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B FOREWORD

Most interesting findings usually result
from ... hypothesis formation
based on preliminary data analyses.

C. C. RaGgIN

On a cold February night in 1990, I rushed down a steep Japanese hill to bring
fire to the world of the living. Along with some 2,000 men, all dressed in white
and carrying burning torches, I ran down some uneven 500-odd steps to bring
fire, Prometheus-like, to the women assembled below in the small town of
Shingu in Wakayama Prefecture. This was a men-only affair: that day, women
were forbidden to go up to the Kamikura Shrine, where a Shinto priest kindled
the first fire of the lunar new year and distributed it to us. The town’s men, stray
acquaintances, whom I had asked for help, were somewhat surprised about the
foreigner who wanted to participate. They nevertheless accepted and embraced
me warmly, helped me to buy the special clothes and dress up properly, tying the
thick straw cord around my waist, getting my taimatsu torch inscribed with tra-
ditional good wishes. Like other small groups, loudly greeting each other and
clashing our torches, we roamed the town during the afternoon, accepting all-
white food like radish and rice from the town’s women, who had put up stalls
along our path, and fortifying ourselves in various pubs with a lot of rice wine—
so as to strengthen us for the ordeal. The crowded run downhill, my companions
said, was very dangerous: some people break their legs each year. I got away with
a little singeing of my ceremonial dress.

The experience was moving: the mad rush downhill in a community of men
with the same purpose, and their friendliness toward a stray stranger who had
merely dropped in from his sabbatical at Kyoto. Our small group included a
number of men who had come home from far away for the oto-matsuri and its rites.
Our task of delivering the new fire accomplished, we continued to an all-male
bathhouse and on to a private dinner party in one of my new friend’s houses. Next
day, back at the shrine, I interviewed the priest who had performed the churning of
the new fire, and he readily answered, even though he was busy with an elaborate
private ritual. His counterquestion was whether I had felt pure the evening before.

Then, there was the stirring feeling of participating in an archaic ritual that,
people say, had been performed for some 1,400 years, always on the sixth day of
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the first lunar month. It was like taking part, as a Westerner like me would think,
in a pre-Christian ritual that symbolized the bringing of fire by Prometheus (see
§3.5.3) and the simultaneous delivery of the sun deity, Amaterasu, from her
year-end and primordial rock refuge (§3.5.1).

By 1990, I had been playing with fire for quite some time: for some 25 years,
I had been involved in the study of ancient Indian and Iranian religious and ritual
texts, many of which deal with the sacred fire. I had read alot of the ancient-most
Indian mythology found in the Veda, and I had witnessed many Vedic and
Buddhist fire rituals during my nearly six years in Nepal in the seventies.

The first, traditional Vedic fire ritual that I saw there was a secluded and secret
affair. The agnihotra ritual was carried out by a Brahmin priest whose family had
done so for the Nepalese king for the past 200 years. After that first experience
I managed to witness many other solemn rituals. Active participation, however,
is not allowed for those not born as Hindus. It was deeply moving to see the
agnihotra performed exactly as our 3,000-year-old Sanskrit texts tell us. Its priest,
living in a compound next to the national temple of Pasupatinath just east of
Kathmandu, was very friendly and allowed me and even our NTV film crew
ready access. The film then helped me greatly in comparing ancient texts and
modern performance.

XXX

However, next to my experience of archaic Indian rituals, I had also read, since
my student days, some Japanese texts dealing with the oldest myths and rituals
of Japan. For this reason, I was interested in Japanese fire rituals and made an
effort to witness a number of them, both Shint6 and Buddhist, during my year-
long stay in Kyoto.

However, the one at Shingu is special: it is the ritual enactment of an ancient
myth, a combination that I had often encountered in Vedic rituals. A month ear-
lier, we had made a tour to Shio no Misaki, the southernmost promontory of the
Kii Peninsula, to greet the first sun of our (common calendar) New Year, on
January 1. Again, there was a throng of people who had come to watch the first
rising of the sun.

During my year at Kyoto, I had many other occasions to see the close interre-
lation between ancient Japanese myth and current rituals, performed by suppos-
edly irreligious (mushinkyo) modern citizens. Observing them rekindled my
long-standing interest in the oldest Japanese mythological texts of the early eighth
century. I was especially interested in the myth of the delivery of the sun (see
§5.3.1). It is found in the oldest, originally oral text, the Kojiki, which was written
down by imperial order in 712 cg. The myth has a very close resemblance to the
Old Vedic one of the delivery of sunlight from a cave of the Dawn, Usas.

