as "theorem," "theory," and "philosophy." This

in its turn rests on what might be called a proto-Pythagorean phase,
spread all over the East but with a focus in Susa. And then there
was something else again, the stark numerical computing of Baby-
lon. From it all came that strange principle: "Things are numbers.”
Once having grasped a thread going back in time, then the test

of later doctrines with their own historical developments lies in
their congruence with tradition preserved intact even if half under-
stood. For there are seeds which propagate themselves along the
jetstream of time.

Introduction

And universality is in itself a test when coupled with a firm de-

sign. When something found, say, in China turns up also in Baby-
lonian astrological texts, then it must be assumed to be relevant, for
it reveals a complex of uncommon images which nobody could

claim had risen independently by spontaneous generation.

Take the origin of music. Orpheus and his harrowing death may
be a poetic creation born in more than one instance in diverse
places. But when characters who do not play the lyre but blow
pipes get themselves flayed alive for various absurd reasons, and
their identical end is rehearsed on several continents, then we feel
we have got hold of something, for such stories cannot be linked by
internal sequence. And when the Pied Piper turns up both in the
medieval German myth of Hamelin and in Mexico long before
Columbus, and is linked in both places with certain attributes like
the color red, it can hardly be a coincidence. Generally, there is
little that finds its way into music by chance.

Again, when one finds numbers like 108, or 9 X 13, reappearing
under several multiples in the Vedas, in the temples of Angkor, in
Babylon, in Heraclitus' dark utterances, and also in the Norse Val-
halla, it is not accident.

There is one way of checking signals thus scattered in early data,

in lore, fables and sacred texts. What we have used for sources may
seem strange and disparate, but the sifting was considered, and it
had its reasons. Those reasons will be given later in the chapter

on method. | might call it comparative morphology. The reservoir

of myth and fable is great, but there are morphological "markers"
for what is not mere storytelling of the kind that comes naturally.
There is also wonderfully preserved archaic material in "secondary”
primitives, like American Indians and West Africans. Then there

are courtly stories and annals of dynasties which look like novels:



the Feng Shen Yen I, the Japanese Nihongi, the Hawaiian Kumu-

lipo. These are not merely fantasy-ridden fables.

In hard and perilous ages, what information should a well-born

man entrust to his eldest son? Lines of descent surely, but what else?
The memory of an ancient nobility is the means of preserving the
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arcana imperil, the arcana legis and the arcana mundi, just as it was

in ancient Rome. This is the wisdom of a ruling class. The Poly-

nesian chants taught in the severely rest restricted Whare-wananga were
mostly astronomy. That is what a liberal education meant then.

Sacred texts are another great source. In our age of print one is
tempted to dismiss these as religious excursions into homiletics, but
originally they represented a great concentration of attention on
material which had been distilled for relevancy through a long pe-
riod of time and which was considered worthy of being committed
to memory generation after generation. The tradition of Celtic
Druidism was delivered not only in songs, but also in tree-lore
which "was much like a code. And in the East, out of complicated
games based on astronomy, there developed a kind of shorthand
which became the alphabet.

As we follow the clues—stars, numbers, colors, plants, forms,

verse, music, structures—a huge framework of connections re-
vealed at many levels. One is inside an echoing manifold where
everything responds and everything has a place and a time assigned
to it. This is a true edifice, something like a mathematical matrix, a
World-Image that fits the many levels, and all of it kept in order

by strict measure. It is measure that provides the countercheck, for
there is much that can be identified and re-disposed from rules like
the old Chinese saying about the pitch pipes and the calendar.
When we speak of measures, it is always some form of Time that
provides them, starting from two basic ones, the solar year and the
octave, and going down from there in many periods and intervals,
to actual weights and sizes. What modern man attempted in the
merely conventional metric system has archaic precedents of great
complexity. Down the centuries there comes an echo of Al-Biruni's
wondering a thousand years ago, when that prince of scientists dis-
covered that the Indians, by then miserable astronomers, calculated
aspects and events by means of stars—and were not able to show
him any one star that he asked for. Stars had become items for them,
as they were to become again for Leverrier and Adams, who never
troubled to look at Neptune in their life although they had com-
puted and discovered it in 1847. The Mayas and the Aztecs in their
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unending calculations seem to have had similar attitudes. The con-
nections were what counted. Ultimately so it was in the archaic
universe, where all things were signs and signatures of each other,
inscribed in the hologram, to be divined subtly. And Number ,
dominated them all (appendix # 1).

This ancient world moves a little closer if one recalls two great
transitional figures who were simultaneously archaic and modern in
their habits of thought. The first is Johannes Kepler, who was of

the old order in his unremitting calculations and his passionate de-
votion to the dream of rediscovering the "Harmony of the Spheres."
But he was a man of his own time, and also of ours, when this dream
began to prefigure the polyphony that led up to Bach. In somewhat
the same way, our strictly scientific world view has its counterpart

in what John Hollander, the historian of music, has described as

"The Untuning of the Sky." The second transitional figure is no



less a man than Sir Isaac Newton, the very inceptor of the rigor-
ously scientific view. There is no real paradox in mentioning New-
ton in this connection. John Maynard Keynes, who knew Newton
as well as many of our time, said of him:

Newton was not the first of the Age of Reason. He was the last of the
magicians, the last of the Babylonians and Sumerians, the last great
mind which looked out on the visible and intellectual world with the
same eyes as those who began to build our intellectual world rather
less than 10,000 years ago .. . Why do | call him a magician? Because
he looked on the whole universe and all that is in it as a riddle, as a
secret which could be read by applying pure thought to certain evi-
dence, certain mystic clues which God had laid about the world to
allow a sort of philosopher's treasure hunt to the esoteric brother-
hood. He believed that these clues were to be found partly in the
evidence of the heavens and in the constitution of elements (and that
is what gives the false suggestion of his being an experimental natural
philosopher), but also partly in certain papers and traditions handed
down by the brethren in an unbroken chain back to the original
cryptic revelation in Babylonia. He regarded the universe as a crypto-
gram set by the Almighty—just as he himself wrapt the discovery of
the calculus in a cryptogram when he communicated with Leibniz.

By pure thought, by concentration of mind, the riddle, he believed,
would be revealed to the initiate.1

1 "Newton the Man," in The Royal Society. Newton Tercentenary Celebrations (1947), p. 29.
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Lord Keynes' appraisal, written ca. 1942, remains both uncon-
ventional and profound. He knew, we all know, that Newton

failed. Newton was led astray by his dour sectarian preconceptions.
But his undertaking was truly in the archaic spirit, as it begins to
appear now after two centuries of scholarly search into many cul-
tures of which he could have had no idea. To the few clues he
found with rigorous method, a vast number have been added. Still,
the wonder remains, the same that was expressed by his great
predecessor Galileo:

But of all other stupendous inventions, what sublimity of mind must
have been his who conceived how to communicate his most secret
thoughts to any other person, though very far distant either in time
or place, speaking with those who are in the Indies, speaking to those
who are not yet born, nor shall be this thousand or ten thousand
yean? And with no greater difficulty than the various arrangement

of two dozen Little signs upon paper? Let this be the seal of all the
admirable inventions of man.

Way back in the 6th century a.d., Gregoire de Tours was writ-
ing: "The mind has lost its cutting edge, we hardly understand the
Ancients.” So much more today, despite our wallowing in mathe-
matics for the million and in sophisticated technology.

It is undeniable that, notwithstanding our Classics Departments’
labors, the wilting away of classical studies, the abandonment of
any living familiarity with Greek and Latin has cut the ompha-
loessa, the umbilical cord which connected our culture—at least at
its top level—with Greece, in the same manner in which men of the
Pythagorean and Orphic tradition were tied up through Plato and

a few others with the most ancient Near East. It is beginning to
appear that this destruction is leading into a very up-to-date Middle
Ages, much worse than the first. People will sneer: "Stop the
World, | want to get off.” It cannot be changed, however; this is
the way it goes when someone or other tampers with the reserved



knowledge that science is, and was meant to represent.

But, as Goethe said at the very onset of the Progressive Age,
"Noch ist es Tag, da ruhre sich der Mann! Die Nacht tritt ein,
wo nicmand wirken kann." ("It is still day, let men get up and
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going—the night creeps in, when there is nothing doing.") There
light come once more some kind of "Renaissance" out of the
hopelessly condemned and trampled past, when certain ideas come
to life again, and we should not deprive our grandchildren of a last
chance at the heritage of the highest and farthest-off times. And if,
as looks infinitely probable, even that last chance is passed up in
the turmoil of progress, why then one can still think with Poli-
ziano, who was himself a master humanist, that there will be men
whose minds find a refuge in poetry and art and the holy tradition
"which alone make men free from death and turn them to eternity,
so long as the stars will go on, still shining over a world made for-
ever silent.” Right now, there is still left some daylight in which to
undertake this first quick reconnaissance. It will necessarily leave
out great and significant areas of material, but even so, it will in-
vestigate many unexpected byways and crannies of the past.

Chapter |
The Chronicler's Tale

. . . you of changeful counsel,
undefiled Titan of exceeding
strength, you who consume all
and increase it again, you who
hold the indestructible bond by
the unlimited order of the Aeon,
wily-minded, originator of gen-
eration, you of crooked coun-
sel ...

From the Orphic Hymns

The proper gate through which to enter the realm of pre-
Shakespearean Hamlet is the artless account given by Saxo Gram-
maticus (c. 1150-c. 1216) in books 11l and IV of his Gesta Dano-
rum. What follows is the relevant part of book Il in Elton's
translation, only slightly shortened.

The story begins with the feats of Orvendel, Amlethus' father-
especially his victory over King Koll of Norway—which drove
Orvendel's brother Fengo, "stung with jealousy,"” to murder him
(appendix #2). "Then he took the wife of the brother he had
butchered, capping unnatural murder with incest.” (So Saxo
qualifies it.)

Amleth beheld all this, but feared lest too shrewd a behaviour

might make his uncle suspect him. So he chose to feign dullness, and
pretend an utter lack of wits. This cunning course not only con-
cealed his intelligence, but ensured his safety. Every day he remained
in his mother's house utterly listless and unclean, flinging himself on
the ground and bespattering his person with foul and filthy dirt. His
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discoloured face and visage smutched with slime denoted foolish and
grotesque madness. All he said was of a piece with these follies; all



he did savoured of utter lethargy . . .

He used at times to sit over the fire, and, raking up the embers with
his hands, to fashion wooden crooks, and harden them in the fire,
shaping at their tips certain barbs, to make them hold more tightly
to their fastenings. When asked what he was about, he said that he
was preparing sharp javelins to avenge his father. This answer was
not a little scoffed at, all men deriding his idle and ridiculous pursuit;
but the thing helped his purpose afterwards. Now it was his craft in
this matter that first awakened in the deeper observers a suspicion of
his cunning. For his skill in a trifling art betokened the hidden talent
of a craftsman . . . Lastly, he always watched with the most punctual
care over his pile of stakes that he had pointed in the fire. Some
people, therefore, declared that his mind was quick enough, and fan-
cied that he only played the simpleton . . . His wiliness (said these)
would be most readily detected, if a fair woman were put in his way
in some secluded place, who should provoke his mind to the tempta-
tions of love . . ., if his lethargy were feigned, he would seize the
opportunity, and yield straightway to violent delights.

So men were commissioned to draw the young man in his rides into
a remote part of the forest, and there assail him with a temptation of
this nature. Among these chanced to be a foster-brother of Amleth,
who had not ceased to have regard to their common nurture . . . He
attended Amleth among his appointed train . . . and was persuaded
that he would suffer the worst if he showed the slightest glimpse of
sound reason, and above all if he did the act of love openly. This was
also plain enough to Amleth himself. For when he was bidden mount
his horse, he deliberately set himself in such a fashion that he turned
his back to the neck and faced about, fronting the tail; which he pro-
ceeded to encompass with the reins, just as if on that side he would
check the horse in its furious pace . . . The reinless steed galloping
on, with the rider directing its tail, was ludicrous enough to behold.

Amleth went on, and a wolf crossed his path amid the thicket; when
his companions told him that a young colt had met him, he retorted
that in Fengo's stud there were too few of that kind fighting. This
was a gentle but witty fashion of invoking a curse upon his uncle's
riches. When they averred that he had given a cunning answer, he
answered that he had spoken deliberately: for he was loth to be
thought prone to lying about any matter, and wished to be held a
stranger to falsehood; and accordingly he mingled craft and candour
in such wise that, though his words did lack truth, yet there was
nothing to betoken the truth and betray how far his keenness went.
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Again, as he passed along the beach, his companions found the rud-
derl of a ship which had been wrecked, and said they had discov-
ered a huge knife. "This," said he, "was the right thing to carve such
a huge ham"; by which he really meant the sea, to whose infinitude,
he thought, this enormous rudder matched.

Also, as they passed the sandhills, and bade him look at the meal,
meaning the sand, he replied that it had been ground small by the
hoary tempests of the ocean. His companions praising his answer, he
said that he had spoken wittingly. Then they purposely left him, that
he might pluck up more courage to practice wantonness.

The woman whom his uncle had dispatched met him in a dark spot,

as though she had crossed him by chance; and he took her and would
have ravished her, had not his foster-brother, by a secret device, given
him an inkling of the trap . . . Alarmed, and fain to possess his desire
in greater safety, he caught up the woman in his arms and dragged
her off to a distant and impenetrable fen. Moreover, when they had
lain together, he conjured her earnestly to disclose the matter to none,
and the promise of silence was accorded as heartily as it was asked.
For both of them had been under the same fostering in their child-



hood; and this early rearing in common had brought Amleth and the
girl into great intimacy.

So, when he had returned home, they all jeeringly asked him whether
he had given way to love, and he avowed that he had ravished the
maid. When he was next asked where he did it, and what had been

his pillow, he said that he had rested upon the hoof of a beast of
burden, upon a cockscomb, and also upon a ceiling. For, when he was
starting into temptation, he had gathered fragments of all these things,
in order to avoid lying . . .

The maiden, too, when questioned on the matter, declared that he
had done no such thing; and her denial was the more readily credited
when it was found that the escort had not witnessed the deed.

But a friend of Fengo, gifted more with assurance than judgment,
declared that the unfathomable cunning of such a mind could not be
detected by a vulgar plot, for the man's obstinacy was so great that
it ought not to be assailed with any mild measures . . . Accordingly,
said he, his own prof ounder acuteness had hit on a more delicate way,
which was well fitted to be put in practice, and would effectually
discover what they desired to know. Fengo was purposely to absent
himself, pretending affairs of great import. Amleth should be closeted
alone with his mother in her chamber; but a man should first be com-
missioned to place himself in a concealed part of the room and listen
heedfully to what they talked about . . . The speaker, loth to seem

1Saxo, however, wrote gubernaculum, i.e., steering oar (5.6.10; Gesta Danorum,
C. Knabe and P. Herrmann, eds. [1931], p. 79).
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readier to devise than to carry out the plot, zealously proffered him-
self as the agent of the eavesdropping. Fengo rejoiced of the scheme,
and departed on pretence of a long journey. Now he who had given
this counsel repaired privily to the room where Amleth was shut up
with his mother, and lay down skulking in the straw. But Amleth had
his antidote for the treachery.

Afraid of being overheard by some eavesdropper, he at first resorted
to his usual imbecile ways, and crowed like a noisy cock, beating his
arms together to mimic the flapping of wings. Then he mounted

the straw and began to swing his body and jump again and again,
wishing to try if aught lurked there in hiding. Feeling a lump beneath
his feet, he drove his sword into the spot, and impaled him who lay
hid. Then he dragged him from his concealment and slew him. Then,
cutting his body into morsels, he seethed it in boiling water, and
flung it through the mouth of an open sewer for the swine to eat,
bestrewing the stinking mire with his hapless limbs. Having in this
wise eluded the snare, he went back to the room. Then his mother
set up a great wailing and began to lament her son’s folly to his face
but he said: "Most infamous of women! dost thou seek with such
lying lamentations to hide thy most heavy guilt? Wantoning like a
harlot, thou hast entered a wicked and abominable state of wedlock,
embracing with incestuous bosom thy husband's slayer . . ." With
such reproaches he rent the heart of his mother and redeemed her to
walk in the ways of virtue.

When Fengo returned, nowhere could he find the man who had sug-
gested the treacherous espial. . . Amleth, among others, was asked in
jest if he had come on any trace of him, and replied that the man had
gone to the sewer, but had fallen through its bottom and been stifled
by the floods of filth, and that he had then been devoured by the
swine that came up all about that place. This speech was flouted by
those who heard; for it seemed senseless, though really it expressly
avowed the truth.

Fengo now suspected that his stepson was certainly full of guile, and
desired to make away with him, but durst not do the deed for fear of



the displeasure, not only of Amleth's grandsire Rorik, but also of his
own wife. So he thought that the King of Britain should be employed

to slay him, so that another could do the deed, and he be able to feign
innocence . . .

Amleth, on departing, gave secret orders to his mother to hang the
lull with knotted tapestry, and to perform pretended obsequies for
him a year from thence; promising that he would then return.

two retainers of Fengo then accompanied him, bearing a letter
graven in wood . . . ; this letter enjoined the King of the Britons to
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put to death the youth who was sent over to him. While they were
reposing, Amleth searched their coffers, found the letter, and read

the instructions therein. Whereupon he erased all the writing on the
surface, substituted fresh characters, and so, changing the purport of
the instructions, shifted his own doom upon his companions. Nor was
he satisfied with removing from himself the sentence of death and
passing the peril on to others, but added an entreaty that the King of
Britain would grant his daughter in marriage to a youth of great
judgment whom he was sending to him. Under this was falsely marked
the signature of Fengo.

Now when they had reached Britain, the envoys went to the king and
proffered him the letter which they supposed was an implement of
destruction to another, but which really betokened death to them-
selves. The king dissembled the truth, and entreated them hospitably
and kindly. Then Amleth scouted all the splendour of the royal ban-
quet like vulgar viands, and abstaining very strangely, rejected that
plenteous feast, refraining from the drink even as from the banquet.
All marvelled that a youth and a foreigner should disdain the care-
fully cooked dainties of the royal board and the luxurious banquet
provided, as if it were some peasant’s relish. So, when the, revel broke
up, and the king was dismissing his friends to rest, he had a man sent
into the sleeping room to listen secretly, in order that he might hear
the midnight conversation of his guests. Now, when Amleth's com-
panions asked him why he had refrained from the feast of yestereve,
as if it were poison, he answered that the bread was flecked with
blood and tainted; that there was a tang of iron in the liquor; while
the meats of the feast reeked the stench of a human carcase, and were
infected by a kind of smack of the odour of the charnel. He further
said that the king had the eyes of a slave, and that the queen had in
three ways shown the behaviour of a bondmaid. Thus he reviled with
insulting invective not so much the feast as its givers. And presently
his companions, taunting him with his old defect of wits, began to
flout him with many saucy jeers . . .

All this the king heard from his retainer; and declared that he who
could say such things had either more than mortal wisdom or more
than mortal folly . . . Then he summoned his steward and asked him
whence he had procured the bread . . . The king asked where the
corn had grown of which it was made, and whether any sign was to
be found there of human carnage? The other answered, that not far
off was a field, covered with the ancient bones of slaughtered men,
and still bearing plainly all the signs of ancient carnage . . . The

king . . . took the pains to learn also what had been the source of the
lard. The other declared that his hogs had, through negligence,
strayed from keeping, and battened on the rotten carcase of a robber,
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and that perchance their pork had thus come to have something of a
corrupt smack. The king, finding that Amleth's judgment was right



in this thing also, asked of what liquor the steward had mixed the
drink? Hearing that it had been brewed of water and meal, he had

the spot of the spring pointed out to him, and set to digging deep
down; and there he found rusted away, several swords, the tang
whereof it was thought had tainted the waters. Others relate that
Amleth blamed the drink because, while quaffing it, he had detected
some bees that had fed in the paunch of a dead man; and that the
taint, which had formerly been imparted to the combs, had reap-
peared in the taste. The king . . . had a secret interview with his
mother, and asked her who his father had really been. She said she
had submitted to no man but the king. But when he threatened that
he would have the truth out of her by a trial, he was told that he was
the offspring of a slave . . . Abashed as he was with shame for his low
estate, he was so ravished with the young man's cleverness that he
asked him why he had aspersed the queen with the reproach that she
had demeaned herself like a slave? But while resenting that the court-
liness of his wife had been accused in the midnight gossip of a guest,
he found that her mother had been a bondmaid . . .

Then the king adored the wisdom of Amleth as though it were in-
spired, and gave him his daughter to wife; accepting his bare word
as though it were a witness from the skies.

Moreover, in order to fulfill the bidding of his friend, he hanged
Amleth's companions on the morrow. Amleth, feigning offence,
treated this piece of kindness as a grievance, and received from the
king, as compensation, some gold which he afterwards melted in the
fire, and secretly caused to be poured into some hollowed sticks.

When he had passed a whole year with the king he obtained leave to
make a journey, and returned to his own land, carrying away of all
his princely wealth and state only the sticks which held the gold. On
reaching Jutland, he exchanged his present attire for his ancient
demeanour, which he had adopted for righteous ends . . .

Covered with filth, he entered the banquet-room where his own
obsequies were being held, and struck all men utterly aghast, rumour
having falsely noised abroad his death. At last terror melted into
mirth, and the guests jeered and taunted one another, that he, whose
last rites they were celebrating as though he were dead, should ap-
pear in the flesh. When he was asked concerning his comrades, he
pointed to the sticks he was carrying, and said, "Here is both the one
and the other.” This he observed with equal truth and pleasantry . . .
for it pointed at the weregild of the slain as though it were them-
selves.

Hamlet's Mill
18

Thereon, wishing to bring the company into a gayer mood, he joined
the cupbearers, and diligently did the office of plying the drink.
Then, to prevent his loose dress hampering his walk, he girded his
sword upon his side, and purposely drawing it several times, pricked
his fingers with its point. The bystanders accordingly had both sword
and scabbard riveted across with an iron nail. Then, to smooth the
way more safely to his plot, he went to the lords and plied them
heavily with draught upon draught, and drenched them all so deep
in wine, that their feet were made feeble with drunkenness, and they
turned to rest within the palace, making their bed where they had
revelled . . .

So he took out of his bosom the stakes he had long ago prepared, and
went into the building, where the ground lay covered with the bodies
of the nobles wheezing off their sleep and their debauch. Then, cut-
ling away its Supports, he brought down the hanging his mother had
knitted, which covered the inner as well as the outer walls of the hall.



This he flung upon the snorers, and then applying the crooked stakes,
he knotted and bound them in such insoluble intricacy, that not one
of the men beneath, however hard he might struggle, could contrive
to rise. After this he set fire to the palace. The flames spread, scatter-
ing the conflagration far and wide. It enveloped the whole dwelling,
destroyed the palace, and burnt them all while they were either
buried in deep sleep or vainly striving to arise.

Then he went to the chamber of Fengo, who had before this been
conducted by his train into his pavilion; plucked up a sword that
chanced to be hanging to the bed, and planted his own in its place.
Then, awakening his uncle, he told him that his nobles were perishing
in the flames, and that Amleth was here, armed with his old crooks
to help him, and thirsting to exact the vengeance, now long overdue,
for his father's murder. Fengo, on hearing this, leapt from his couch,
but was cut down while, deprived of his own sword, he strove in

vain to draw the strange one . . . O valiant Amleth, and worthy of
immortal fame, who being shrewdly armed with a feint of folly,
covered a wisdom too high for human wit under a marvellous dis-
guise of silliness! and not only found in his subtlety means to protect
his own safety, but also by its guidance found opportunity to avenge
his father. By this skillful defence of himself, and strenuous revenge
for his parent, he has left it doubtful whether we are to think more
of his wit or his bravery.

It is a far cry from Saxo's tale and its uncouth setting to the
Renaissance refinements of Shakespeare. This is nowhere more ob-
vious than in the scene in the Queen's hall, with its heaped straw
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on the floor, its simmering caldrons, its open sewer, and the crude
manner of disposing of "Polonius,™ all befitting the rude Middle
Ages. The whole sad, somber story of the lonely orphan prince is
turned by Saxo into a Narrenspiel, yet a strong tradition permeates
the artless narrative. Hamlet is the avenging power whose superior
intellect confounds evildoers, but his intellect also brings light and
strength to the helpless and ill-begotten who are made to recognize
their misery. There is nothing pleasant in the revelation brought
home to the English king, yet he humbles himself before the ruth-
less insight and "adores" Hamlet's wisdom as "though it were in-
spired.” More clearly than in Shakespeare, Hamlet is the ambivalent
power dispensing good and evil. It is clear also that certain episodes,
like the exchange of swords with Fengo, are crude and pointless
devices going counter to the heroic theme. These are set dramati-
cally right only when handled by Shakespeare, but they seem to
indicate an original rigid pattern based on the Ruse of Reason, as
Hegel would say. Evil is never attacked frontally, even when con-
vention would require it. It is made to defeat itself. Hamlet must
not be conceived as a heroic misfit, but as a distributor of justice.
Shakespeare has focused exactly right. He has avoided restoring the
brutal, heroic element required by the saga, and made the drama
instead wholly one of the mind. In the light of a higher clarity, who
can 'scape whipping?

It would be pointless to compare all over again the several ver-
sions of the Hamlet scheme in the north and west of Europe, and
in ancient Rome. This has been done very effectually.2 Thus, it
is possible to rely on the "identity" of the shadowy Icelandic
Amlodhi (in a so-called fairy tale his name is Brjam), who is first
mentioned in the 10th century, and appears anew in Iceland as a

Danish reimport in the "Ambales Saga,” written in the 16th or 17th
Century. Parallels to Amlethus' behavior and career have been found

' Besides F. Y. Powell's introduction and appendix to Elton's translation of Saxo
Grammaticus' The First Nine Books of the Danish History of Saxo Grammaticus
(1894), already cited at the opening of the chapter, see the following: P. Herr-
in.inn. Die Heldensagen des Saxo Grammaticus (1922); I. Gollancz, Hamlet in Ice-



land (1898); R. Zcnker, Boeve-Amlethus (1905); E. N. Setala, "Kullervo-Hamlet,"

I 1" (1903, 1907, 1910).

Hamlet's Mill

20

21

The Chronicler's Tale

in the Sagas of Hrolf Kraki, of Havelok the Dane, as well as in
several Celtic myths.3

In the version reported by Saxo, Hamlet goes on to reign suc-
cessfully. The sequel of his adventures is taken up in book 1V of

the Chronicle, but this narrative shows a very different hand. It is
an inept job, made of several commonplaces from the repertory of
ruse and fable, badly stitched together. When Hamlet, in addition
to the English King's daughter, is made to marry the Queen of
Scotland, and bring his two wives home to live together in har-
mony, we can suspect an incompetent attempt to establish a dynas-
tic claim of the House of Denmark to the realm of Britain. Hamlet
eventually falls in battle, but there is not much in the feats re-
counted to justify Saxo's dithyrambic conclusion that if he had

lived longer he might have been another Hercules. The true per-
sonage has been overlaid beyond recognition, although there still
clings to him a numinous aura. Curiously enough, the misconstruing
of Hamlet's story in the direction of success continues today. In

the recent Russian film version of Shakespeare's play, Hamlet is
shown as a purposeful, devious and ruthless character, bent only on
ecarrying off a coup d'etat. Yet, in Saxo's first part, the tragic
meaning is clearly adumbrated when Hamlet's return is timed to
coincide with his own obsequies. The logic requires that he perish
together with the tyrant.

The name Amleth, Amlodhi, Middle English Amlaghe, Irish
Amlaidhe, stands always for "simpleton," "stupid,"” "like unto a
dumb animal." It also remained in use as an adjective. Gollancz has
pointed out that in "The Wars of Alexander," an alliterative poem
from the north of England largely translated from the Historia de
Preliis, Alexander is twice thus mentioned contemptuously by his

(enemies:
Thou Alexander, thou ape, thou amlaghe out of Greece
Thou little thefe, thou losangere (1), thou lurkare in cities . . .

3 See, for Hrolfssaga Kraki, scil., the youth of Helgi and Hroar, and the related
story of Harald and Haldan (told in Saxo's seventh book): Zenker, Boeve-Amle-
thus, pp. 121-26; Herrmann, Die Heldensagen, pp. 271f.; Setala, "Kullervo-Hamlet,
FUF 3 (1903), pp. 74f.

Darius, inquiring about Alexander's appearance, is shown by his
courtiers a caricature graphically described:

And thai in parchment him payntid, his person him shewid,
Ane amlaghe, ane asaleny (2), ane ape of all othire,

A wirling (3), a wayryngle (4), a waril-eghid (5) shrewe,
The caitifeste creatour, that cried (6) was evire4

This image of the "caitiffest creature” goes insistently with cer-
tain great figures of myth. With the figure of Hamlet there goes,
too, the "dog" simile. This is true in Saxo's Amlethus, in Ambales, in



the Hrolfssaga Kraki, where the endangered ones, the two princes
Helgi and Hroar (and in Saxo's seventh book Harald and Haldan),
are labeled dogs, and are called by the dog-names "Hopp and Ho."

Next comes what looks at first like the prototype of them all, the
famous Roman story of Lucius Junius Brutus, the slayer of King
Tarquin, as told first by Titus Livius. (The nickname Brutus
again connotes the likeness to dumb brutes.) Gollancz says of it:

The merest outline of the plot cannot fail to show the striking like-
ness between the tales of Hamlet and Lucius lunius Brutus. Apart
from general resemblance (the usurping uncle; the persecuted
nephew, who escapes by feigning madness; the journey; the oracular
utterances; the outwitting of the comrades; the well-matured plans
for vengeance), there are certain points in the former story which
must have been borrowed directly from the latter. This is especially
true of Hamlet's device of hiding the gold inside the sticks. This

could not be due to mere coincidence; and moreover, the evidence
seems to show that Saxo himself borrowed this incident from the
account of Brutus in Valerius Maximus; one phrase at least from the
passage in the Memorabilia was transferred from Brutus to Hamlet
(Saxo says of Hamlet "obtusi cordis esse,” Valerius "obtusi se cordis
esse simulavit'). Saxo must have also read the Brutus story as told by
' Livy, and by later historians, whose versions were ultimately based on
Dionysius of Halicarnassus.5

To juxtapose the twin brothers Hamlet and Brutus, here is the
earlier portion of the tale of Brutus as told by Livy (1.56). The
subsequent events connected with the rape of Lucrece are too well
known to need repeating.

4 (1) liar; (2) little ass; (3) dwarf; (4) little villain; (5) wall-eyed; (6) created.
3Glollancz, pp.xxi xxiv.

Hamlet's Mill
22

While Tarquin was thus employed (on certain defensive measures),

a dreadful prodigy appeared to him; a snake sliding out of a wooden
pillar, terrified the beholders, and made them fly into the palace; and
not only struck the king himself with sudden terror, but filled his
breast with anxious apprehensions: so that, whereas in the case of
public prodigies the Etrurian soothsayers only were applied to, being
thoroughly frightened at this domestic apparition, as it were, he re-
solved to send to Delphi, the most celebrated oracle in the world;
and judging it unsafe to entrust the answers of the oracle to any other
person, he sent his two sons into Greece, through lands unknown at
that time, and seas still more unknown. Titus and Aruns set out, and,
as a companion, there was sent with them Junius Brutus, son to
Tarquinia, the king's sister, a young man of a capacity widely dif-
ferent from the assumed appearance he had put on. Having heard
that the principal men in the state, and among the rest his brother,
had been put to death by his uncle, he resolved that the king should
find nothing in his capacity which he need dread, nor in his fortune
which he need covet; and he determined to find security in contempt
since in justice there was no protection. He took care, therefore, to
fashion his behaviour to the resemblance of foolishness, and submit-
ted himself and his portion to the king's rapacity. Nor did he show
any dislike of the surname Brutus, content that, under the cover of
that appellation, the genius which was to be the deliverer of the
Roman people should lie concealed, and wait the proper season for
exertion . . . He was, at this time, carried to Delphi by the Tarquinii,
rather as a subject of sport than as a companion; and is said to have
brought, as an offering to Apollo, a golden wand inclosed in a staff

of cornel wood, hollowed for the purpose, an emblem figurative of
the state of his own capacity. When they were there, and had exe-



cuted their father's commission, the young men felt a wish to enquire
to which of them the kingdom of Rome was to come; and we are told
that these words were uttered from the bottom of the cave.—"Young
men, whichever of you shall first kiss your mother, he shall possess
the sovereign power at Rome" . . . Brutus judged that the expression
of Apollo had another meaning, and as if he had accidentally stum-
bled and fallen, he touched the earth with his lips, considering that
she was the common mother of all mankind.

For most conventional-minded philologists, Brutus was the an-

swer to a prayer, even to the gold enclosed in a stick. They had the
sound classical source, from which it is reassuring to derive develop-
ments in the outlying provinces. They felt their task to be at an end.
With a few trimmings of seasonal cults and fertility rites, the whole
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Amlethus package was wrapped, sealed and delivered, to join the
growing pile of settled issues.

Yet even the Roman version was not without its disturbing
peculiarities. Livy reports only the answer to the private question
of the two princes. But if Tarquin had sent them to Delphi, it

was to get an answer to his own fears. And the answer is to be
found in Zonaras' compendium of the early section of Dio Cassius
lost Roman history. Delphic Apollo said that the king would lose
his reign "when a dog would speak with human voice."6 There is
no evidence that Saxo read Zonaras.

There is also a strange variant to Tarquin's prophetic nightmare
reported by Livy. It does not lack authority, for it is mentioned

in Cicero's De divinatione (1.22) and taken from a lost tragedy on
Brutus by Accius, an early Roman poet. Says Tarquin: "My dream
was that shepherds drove up a herd and offered me two beautiful
rams issued of the same mother. | sacrificed the best of the two, but
the other charged me with its horns. As | was lying on the ground,
gravely wounded, and looked up at heaven, | saw a great portent:
the naming orb of the sun coming from the right, took a new course
and melted.” Well may the Etruscan soothsayers have been exer-
cised about the rams and the changed course of the sun in the same
image, for they were concerned with astronomy. This problem

will be dealt with later. An interesting variant of this dream is found
in the Ambales Saga, and it can hardly have come from Cicero.7

However all that may be, there is more than enough to suspect
that the story goes back even farther than the Roman kings. Ac-
cordingly scholars undertook to investigate the link with the Per-
sian legend of Kyros, which turned out not to be rewarding. But
Saxo himself, even if he read Valerius- Maximus, contains features
which are certainly outside the classical tradition, and he shows
another way.

From the Narrenspiel the account of Hamlet's ride along the
shore is worth a second look: He notices an old steering oar (guber-

6 Zenker, pp. 149f.
7Gollancz, p. 105.
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naculum) left over from a shipwreck, and he asks what it might be.
"Why," they say, "it is a big knife.” Then he remarks, "This is

the right thing to carve such a huge ham"—by which he really
means the sea. Then, Saxo goes on, "as they passed the sandhills



and bade him look at the meal, meaning the sand, he replied that it
had been ground small by the hoary tempests of the ocean. His
companions praising his answer, he said he had spoken wittingly."

It is clear that Saxo at this point does not know what to do with

the remarks, for he has always pointed out that Amlethus' answers
were meaningful. "For he was loth to be thought prone to lying
about any matter, and wished to be held a stranger to falsehood,
although he would never betray how far his keenness went." This
being the systematic theme of Hamlet's adventure, a theme worked
out and contrived to show him as a Sherlock Holmes in disguise,
the two remarks quoted are the only ones left to look pointlessly
silly. They do not fit.