I had noticed that correlation a quarter of a century earlier, as a graduate stu-
dent, but I did not seriously pursue it as I then saw no solution as to the historical
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relationship between both myths, at least not one according to the methods of
philology and historical linguistics that I was trained in. We were used to expla-
nations such as immigration, whereby certain tribes brought their language, reli-
gion, andritualswith them. Pouring over ancient Kashmiribirch barkmanuscripts
and discussing the fine details of the migration process in the seminars of my late
teachers Paul Thieme at Tibingen and Karl Hoffmann at Erlangen, and much
later F. B. J. Kuiper at Leiden, the pattern of the “Aryan migration” was foremost
in our minds. That means the movement of Indo-Iranian (Arya) tribes speaking
the language ancestral to both Old Iranian and Vedic, moving southward
from the steppes around the Ural Mountains. Even allowing for some migrations
from the continent into early Japan, however, the country is very distant from
India and Iran, and its language belongs to a completely different linguistic
family. A close relationship seemed excluded.

Nevertheless, the impressions gained from my training and especially the
experience of rituals and living myths in Nepal and Japan encouraged me not to
forget my earlier observations and to follow up on the topic of the underlying
myths from time to time, over the next decades, even though I did not publish
anything on this problem. This book, thus, has slumbered in my cabinet for
many long years.

M ABOUT THE DISCOVERY OF LAURASIAN MYTHOLOGY

As mentioned, the first beginnings of the present study go back some 40 years.
As a graduate student I noticed a number of surprising correspondences bet-
ween the oldest Indian myths of the Rgveda (c. 1000 BCE) and those of Old
Japan (written down in 712/720 cE). But 1 did not follow up on this topic for the
simple reason that connections between India and Japan, via Buddhism, were
established only in the mid-first millennium ck. By then, it was too late for any
transmission of archaic, long-lost Vedic Indian traits. I concluded that, somehow,
common origin, a long-range relationship, may have been the source of such
similarities, but I could not explain how and thus left the question open. It sur-
faced again when I noticed many similarities between major Eurasian mythol-
ogies in the early eighties, while I was working on rebirth and cosmogony and
the Milky Way,' but again I did not pursue it in detail, though I thought that
common origin in southern Siberia was possible.

However, during a year-long blissful stay, in 1989-90, at the Institute for
Research in Humanities (Jimbun Kagaku Kenkyujo) of Kyoto University,
I could make many observations of living Japanese myths and rituals that were
fruitful in thinking about their roots. This was greatly helped by earlier observa-
tions of living South Asian myths and rituals, made during my long stay in Nepal
(1972-78), which I combined with studies of the most archaic Indian texts, the
Vedas. Returning to Europe after this long stay, I saw many “Christian” rituals
and local myths in a completely different light: in many cases, it was relatively
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easy to discern their pagan roots. After these various experiences and studies
Idrew up, in early 1990, the first scheme of comparative mythology that included
texts from Iceland to Egypt to Japan. As appears from the description given
above, this model was not based on the work of M. Eliade and others like him;
rather, it emerged from actual comparisons of texts (and rituals). Like Eliade,
however, I may have been influenced, initially, by the several accounts in Old
Indian texts of the Four Ages and of a story line extending from the creation of
the world to its destruction. However, this background had only heuristic value,
as soon as I discovered similar models elsewhere, far from India.

A first overview of my new Eurasian theory was presented in a talk at the
Jimbun Kagaku Kenkyujo of Kyoto University on June 30, 1990. At the time,
I was convinced that Japan represented one outlier, and Iceland, the other one,
in a common Eurasian scheme of myths. On my return to Boston, in late 1990
and early 1991, my scheme was unexpectedly supported by several then pub-
lished popular accounts of recent advances in genetics and linguistics that delin-
eated a division between African, Out of Africa, and later Eurasian populations.?
The latter conveniently overlapped with my proposed Eurasian/Laurasian
scheme of mythology.

Since then, I have been working on and off, in between other pressing work,
on the details of the proposed Eurasian scheme. It soon was expanded to the
Americas (Laurasia), and I noticed that the Laurasian scheme differed from the
rest of the world (Gondwana Land). It was only during this process that I con-
sciously applied the model of historical and comparative studies—such as
linguistics—to the initial Laurasian model: it gained additional strength from
learning what has been successful in historical comparative linguistics and sim-
ilar historically oriented fields such as population genetics and from applying
this consistently to myth studies. For this very reason some space will be given
in chapter 4 to human population genetics, archaeology, and linguistics: they, in
addition, sustain the results of the Laurasian model.

Finally, another pleasant year-long sabbatical at the Asia—Africa Institute of
the Tokyo University of Foreign Studies (2004-5) rekindled my interest and
provided me with the opportunity to concentrate on the theory and its implica-
tions. It was during the last months of my stay at Tokyo that the materials for this
book could finally be collected. It is therefore due to both these kind invitations
that a rough draft of the present book could written.* I am very grateful to my
friends and colleagues of both Japanese institutions for giving me this chance.