In fact, they come from a vastly different story. Snorri Sturluson,
the learned poet of Iceland (1178-1241), in his Skaldskaparmal
("The Language of the Bards") explains many kenningar of famous
bards of the past. He quotes a verse from Snaebjorn, an Icelandic
skald who had lived long before. This kenning has been the despair
of translators, as is the case in any very ancient, partly lost poetic
language. There are no less than three terms in the nine lines that
can be considered hapax legomena, i.e., terms which occur only
once. The most authoritative translation is that of Gollancz and
here it is:

'Tis said, sang Snaebjorn, that far out, off yonder ness, the Nine Maids
of the Island Mill stir amain the host-cruel skerry-quern—they who

in ages past ground Hamlet's meal. The good chieftain furrows the
hull's lair with his ship’'s beaked prow. Here the sea is called Am-
lodhi's mill.8

That is enough. Whatever the obscurities and ambiguities, one
thing is clear: goodbye to Junius Brutus and the safe playgrounds
of classical derivations.

8 Gollancz, p. xi.
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This deals with the gray, stormy ocean of the North, its huge
breakers grinding forever the granite skerries, and Amlodhi is its
king. The quern has not vanished from our language. It is still the
surf mill. Even the British Island Pilot, in its factual prose, conveys
something of the power of the Nine Maids, whose very name is
echoed in the Merry Men of Mey on Pentland Firth:

When an ordinary gale has been blowing for many days, the whole
force of the Atlantic is beating against the shores of the Orkneys;
rocks of many tons in weight are lifted from their beds, and the roar
of the surge may be heard for twenty miles; the breakers rise to the
height of 60 feet . . .

As the storm heightens, "all distinction between air and water is
lost, everything seems enveloped in a thick smoke." Pytheas, the
first explorer of the North, called it the "sea lung," and concluded
this must be the end of the earth, where sky and water rejoin each
other in the original chaos.

This introduces a much more ancient and certainly independent
tradition, whose sources are in early Norse myth—or at least run
through it from a still more ancient lineage.

Chapter 11

The Figure in Finland



N.

Now the discussion leaps, without apologies, over the impas-

sable fence erected by modern philologists to protect the linguistic
family of Indo-European languages from any improper dealings
with strange outsiders. It is known that Finland, Esthonia and Lap-
land are a cultural island, ethnically related to the Hungarians and
to other faraway Asian peoples: Siryenians, Votyaks, Cheremis-
sians, Mordvinians, Voguls, Ostyaks. They speak languages which
belong to the Ugro-Finnish family, as totally unrelated to Ger-
manic as Basque would be. These languages are described as "ag-
glutinative" and often characterized by vowel harmonization, such
as is found in Turkish. These cultural traditions until quite recently
were segregated from the Scandinavian environment. Even if West-
ern culture—and Christianity with it—seeped through among the
literati from the Middle Ages on, their great epic, the Kalevala,
remained intact, entrusted as it was to oral transmission going back
in unchanged form to very early times. It shows arrestingly primi-
tive features, so primitive that they discourage any attempt at a
classical derivation. It was collected in writing only in the 19th
century by Dr. Elias Lonnrot. But even in this segregated tradi-
tion, startling parallels were found with Norse and Celtic myth,
which must go back to times before their respective recorded his-
tories. The main line of the poem will be dealt with later. Here, it

is important to look at the story of Kullervo Kalevanpoika (“"the

son of Kaleva"), which has been carefully analyzed by E. N.

Setala in his masterly inquiry "Kullervo-Hamlet."1 His material is
1FUF 3 (1903). pp.- 61-9797, 188-255; 7 (1907), pp. 188-224; 10 (1910), pp. 44-127.

27 = The Figure in Finland

necessary, as well as that collected by Kaarle Krohn,2 in order
to take into account many variants (which Lonnrot has not incor-
porated into the runes 31-36 of the official Kalevala) dealing with
Kullervo.

The first event is the birth of Kullervo's father and uncle, who

are, according to rune 31, swans (or chickens), driven from one
another by a hawk. Usually it is told that a poor man, a plowman,
made furrows around a tree trunk (or on a small hill) which split
open, and out of it were born two boys. One of them, Kalervo,

grew up in Carelia, the other, Untamo, in Suomi-Finland. The

hate between the brothers arises usually in the following manner:
Kalervo sows oats before the door of Untamo, Untamo's sheep eat
them, Kalervo's dog Kills the sheep; or there is a quarrel about the
fishing grounds (rune 31.19ff.). Untamo then produces the war.

In fact, he makes the war out of his fingers, the army out of his
toes, soldiers of the sinews of his heel. But there are versions where
Untamo arms trees and uses them as his army. He Kkills Kalervo and
all his family, except Kalervo's wife, who is brought to Untamo's
home and there gives birth to our hero, Kullervo. The little one

is rocked in the cradle for three days,

when the boy began his kicking,

and he kicked and pushed about him,
tore his swaddling clothes to pieces,
freed himself from all his clothing,
then he broke the lime-wood cradle.3

At the age of three months,

when a boy no more than knee-high,
he began to speak in this wise:
"Presently when | am bigger,

And my body shall be stronger,

I'll avenge my father's slaughter,

2 Kalevalastudien 6. Kullervo (1928).



3 Translated by W. F. Kirby (Everyman's Library). The original rough meter
has been made to sound like a poor man's Hiawatha, but it was the original metric
model for Longfellow.
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And my mother's tears atone for."
This was heard by Untamoinen,

And he spoke the words which follow.
"He will bring my race to ruin,
Kalervo reborn is in him."

And the old crones all considered,
how to bring the boy to ruin,
so that death might come upon him.

Untamo tries hard to kill the child, with fire, with water, by hang-
ing. A large pyre is built, Kullervo is thrown into it. When the
servants of Untamo come after three days to look,

knee-deep sat the boy in ashes,
in the embers to his elbows,
in his hands he held a coal-rake,
and was stirring up the fire.

Setala reports a version where the child, sitting in the midst of the
fire, the (golden) hook in his hand, and stirring the fire, says to
Untamo's servants that he is going to avenge the death of his father.4
Kullervo is thrown into the sea; after three days they find him sit-
ting in a golden boat, with a golden oar, or, according to another
version, he is sitting in the sea, on the back of a wave, measuring

the waters

Which perchance might fill two/ladles,

Or if more exactly measured,
Partly was a third filled also.

Next, they hang the child on a tree, or a gallows is erected—again
with frustrating results;

Kullervo not yet has perished,
Nor has he died on the gallows.
Pictures on the tree he's carving,

4 "Kullervo-Hamlet," FUF 7, p. 192.
29 < The Figure in Finland

In his hands he holds a graver.
All the tree is filled with pictures,
All the oak-tree filled with carvings.

One tradition says that he is carving the names of his parents

with a golden stylus. After this the sequence of events is difficult
to establish. There are variants, where Kullervo performs his re-
venge very soon—he merely goes to a smithy and procures the
arms. Or he is at once sent out of the country to the smith to serve
as cowherd and shepherd. But in rune 5/, he is first given smaller



commissions: to guard and rock a child—he blinds and kills it. Then
he js sent to clear a forest, and to fell the slender birch trees.

Five large trees at length had fallen,
Eight in all he felled before him}

He sits down afterwards and speaks (31.273 ff.).

"Lempo [the Devil] may the work accomplish,
Hiisi now-may-sloape the timber!"
In a stump he struck his axe-blade,
And began to shout full loudly,

And he piped, and then he whistled,
And he said the words which follow:
"Let the woods be felled around me,
Overthrown the slender birch-trees,
Far as sounds my voice resounding,
Far as | can send my whistle.

Let no sapling here be growing,

Let no blade of grass be standing,
Never while the earth endureth,

5 There is a strange Dindsencha (this word applies to the explanations of place-
names which occur repeatedly in Irish tradition; see W. Stokes, "The Prose Tales
in the Rennes Dindsenchas,” RC 16, pp. 278f.) about the felling of five giant trees
—three ash trees, one oak, one yew. "The oak fell to the south, over Mag n-Ailte,
as far as the Pillar of the Living Tree. 900 bushels was its crop of acorns, and three
crops it bore every year . . . apples, nuts, and acorns. The ash of Tortu fell to the
South-east, that from Usnach to the North. The yew north-east, as far as Druinn
Bairr it fell. The ash of Belach Dahli fell upwards as far as Cam Uachtair Bile."
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Or the golden moon is shining,
Here in Kalervo's son's forest,
Here upon the good man's clearing."6

In the Kalevala, Untamo next orders Kullervo to build a fence,
and so he does, out of whole pines, firs, ash trees. But he made no
gateway into it, and announced:

He who cannot raise him birdlike,
Nor upon two wings can hover,
Never may he pass across it,
Over Kalervo's son's fencing!

Untamo is taken aback:



Here's a fence without an opening . . .
Up to heaven the fence is builded,
To the very clouds uprising."1

6 The Esthonian Kalevipoeg (= son of Kaleva, the same as Finnish Kalevan-

poika) makes the soil barren wherever he has plowed with his wooden plow
(Setala, FUF 7, p. 215), but he, too, fells trees with noise—as far as the stroke of his
axe is heard, the trees fall down (p. 203). As for Celtic tradition, one of the

Rennes Dindsenchas tells that arable land is changed into woodland because
brother had killed brother, "so that a wood and stunted bushes overspread Guaire's
country, because of the parricide which he committed" (Stokes, RC 16, p. 35).
Whereas J. Loth (Les Mabinogion du Livre Rouge de Hergest, vol. I, p. 272,

n. 6) gives the names of three heroes who make a country sterile: "Morgan
Mwynvawr, Run, son of Beli, and Llew Llaw Gyffes, who turn the ground red.
Nothing grew for a year, herb or plant, where they passed: Arthur was more
'rudvawc' than they. Where Arthur had passed, for seven years nothing would
grow." Rudvawc means "red ravager,” as we learn from Rachel Bromwich
(TrioedaYnys Prydein: The Welsh Triads [1961], p. 35). Seven years was the

cycle of the German Wild Hunter; Arthur was a Wild Hunter, too. The "Waste

Land" is, moreover, a standard motif of the legends spun around the Grail and

the Fisher King. All this will make sense eventually.

7 This might originally have been the same story as the one about Romulus
drawing a furrow around the new city and killing Remus for jumping over it.

In the Roman tradition, the murder makes no sense. Without following up this
key phenomenon here, we would like to say that in Finland the stone labyrinth
(the English "Troy town") is called Giant's Fence, and also St. Peter's Game,
Ruins of Jerusalem, Giant's Street, and Stone Fence (see W. H. Matthews,

Mazes and Labyrinths, p. 150). Whereas Al-Biruni (India 1, p. 306), when dealing
with Lanka (Ceylon)—i.e., Ravana's labyrinth that was conquered by Rama and
Hanuman—remarks that in Muslim countries this "labyrinthic fortress is called
Yavana-Koti, which has been frequently explained as Rome."
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Kullervo does some more mischief, threshing the grain to mere
chaff, ripping a boat asunder, feeding the cow and breaking its
horn, heating the bath hut and burning it down—these are the usual
feats of the "Strong Boy" (the "Starke Hans" of German tales,

who with us became Paul Bunyan). So, finally, he is sent out of the
country, to the house of limarinen the divine smith, as a cowherd.
There is, however, a remarkable variant where it is said that he
was "sent to Esthonia to bark under the fence; he barked one year,
another one, a little from the third; three years he barked at the
smith as his uncle, at the wife [or servant] of the smith as his
daughter-in-law." This sounds strange indeed, and the translator
himself added question marks. There is a still stranger parallel in
the great Irish hero Cuchulainn, a central figure of Celtic myth,
whose name means "Dog of the Smith Culan.” This persistent dog-
gishness will bear investigation at another point and so will Smith
lImarinen himself.

The wife of llmarinen (often called Elina, Helena) makes Kul-

lervo her herdsman, and maliciously bakes a stone into his lunch
bread so that he breaks his knife, the only heirloom left from his
father. A crow then advises Kullervo to drive the cattle into the
marshes and to assemble all the wolves and bears and change them
into cattle. Kullervo said:

"Wait thou, wait thou, whore of Hiisi,
For my father's knife I'm weeping,
Soon wilt thou thyself be weeping." (33.125ff.)

He acts on the crow's advice, takes a whip of juniper, drives the
cattle into the marshes, and the oxen into the thicket.



Half of these the wolves devoured,
To the bears he gave the others,
And he sang the wolves to cattle,
And he changed the bears to oxen.

Kullervo carefully instructs the wolves and the bears on what they
are expected to do, and
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Then he made a pipe of cow-bone,
And a whistle made of ox-horn,
From Tuomikki's leg a cow-horn,
And a flute from heel of Kir jo,
Then upon the horn blew loudly,
And upon his pipe made music.
Thrice upon the hill he blew it,

Six times at the pathway's opening.
\

He drives the "cattle" home, Helena goes to the stables to milk,
and is torn by wolf and bear.

This fierce retaliation gives point to an event that is only a feeble
joke in Saxo's version. A wolf crosses Hamlet's path, and he is told
it is a horse. "Why," he remarks, "in Fengo's stud there are too

few of that kind fighting." Saxo tries to explain: "This was a gentle
but witty fashion of invoking a curse upon his uncle's riches." It
makes little sense. One suspects here instead an echo of the theme
revealed by Kullervo, who drives home wolves and bears in place
of cattle. The hero's mastery of wild beasts evokes memories of
classical myth. This has not escaped Karl Kerenyi,8 whose com-
ment is useful, although not his line of psychological speculation:
"It is impossible to try to derive Finnish mythology from the Greek,
or conversely. Yet it is also impossible not to notice that Kullervo,
who is the Miraculous Child and the Strong Servant in one, shows
himself at last to be Hermes and Dionysos. He appears as Hermes
in the making of musical instruments tied up with the destruction
of cattle . . . He shows himself as Dionysos in what he does with
wild beasts and with his enemy. It is Dionysos-like behavior—if we
see it through the categories of Greek myth—to make wolves and
bears appear by magic as tame animals, and it is again Dionysos-like
to use them for revenge against his enemy. We recognize with awe
the tragic-ironic tone of Euripides' Bacchae, when we read the
dramatic scene of the milking of wild beasts. An even closer analogy
is given by the fate of the Etruscan pirates, Dionysos' enemies, who
are chastised by the intervention of wild animals . . ."

8 K. Kercnyi, "Zum Urikind-Mythologen," Paideuma 1 (1940), p. 255.

In rune 55, Lonnrot makes Kullervo return to his parents and
brothers and sisters. This is unexpected inasmuch as they have been
killed a number of runes earlier, although the crux of the many

rune songs is that the names of the heroes are far from stable and,
as has already been said, the original order of things is impossible
to reconstruct. But one event stands out. A sister is not at home. On
one occasion the hero meets a maiden in the woods, gathering ber-
ries. They lie together and realize later in conversing that they are
brother and sister. The maiden drowns herself, but Kullervo's
mother dissuades him from suicide. So he goes to war, and in so
doing he fulfills his revenge. First he asks the great god Ukko for
the gift of a sword



Then the sword he asked was granted,
And a sword of all most splendid,

And he slaughtered all the people,
Untamo's whole tribe was slaughtered,
Burned the houses all to ashes,

And with flame completely burned them,
Leaving nothing but the hearthstones,
Nought but in each yard the rowan.

Returning home, Kullervo finds no living soul; all have died. When
he weeps over his mother's grave, she awakes,

And beneath the mould made answer:
"Still there lives the black dog, Musti,
Go with him into the forest,

At thy side let him attend thee."

There in the thicket reside the blue forest-maidens, and the mother
advises him to try to win their favor. Kullervo takes the black

dog and goes into the forest, but when he comes upon the spot
where he had dishonored his sister, despair overcomes him, and he
throws himself upon his own sword.

Here at last a point is made explicitly which in other stories
remains a dark hint. There is a sin that Hamlet has to atone for.
The knowledge that Kullervo and his sister killed themselves for
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unwitting incest calls to mind the fact that in Saxo the adolescent
Prince is initiated to love by a girl who does not betray him "be-
cause she happened to be his foster-sister and playmate since child-
hood." This seems contrived, as if Saxo had found there a theme

he does not grasp. The theme becomes manifest in King Arthur. It
is ambiguous and elusive, but all the more inexorable in Shakespeare.
Hamlet must renounce his true love, as he has to renounce himself
in his predicament:

"Get thee to a nunnery. Why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners?

. . . What should such fellows as | do nawling between earth and
heaven? We are arrant knaves all; believe none of us. Go thy ways
to a nunnery."

In the play-within-a-play, the Prince feels free to step out of
character:

Lady, shall I lie in your lap?

No, my lord.

1 mean, my head upon your lap?

Ay, my lord.

Do you think I meant country matters?

I think nothing, my lord.

That is a fair thought to lie between maid's legs.
What is, my lord?

Nothing.



But the die is cast. Ophelia's suicide by drowning, like Kullervo's
sister's, brings about the death of her lover—and of her brother too.
The two aspects join in the final silence. At least Hamlet, ever con-
scious, has had a chance to describe in despair the insoluble knot
of his guilt:

"I loved Ophelia; forty thousand brothers
could not with all their quantity of love
make up my sum. What wilt thou do for her?"

And now Kullervo. Setala's analysis of the whole parallel goes as
follows:
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As concerns generalities: brother kills brother; one son survives,

who sets his mind on revenge from earliest childhood; the uncle

tries to kill him, but he succeeds in achieving his revenge. As con-
cerns details: Setala wants to identify the stakes and hooks, which
the hero in all northern versions shapes or carves, sitting at the
hearth—Brjam does it in a smithy—with the golden hook or rake

that little Kullervo, sitting in the middle of the fire, holds in his

hands, stirring the flames. Each hero (including Kullervo in one of

the versions found by Setala) makes it clear that he means to avenge
his father.

With some puzzlement Setala brings out one other point which

will turn out to be crucial later on. In every northern version there
is some dark utterance about the sea. The words are weird. Hamlet
wants to "cut the big ham" with the steering oar; the child Kullervo
is found measuring the depth of the sea with an oar or with a ladle.
Kalevipoeg, the Esthonian counterpart of Kullervo Kalevanpoika,
measures the depth of lakes with his height. Amlodhi-Ambales, sit-
ting by a bottomless mountain lake, says only: "Into water wind
has come, into water wind will go."

Chapter 111
The Iranian Parallel
For from today new feasts and

customs date
Because tonight is born Shah Kai

Khusrau
Shahnama
T.