In the course of the investigations carried out in 2005, it became clear that the
seemingly seminal connection between Old Japanese and Old Indian myth rep-
resents but one aspect of Laurasian mythology, emanating from a Central Asian
center around 2000 BCE.* This link is similar to the Japanese-Indo-European
(Greek, Scythian, etc.) parallels that A. Yoshida has been drawing up for some
decades.® Some aspects of the older form of the Laurasian theory (1990-2005)
were, accordingly, adjusted or given up, something that is commonly necessitated
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by newly emerging materials, as Ragin points out so clearly. The Indian-Japanese
connections therefore turn out to be merely an interesting intermediate central
Eurasian interlude but no longer a major fundament of the theory, which spans
all of Eurasia, Polynesia, and the Americas. In short, not all of the results of this
study are exactly those that I expected when I first began it.

First results of my investigations were printed in Japanese in 1990 in Zinbun,
and a brief overview of the theory was published in Mother Tongue in 2001.”

k%%

This book, consequently, deals with a neglected method in the study of myth—
the combined historical and comparative approach. Its aim is to trace back in time
not just single myths, such as the Oedipus or Orpheus one, but the complete
mythology of a people, say, the Greeks or Mayas, and to compare it with the
mythologies of other, neighboring and distant peoples. This has not been done
so far, at least not systematically and certainly not in a historical fashion.

There are well-known similarities between individual myths belonging to var-
ious traditions worldwide. However, once complete mythologies are compared
across space and time, this soon leads to the discovery of an underlying
structure—that of a story line, extending from the creation of the world to its
final destruction. This narrative system, however, is not found globally. It is cer-
tainly widespread but not universal: the mythologies of the Aborigines of
Australia, the Melanesians of New Guinea and its neighboring islands, and most
populations of sub-Saharan Africa lack it.

Due to its wide spread in Eurasia and the Americas, I will call this mytholog-
ical system the “Laurasian” one, following established geological and biological
usage. The Afro-Australian system, again using a geological term, I will call
“Gondwana.”

The bulk of this book deals with establishing the Laurasian framework and
comparing it with the Gondwana one. It is thrilling to observe that the Laurasian
system can be traced back, step by step, to the later Paleolithic, some 40,000
years ago, when aspects of it first appear in cave paintings (§4.4.1). Conversely,
the Gondwana scheme must have been that of our African ancestors: a small
group of them ventured “out of Africa” some 65,000 years ago and followed, by
“quick train,” the coastline of the Indian Ocean via Arabia, India, and Sunda
Land to Australia. They became the ancestors of all non-African people. A subset
of them developed the Laurasian mythological system that became increasingly
dominant after the last two ice ages, some 50,000 and 20,000 years ago.

A comparison of both systems leads to the discovery of certain commonal-
ities that indicate how the Laurasian system developed out of the preceding
Gondwana one. Even more astonishingly, this close comparison also allows us to
sketch a few traits of a still earlier form of mythology, the one that humans had at
the time of the so-called African Eve of the geneticists, some 130,000 years ago.
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The current project thus enables and facilitates the discovery of increasingly
older forms of mythologies that have been shared by our ancient ancestors inside
and outside of Africa. It opens a window into their mind that cannot be deliv-
ered by other approaches such as archaeology, linguistics, or genetics. We will
see that early humans were confronted with the same eternal questions that we
still struggle with: why are we here, where do we come from, and where do we
go? It is moving to see how millennia after millennia, humans have tried to
answer these fundamentally human questions. They did so in following the
Laurasian and Gondwana pathways, be they the ways of traditional local
mythology or the paths of current major world religions, which all build on
Laurasian myth.

However, the present investigation also has a lesson for us today: as most of
us are still engaged in the same eternal human project, we should take a look at it
from outside the inherited framework, think outside our box of Stone Age path
dependencies. Is emancipation in sight? The repeated 20th-century use of inher-
ited mythologies and the eternal deliberate creation of new variants by political
forces, from the pharaohs to Kim I Sung, demonstrate the inherent danger of
the hardwiring of humans for myth and religion. The recent resurgence of the
great world religions, too, seems to indicate that we still are dominated by Stone
Age myths and their 2,000-year-old descendants. The power of myth is with us,
and we better understand it.

W LIMITATION OF INVESTIGATION BY ONE PERSON

As a philologist of ancient Indian texts, I am well aware of the limitations and
pitfalls of the present undertaking. Numerous texts in many languages are
involved, from Iceland to Tierra del Fuego, and it is impossible for any one
person to have sufficient command over the languages and the intricacies of the
ancient and modern texts involved. One has to rely on recent, hopefully good
translations. Frequently, it is not clear to the outsider where the real problems
and hidden difficulties of the individual field of study may lie. Obviously, one
cannot even attempt to read up on all published criticism of, say, Maori or
Sumerian texts and their translations. In short, the present book may contain
some misjudgments caused by lack of familiarity.

Occasionally, however, even an outsider gets a glimpse of the individual
philological situation, not just by comparing the—frequently widely
differing—translations but when one is actually able to do a limited coun-
tercheck. This is the case with the translation of the 500-year-old mytholog-
ical text of the Quiché Mayas, the Popol Vuh.® Here, we have an early edition
by Schultze Jena of the Maya text based on a single old manuscript accompa-
nied by a German translation and a detailed word index with grammatical
notes and discussion.” These tools allow one to critique, in some critical pas-
sages, the recent translation by Tedlock,'® who frequently draws on modern
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Maya beliefs, while Schultze Jena, in philological fashion, compared various
old Mesoamerican texts.