. he Hamlet theme moves now to Persia. Firdausi's Shahnama,

the Book of Kings, is the national epic of Iran,1 and Firdausi

(ca. a.d. 1010) is still today the national poet. At the time Firdausi
wrote, his protector, Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna, had shifted the
center of his power to India, and the Iranian empire had long been
only a memory. With prodigious scholarship, Firdausi, like Homer
before him, undertook to organize and record the Zendic tradition,
which extended back from historic times into the purely mythical.
The first section on the Pishdadian and Kaianian dynasties must be
considered mythical throughout, although it does reach into his-
toric times and encompasses four of the nine volumes of the Book
of Kings in the English translation. Khusrau (Chosroes in Greek) is



also the name of a line of historical rulers, one of whom, Khusrau
Anushirvan, gave sanctuary to the last philosophers of Greece, the
members of the Platonic Academy driven out by Justinian in

a.d. 529. But Firdausi's Kai Khusrau is the towering figure of his
own mythical age. Almost one-fifth of the whole work is allotted

to him. He is actually the Haosravah of the Zend Avesta, and also

'We cite here the English translation of Arthur and Edward Warner (1905-
1909).
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the Rigvedic Sushravah, an identity which raises again the much
discussed question of a common Indo-European "Urzeit," the time
of origins.

The common features of Saxo's Amlethus and Kai Khusrau are

so striking that Jiriczek, and after him Zenker, undertook detailed
comparative studies.2 But they concluded that the Greek saga of
Bellerophon might provide a common origin, and that was the end
of their quest. Classical antiquity has a magnetic quality for the
scholarly mind. It acts upon it like the Great Lodestone Mountain
in Sindbad. The frail philological bark comes apart as soon as
Greece looms over the horizon. Bellerophon's somber tale would
provide a parallel too, but does that have to be the end of the trail?
As Herodotus ruefully remarks, his own Hellenic antiquity goes
back in recorded memory but a few centuries; beyond that, it
blends with the Indo-European patrimony of legends.

In the vast flow of the Shahnama, one prominent feature is the
perpetual war between "Untamo™ and "Kalervo," here the two

rival peoples of Turan and Iran. Because the vicissitudes of the
Kaianian dynasty of Iran are spread over a narrative twice as long
as both epics of Milton combined, it is necessary here to concentrate
on one essential aspect.

The Iranian plot shows some "displacement” in that Afrasiyab

the Turanian kills, instead of his brother, his nephew Siyawush who
is also His son-in-law, so that the "avenger" of this crime is bound
to come forth as the common grandson of the hostile Turanian
Shah Afrasiyab and his brother, the noble Iranian Shah Kai Ka'us
(the same one who plays no small role in the Rigveda as Kavya
Ushanas, and in the Avesta as Kavi Usan). Siyawush, as commander
of his father's army, offers peace to the Turanian Afrasiyab, who
accepts the offer because he has had a catastrophic dream.3 This
dream resembles those of Tarquin and Ambales. Kai Ka'us does not
trust Afrasiyab and declines peace. Siyawush, not wishing to break
his own treaty with Turan, goes to live with Afrasiyab.

0. L. Jiriczek, "Hamlet in Iran," ZVV 10 (1900)pp.353-64; R. Zenker, Boeve-

Amlethus (1905), pp. 207-82.
3Firdausi, Warner trans., vol. 2, pp. 232f.
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Afrasiyab honors the young man in every way, and gives him a
large province which he rules excellently, i.e., in the "Golden Age"
style of his father Kai Ka'us. Siyawush marries first a daughter of
the Turanian Piran, then Shah Afrasiyab gives him his own
daughter Farangis. But there is a serpent in that garden. Afrasiyab's
jealous brother Garsiwas, an early Polonius, plots so successfully
against Siyawush that Afrasiyab finally sends an army against the
blameless young ruler. Siyawush is captured and killed. The wid-
owed Farangis escapes, accompanied by Piran (Siyawush's first
father-in-law) to Piran's home where she gives birth to a boy of



great beauty, Kai Khusrau, Afrasiyab's and Kai Ka'us' common
grandson:

One dark and moonless night, while birds, wild beasts
And cattle slept, Piran in dream beheld

A splendour that outshone the sun itself,

While Siyawush, enthroned and sword in hand,
Called loudly to him saying: "Rest no more!
Throw off sweet sleep and think of times to come.
For from today new feasts and customs date,
Because to-night is born Shah Kai Khusrau!"

The chieftain roused him from his sweet repose:
Gulshahr the sunny-faced woke. Piran

Said unto her: "Arise, Betake thyself

To minister to Farangis, for |

Saw Siyawush in sleep a moment since,
Surpassing both the sun and moon in lustre,

And crying: "Sleep no more, but join the feast

Of Kai Khusrau, the monarch of the world!" "
Gulshahr came hasting to the Moon and saw

The prince already born; she went with cries

Of joy that made the palace ring again

Back to Piran the chief. "Thou wouldest say"

She cried, "that king and Moon are fairly matched!"4
4 Firdausi, Warner trans., vol. 2, pp.
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With this prophetic dream of a great new age begins a long time

of trials for the predestined hero. The boy grows up among the
shepherds; he becomes a great hunter with a crude bow and arrows
that he makes for himself without arrowheads or feathers, like
Hamlet whittling his stakes. Grandfather Afrasiyab, being afraid of
the boy, orders the prince brought to him so that he can convince
himself his victim is harmless. Although Afrasiyab has sworn sol-
emnly not to hurt Khusrau, Piran urges the boy to play the village
idiot for his own safety. When the tyrant questions him with

feigned benevolence, Kai Khusrau answers in the very same style as
Amlethus did, in riddles which sound senseless and indicate that
young Khusrau likens himself to a dog. The usurper feels relieved:
"The fellow is a fool!"

Now, the tale of vengeance, unduly abbreviated by Saxo's report



and in other versions, is told by Firdausi with an appropriately
majestic setting and on a grand scale. The anger of Iran and the
world, stemming from the death of Siyawush, is orchestrated apo-
calyptically into a cosmic tumult:

The world was all revenge and thou hadst said:
"It is a seething seal™ Earth had no room

For walking, air was ambushed by the spears;
The stars began to fray, and time and earth
Washed hands in mischief...5

Still, the two archcriminals manage to escape and hide with inex-
haustible resourcefulness. Afrasiyab even plays Proteus in the waters
of a deep salt lake, constantly assuming new shapes to evade cap-
ture. Finally, two volumes and a multitude of events later, Afrasiyab
and the evil counsellor are caught with a lasso or a net and both
perish.

Only by going back to the Avestan tradition can one make sense
of the many vicissitudes to which the Yashts or hymns of the
Avesta allude repeatedly.6 The Shahs Kai Khusrau and Afrasiyab

5Firdausi, Warner trans., vol. 2, p. 342.
6Vasht 5.41-49; 19.56-64,74.
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were contending in a quest for the enigmatic Hvarna, rendered as
the "Glory," or the Charisma of Fortune. To obtain it the Shahs
kept sacrificing a hundred horses, a thousand oxen, ten thousand
lambs to the goddess Anahita, who is a kind of Ishtar-Artemis. Now
this Glory "that belongs to the Aryan nations, born and unborn,

and to the holy Zarathustra™ was in Lake Vurukasha. Afrasiyab,
Shah of the non-Aryan Turanians, was not entitled to it. But leav-
ing his hiding place in an underground palace of iron "a thousand
times the height of man" and illuminated by artificial sun, moon
and stars, he tried three times to capture the Hvarna, plunging into
Lake Vurukasha. However, "the Glory escaped, the Glory fled
away, the Glory changed its seat." There will be more discussion

of Afrasiyab’s attempts and his "horrible utterances," in the chapter
"Of Time and the Rivers." The Glory was, instead, allotted to Kai
Khusrau, and it was bestowed upon him without much ado. At this
point it is fair to say that Hvarna stands for Legitimacy, or
Heavenly Mandate, which is granted to rulers, but is also easily
withdrawn. Yima (Jamshyd), the earliest "world ruler,” lost it

three times.

The story of diving Afrasiyab has had many offshoots in Eurasian
folklore. There the Turanian Shah is spelled "Devil," and God

causes him to dive to the bottom of the sea, so that in the meantime
one of the archangels, or St. Elias, can steal a valuable object which
is the legal property of the Devil. Sometimes the object is the sun,
sometimes the "divine power," or thunder and lightning, or even a
treaty between God and Devil which had turned out to be un-
profitable for God.

There remains the essential denouement. During those eventful
years, Kai Ka'us held joint rulership with his grandson, secure in

the Glory. Shortly after the victory over the upstart, Kai Ka'us dies
and Kai Khusrau ascends the Ivory Throne. For sixty years, says

the poem, "the whole world was obedient to his sway." It is strik-
ing that there is no word of any event after Kai Ka'us' death. May-
be it is because all has been achieved. Happy reigns have no history.
But it is told that Kai Khusrau falls into deep melancholy and soul-
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searching.7 He fears he may "grow arrogant in soul, corrupt in
thought” like his predecessors Yima (Jamshyd) and, among others,
Kai Ka'us himself, who had tried to get himself carried to heaven

by eagles like the Babylonian Etana. So he makes the supreme
decision:

"And now | deem it better to depart
To God in all my glory . . .
Because this Kaian crown and throne will pass."

The great Shah, then, who had once stated (at his first joint en-
thronement) :

"The whole world is my kingdom, all is mine
From Pisces downward to the Bull's head,"8

prepares his departure, takes leave of his paladins, waving aside
their supplications and those of his whole army:

A cry rose from the army of lran:
The sun hath wandered from its way in heaven!

The dream of Tarquin finds here an early echo. The Shah appoints
as his successor Luhrasp and wanders off to a mountaintop, accom-
panied by five of his paladins, to whom he announces in the eve-
ning, before they sit down for the last time to talk of the great past
they have lived together:

"What time the radiant sun shall raise its flag,
And turn the darksome earth to liquid gold,
Then is the time when | shall pass away

And haply with Surush9 for company."

Toward dawn he addresses his friends once more:

"Farewell for ever! When the sky shall bring
The sun again ye shall not look on me

7 Firdausi, Warner trans., vol. 4, pp. 272ff.
8Firdausi, Warner trans., vol. 2, p. 407.

9Surush < Avestic Sraosha, the "angel" of Ahura Mazdah.
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Henceforth save in your dreams. Moreover be not
Here on the morrow on these arid sands,

Although the clouds rain musk, for from the Mountains
Will rise a furious blast and snap the boughs

And leafage of the trees, a storm of snow

Will shower down from heaven's louring rack,

And towards Iran ye will not find the track."



The chieftains' heads were heavy at the news.
The warriors slept in pain, and when the sun
Rose over the hills the Shah had disappeared.

The five paladins are lost and buried in the snowstorm.10

10 This theme of sleep in the "hour of Gethsemane" will occur more than once,
e.g., in Gilgamesh. The myth of Quetzalcouat! is even more circumstantial. The
exiled ruler is escorted by the dwarves and hunchbacks, who are also lost in the
snow along what is how the Cortez Pass, while their ruler goes on to the sea and
departs. But here at least he promises to come back and judge the living and the
dead.

Chapter 1V
History, Myth and Reality

"Let us try, then, to set forth in
our statement what things these
are, and of what kind, and how
one should learn them ... It is,
indeed, a rather strange thing to
hear; but the name that we, at
any rate, give it—one that people
would never suppose, from inex-
perience in the matter—is astron-
omy; people are ignorant that he
who is truly an astronomer must
be wisest, not he who is an as-
tronomer in the sense understood
by Hesiod . . . ; but the man who
has studied the seven out of the
eight orbits, each travelling over
its own circuit in such a manner
as could not ever be easily ob-
served by any ordinary nature
that did not partake of a marvel-
lous nature."

Epinomis 989 E—990 b

The strange end of the Iranian tale, which concludes with an

ascent to heaven like that of Elias, leaves the reader wondering. If
this is the national epos (almost one half of it in content), where is
the epic and the tragic element? In fact, there is a full measure of
the Homeric narrative in Firdausi that had to be left aside, there are
great battles as on the windy plains of Troy, challenges and duels,
the incredible feats of heroes like Rustam and Zal, abductions and
intrigues, infinite subplots to the tale, enough for a bard to entertain
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his patrons for weeks and to ensure him a durable supply of
haunches of venison. But the intervention of the gods in the tale

is not so humanized as in the lliad, although it shows through re-
peatedly in complicated symbolism and bizarre fairy tales. The con-
flict of will and fate is not to the measure of man. What has been
traced above is a confusing story of dynastic succession under a
shadowy Glory, a Glory without high events, keyed to a Hamlet
situation and an unexplained melancholy. The essence is an unsub-
stantial pageant of ambiguous abstractions, an elusive ballet of
wildly symbolic actions tied to ritual magic and religious doctrines,
with motivations which bear no parallel to normal ones. The whole
thing is a puzzle to be interpreted through hymns—very much as



in the Rigveda.

But here at last there is given apertis verbis one key to the imag-
ery: Khusrau's crowning words:

"The whole world is my kingdom: all is mine
From Pisces downward to the Bull's head.”

If a hero of the western hemisphere were to proclaim: "All of

this continent is mine, from Hatteras to Eastport,” he would be
considered afflicted with a one-dimensional fancy. Does that stretch
of coast stand in his mind for a whole continent? Yet here the

words make perfect sense because Kai Khusrau does not refer to the
earth. He designates that section of the zodiac comprised between
Pisces and Aldebaran, the thirty degrees which cover the constel-
lation Aries. It means that his reign is not only of heaven, it is essen-
tially of Time. The dimension of heaven is Time. Kai Khusrau

comes in as a function of time, preordained by events in the zodiac.

"For from today new feasts and customs date .. .

Why Aries, and what it all imports, is not relevant at this point. It
turns out that "ruler of Aries" was the established title of supreme
power in Iran,1 and it may have meant as much or as little as "Holy

1 Persia "belongs" to Aries according to Paulus Alexandrinus. See Boll's Sphaera,
pp- 296f., where it is stated that this was the oldest scheme. It is still to be found
in the Apocalypse. Moses' ram's horns stand for the same world-age.
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Roman Emperor" in the West. What counts is that Rome is a place
on earth, whose prestige is connected with a certain historical pe-
riod, whereas Aries is a zone of heaven, or rather, since heaven
keeps moving, a certain time determined by heavenly motion in
connection with that constellation. Rome is a historic fact, even
"Eternal Rome," which was once and then is left only to memory.
Aries is a labeled time, and is bound to come back within certain
cycles.

Even if Kai Khusrau is conceived as a worldly ruler in an epos
which prefaces history, it is clear that no modern historical or
naturalistic imagination can provide the key to such minds as those
of the Iranian bards out of whose rhapsodies the learned Firdausi
organized the story. No basis in history can be found, no fertility

or seasonal symbolism can be traced into it, and even the psycho-
analysts have given up trying. This type of thought can be defined
in one way: it is essentially cosmological.

This is not to make things uselessly difficult, but to outline the
real frame of mythical thought, such as is actually quite familiar

and yet by now hardly recognized. It even appears in the mode of
lyrical meditation, at least in the English of Fitzgerald:

Iram indeed is gone with all its Rose
And Jamshyd's Sev'n-ringed Cup where no one knows

But still the Vine her ancient Ruby yields
And still a Garden by the Water blows.

And look—a thousand Blossoms with the Day
Woke—and a thousand scatter'd into Clay

And the first Summer month that brings the Rose
Shall take Jamshyd and Kai Kubad away.

But come with old Khayyam, and leave the lot



Of Kai Kubad and Kai Khosrau forgot . . .

Omar Khayyam may speak as a weary skeptic or as mystical Sufi,
but all he speaks of is understood as real. The heroes of the past are
Il real as the friends for whom he is writing, as the vine and the
roses and the waters, as his own direct experience of flux and im-
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permanence in life. When he makes his earthenware pots to feel

and think, it is no literary trope; it is the knowledge that all tran-
sient things are caught in the same transmutation, that all substance
is one: the stuff that pots and men and dreams are made of.

This is what could be called living reality, and it is singularly
different from ordinary or objective reality. When the poet thinks
that this brick here may be the clay that was once Kai Khusrau, he
rejoins Hamlet musing in the graveyard: "To what base uses we
return, Horatio! Why may not imagination trace the noble dust of
Alexander till'a find it stopping a bung-hole?" Here are already
four characters, two of them unreal, two lost in the haze of time,
yet all equally present in our game, whereas most concrete charac-
ters, say the Director of Internal Revenue, are not, however they
may affect us otherwise. In that realm of "true existence" we shall
find stars and vines and roses and water, the eternal forms, and it
will include also the ideas of mathematics, another form of direct
experience. The world of history is outside it as a whole. Khayyam
does not, any more than Firdausi a generation later, mention the
glories of Cyrus and Artaxerxes, but only mythical heroes, just as
our own Middle Ages ignored history and spoke of Arthur and
Gawain. It had been all "once upon a time," and if Dante brings
back myth so powerfully to life, it is because his own contempora-
ries believed themselves truly descended from Dardanus and Troy,
and wondered whether the Lord Ulysses might not still be alive;
whereas Kaiser Barbarossa, asleep in his Kyffhauser mountain—that
must surely be a fable like Snow White. Or is it? Fairy tales are
easily dismissed for their familiar sound. But it might turn out that
such great imperial figures turned into legend have a hidden life of
their own, that they follow the laws of myth laid down long before
them. Even as King Arthur did not really die but lives on in the
depth of the mystic lake, according to Merlin's prophecy, so God-
frey of Viterbo (c. 1190), who had been in Barbarossa's service,
alone brings the "true" version. It is the orthodox one in strangely
preserved archaic language: the Emperor sleeps on in the depth of
the Watery Abyss (cf. chapter Xl and appendix #33) where the
retired rulers of the world are.
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Voire, ou sont de Constantinople
Uempereurs aux poings dorez . . .

A distinction begins to appear between myth and fable. Hamlet

is showing himself in the aspect of a true myth, a universal one. He
is still that now. And Khayyam was the greatest mathematician of
his time, the author of a planned calendar reform which turned out
to be even more precise than the one that was adopted later as the
Gregorian calendar, an intellect in whom trenchant skepticism
could coexist with profound Sufi intellection. He knew full well

that Jamshyd's seven-ringed cup is not lost, since it stands for the
seven planetary circles of which Jamshyd is the ruler, just as Jam-
shyd's magic mirror goes on reflecting the whole world, as it is the
sky itself. But it is natural to let them retain their iridescent mys-
tery, since they belong to the living reality, like Plato's whorls and
his Spindle of Necessity. Or like Hamlet himself.

What then were Jamshyd or Kai Khusrau? To the simple, a



magic image, a fable. To those who understood, a reflection of
Time itself, obviously one of its major aspects. They could be
recognized under many names in many places, even conflicting al-
lusions. It was always the same myth, and that was enough. It
expressed the laws of the universe, in that specific language, the
language of Time. This was the way to talk about the cosmos.

All that is living reality, sub specie transeuntis, has a tale, as it
appears in awesome, or appalling, or comforting aspects, in the
"fearful symmetry" of tigers or theorems, or stars in their courses,
but always alive to the soul. It is a play of transmutations which
include us, ruled by Time, framed in the eternal forms. A thought
ruled by Time can be expressed only in myth. When mythical
languages were universal and self-explanatory, thought was also
sef-sufficient. It could seek no explanation of itself in other terms,
for it was reality expressed as__ living. As Goethe said, "Alles Ver-
gitngliche—ist nur ein Gleichnis."

Men today are trained to think in spatial terms, to localize ob-
jicis. After childhood, the first question is "where and when did it
happen?" As science and history invade the whole landscape of
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thought, the events of myth recede into mere fable. They appear
as escape fantasies: unlocated, hardly serious, their space ubiquitous,
their time circular.

Yet some of those stories are so strong that they have lived on
vividly. These are true myths. These personages are unmistakably
identified, yet elusively fluid in outline. They tell of gigantic figures
and superhuman events which seem to occupy the whole; living
space between heaven and earth. Those figures often lend their
names to historical persons in passing and then vanish. Any attempt
to tie them down to history, even to the tradition of great and
catastrophic events, is invariably a sure way to a false trail. His-
torical happenings will never "explain™ mythical events. Plutarch
already knew as much. Instead, mythical figures have invaded his-
tory under counterfeit presentments, and subtly shaped it to their
own ends. This is a mworking rule which was established long ago,
and it has proved constantly valid if one is dealing with true myth
and not with ordinary legends. To be sure, mythical figures are
born and pass on, but not quite like mortals. There have to be char-
acteristic styles for them like The Once and Future King. Were

they once? Then they have been before, or will be again, in other
names, under other aspects, even as the sky brings back forever its
configurations. Surely, if one tried to pinpoint them as persons and
things, they would melt before his eyes, like the products of sick
fantasy. But if one respects their true nature, they will reveal that
nature as junctions.

Functions of what? Of the general order of things as it could be
conceived. These figures express the behavior of that vast complex
of variables once called the cosmos. They combine in themselves
variety, eternity, and recurrence, for such is the nature of the cos-
mos itself. That the cosmos might be infinite seems to have re-
mained beyond the threshold of awareness of humankind up to the
time of Lucretius, of Bruno and Galileo. And Galileo himself, who
had serious doubts on the matter, agreed with all his predecessors
that surely the universe is eternal, and that hence all its changes
come under the law of periodicity and recurrence. "What is eter-
nal,” Aristotle said, "is circular, and what is circular is eternal.”
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That was the mature conclusion of human thought over millennia.



It was, as has been said, an obsession with circularity. There is
nothing new under the sun, but all things come back in ever-varying
recurrence. Even the hateful word "revolution"” referred once only

to those of the celestial orbs. The cosmos was one vast system full
of gears within gears, enormously intricate in its connections, which
could be likened to a many-dialed clock. Its functions appeared and
disappeared all over the system, like strange cuckoos in the clock,
and wonderful tales were woven around them to describe their
behavior; but just as in an engine, one cannot understand each part
until one has understood the way all the parts interconnect in the
system.

Similarly, Rudyard Kipling in a droll allegory, "The Ship That

Found Herself," once explained what happens on a new ship in her
shakedown voyage. All the parts spring into clamorous being as
each plays its role for the first time, the plunging pistons, the groan-
ing cylinders, the robust propeller shaft, the straining bulkheads,
the chattering rivets, each feeling at the center of the stage, each
telling the steam about its own unique and incomparable feats, until
at last they subside into silence as a new deep voice is heard, that
of the ship, who has found her identity at last.

This is exactly what happens with the great array of myths. All

the myths presented tales, some of them weird, incoherent or out-
landish, and some epic and tragic. At last it is possible to understand
them as partial representations of a system, as functions of a whole.
The vastness and complexity of the system is only beginning to take
shape, as the parts fall into place. The only thing to do is proceed
inductively, step by step, avoiding preconceptions and letting the
argument lead toward its own conclusions.

In the simple story of Kai Khusrau, the Hamlet-like features are
curiously preordained, although it is not clear to what end. The
King's power is explicitly linked, in time and space, with the mov-
ing configurations of the heavens. It is common knowledge that
heaven in its motion does provide coordinates for time and place
on earth. The navigator's business is to operate on this connection
between above and below. But in the early centuries, the connect
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tion was infinitely richer in meaning. No historical monarch, how-
ever convinced of his charisma, could have said: "The whole world
is my kingdom, all is mine from Pisces to Aldebaran." Earthly
concepts seem to have been transferred to heaven, and inversely.
In fact, this world of myth imbricates uranography and geography
into a whole which is really one cosmography, and the "geographi-
cal" features referred to can be mystifying, as they may imply
either of these domains or both.

For instance, when the "rivers" Okeanos or Eridanos are men-
tioned, are they not conceived as being first in heaven and then
eventually on earth, too? It is as if any region beyond ancient man's
direct ken were to be found simply "upwards." True events, even

in an official epic like the Shahnama, are not "earth-directed.”" They
tend to move "upwards." This is the original form of astrology,
which is both vaster and less defined than the later classic form
which Ptolemy set forth. Even as the cosmos is one, so cosmogra-
phy is made up of inextricably intertwined data. To say that events
on earth reflect those in heaven is a misleading simplification to
begin with. In Aristotelian language, form is said to be metaphys-
ically prior to matter, but both go together. It is still necessary to
discover which is the focus of "true" events in heaven.

To recapitulate for clarity, whatever is true myth has no his-
torical basis, however tempting the reduction, however massive and
well armed the impact of a good deal of modern criticism on that



belief. The attempt to reduce myth to history is the so-called "eu-
hemerist" trend, from the name of Euhemeros, the first debunker.

It was a wave of fashion which is now receding, for it was too
simpleminded to last. Myth is essentially cosmological. As heaven in
the cosmos is so vastly more important than our earth, it should not
be surprising to find the main functions deriving from heaven. To
identify them under a variety of appearances is a matter of mytho-
logical judgment, of the capacity to recognize essential forms
through patient sifting of the immense amount of material.

Hamlet "is" here Kullervo, there Brutus or Kai Khusrau, but
always recognizably the same. Jamshyd reappears as Yama among
the Indo-Aryans, as Huang-ti, the Yellow Emperor, in China, and
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under many other names. There was always the tacit understanding,
for those who spoke the archaic language, who were involved in

the archaic cosmos, that he is everywhere the same function. And
who is the Demiurge? He has many names indeed. Plato does not
care to explain in our terms. Is this personage a semi-scientific fic-
tion, the manufacturer of a planetarium, just as the Lost Continent
of Atlantis is a semi-historical fiction? The author himself says only
that such stories are "not quite serious.”" Yet they are surely not a
spoof. Plato, who shaped what is called philosophy and its language,
who was the master of its penetrating distinctions, reverts to the
language of myth when he feels he has to; and he uses that ancient
language as if to the manner born.2

In this accounting for past myths, the heart of the problem re-
mains elusive. Kipling was a writer still marvellously attuned to the
juvenile mind that lives in most of us. But the fact is that myth it-
self, as a whole, is a lost world. The last forms—or rehearsals—of
a true myth took place in medieval culture: the Romance of Alex-
ander, and the Arthurian myth as it is found in Malory.*

There are other stories—we call them history—of man's conquest
over nature, the telling of the great adventure of mankind as a
whole. But here it is only faceless social man who is winning man's
victories. It is not the history of technology; it is, if anything,

science fiction that can bring in the adventures of the future. Science
fiction, when it is good, is a wholly valid attempt at restoring a
mythical element, with its adventures and tragedies, its meditations
on man's errors and man's fate. For true tragedy is an essential com-
ponent or outcome of myth. Possibly, history can be given a minute

2 In his Seventh Letter (3410-3440) he denies strongly that scientific "names" and
"sentences" (onomata, remata) could assist in obtaining essential insight. Cf. also
Clemens Alexandrinus, Stromata 5.9.58.

* Still, there have been modern attempts deserving the name of myth. One, of
course, is Sir Thomas More's Utopia, which has taken on so much meaning through
the centuries. We realize today that it, too, was partly oracular. And we should

not forget Alice in Wonderland, the perfect nonsense myth, as significant and as
nonsensical as the Kalevala itself. This parallel will appear relevant at the end of
the appendices. Today, there is Austin Wright's Islandia, which appeared in 1942,
and its present sequel, The Islar, by Mark Saxton, to be published in the autumn

of 1969.
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of timeliness and then dismissed with its load of interpretations and
apprehensions that last as long as the reading—but the real present,
the only thing that counts, is the eternal Sphinx.

Today's children, that impassive posterity to whom all reverence



is due, know where to look for myths: in animal life, in the Jungle
Books, in the stories of Lassie and Flipper, where innocence is un-
assailable, in Western adventures suitably arranged by grownups
for the protection of law and order. Much of the rest sedulously
built up by mass media is modern prejudice and delusion, like the
glamor of royalty, or the perfection of super-detergents and cos-
metics: super-stitio, leftovers. So one might feel tempted to say:
actually, however, no particle of myth today is left over, and we
have to do only with a deliberate lie about the human condition.
Tolkien's efforts at reviving the genre, whatever the talent em-
ployed, carry as much conviction as the traditional three-dollar bill.

The assumed curious child would have been pleased only if he

had been told the "story" of the engine just as Kipling tells it, which
is hardly the style of a mechanical engineer. But suppose now the
child had been confronted with the "story" of a planet (or comet) as it emerges
from the textbooks of celestial mechanics, and had been asked to
calculate its orbits and perturbations. This would be a task for a
joyless grownup, and a professional one at that. Who else could
face the pages bristling with partial differential equations, with long
series of approximations, with integrals contrived from pointless
quadratures? Truly a world of reserved knowledge. But if, on the
other hand, a person living several thousand years ago had been
confronted with cunningly built tales of Saturn's reign, and of his
exorbitant building and modeling activities—after he had "separated
Heaven and Earth" by means of that fateful sickle, that is, after he
had established the obliquity of the ecliptic ... If he had heard of
Jupiter's ways of command and his innumerable escapades, popu-
lating the earth with gentle nymphs forever crossed in their quest
for happiness, escapades that were invariably successful in spite of
the constant watchfulness of his jealous "ox-eyed" or sometimes
"dog-eyed" spouse ... If this person also learned of the fierce ad-
ventures of Mars, and the complex mutual involvement of gods
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and heroes expressing themselves in terms of action and unvarying
numbers, he would have been a participant in the process of mythi-
cal knowledge. This knowledge would have been transmitted by

his elders, confirmed by holy commands, rehearsed by symbolic
experiences in the form of musical rites and performances involving
his whole people. He would have found it easier to respect than .
comprehend, but it would have led to an idea of the overall texture
of the cosmos. In his own person, he would have been part of a
genuine theory of cosmology, one he had absorbed by heart, that
was responsive to his emotions, and one that could act on his aspira-
tions and dreams. This kind of participation in ultimate things, now
extremely difficult for anyone who has not graduated in astro-
physics, was then possible to some degree for everyone, and no-
where could it be vulgarized.

That is what is meant here by mythical knowledge. It was under-
stood only by a very few, it appealed to many, and it is forever
intractable for those who approach it through "mathematics for the
million™ or by speculations on the unconscious. In other words,
this is a selective and difficult approach, employing the means at
hand and much thought, limited surely, but resistant to falsifi-
cation.

How, in former times, essential knowledge was transmitted on

two or more intellectual levels can be learned from Germaine
Dieterlen's introduction to Marcel Griaule's Conversations with
Ogotemmeli, which deals with Dogon education and with the per-
sonal experience of the members of La Mission Griaule, who had to
wait sixteen years before the sage old men of the tribe decided to
"open the door."3 The description is revealing enough to be quoted
in full:

In African societies which have preserved their traditional organiza-



tion the number of persons who are trained in this knowledge is
quite considerable. This they call "deep knowledge" in contrast with
"simple knowledge" which is regarded as "only a beginning in the
understanding of beliefs and customs™" that people who are not fully
instructed in the cosmogony possess. There are various reasons for
the silence that is generally observed on this subject. To a natural

3M. Griaule, Conversations with Ogotemmeli (1965), pp. Xiv-xvii.
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reserve before strangers who, even when sympathetic, remain un-
consciously imbued with a feeling of superiority, one must add the
present situation of rapid change in African societies through con-
tact with mechanization and the influence of school teaching. But
among groups where tradition is still vigorous, this knowledge, which
is expressly characterized as esoteric, is only secret in the following
sense. It is in fact open to all who show a will to understand so long
as, by their social position and moral conduct, they are judged worthy
of it. Thus every family head, every priest, every grown-up person
responsible for some small fraction of social life can, as part of the
social group, acquire knowledge on condition that he has the pa-
tience and, as the African phrase has it, "he comes to sit by the side
of the competent elders" over the period and in the state of mind
necessary. Then he will receive answers to all his questions, but it
will take years. Instruction begun in childhood during assemblies
and rituals of the age-sets continues in fact throughout life.

These various aspects of African civilization gradually became clear

in the course of intensive studies undertaken among several of the
peoples of Mali and Upper Volta over more than a decade. In the

case of the Dogon, concerning whom there have already been nu-
merous publications, these studies have made possible the elaboration
of a synthesis covering the greater part of their activities.

We should now record the important occurrence during the field
expedition of 1947 which led to the writing of this particular study.
From 1931 the Dogon had answered questions and commented on
observations made during previous field trips on the basis of the in-
terpretation of facts which they call "la parole de face"; this is the
"simple knowledge" which they give in the first instance to all
enquirers. Publications of information obtained before the studies in
1948 relate to this first level of interpretation.

But the Dogon came to recognize the great perseverance of Marcel
Griaule and his team in their enquiries, and that it was becoming in-
creasingly difficult to answer the multiplicity of questions without
moving on to a different level. They appreciated our eagerness for
an understanding which earlier explanations had certainly not satis-
fied, and which was clearly more important to us than anything else.
Griaule had also shown a constant interest in the daily life of the
Dogon, appreciating their efforts to exploit a difficult country where
there was a serious lack of water in the dry season, and our relation-
ships, which had thus extended beyond those of ethnographical en-
quiry, became more and more trusting and affectionate. In the light
of all this, the Dogon took their own decision, of which we learned
only later when they told us themselves. The ciders of the lineages
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of the double village of Ogol and the most important totemic priests
of the region of Sanga met together and decided that the more eso-
teric aspects of their religion should be fully revealed to Professor
Griaule. To begin this they chose one of their best informed mem-



bers, Ogotommeli, who, as will be seen in the introduction, arranged
the first interview. This first exposition lasted exactly the number of
days recorded in Dieu d'Eau, in which the meandering flow of in-
formation is faithfully reported. Although we knew nothing of it at
the time, the progress of this instruction by Ogotemmeli was being
reported on daily to the council of elders and priests.

The seriousness and importance of providing this expose of Dogon
belief was all the greater because the Dogon elders knew perfectly
well that in doing so they were opening the door, not merely to these
thirty days of information, but to later and more intensive work

which was to extend over months and years. They never withdrew
from this decision, and we should like to express here our grateful
thanks to them. After Ogotemmeli's death, others carried on the
work. And since Professor Griaule's death they have continued with
the same patience and eagerness to complete the task they had under-
taken. These later enquiries have made possible the publication of the
many further studies cited in the bibliography, and the preparation

of a detailed treatise entitled Le Renard Pale, the first part of which

is now in press. And in 1963, as this is written, the investigation still
continues.

Intermezzo
A Guide for the Perplexed

Tout-puissants etrangers, inevitables astres . . .
Valery, La Jeune Parque

This book is highly unconventional, and often the flow of the tales
will be interrupted to put in words of guidance, in the fashion of
the Middle Ages, to emphasize salient points.

To begin with, there is no system that can be presented in mod-
ern analytical terms. There is no key, and there are no principles
from which a presentation can be deduced. The structure comes
from a time when there was no such thing as a system in our sense,
and it would be unfair to search for one. There could hardly have
been one among people who committed all their ideas to memory.

It can be considered a pure structure of numbers. From the
beginning we considered calling this essay "Art of the Fugue.”
And that excludes any "world-picture,” a point that cannot be
stressed strongly enough. Any effort to use a diagram is bound to
lead into contradiction. It is a matter of times and rhythms.

The subject has the nature of a hologram, something that has to

"be present as a whole to the mind.1 Archaic thought is cosmological
first and last; it faces the gravest implications of a cosmos in ways
which reverberate in later classic philosophy. The chief implication

is a profound awareness that the fabric of the cosmos is not only
determined, but overdetermined and in a way that does not permit
the simple location of any of its agents, whether simple magic or

1 In optics, "hologram" is the interference pattern of light with itself; i.e., every
part of an image is displayed at every point, as if every point looked at every
source of light.
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astrology, forces, gods, numbers, planetary powers, Platonic Forms,
Aristotelian Essences or Stoic Substances. Physical reality here
cannot be analytical in the Cartesian sense; it cannot be reduced

to concreteness even if misplaced. Being is change, motion and
rhythm, the irresistible circle of time, the incidence of the "right
moment,” as determined by the skies.