In most cases, however, I had to rely on recent translations that I occasion-
ally may have misunderstood or overinterpreted. I crave the indulgence of spe-
cialists if I have used outdated translations or have misunderstood specific
points in their respective fields and ask for their corrections. This fact may
jeopardize or even invalidate some of my incidental comparisons, but I am
convinced that the major features of the method and theory discussed below
will stand the test.

A follow-up to the present investigation should therefore be carried out in
close cooperation between specialists in the various philologies and in the
anthropology of various populations without written traditions. A special
problem is presented by the texts that have come down to us only in oral form or
have only recently been recorded by anthropologists, whose work is frequently
affected through the filtering by one or even two levels of translators, not to
speak of missionary and colonialist bias. I have always marveled at how early
19th-century anthropologists witnessed a certain ritual or the telling of a myth
for one night and then proceeded to give a lucid account of it—obviously with
the help of translators. But how much of it is correct, and how much is their
interpretation or that of their assistants?"!

These technical problems apart, much more work should be done in what
I will here call the Gondwana mythologies of sub-Saharan Africa, New Guinea,
and Australia, for the simple reason that they are least known and because many
of them are highly endangered now and are in urgent need of proactive protec-
tion, documentation, and recording. This precious inheritance of humanity must
not be lost due to the economic forces of globalization that drive traditional
societies farther and farther into a few precariously remaining pockets.
Unfortunately, the process is intensified by the concurrent missionary onslaught
of the major world religions on small communities and tribal populations.

The same is true, obviously, of the endangered remnants of Laurasian mythol-
ogies, precariously surviving among the various smaller populations of Eurasia
and the Americas, such as the Kalasha in northern Pakistan; the Toraja in
Indonesia; the Koryak, Chukchi, and Gilyak in eastern Siberia; the Ainu in
Japan; the Inuit; and many Amerindian tribes from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego.
Just as there now exist some large research projects for the description and pres-
ervation of the many endangered languages of the globe, we urgently need a
project for the preservation of endangered mythologies.

Concurrently, it is also very relevant to take a close look at the mythology of
the major, increasingly dominant world religions through the lens of Laurasian
and Gondwana mythology (§8). Their kinds of myth are surprisingly persistent
and ever more relevant in many parts of the world: a good example is the close
connection that exists between the Zoroastrian-inspired last book of the
Christian Bible, Revelation, and American politics.
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k3kk

In the project of comparative mythology, cooperation is required, not just by
philologists and linguists but also by colleagues in the sciences, such as
archaeology and population genetics (§4). Recent advances in these fields,
notably in population genetics, allow us to record parallel developments in these
fields and to draw conclusions about the historical development of mythology.
To enhance such scholarly cooperation we have held round tables at Harvard
and elsewhere for nearly a decade,” ran a three-year pilot project on myth
(Harvard Asia Center),"”” and founded the International Association for
Comparative Mythology."* Our association held its first conference at Edinburgh
in August 2007 and will continue to do so at other locations during the follow-
ing years.

Iwarmly invite colleagues in the concerned fields to take partin the large-scale
undertaking of historical comparative mythology, and of Laurasian and
Gondwana mythologies in particular. A dedicated website has been created,'
where announcements, contributions, and discussions by serious scholars will
be posted. In addition, our small database of worldwide myths will gradually be
expanded.'® My friend Yuri Berézkin at St. Petersburg has collected a huge
amount of data on world mythology that is available at his website.'” Another
database, mostly devoted to folklore, is maintained by Prof. Junichi Oda at the
Asia—Africa Institute of the Tokyo University of Foreign Studies.

kkk

I hope that this book will stimulate some interesting discussions, agreement,
pointed criticism—or a reasoned refusal of the proposed theory. That is, after all,
why theories are heuristically built and proposed—to be tested.'® The current
proposal likewise remains just that: a solidly heuristic model offering a solution
that can be changed or disproved by adducing new facts and their
interpretation.

In sum, I hope for the participation of colleagues, the educated public, and,
perhaps, a philanthropist in expanding the current project so that we will be able
to make significant progress.'” The eventual aim should be to establish a larger
project or institution for the kind of enduring, wide-ranging interdisciplinary
research in the humanities and sciences envisaged in this book. It is required for
comparative mythology, just as it is for the early history of language as now car-
ried out at the Santa Fe Institute or population genetics as currently under way
by the National Geographic Society.