There are many events, described with appropriate terrestrial
imagery, that do not, however, happen on earth. In this book there
is mention of floods. In tradition, not one but three floods are
registered, one being the biblical flood, equivalents of which are
mentioned in Sumerian and Babylonian annals. The efforts of pious
archaeologists to connect the biblical narrative with geophysical
events are highly conjectural. There have been floods in Mesopo-
tamia causing grievous loss of life. There still are in the river plains
of China and elsewhere, but none of the total nature that the Bible
describes.

There are tales, too, of cataclysmic deluges throughout the great
continental masses, in Asia and America, told by peoples who have
never seen the sea, or lakes, or great rivers. The floods the Greeks
described, like the flood of Deucalion, are as "mythical" as the
narrative of Genesis. Greece is not submersible, unless by tsunamis.
Deucalion and his wife landed on Mount Parnassus, high above
Delphi, the "Navel of the Earth," and were the only survivors of
this flood, the second, sent by Zeus in order to destroy the men of
one world-age. Classical authors disagreed on the specification of
which world-age. Ovid voted for the Iron Age. Plato’'s Solon keeps
his conversation with the Egyptian priest on a mythical level, and
his discussion of the two types of world destruction, by fire or
water, is astronomical.

The "floods" refer to an old astronomical image, based on an ab-
stract geometry. That this is not an "easy picture” is not to be
wondered at, considering the objective difficulty of the science of
astronomy. But although a modern reader does not expect a text on
celestial mechanics to read like a lullaby, he insists on his capacity
to understand mythical "images" instantly, because he can respect
as "scientific" only page-long approximation formulas, and the like.

Hamlet's Mill « 58

He does not think of the possibility that equally relevant knowledge
might once have been expressed in everyday language. He never
suspects such a possibility, although the visible accomplishments of
ancient cultures—to mention only the pyramids, or metallurgy—
should be a cogent reason for concluding that serious and intelli-
gent men were at work behind the stage, men who were bound to
have used a technical terminology.

Thus, archaic "imagery" is strictly verbal, representing a specific
type of scientific language, which must not be taken at its face
value nor accepted as expressing more or less childish "beliefs."
Cosmic phenomena and rules were articulated in the language, or
terminology, of myth, where each key word was at least as "dark"
as the equations and convergent series by means of which our
modern scientific grammar is built up. To state it briefly, as we are
going to do, is not to explain it—far from it.

First, what was the "earth"? In the most general sense, the

"earth” was the ideal plane laid through the ecliptic. The "dry
earth,"” in a more specific sense, was the ideal plane going through
the celestial equator. The equator thus divided two halves of the
zodiac which ran on the ecliptic, 23.5 deg. inclined to the equator, one
half being "dry land" (the northern band of the zodiac, reaching
from the vernal to the autumnal equinox), the other representing
the "waters below" the equinoctial plane (the southern arc of the
zodiac, reaching from the autumnal equinox, via the winter solstice,
to the vernal equinox). The terms "vernal equinox," "winter
solstice,” etc., are used intentionally because myth deals with time,
periods of time which correspond to angular measures, and not with
tracts in space.



This could be neglected were it not for the fact that the equi-

noctial "points"—and therefore, the solstitial ones, too—do not re-
main forever where they should in order to make celestial goings-on
easier to understand, namely, at the same spot with respect to the
sphere of the fixed stars. Instead, they stubbornly move along the
ecliptic in the opposite direction to the yearly course of the sun,
that is, against the "right" sequence of the zodiacal signs (Taurus->
Aries-»Pisces, instead of Pisces->Aries-»Taurus).
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This phenomenon is called the Precession of the Equinoxes, and

it was conceived as causing the rise and the cataclysmic fall of ages
of the world. Its cause is a bad habit of the axis of our globe, which
turns around in the manner of a spinning top, its tip being in the
center of our small earth-ball, whence our earth axis, prolonged to
the celestial North Pole, describes a circle around the North Pole

of the ecliptic, the true "center" of the planetary system, the radius
of this circle being of the same magnitude as the obliquity of the
ecliptic with respect to the equator: 23.5 deg.. The time which this
prolonged axis needs to circumscribe the ecliptical North Pole is
roughly 26,000 years, during which period it points to one star after
another: around 3000 b.c. the Pole star was alpha Draconis; at the
time of the Greeks it was beta Ursae Minoris; for the time being it
is alpha Ursae Minoris; in a.d. 14,000 it will be Vega. The equi-
noxes, the points of intersection of ecliptic and equator, swinging
from the spinning axis of the earth, move with the same speed of
26,000 years along the ecliptic.

The sun's position among the constellations at the vernal equinox
was the pointer that indicated the "hours" of the precessional cycle
—very long hours indeed, the equinoctial sun occupying each zodi-
acal constellation for about 2,200 years. The constellation that rose
in the east just before the sun (that is, rose heliacally) marked the
"place" where the sun rested. At this time it was known as the
sun's "carrier," and as the main "pillar" of the sky, the vernal
equinox being recognized as the fiducial point of the "system,"
determining the first degree of the sun's yearly circle, and the first
day of the year. (When we say, it was "recognized,” we mean that
it was spelled "carrier" or "pillar," and the like: it must be kept in
mind that we are dealing with a specific terminology, and not

with vague and primitively rude "beliefs.") At Time Zero (say,

5000 b.c.—there are reasons for this approximate date), the sun
was in Gemini; it moved ever so slowly from Gemini into Taurus,
then Aries, then Pisces, which it still occupies and will for some
centuries more. The advent of Christ the Fish marks our age. It was
hailed by Virgil, shortly before Anno Domini: "a new great order

of centuries is now being born . . ." which earned Virgil the
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strange title of prophet of Christianity. The preceding age, that of
Aries, had been heralded by Moses coming down from Mount Sinai
as "two-horned," that is, crowned with the Ram's horns, while his
flock disobediently insisted upon dancing around the "Golden

Calf" that was, rather, a "Golden Bull," Taurus.

Thus, the revolving heavens gave the key, the events of our globe
receding into insignificance. Attention was focused on the supernal
presences, away from the phenomenal chaos around us. What
moved in heaven of its own motion, the planets in their weeks and
years, took on ever more awesome dignity. They were the Persons
of True Becoming. The zodiac was where things really happened,

for the planets, the true inhabitants, knew what they were doing,
and mankind was only passive to their behest. It is revealing to look
at the figure drawn by a West Sudanese Dogon at the request of
Professor Zahan, showing the world egg, with the "inhabited world"



between the tropics, "le cylindre ou rectangle du monde."2 The
Dogon are fully aware of the fact that the region between the ter-
restrial tropics is not the best of inhabitable quarters, and so were
their teachers of far-off times, the archaic scientists who coined the
terminology of myth. What counted was the zodiacal band be-
tween the celestial tropics, delivering the houses, and the inns, the
"masks" (prosopa), and the disguises to the much traveling and
"shape-shifting" planets.

How far this point of view was from modern indifference can

hardly be appreciated except by those who can see the dimensions
of the historical chasm that opened with the adoption of the Coper-
nican doctrine. What had been for Sir Thomas Browne an o alti-
tudo crowded with religious emotions, presences and presentiments
has become a platitude that could at best inspire a Russian cosmo-
naut with the triumphant observation: "I have been up in the sky,
and nowhere did | find God." Astronomy has come down into the
realm of exterior ballistics, a subject for the adventures of the Space
Patrol.

2 D. Zahan and S. de Ganay, "Etudes sur la cosmologie des Dogon," Africa 21
(1951), p. 14.
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One might say that it takes a wrenching effort of the imagination

to restore in us the capacity for wonder of an Aristotle. But it

would be misleading to talk of "us" generally, because the average
Babylonian or Greek showed as little inclination to wonder at order
and law in nature as our average contemporaries do. It has been and
will be the mark of a true scientific mind to search for, and to
wonder at, the invariable structure of number behind the manifold
appearances. (It needs the adequate "expectation," the firm con-
fidence in "sense"—and "sense" does mean number and order for us,
since the birth of high civilization—to discover the periodical sys-
tem of the elements or, further on, Balmer's series.) Whence it is
much easier for a great scientist—for instance, Galileo, Kepler, or
Newton—to appreciate master feats of early mathematicians than

it is for the average humanist of all ages. No professional historian
of culture is likely to understand better the intellectual frame of
mind of the Maya than the astronomer Hans Ludendorff has done.

It is not so much the enormous number of new facts established
by scientists in the many centuries between antiquity and the 20th
century which separates us from the outlook of our great scientific
ancestors but the "deteriorated" expectations ruling our time.
Kepler's quest, were he living today, would be to discover a modi-
fied perspective from which to rediscover the Harmonice Mundi

on another scale. But, after all, what else if not such a quest for the
establishment of a new kind of cosmos is the work on the "general
field formula"? This time, the cosmos, as covered by the coming
to-be formula, will be understandable and will make "sense™ only
for the best mathematicians, to the complete exclusion of the com-
mon people, and it will hardly be a "meaningful” universe such as
the archaic one had been.

To come back to the key words of ancient cosmology: if the
words "flat earth” do not correspond in any way to the fancies of
the flat-earth fanatics who still infest the fringes of our society
and who in the guise of a few preacher-friars made life miserable
for Columbus, so the name of "true earth" (or of "the inhabited
world™) did not in any way denote our physical geoid for the
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archaics. It applies to the band of the zodiac, two dozen degrees
right and left of the ecliptic, to the tracks of the "true inhabitants"
of this world, namely, the planets. It comprises their various oscilla-
tions and curlicues from their courses, and also the "dragon," well
known from very early times, which causes eclipses by swallowing
the sun and moon.

On the zodiacal band, there are four essential points which domi-
nate the four seasons of the year. They are, in fact, in church
liturgy the quatuor tempora marked with special abstinences. They
correspond to the two solstices and the two equinoxes. The solstice
is the "turning back" of the sun at the lowest point of winter and at
the highest point of summer. The two equinoxes, vernal and
autumnal, are those that cut the year in half, with an equal balance
of night and day, for they are the two intersections of the equator
with the ecliptic. Those four points together made up the four
pillars, or corners, of what was called the "quadrangular earth."



This is an essential feature that needs more attention. We have

said above that "earth," in the most general sense, meant the ideal
plane laid through the ecliptic; meanwhile we are prepared to im-
prove the definition: "earth" is the ideal plane going through the
four points of the year, the equinoxes and the solstices. Since the
four constellations rising heliacally at the two equinoxes and the

two solstices determine and define an "earth," it is termed quad-
rangular (and by no means "believed" to be quadrangular by
"primitive" Chinese, and so on). And since constellations rule the
four corners of the quadrangular earth only temporarily, such an
"earth” can rightly be said to perish, and a new earth to rise from
the waters, with four new constellations rising at the four points of
the year. Virgil says: "I am redit et Virgo . . ." (already the Virgin

is returning). (It is important to remember the vernal equinox as the
fiducial point; it is from this fact that a new earth is termed to rise
from the waters. In reality, only the new vernal equinoctial con-
stellation climbs from the sea onto the dry land above the equator3—
the inverse happens diametrically opposite. A constellation that

3 In a similar sense, Petronius' Trimalchio says about the month of May: "totus
coelus taurulus fiat" ("the whole sky turns into a little bull™).
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ceases to mark the autumnal equinox, gliding below the equator, is
drowned.) This "formula™ will make it easier to understand the
myth of Deucalion, in which the devastating waves of the flood
were ordered back by Triton's blowing the conch: the conch had
been invented by Aigokeros, i.e., Capricornus, who ruled the win-
ter solstice in the world-age when Aries "carried" the sun.

At Time Zero, the two equinoctial "hinges" of the world had

been Gemini and Sagittarius, spanning between them the arch of
the Milky Way: both bicorporeal signs4—and so were Pisces, and
Virgo with her ear of wheat, at the two other corners—to mark
the idea that the way (the Milky Way itself) was open between
earth and heaven, the way up and the way down where men and
gods could meet in that Golden Age. As will be shown later, the
exceptional virtue of the Golden Age was precisely that the cross-
roads of ecliptic and equator coincided with the crossroads of
ecliptic and Galaxy, namely in Gemini and Sagittarius, both con-
stellations "standing” firmly at two of the four corners of the
quadrangular earth.

At the "top," in the center high above the "dry" plane of the
equator, was the Pole star. At the opposite top, or rather in the
depth of the waters below, unobserved from our latitudes, was the
southern pole, thought to be Canopus, by far the brightest star of
these regions, more remarkable than the Southern Cross.

This brief sketch of archaic theory indicates—to repeat—that
geography in our sense was never meant, but a cosmography of the
kind needed even now by navigators. Ptolemy, the great geogra-
pher of antiquity, had been thinking of nothing else. His Geog-
raphy is a set of coordinates drawn from the skies, and transferred
onto an uncouth outline map of our globe, with a catalogue of
earthly distances added on by sailors and travelers to pinpoint, or
confirm, the positions of countries around the Mediterranean world.
It was an uncouth outline map, for it covered only a few countries
known around the Mediterranean region. Nothing was shown be-
yond the latitude 16 deg. south of the equator and 63° north, cor-

4 These constellations were, originally, called "bicorporeal” for reasons very
different from those given by Ptolemy's Tetrabiblos 1.11
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responding to Iceland. Nothing west beyond the Canary Islands or
east of the easternmost city of China, an arc of longitude fixed for
simplicity at 180 deg., twelve equinoctial hours from end to end, the
breadth over the whole latitudes being nine equinoctial hours. A
large part of the space is blank and the limits are assigned, as they
should be, astronomically. This is what the ancients knew after a
thousand years of exploration, and they handed it down to the
Renaissance. They called it the oikoumene, the inhabited earth.

One may well understand how the archaics gave this name for
purely astronomical reasons to the zodiacal band, about as wide in
degrees but embracing the whole globe. The world, the cosmos,
mwas above, revolving majestically in twenty-four hours, and it lent
itself to the passionate exploration of cosmographers through the
starlit night. Astrology was the inevitable outcome of astronomy
through those ages. The early Greeks derived their mathematics
from astronomy. In those centuries, their insatiable curiosity de-
veloped a knowledge of our earth and the events on it which drove
them to create the beginnings of our science. But soon after Aris-
totle, the Stoics reverted to the oriental pattern and reinstalled
astrology. Three centuries of pre-Socratic thought had equipped
them with an interest in physics, but with it they had nowhere to
go. They still had no experimental science as we mean it. What
they needed was an interpretation of influences, to go with the
all-in-all that the cosmos has to be. Stoic physics was a seductive
presentment of a field theory, but it was a counterfeit. Nothing
was to come of it because the true implications of the archaic
cosmos, no less than those of the Platonic, were incompatible with
anything that our physics can think of. In Stoic physics there is no
simple location, no analytical space.

It should be understood once and for all that the gulf between
the archaic world and ours was as wide as science itself. Prodigies
of exactitude and computation could not bridge it. Only the astro-
nomical map could. Whitehead has summed it up succinctly: "Our
science has been founded on simple location and misplaced con-
creteness." Modern physics has turned the original words into

It
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queries. For Newton, it had the force of evidence: "No person
endowed with a capacity of rational understanding will believe that
a thing acts where it is not." Newton himself put the first query,
by stating the theory of gravitation—mathematically irresistible,
physically unexplainable. He could only accept it: "I do not under-
stand it, and | am going to feign no suppositions.” The answer was
to come only with Einstein. It amounted to pure mathematical
rationalization, which did away with simple location, and with
concreteness altogether. The edifice of Descartes lay in ruins.
Nonetheless, the mind of civilized man clung to both principles
invincibly, as being equal to common sense. It was a model case of
habit having become second nature. The birth of experimental
physics was a decisive factor in the change.

No such common sense obtained once upon a time, when time
was the only reality, and space had still to be discovered—or in-
vented—by Parmenides after 500 b.c. (See G. de Santillana, "Pro-
logue to Parmenides,"” in Reflections on Men and ldeas [1968], pp.
82-119.)

The task then was to recover from the remote past an utterly

lost science, linked to an equally lost culture—one in which an-
thropologists\have seen only illiterate "primitive man." It was as if
the legendary "Cathedrale Engloutie” emerged from the depth of



prehistory with its bells still ringing.

The problem was also clear: this lost science, immensely sophis-
ticated, had no "system," no systematic key that could be a basis
for teaching. It existed before systems could be thought of. It was,
to repeat, a spontaneously generated "Art of the Fugue.” That is
why it took us so many years to work it out.

The archaics' vision of the universe appears to have left out all
ideas of the earth suspended, or floating, in space. Whether or not
this was really so cannot be decided yet: there are peculiar rumors
to be heard about innumerable "Brahma-Eggs," that is, spheres like
our own, in India. The Maori of New Zealand claimed, as the
Pythagoreans had done, that every star had mountains and plains,
and was inhabited like the earth. Varahamihira (5th century a.d.)
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even stated that the earth was suspended between magnets.5 For
the time being, one must continue to assume that the earth was
simply the center of the world, and a sphere, and that there was no
trace of Galilean relativism which is so natural to us, posing so
many problems of motion. The Greeks still had the old idea, but
they asked themselves questions about it. What moved was the sky,
but questions about the sky posed abstruse problems. The greatest
one was, of course, the slow motion of the tilt of the sky, described
above, which went through a Great Year of 26,000 years.

The Greek astronomers had enough instrumentation and data to
detect the motion, which is immensely slow, and they saw that it
applied to the whole of the sky. Hipparchus in 127 b.c. called it
the Precession of the Equinoxes. There is good reason to assume
that he actually rediscovered this, that it had been known some
thousand years previously, and that on it the Archaic Age based its
long-range computation of time. Modern archaeological scholars
have been singularly obtuse about the idea because they have cul-
tivated a pristine ignorance of astronomical thought, some of them
actually ignorant of the Precession itself. The split between the two
cultures begins right here. But apart from this, although the schol-
ars unanimously cling to the accepted conventions about the tempo
of historical evolution, they widely disagree when it comes to
judging the evidence in detail. The verdicts concerning the famil-
iarity of ancient Near Eastern astronomers with the Precession
depend, indeed, on arbitrary factors: namely, on the different

' scholarly opinions about the difficulty of the task. Ernst Dittrich,
for instance, remarked that one should not expect much astronomi-
cal knowledge from Mesopotamians around 2000 b.c. "Probably
they knew only superficially the geometry of the motions of sun
and moon. Thus, if we examine the simple, easily observable mo-
tions by means of which one could work out chronological deter-
minants with very little mathematical knowledge, we find only the

5 Pancasiddhantika, chapter JXII (Thibaut trans., p. 69): "The round ball of the
earth, composed of the five elements, abides in space in the midst of the starry
sphere, like a piece of iron suspended between magnets."
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Precession."6

There was also a learned Italian Church dignitary,
Domenico Testa, who snatched at this curious argument to prove

that the world had been created ex nihilo, as described in the first
book of Moses, an event that supposedly happened around 4000
B.C. If the Egyptians had had a background of many millennia to



reckon with, who, he asked, could have been unaware of the Pre-
cession? "The very sweepers of their observatories would have
known."7 Hence time could not have begun before 4000, Q.E.D.

The comparison of the views just quoted with those upheld by

the majority of modern scholars shows that one's own subjective
opinions about what is easy and what is difficult might not be the
most secure basis for a serious historiography of science. As Hans
Ludendorff once pointed out, it is an unsound approach to Maya
astronomy to start from preconceived convictions about what the
Maya could have known and what they could not possibly have
known: one should, instead, draw conclusions only from the data

as given in the inscriptions and codices.8 That this had to be stressed
explicitly reveals the steady decline of scientific ethics.

We today are aware of the Precession as the gentle tilting of our
globe, an irrelevant one at that. As the Gl said, lost in the depth of
jungle misery, when his friends took refuge in their daydreams:
"When | close my eyes, | see only a mule's behind. Also when 1|
don't." This is, as it were, today's vision of reality. Today, the Pre-
cession is a well-established fact. The space-time continuum does
not effect it. It is by now only a boring complication. It has lost
relevance for our affairs, whereas once it was the only majestic
secular motion that our ancestors could keep in mind when they
looked for a great cycle which could affect humanity as a whole.
But then our ancestors were astronomers and astrologers. They
believed that the sliding of the sun along the equinoctial point af-

fected the frame of the cosmos and determined a succession of

6"Gibt es astronomische Fixpunkte in der altesten babylonischen Chronologie?"
OLZ 15 (1912), col. 104.

7 1l Zodiaco di Dendera lllustrato (1822), p. 17.
8"Zur astronomischen Deutung der Maya-Inschriften," SPAW (1936), p. 85.
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world-ages under different zodiacal signs. They had found a large
peg on which to hang their thoughts about cosmic time, which
brought all things in fateful order. Today, that order has lapsed,
like the idea of the cosmos itself. There is only history, which has
been felicitously defined as "one damn thing after another."

And yet, were history really understood in this admittedly flat

sense of things happening one after another to the same stock of
people, we should be better off than we are now, when we almost
dare not admit the assumption from which this book starts, that our
ancestors of the high and far-off times were endowed with minds
wholly comparable to ours, and were capable of rational processes
—always given the means at hand. It is enough to say that this flies
in the face of a custom which has become already a second nature.
Our period may some day be called the Darwinian period, just as
we talk of the Newtonian period of two centuries ago. The simple
idea of evolution, which it is no longer thought necessary to ex-
amine, spreads like a tent over all those ages that lead from primitiv-
ism into civilization. Gradually, we are told, step by step, men
produced the arts and crafts, this and that, until they emerged into
the light of history.

Those soporific words "gradually” and "step by step," repeated
incessantly, are aimed at covering an ignorance which is both vast
and surprising. One should like to inquire: which steps? But then
one is lulled, overwhelmed and stupefied by the gradualness of it



all, which is at best a platitude, only good for pacifying the mind,
since no one is willing to imagine that civilization appeared in a
thunderclap.

One could find a key in a brilliant TV production on the Stone-

henge problem given a few years ago. With the resources of the
puissant techniques of ubiquity, various authorities were called to
the screen to discuss the possible meaning of the astronomical align-
ments and polygons discovered in the ancient Megalith since 1906,
when Sir Norman Lockyer, the famous astronomer, published the
results of his first investigation. Specialists, from prehistorians to
astronomers, expressed their doubts and wonderments down to the
last one, a distinguished archaeologist who had been working on
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the monument itself for many years. He had more fundamental
doubts. How could one not realize, he said, that the builders of
Stonehenge were barbarians, "howling barbarians" who were, to
say the least, utterly incapable of working out complex astronomi-
cal cycles and over many years at that? The uncertain coincidences
must be due to chance. And then, with perverse irony, the mid-
winter sun of the solstice appeared on the screen rising exactly be-
hind the Heel Stone, as predicted. The "mere" coincidences had
been in fact ruled out, since Gerald Hawkins, a young astronomer
unconcerned with historical problems, had run the positions
through a computer and discovered more alignments than had been
dreamed of. Here was the whole paradox. Howling barbarians

who painted their faces blue must have known more astronomy
than their customs and table manners could have warranted. The
lazy word "evolution" had blinded us to the real complexities of

the past.

That key term "gradualness" should be understood to apply to a
vastly different time scale than that considered by the history of
mankind. Human history taken as a whole in that frame, even ra-
dation itself, is only an evolutionary episode. In that whole, Cro-
Magnon man is the last link. All of protohistory is a last-minute
flickering.

But while the biologists were wondering, something great had

come upon the scene, arriving from unexpected quarters. Sir James
George Frazer was a highly respected classical scholar who, while
editing the Description of Greece by Pausanias, was impressed with
the number of beliefs, practices, cults and superstitions spread over
the classical landscape of Greece in classical times. This led him to
search deeper into the half-forgotten strata of history, and out of

it came his Golden Bough. The historian had turned ethnologist,
and extended his investigations to the whole globe. Suddenly, an
immense amount of material became available about fertility cults
as the universal form of earliest religion, and about primitive magic
connected with it. This appeared to be the humus from which
civilization had grown—simple deities of the seasons, a dim multi-
tude of peasants copulating in the furrows and building up rituals
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of fertility with human sacrifice. Added to this, in political circles,
there came the vision of war as both inherent in human nature and
ennobling—the law of natural selection applied to nations and
races. Thus, many materials and much history went to build the
temple of evolutionism. But as the theory moved on, its high-
minded aspects began to wane; psychoanalysis moved in as a tidal
wave. For if the struggle for life (and the religions of the life force)
can explain so much, the unconscious can explain anything. As we



know today only too well.

The universal and uniform concept of gradualness thus defeated
itself. Those key words (gradualness and evolution) come from the
earth sciences in the first place, where they had a precise meaning.
Crystallization and upthrust, erosion and geosynclinals are the re-
sult of forces acting constantly in accordance with physical laws.
They provided the backdrop for Darwin's great scenario. When it
comes to the evolution of life, the terms become less precise in
meaning, though still acceptable. Genetics and natural selection
stand for natural law, and events are determined by the rolling of
the dice over long ages. But we cannot say much about the why
and the how of this instead of that specific form, about where spe-
cies, types, cultures branched off. Animal evolution remains an
overall historical hypothesis supported by sufficient data—and by
the lack of any alternative. In detail, it raises an appalling number
of questions to which we have no answer. Our ignorance remains
vast, but it is not surprising.

And then we come to history, and the evolutionary idea reap-
pears, coming in as something natural, with all scale lost. The
accretion of plausible ideas goes on, its flow invisibly carried by
"natural law" since the time of Spencer. It all remains within an
unexamined kind of Naturphilosophie. For if we stopped to think,
we would agree that as far as human "fate" is concerned organic
evolution ceased before the time when history, or even prehistory,
began. We are on another time scale. This is no longer nature act-
ing on man, but man on nature. People like to think of a constancy
of laws which apply to us. But man is a law unto himself.
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When, riding on the surf of the general "evolutionism," Ernst
Haeckel and his faithful followers proposed to solve the "world
riddles" once and for all, Rudolf Virchow9 warned time and again
of an evil "monkey wind" blowing round; he reminded his col-
leagues of the index of excavated "prehistoric" skulls and pointed
to the unchanged quantity of brain owned by the species Homo
sapiens. But his contemporaries paid no heed to his admonitions;
least of all the humanists who applied, without blinking, the strictly
biological scheme of the evolution of organisms to the cultural
history of the single species Homo sapiens.

In later centuries historians may declare all of us insane, because
this incredible blunder was not detected at once and was not re-
futed with adequate determination. Mistaking cultural history for

a process of gradual evolution, we have deprived ourselves of every
reasonable insight into the nature of culture. It goes without saying
that the still more modern habit of replacing "culture" by "society"
has blocked the last narrow path to understanding history. Our
ignorance not only remained vast, but became pretentious as well.

A glimpse at some Pensees might show the abyss that yawns
between us and a serious thinker of those golden days before the
outbreak of "evolution." This is what Pascal asked: "What are our
natural principles but principles of custom? In children they are
those which they have received from the habits of their fathers, as
hunting in animals. A different custom will cause different natural
principles.” And: "Custom is a second nature which destroys the
former. But what is nature? For is custom not natural? | am much
afraid that nature is itself only a first custom, as custom is a second
nature."10

This kind of question, aimed with precision at the true problem-
;iiie;il spots, would have been enough to make hash of social an-
ihropology two centuries ago, and also of anthropological sociol-
ogy. Although fully aware of the knot of frightening problems

"In several of his addresses to the "Versammlungen deutscher Naturforscher und



Arzte."

10Pensees, nos. 92, 93 (Trotter trans. [1941}, p. 36).
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arising from the results of the most modern neurophysiology—the
building up of microneurons in the brain after birth, etc.—we are

by no means entitled to feign any hypotheses beyond saying that
the master brain who will, sooner or later, fashion a new philo-
sophical anthropology deserving the title, one that will account for
all the new implications, will find himself up against these same few
questions of Pascal.

Some words have still to be said about the problem that is at the
very root of the many misunderstandings, that of translation. Most
of the texts were written—if they were ever originally written—

in remote and half-obliterated languages from the far past. The
task of translation has been taken over by a guild of dedicated,
highly specialized philologists who have had to reconstruct the dic-
tionaries and grammars of these languages. It would be bad grace
to dismiss their efforts, but one must take into account several layers
of error: (1) personal or systematic errors, arising from their pre-
conceptions and from well-implanted prejudices (psychological
and philosophical) of their age; (2) the very structure of our own
language, of the architecture of our own verbal system, of which
very few individuals are aware. There was once a splendid article
by Erwin Schroedinger, with the title "Are there quantum jumps?"
which laid bare many such misunderstandings inside the well-
worked area of modern physics.11 And all this ties up with another
major source of error that comes from the underestimation of the
thinkers of the far past. We instinctively dismiss the idea that five
to ten thousand years ago there may very well have been thinkers
of the order of Kepler, Gauss, or Einstein, working with the means
at hand.

In other words, we must take language seriously. Imprecise lan-
guage discloses the lack of precision of thought. We have learned to
take the language of Archimedes or Eudoxos seriously, simply be-
cause it can translate directly into modern forms of thought. This
should extend to forms of thought utterly different from ours in
appearance. Take that great endeavor on the hieroglyphic language,

11 British Journal for the Philosophy of Science j (1952), pp. 112ff.
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embodied in the imposing Egyptian dictionary of Erman-Grapow.
For our simple word "heaven" it shows thirty-seven terms whose
nuances are left to the translator and used according to his lights.
So the elaborate instructions in the Book of the Dead, referring to
the soul's celestial voyage, translate into "mystical” talk, and must
be treated as holy mumbo jumbo. But then, modern translators be-
lieve so firmly in their own invention, according to which the
underworld has to be looked for in the interior of our globe—in-
stead of in the sky—that even 370 specific astronomical terms
would not cause them to stumble.

One small example may indicate the way in which texts are "im-
proved." In the inscriptions of Dendera, published by Dumichen,
the goddess Hathor is called "lady of every joy." For once, Dumi-
chen adds: "Literally . . . 'the lady of every heart circuit.' "12

This is not to say that the Egyptians had discovered the circulation
of the blood. But the determinative sign for "heart" often figures
as the plumb bob at the end of a plumb line coming from a well-
known astronomical or surveying device, the merkhet. Evidently,



"heart" is something very specific, as it were the "center of grav-
ity."13 And this may lead in quite another direction. The Arabs
preserved a name for Canopus—besides calling the star Kalb at-tai-
man ("heart of the south™):14 Suhail el-wezn, "Canopus Pondero-
sus," the heavy-weighing Canopus, a name promptly declared
meaningless by the experts, but which could well have belonged to
:m archaic system in which Canopus was the weight at the end of
the plumb line, as befitted its important position as a heavy star at
the South Pole of the "waters below." Here is a chain of inferences
which might or might not be valid, but it is allowable to test it,

and no inference at all would come from the "lady of every

joy." The line seems to state that Hathor (= Hat Hor, "House of
Horus") "rules" the revolution of a specific celestial body—
whether or not Canopus is alluded to—or, if we can trust the trans-

12Hon-t, rer het-neb; see J. Duemichen, "Die Bauurkunde der Tempelanlagen
von Edfu," Aeg.Z. p (1871), p. 28.

13See Aeg.Whb. 2, pp.55f. for the sign of the heart (ib) as expressing generally
"the middle, the center."

14 S. Mowinekcl, Die Sternnamen im Alien Testament (1928), p. 12.
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lation "every," the revolution of all celestial bodies. As concerns the
identity of the ruling lady, the greater possibility speaks for Sirius,
but Venus cannot be excluded; in Mexico, too, Venus is called
"heart of the earth.” The reader is invited to imagine for himself
what many thousands of such pseudo-primitive or poetic interpre-
tations must lead to: a disfigured interpretation of Egyptian in-
tellectual life.

The problem of astrology—The greatest gap between archaic
thinking and modern thinking is in the use of astrology. By this is
not meant the common or judicial astrology which has become
once again a fad and a fashion among the ignorant public, an escape
from official science, and for the vulgar another kind of black art
of vast prestige but with principles equally uncomprehended. It is
necessary to go back to archaic times, to a universe totally unsus-
pecting of our science and of the experimental method on which it
is founded, unaware of the awful art of separation which distin-
guishes the verifiable from the unverifiable. This was a time, rich
in another knowledge which was later lost, that searched for other
principles. It gave the lingua franca of the past. Its knowledge was
of cosmic correspondences, which found their proof and seal of
truth in a specific determinism, nay overdeterminism, subject to
forces completely without locality. The fascination and rigor of
Number made it mandatory that the correspondences be exact in
many forms (Kepler in this sense is the last Archaic). The multi-
plicity of relations seen or intuited brought the idea to a focus in
which the universe appeared determined not on one but on many
levels at once. This was the signature of "panmathematizing idea-
tion." This idea may well have led up to a pre-established harmony
on an infinite number of levels. Leibniz has shown us how far

it could go, given modern tools: the universe conceived all at once,
complete with its individual destinies for all time, out of an "efful-
guration” of the divine mind. Some prehistoric or protohistoric Py-
thagorean Leibniz, whose existence is far from inconceivable, may
mwell have cherished this impossible dream, going to the limit more
innocently than our own historic sage. Starting from the power of
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Number, a whole logic is thinkable in this view. Fata regunt orbem,
certa stant omnia lege.

The only thinker of Antiquity who could be proof against this
temptation was Aristotle, for he thought that forms were only
potential in the beginning, and came into actualization only in the
course of their lifetime, thus undergoing their fate as individuals.
But that is because Aristotle refused mathematics from the start.
He had the grounds for opposing universal synchronicity (the word
and the idea were invented by C. G. Jung, replacing space with
time, which goes to show that the archaic scheme has more lives
than a cat).

Yet, here again, Dante comes to the fore as a witness; for, by art

of Gramarye, as the simple used to say, he spans the whole itinerary,
of shall we say the cheminement de la pensee, between two world
epochs. An Aristotelian to the core, steeped in the discipline of
Thomism, hence by inheritance anti-mathematical, his spirit in its
sweep understands the stars, in the sense of their Pythagorean im-
plications. In his ascent to the realm of heaven, he encounters his
friend and onetime companion of his wanton and romantic youth,
Charles Martel (Paradiso, Viii.34-37), who tells him what it means
to be of the elect: "We circle in one orbit, at one pace, with one
thirst, along with the heavenly Princes whom thou didst once ad-
dress from the world"—"You Who by Understanding Move the

Third Heaven." This is one of his early poems, a celebrated one

at that, and it relates to the heavenly intelligences in a spirit of
unrestrained Platonic worship. The progress of his song through

the three realms will show him more and more wrapped in Platonic
harmonies, much as he had dreamed of in his youth, and it will
actually confirm his belief in astrology as a divine grant which keeps
nature in order. Thus, the requirements of both doctrines have been
laved: the arrangement of nature by genus and species (Aristotle)
and the free development of one's own self (Aquinas) in a kind of
Plotinian compromise overshadowed by the "Harmony of the
Spheres." Such was Dante's own inimitable "art of Gramarye."

Chapter V
The Unfolding in India
They reckon ill who leave me

out.
When Me they fly, I am the

wings;

I am the doubter and the doubt
I am the hymn the Brahmin sings.