Such major backing is required to follow up thoroughly on the current pro-
posal of early human mythologies, be they Laurasian, Gondwana, or Pan-
Gaean—in other words, to allow us to pursue the exiting story of early humans
and their spirituality and its long history since the Stone Age (and record some
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of their currently very much endangered versions among smaller ethnicities
worldwide). Only then will we be able to make lasting progress.
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xviii m  Foreword

W POSTSCRIPT

Since this foreword was written, more than three years ago, I have experienced
the hospitality and friendship of other ancient populations. I thank the Atayal
and Ami of Taiwan, the Hopi of Arizona, the shamans of Miyako (Okinawa,
Japan), the Yi of Yunnan (China), and the Toda of the South Indian Nilgiri
Mountains for their kindness in allowing me to watch their rituals and listen to
their myths.

I also thank my colleagues in genetics, David Reich (Harvard) and Nick
Patterson (MIT/Broad Institute), for their participation in our round tables and
for frequent discussions. Some of these concern some recent intriguing develop-
ments that touch on topics covered in this book.

One of them is the discovery of a small strain of Neanderthal genetic material
in anatomically modern humans after they had moved out of Africa. It must have
occurred close to Neanderthal territory, somewhere in the Greater Near East.
Another is the discovery of a tenuous new strain of early humans (c. 41,000 Bp),
the Denisovans of the Altai Mountains of southern Siberia. They too have left a
few genetic traces in part of the post-exodus humans, curiously in inhabitants of
distant Melanesia.

Both discoveries, however, do not contradict the theory presented in this
book, though they may ultimately shed some light on the northern Eurasian
bear cult. However, the text of this book has not been updated to reflect these
discoveries or other developments after late 2007.

June 14,2011
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1 Introduction

M §1.1. WHAT IS MYTH, AND HOW DO WE STUDY
AND COMPARE IT?

The children’s thyme “Eeny meeny miny moe,” known to most of us, was first
recorded in England in the early 19th century.' However, it is found in many
other European languages, where it is a simple rhyme that decides who is “in” or
“out” in a game. As such, it is free of the racial undertones that it acquired in
England and America.> In German, for example, we can find it as “Ene mene
timpe tu,” and it appears in many similar versions across the continent.*

However, it is much older than the 19th century. The first testimony comes
from a c. 1,500-year-old Central Asian Buddhist manuscript that has the invo-
cation mantra:® “Ene mene dasphe dandadasphe,” which is closer to the German
version. The largely meaningless line must have originated in India a few cen-
turies earlier and arrived in eastern Central Asia (Xinjiang) along with
Buddhism.® However, it is not recorded earlier,” nor does it appear in later
Indian texts, except for some modern jingles that might as well be due to recent
British influence on Indian education.® The wide distribution of the rhyme
opens up a large vista,” in time and space, from England to Central Asia and
northern India.

We are led to ask many questions: was India the sole origin of the jingle, or did
it arise independently in Western Europe? Did it spread from India to Europe,
like so many Indian fairy tales and fables, just as it spread to Central Asia through
the vehicle of Buddhism? Why is there a change in meaning from a religious
verse to a mere children’s jingle?'* Or is the actual rhyme much older than its
application in Buddhism?"' Why are there so many variations of the rhyme after
the first two words?"> The surprising fact, certainly, is the wide spread of the
rhyme, which can be explained by diffusion from a center in northern India or by
independent origination, that is, the faculty of small children to (re-)create simple
rhymes, songs, and games.

It is precisely these kinds of questions that are the central theme of the pre-
sent book: can the many worldwide similarities, overlaps, congruences, and
identities of myths be explained by diffusion from an unknown center? Or is this
due to the innate quality of the human mind to create similar myths, based on
Jungian archetypes, anywhere and anytime? Or do these similarities go far back
into prehistory, even back to the Stone Age? May they ultimately come from an
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original stock of myths of the geneticists’ “African Eve”?'* In this book we will
explore, carefully and step by step, the latter possibility.

L3 .23

Even a casual reader is struck by the fact that many myths of origin are very similar
to each other, even when they are found in distant parts of the globe and often sep-
arated from each other by long periods of time. One is struck by the constant reoc-
currence of very similar themes in the religious and spiritual lore of various
populations around the world. In the traditional Polynesian myths of origin we hear
of a beginning of the world that is very much like that of the medieval Mayas and
Icelanders, the ancient Romans and Greeks, Bronze Age Indians, Mesopotamians,
Egyptians, and Chinese. To quote just three cases (details in §3):

When on high the heaven had not been named,
firm ground below had not been called by name,
naught but primordial Apsu, their begetter,
(and) Mummu-Tiamat, she who bore them all,
their waters commingling as a single body; ...
Then it was that the gods were formed.

(Enuma Elish, Mesopotamia, early second millennium Bcg)'*

There was neither “being” [sat] nor “non-being” [asat]'s then, nor intermediate
space, nor heaven beyond it. What turned around? Where? In whose protection?
Was there water?>—Only a deep abyss.'¢... Darkness was hidden by darkness, in the
beginning. A featureless salty ocean was all this (universe). A germ, covered by emp-
tiness, was born through the power of heat as the One. (Rgveda 10.129, India, c. 1000
BCE)Y

Before there was any light there was only darkness, all was night. Before there was
even darkness there was nothing....It is said in the karakia, at the beginning of time
there stood the Kore, the Nothingness. Then was Te Po, the Night, which was
immensely long and immensely dark. ... The first light that existed was no more than
the glowing of a worm, and when sun and moon were made there were no eyes, there
was none to see them, not even kaitiaki. The beginning was made from the nothing.
(New Zealand, Maori, contemporary)'®

The three myths selected here have much in common: accounts of the origin of
the universe and the world, the idea of primordial chaos, darkness and great
waters, and the initial absence of heaven and earth (and also, the power of the
spoken word in naming parts of the universe). These accounts, myths, are under-
stood in this book as highly regarded, nonsecular tales dealing with questions of
the origin, nature, and ultimate destiny of the world and its human beings,
including that of their societies, rituals, and festivals.

How could people from Iceland to Polynesia and Mexico agree on so many
points, though they were not in direct contact, separated as they were from each
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other by tens of thousands of miles and by some 5,000 years in time? An answer
to these questions will be attempted in this book.

The standard answers given during the 20th century were either that of a
worldwide diffusion from an ancient cultural center such as Egypt or that of
universal innate characteristics of the human psyche, such as the archetypes that
create similar myths anytime and everywhere. As we will observe, both pro-
posals are not nearly correct or comprehensive enough to explain such wide-
spread concurrences. It is difficult to imagine an early, Bronze Age spread of
many important myths across vast continents and wide oceans. It has often been
assumed but not yet proved that archetypes employed in the myths mentioned
here are universally human and are indeed found all across the globe. These two
points will be discussed in some detail (§1.4-5).

However, both approaches will find their correct place with certain instances
in the reconstruction of the earlier mythologies pursued here. Cases in point
include the diffusion seen in myth exchanges (§2.5.3-4) between some soci-
eties of the periods after the exodus from Africa at c. 65,000 years ago, such as
those of the Greater Near East or Mesoamerica, or the eventual detection of
certain universal mental characteristics and common myths in pre-exodus times,
in the reconstructed Pan-Gaean mythology (§6).

XXX

Instead of the two standard approaches of diffusion and universals of the human
mind, a new approach is proposed in this book that recognizes the congruities in
myths and looks into their individual origins.'” It will be done by tracing them
back, step by step, ultimately to the stories told by early Homo sapiens sapiens or,
to use the now popular term, to the period of the African Eve who lived some
130,000 years ago.

The approach proposed here thus looks for a common origin but certainly not
for one found in some monotheistic religions such as in the Adam and Eve myth
of the Bible. Instead, it aims at establishing a cladistic (family) tree of a host of
mythological tales—just as botanists, zoologists, paleontologists, geneticists,
linguists, and philologists habitually construct from their data. As it looks for
origins, this approach is unabashedly “romantic”—in the sense of the early 19th
century, when scholars were fascinated by looking for (common) origins of lan-
guages and “peoples.””® But the proposed approach also aims to be strictly
scientific: it proposes a hypothesis and puts it through several rigorous tests,
which involve the theory as a whole as well as its details. The approach of this
book is, after all, heuristic. If extensive counterchecking (§2.6, §§5-6) should
turn up serious objections to the hypothesis, it will have to be given up, like any
other scientific theory. I have tried to disprove it over the past 15 years or so.
Obviously, no serious objections, also by others, have surfaced so far; otherwise
the present book would not have been written.
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The quest for the origins of individuals and their families,*' for the early stages of
a certain population, as well as for the (common) origin of all humans, is
something that is near universal.?” Ultimate answers are given in the many myths
across the globe that deal with the eternal question of humankind: “who am
I, where do I come from, why am I here, and where do I go?” They are given in
tales clearly perceived by the various populations that tell them as nonsecular,
not intended as popular stories or meant for the amusement of children. Myths
are also different from hero or adventure stories, from “how so” tales that explain
various small features of our surroundings, and from fairy tales (marchen),
though the latter may retain “sunken” mythological materials.>

The three creation myths that were briefly quoted above originate from the
ancient Near East, Asia, and Polynesia. They try to answer the perpetual ques-
tions about origins. Modern myths (and religions) continue trying to do the
same, each in its own way, for example, in currently popular science fiction
stories. Back then in Mesopotamia, just as in the present time, the prominence in
many religions and the sciences of these questions and answers keenly points to
the importance we attach to ultimate origins.

Similarities such as those quoted from Eurasia and Polynesia also appear in
many myths other than those of primordial creation. These include tales about
the subsequent four generations (or “ages”) of deities, of an age of monsters and
semidivine heroes, of the emergence of humans, even of the origins of certain
(noble) lineages, and of many aspects of local cultures. They frequently conclude
with a violent end to our present world, sometimes with the hope for a new
world emerging from disaster. Ultimately the universe is seen, in the myths of
Eurasia and beyond, as a living body, in analogy to the human one:** it is born
from primordial incest, grows, develops, comes of age, and has to undergo final
breakdown and death.