Emerson, Brahma

The parallel between the Tale of Kai Khusrau and the final

plot of the vast Hindu epic, the Mahabharata, has received attention
for over a century. It was noticed by the great Orientalist James
Darmesteter. The translators of Firdausi are not unaware of it, and
they analyze the last phase of events as follows:

The legend of Kai Khusrau's melancholy, his expedition into the
mountains, and his attainment to heaven without having tasted death
has its parallel in the Mahabharata, where Yudhishthira, the eldest of
the five Pandavas, becoming weary of the world, resolves to retire
from the sovereignty and acquire merit by pilgrimage. On hearing of
his intentions his four brothers—Bhima, Arjuna, and the twins Na-
kula and Sahadeva—resolve to follow his example and accompany



him. Yudhishthira appoints successors to his various kingdoms. The
citizens and the inhabitants of the provinces, hearing the king's
words, became filled with anxiety and disapproved of them. "This
should never be done"—said they unto the king. The monarch, well
versed with the changes brought about by time, did not listen to
their counsels. Possessed of righteous soul, he persuaded the people
to sanction his views . . . Then Dharma’s son, Yudhishthira, the King
of Pandavas, casting off his ornaments, wore barks of trees . . . The
five brothers, with Draupadi forming the sixth [she was the joint
wife of the brothers], and a dog forming the seventh, set out on their
journey. The citizens and the ladies of the royal household followed
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them for some distance . . . The denizens of the city then returned
[exactly as Kai Khusrau's subjects had done]. The seven pilgrims
meanwhile had set out upon their journey. They first wandered east-
ward, then southward, and then westward. Lastly they faced north-
ward and crossed the Himalaya. Then they beheld before them a
vast desert of sand and beyond it Mount Meru. One by one the pil-
grims sank exhausted and expired, first Draupadi, then the twins, then
Arjuna, then Bhima; but Yudhishthira, who never even looked back
at his fallen comrades, still pressed on and, followed by the faithful
dog who turns out to be Dharma (the Law), in disguise, entered
Heaven in his mortal body, not having tasted death.

Among minor common traits, Warner stresses particularly these:

Both journey into the mountains with a devoted band, the number
of them is the same in both cases, and both are accompanied by a
divine being, for the part of the dog in the Indian legend is indicated
in the Iranian as being taken by Surush, the angel of Urmuzd. In
both, the leaders pass deathless into Heaven, and in both their mor-
tal comrades perish. One legend therefore must be derived from the
other, or else, and this seems to be the better opinion, they must be
referred to a common origin of great antiquity.1

Of great antiquity these legends must be, indeed; otherwise there
would not be a very similar end ascribed to Enoch and to Quetzal-
couatl. In fact, just as Kai Khusrau's paladins did not listen to the
Shah's advice not to remain with him until his ascension—the crowd
had been left behind, anyhow—so Enoch

urged his retinue to turn back: "Go ye home, lest death overtake you,
if you follow me farther." Most of them—800,000 there were—
heeded his words and went back, but a number remained with him
for six days. . . On the sixth day of the journey, he said to those still
accompanying him, "Go ye home, for on the morrow | shall ascend

to heaven and whoever will then be near me, he will die." Neverthe-
less, some of his companions remained with him, saying: "Whither-
soever thou goest, we will go. By the living God, death alone shall
part us.” On the seventh day Enoch was carried into the heavens in

a fiery chariot drawn by fiery chargers. The day thereafter, the kings
who had turned back in good time sent messengers to inquire into the
fate of the men who had refused to separate themselves from Enoch,
for they had noted the number of them. They found snow and great
hailstones upon the spot whence Enoch had risen, and, when they
searched beneath, they discovered the bodies of all who had remained

1 Firdausi, Shahnama (Warner trans.), vol. 4, pp. 136
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behind with Enoch. He alone was not among them; he was on high
in heaven.2



Quetzalcouatl's paladins, "the slaves, the dwarves, the hunch
backed . . . they died there from the cold . . ., upon all of them fell
the snow," in the mountain pass between Popocatepetl and Iztacte-
petl.3 Quetzalcouatl, lamenting, and utterly lonely, had some more
stations to pass, before he took off on his serpent raft, announcing
he would come back, someday, "to judge the living and the dead"
(appendix #3).

Were it only the dry fact of Yudhishthira's ascension, and the

end of his companions high up in the mountains, we might have
avoided the maze of the Mahabharata altogether. But, labyrinthine
as this epic of twelve volumes truly is—and the same goes for the
Puranas—Indian myth offers keys to secret chambers to be had
nowhere else. The Mahabharata tells of the war of the Pandavas
and the Kauravas, that is the Pandu brothers and the Kuru brothers,
who correspond to the Iranians and Turanians, to the sons of Ka-
leva and the people of Untamo, etc. Thus far the general situation
is not foreign to us. But the epic states unmistakably that (this tre-
mendous war was fought during the interval between the Dvapara
and the Kali Yuga.4

This "dawn" between two world-ages can be specified further.

The real soul and force on the side of the Pandavas is Krishna—in

the words of Arjuna: "He, who was our strength, our might, our
heroism, our prowess, our prosperity, our brightness, has left us, and
departed.”5 Now Krishna ("the Black™) is the most outstanding
avatar of Vishnu. And it is only when Krishna has been shot in the
heel (or the sole of his foot), the only vulnerable spot of his body,

by the hunter Jara (= old age) that the Pandavas, too, resolve to
depart—just as Kai Khusrau did after the death of Kai Ka'us. There
was Kai Khusrau's statement: "And now | deem it better to de-

2 L. Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews (1954), vol. 1, pp. 129ff.

3E. Seler, Einige Kapitel aus dem Geschichtswerk des Fray B. de Sahagun
(1927), p. 290.
4Mbh. 1.2 (Roy trans., vol. 1, p. 18). See H. Jacobi's Mahabharata (1903), p. 2.

3 Vishnu Purana 1.38 (trans. H. H. Wilson [1840; 3d cd. 1961], p. 484).
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part . . . Because this Kaian crown and throne will pass.” And this
happens at the following crucial point:

When that portion of Vishnu (that had been born by Vasudeva and
Devaki) returned to heaven, then the Kali age commenced. As long
as the earth was touched by his sacred feet, the Kali age could not
affect it. As soon as the incarnation of the eternal Vishnu had de-
parted, the son of Dharma, Yudhishthira, with his brethren, abdicated
the sovereignty . . . The day that Krishna shall have departed from
the earth will be the first of the Kali age ... it will continue for
360,000 years of mortals.6

And as Krishna is reunited with Vishnu, as Arjuna returns into
Indra,7 and Balarama into the Shesha-Serpent, so it will happen to
the other heroes. Thus, when Yudhishthira is finally rejoined with
his whole Pandu-Family in heaven, the poet Sauti explains,

"That the various heroes, after exhausting their Karma, become re-
united with that deity of which they were avatars."8

Yudhishthira is reunited with Dharma, disguised as a faithful dog.9
Seen from this vantage point, the Finnish epic appears as a last dim
and apparently meaningless reflection. Kullervo goes with the black
dog Musti, the only living soul left from his home, into the forest
where he throws himself upon his sword.



Now what about Krishna, most beloved deity of the Hinduistic
Pantheon? Some of his innumerable deeds and victorious adventures
before his "departure” will look familiar.

6 Vishnu Purana 4.24 (Wilson trans., p. 390). Cf. 5.38, pp. 481f.: "and on the same
day that Krishna departed from the earth the powerful dark-bodied Kali age
descended. The ocean rose, and submerged the whole of Dvaraka," i.e., the town
which Krishna himself had built, as told in Vishnu Purana 5.23, p. 449.

7 See Vishnu Purana 5.12 (Wilson trans., p. 422), where Indra tells Krishna, "A
portion of me has been born as Arjuna."

8 Mbh. 18.5 (Swargarohanika Parva) (Roy trans., vol. 12, pp. 287-90). See also
Jacobi, p. 191.

e Arrived at the last stage of deterioration, we find Dharma, the Dog, in a fairy
tale from Albania: The youngest daughter of a king—her two sisters resemble
Regan and Goneril—offers to go to war in her father's place, asking for three suits
only, and for the paternal blessing. "Then the king procured three male suits, and
gave her his blessing, and this blessing changed into a little dog and went with the
princess.” (J. G. von Hahn: Griechische und Albanische Marchen [1918], vol. 2,

p.146.).
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Young Krishna is the persecuted nephew of a cruel uncle, Kansa

(or Kamsa), both being, as Keith10 styles it, "protagonists in a ritual
contest.” This is not modestly understating it, but grossly mislead-
ing. Kansa is an Asura (appendix #4), and Krishna is a Deva, and
that means, again, that the affair concerns the great divine "Parties"
(Iranians-Turanians, and the like). The uncle, warned beforehand
through prophecies about the danger coming from the eighth son

of Devaki and Vasudeva, kills six children of this couple, but the
seventh (Balarama) and eighth (Krishna) are saved and live with
herdsmen. There young Krishna performs some of the deeds of the
"Strong Boy."

If Kullervo, three days old, destroyed his cradle, we might ex-
pect something spectacular from Krishna, and we are not disap-
pointed:

On one occasion, whilst Madhusudana was asleep underneath the
wagon, he cried for the breast, and kicking up his feet he overturned
the vehicle, and all the pots and pans were upset and broken. The
cowherds and their wives, hearing the noise, came exclaiming: "Ah!
ah!" and they found the child sleeping on his back. "Who could have
upset the wagon?" said the cowherds. "This child,” replied some
boys, who witnessed the circumstance; "we saw him," said they,
"crying, and kicking the wagon with his feet, and so it was over-
turned: no one else had any thing to do with it." The cowherds were
exceedingly astonished at this account.11

One day the child repeatedly disobeyed his mother and she
became angry.

Fastening a cord round his waist, she tied him to the wooden mortar
Ulukhala, and being in a great passion, she said to him, "Now, you
naughty boy, get away from hence if you can." She then went to her
domestic affairs. As soon as she had departed, the lotus-eyed Krishna,
endeavouring to extricate himself, pulled the mortar after him to the
space between the two ariuna trees that grew near together. Having



dragged the mortar between these trees, it became wedged awry
there, and as Krishna pulled it through, it pulled down the trunks of
the trees. Hearing the crackling noise, the people of Vraja came to
see what was the matter, and there they beheld the two large trees,

10 A. B. Keith, Indian Mythology (1917), p. 126. For the deeds of Krishna, see
pp. 174ff.

11 Vishnu Purana 5.6 (Wilson trans., p. 406f.).

with shattered stems and broken branches, prostrate on the ground,
with the child fixed between them, with a rope round his belly,
laughing, and showing his little white teeth, just budded . The
elders of the cowherds . . . looked upon these circumstances with
alarm, considering them of evil omen. "We cannot remain in this
place," said they, "let us go to some other part of the forest."

Thus, they go to Vrindavana, exactly where the child had
wished. The Harivamsha explains the move to Vrindavana in this
way':

Krishna converts the hairs of his body into hundreds of wolves, who
so harass and alarm the inhabitants of Vraja—the said cowherds—,
that they determine to abandon their homes.12

In the Indian myth, for once, the episode of Krishna's hairs turn-
ing into hundreds of wolves seems a mere trifle, compared with
Kullervo's wolves which "he sang to cattle, and he changed the
bears to oxen," the more so, as Krishna's only "harass and alarm"
the cowherds. These wild beasts, however, indispensable to the
"Urkind,"” whether Kullervo or Dionysos—see above, p. 30—are
present in Krishna's story, and this is remarkable enough.

Kansa,13 hearing of the deeds of Krishna and Rama, determines to
have the boys brought to his capital Mathura and there to procure
their death, if he cannot slay them before. Needless to say, all is in
vain: Krishna Kills Kansa and all his soldiers, and places Kansa's
father on the throne.

Krishna does not pretend to be a fool, the smiling one. He merely
insists again and again on being a simple mortal when everybody
wishes to adore him as the highest god, which he is. Nor is he

known particularly as an "avenger.” He was delegated from higher
quarters to free the earth—"overburdened" as it was with Asura—

as he had done time and again in his former avatars. Krishna belongs
here, however, because Indian tradition has preserved the con-
sciousness of the cosmic frame, and it is this alone that gives mean-

12 Vishnu Purana 5.6 (Wilson trans., pp. 406f.).

"That "uncle"—really "the great Asura Kalanemi who was killed by the power-
ful Vislini .. . revived in Kansa, the son of Ugrasena" (Vishnu Purana 5.1 [Wilson

trans., p.396).
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ing to the incidence of war and the notion of crime and punishment
as they appear in myth.

It is useful to keep philosophy and mythology carefully sepa-

rated, and yet the many gods and heroes who avenge their fathers
—beginning with "Horus-the-avenger-of-his-father" and "Ninurta
who has avenged his father"—have their function destined to them,



as has the long line of wicked uncles. These figures pay reparation
and atonement to each other for their mutual injustice in the order
of time, as Anaximander said. Anaximander was a philosopher.
Despite its fantastic language the Indian epic has an affinity with his
thought. Vishnu returns regularly in his capacity of "avenger,"
collecting the "reparations" of the bad uncle "according to the
order of time." In the Mahabharata he does so under the name of
Krishna, but he will come again in the shape of another avatar to
clean the earth of the Asura who overburden it. The Asura, too,
grow into "overbearing characters" strictly according to the order
of time. Under the name of Kalki the Vishnu figure is expected to
introduce a new Krita Yuga (Golden Age), when our present Kali
Yuga has come to its miserable end.

It is this regular returning of avatars of Vishnu which helps

clarify matters. Because it is Vishnu's function to return as avenger
at fixed intervals of time, there is no need in the epic to emphasize
the revenge taken by Krishna on Uncle Kansa. But in the West,

where the continuity of cosmic processes as told by myth has been
forgotten—along with the knowledge that gods are stars (or comets)—the very

same revenge is given great importance because it is an unrepeated
event accomplished by one figure, whether hero or god, and this
hero or god is, moreover, understood to be the creation of some
imaginative poet. The introduction of Indian tradition makes it
possible to rediscover the context in which such characters as
Saxo's Amlethus, such typically unlucky fellows as Kullervo, have
significance. Once it is fully realized that "the day Krishna shall
have departed from the earth will be the first of the Kali Yuga,"
the proper perspective is established. Our hero stands precisely on
the threshold between a closed age and a new Time Zero. In fact,
he closes the old one.
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The most inconspicuous details become significant when ob-
served from this point of view. For instance Saxo, without giving

it much thought, divided the biography of Amlethus in two parts
(incidentally involving the hero in bigamy), in the same way as
Firdausi told us nine-tenths of Kai Khusrau's adventures in the
book on Kai Ka'us. This is actually the more puzzling of the two

as Firdausi states: "For from today new feasts and customs date
Because tonight is born Shah Kai Khusrau." Firdausi, who was well
versed in astrology, insisted on the Shah's birthday because, in the
astrological sense, birth is the decisive moment. But here, and in
related cases where chronology is at issue, it is the moment of
death, of leaving the stage, that counts. Krishna's departure gives
the scheme away. Al-Biruni, in his chapter on "The Festivals of
the Months of the Persians," describing the festival Nauroz ("New
Day") in the first month of spring, writes:

On the 6th day of Farwardin, the day Khurdadh, is the Great Nau-
roz, for the Persians a feast of great importance. On this day—they
say—God finished the creation, for it is the last of the six days . . .

On this day God created Saturn, therefore its most lucky hours are
those of Saturn. On the same day—they say—the Sors Zarathustrae
came to hold communion with God, and Kaikhusrau ascended into

the air. On the same day the happy lots are distributed among the
people of the earth. Therefore the Persians call it "the day of hope."14

The so-called Kaianian Dynasty—the "Heroes" according to
Al-Biruni's Chronologyl5—succeeding the first Pishdadian Dynasty
("the Just"), is supposed to have started with Kai Kubad, his son
Kai Ka'us, and the latter's grandson Kai Khusrau, and to have
ended with Sikander, Alexander the Great, with whose death a new
era actually began. But it is obvious that something new begins
with Kai Khusrau's assumption into heaven. Thus, the Warners



state that with our Shah "the old epic cycle of the poem comes to

an end, and up to this point the Kaianian may be regarded as the
complement of the Pishdadian dynasty."16

14 Al-Biruni, The Chronology of Ancient Nations (trans. C. E. Sachau [1879],
p.201).

I5p. 112.

16Firdausi, Shahnmna (Warner trans.), vol. 2, pp. 8f.
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In his introduction to the Firdausi translation, however, the
Warners claim that the poem is divided into two periods, one
mythic, the other historic: 17

This distinction is based not so much on the nature of the subject-
matter as on the names of the chief characters. At a certain point in
the poem the names cease to be mythic and become historic. The
mythic period extends from the beginning of the narrative down to
the reigns of the last two Shahs of the Kaianian dynasty . . . The
Shahs in question are Dara, son of Darab, better known as Darius
Codomanus, and Sikander (Alexander)."18

Firdausi makes it clear that the mythic period ends only with the
death of Alexander, the two last Shahs being Darius Codomanus
and Alexander who overcame him. After him begins the "historic"
period of the poem. In other words, "history" begins only when the
Iranian empire vanishes from the scene, to be replaced by the suc-
cessors of Alexander. To remove from history the great and solidly
historical feats of Darius I, Xerxes, Cambyses, etc., is paradoxical
for a poem which is meant to celebrate the Iranian empire. Pre-
sumably Firdausi meant that so long as the Zoroastrian religion
reigned, time was holy and thus belonged to myth rather than
ordinary history. This is confirmed by a strange statement of the
Warners: "Rightly or wrongly, Zoroastrian tradition couples Alex-
ander with Zahhak and Afrasiyab as one of the three arch-enemies
of the faith."19

The great myths of the Avestan religion have overcome chronol-
ogy and reshaped it to their purpose. The true kings of Persia have
disappeared notwithstanding their glory, and are replaced by myth-
ical rulers and mythical struggles. Kai Khusrau rehearses a "Jam-
shyd" role in his beginnings, and with his ascent to heaven—the
date of "which marks New Year from now on—the Holy Empire

17 The time structure is a very complicated one, and we cannot manage with a
subdivision of two "periods" at all, the less so, as the reigns of the Shahs overlap
with the rather miraculous lifetimes of the "heroes" or Paladins (Rustam, Zal, etc.).
The same goes for the "primordial™ emperors of China and their "vassals.” But

God protect us from meddling with lists of alleged "kings" from whichever area,
but particularly from the Iranian tables!

18 Firdausi, vol. 1, pp. 49f.
19 Firdausi, vol. 1, p. 59.
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really comes to a close. The struggle has been between gods and
demons throughout)

We have been following the story of powers coming to an end,
embodied first in the Iranian then in the Indian "kings," a story



which is differently emphasized by two different legends. Each
legend has a disturbing similarity to the other, and each removes
the narration from any known classic pattern, forcing the events
to a catastrophic conclusion which is clearly commanded by Time
i