Importantly, any systematic comparison of myths as carried out here soon
leads to the recognition of a shared common narrational scheme. It encom-
passes many myths ranging from the ultimate origins to the very end of the
world. Mythologies such as the Mesopotamian, Vedic Indian, Chinese,
Polynesian, and Maya ones share more than just similar contents (individual
myths with the same or with very similar motifs). They also are arranged in the
same or in very similar fashion. In other words, they share a common story line.
Therefore, the comparisons carried out in this book involve whole systems or
collections of myths belonging to individual populations; and comparisons are
not merely between single myths, as has commonly been done so far.

The common story line thus recovered can be found in most of the mythol-
ogies of Eurasia, North Africa, Polynesia, and the Americas. Close comparison
allows us to reconstruct a coherent early mythology that will be called
“Laurasian,” after the well-established geological term derived from Laurentia
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in Canada, and of Greater Asia and the northern parts of the original Pan-Gaean
supercontinent’**—admittedly of much earlier times than the emergence of
humans. This book will therefore deal with the establishment of the Laurasian
story line and its major myths and also with their subsequent geographical and
historical spread and development over time.

Even though this undertaking is, prima facie, a large-scale project that
would necessitate the participation and assistance of many specialists of var-
ious individual cultures, the undertaking cannot end even here. Initial explora-
tion, carried out over the past few years, indicates that Laurasian mythology is
not the only type in existence and that it is not isolated among the other exist-

ing types.
kkk

The mythologies of the aboriginal Australians and Papuas as well as those of
most of sub-Saharan Africa represent distinct types that are very different from
the Laurasian one. I will call them Gondwana mythologies—again, using a geo-
logical term that indicates the southern parts of the original supercontinent that
existed long before the emergence of humans.”

It is significant that certain motifs are missing in the “tropical” Gondwana
belt. Examples include the lack of creation myths that tell of the origin as well as
the end of the world, as well as the preference for improvised magical spells that
disregard the power of “true,” well-formulated, secretly transmitted magical
poetry, so typical of much of Laurasia. Instead, Gondwana mythologies gener-
ally are confined to the description of the emergence of humans and their culture
in a preexisting world. The geographical isolation of some Gondwana mythol-
ogies helps to securely establish and date these various types, especially those of
Australia and the Andaman and Tasmanian islands, as well as highland New
Guinea.

k%%

Still, the implications of the current project do not come to an end here. Initial
exploration indicates that certain individual motifs and myths occur across all
four major types of mythology, the sub-Saharan African, Laurasian, Papuan, and
Australian ones. What is significant about these truly universal motifs is not just
their worldwide spread; rather, it is the fact that these “universals” are isolated in
Laurasian myth. They often go against its grain or are “superfluous” variants of
topics comprehensively and systematically treated elsewhere in Laurasian
mythology. Mostly, they are not part of the “official” local story line but occur as
isolated myths, generally in the form of folktales or mdrchen.

What we thus observe, worldwide, are the fragmentary remnants of a tradi-
tion that precedes the major types of mythology enumerated above. Laurasian
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mythology is, in fact, merely an offshoot, a reformulation of the older Gondwana
type underlying the sub-Saharan African and Papuan/Australian mythologies.
Based on these types, a still earlier stage, Pan-Gaean mythology, can be recon-
structed, albeit in rather sketchy outline that is entirely heuristic. Pan-Gaean
myths are those of the “African Eve” and her contemporaries. They deal with the
creation of humans by a distant, otiose god of the sky, with the hubris and mis-
deeds of early humans, and with the emergence of death that looms large in all
human (and ape) experience. I hasten to add that this reconstruction does not
imply the ur-monotheism of W. Schmidt.

k%%

In short, Laurasian mythology is our first novel, and the Pan-Gaean motifs are the
oldest tales of humankind. At any rate, they are the oldest that can actually be
discovered, barring new insights about Neanderthal speech and ritual. And this
is their fascination. The Laurasian and Gondwana projects will take us back
beyond all written and oral literatures of the past 5,000 years and also beyond
the cultural data encapsulated in the vocabulary of recorded languages and that
of their reconstructed predecessors. It also surpasses the scattered (and fre-
quently “unreadable”) traces of human cultures discovered by archaeology
(§4.4, §7). It will enable us to take a glimpse at the human condition as experi-
enced by our distant ancestors, before and after they moved out of Africa, some
65,000 years ago.

M §1.2. DEFINITION OF MYTH AND ITS STUDY
IN THE PAST

Before delving further into the subject, a more explicit definition of the topic at
handisrequired. The common perception of “myth” is that of an unlikely account
or an untrue story, secular or otherwise.”® Expressions such as “climate change is
amyth” or “the myth of a classless society in America,” that of “social security,”
of “male superiority,” of the “Aryans,” of “a future, just society,” of “a united
world,” of “the tooth fairy,” of “supermundane forces,” or of “(the existence of)
God,*" are frequently met with. Myth is “mere myth.”

Different from such common perceptions, myths are not inherently unscien-
tific, fantastic, and hence untrue “fairy tales” about aspects of human life and
nature, nor are they intentionally invented, misleading, and supposedly untrue
stories about topics otherwise important to us. Rather, myths deal with ques-
tions of the origin, the nature, and the ultimate destiny of the world and its
human beings.

Myths are part of the larger realm of religious thought that is characterized by
symbolism. This point has been stressed repeatedly in past decades.’ Eliade jus-
tifiably goes so far as to state that the human being is “a homo symbolicus, and all
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of his activities comprise symbolism, therefore all religious acts necessarily have
a symbolic character®> The same applies, per force, to homo symbolicus’s reli-
gious and mythological narratives. In addition, language itself is a system of
mutually agreed signs and symbols (as first stressed more than a century ago by
de Saussure)® that indicates a reality beyond the mere sounds produced.
Surpassing the use of language in commonplace daily interactions, myths and
whole mythologies are systems of symbols. Anatomically modern humans, as
Homo narrans or Homo fabulans, a narrating and fabulating being, have created
them by pointing to supernatural facts and beings and to primordial times that
are no longer directly accessible to humans—manifestations such as Australian
Dreamtime excepted.

A comprehensive definition, largely following a recent one by W. van
Binsbergen,** would define myth as a narrative

« thatis told or recited at certain special occasions

« that is standardized (to some extent)

« thatis collectively owned and managed (often by specialists)

o thatis considered by its owners to be of great and enduring significance®

« that (whether or not these owners are consciously aware of this point)
contains and brings out such images of the world (a cosmology), of past
and present society (a history and sociology), and of the human condition
(an anthropology) as are eminently constitutive of the life society in
which that narrative circulates, or at least where it circulated originally

« that, if this constitutive aspect is consciously realized by the owners, may
be invoked (etiologically) to explain and justify present-day conditions

« and that is therefore a powerful device to create collectively underpinned
meaning and collectively recognized truth (regardless of whether such
truth would be recognized outside the community whose myth it is)

Individual myths are structured, like all narratives,* in certain distinctive ways,
for example, the Russian folktales studied by V. Propp,*” the Indian Ramayana,
and the hero tales analyzed by Lord Raglan.** Myths are built on individual
motifs, such as that of the origin of fire, of death, or of a particular animal.
Alarge-scale collection of motifs has been undertaken by Stith Thompson in his
1932-36 Motif Index.” However, wide ranging as it is, this collection remains
heavily tilted toward Europe, the Near East, Asia, and the Americas. Sub-Saharan
Africa, New Guinea, and Australia, not to speak of isolated but important loca-
tions such as the Andaman Islands, are much less represented. When using
Thompson’s data, this limitation has to be considered and must be counterbal-
anced, as will be done here, by a wide-ranging overview of these largely neglected
areas of the globe (§5).

A related term, coined by Lévi-Strauss, is that of mytheme. It refers to the sev-
eral individual smaller items and units that make up a myth. To take up a
well-known example, the myth of the creation of humans in the Bible includes
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the mythemes of human origin from clay, the insertion of breath or spirit, the
creation of the first woman from the man’s rib, the initial lack of sexual shame,
their primordial mistake or sin, and so on.

L33

Myths have been studied for a long time, in fact since antiquity, and compara-
tively so for some 200 years. However, such comparisons have not yet yielded
a cogent system of mutual relationships, the task prominently undertaken in
this book.* There is a long list of interpretations of myths. They range from
G. Vico’s allegorical and euhemeristic views to Max Miiller’s (and now Barber
and Barber’s) disguised nature myths and astral mythology, from ritual-based
myths to Malinowski’s social charter, from Freud’s theories of repression to
Jung’s universal psychic archetypes, from myth as disguised history to Lévi-
Strauss’s binary structural analysis.** A brief overview and discussion of
previous interpretations of myth is given at the end of this chapter (§1.5).
However, as this book is built on the principles of the comparative (and histor-
ical) method, a discussion of it is in order first.

M §1.3. COMPARATIVE MYTHOLOGY

Similarities, whether found in myths or in other human creations, such as
the children’s jingles mentioned above, can be explained by a restricted
number of possible scenarios: common origin, borrowing and diffusion,
convergence, or derivation from the shared structural characteristics of the
human mind. This would also include incidental combinations of some of
these scenarios, as will be argued in some sections of this book (for a detailed
discussion, see §2).

However, interpretations and comparisons of myths have usually been
restricted to one myth (or variants of it). If similarities between particular myths
found in various cultures were noticed, they were explained in a limited number
of ways, the two most current and popular ones being that of diffusion from a
known or assumed center and that of archetypes as a feature of the psychicinher-
itance of Homo sapiens sap. Both approaches are difficult to sustain when studied
comprehensively.

§1.3.1. Diffusion

Diftusion entails that the similarities between widely distributed myths are due
to a gradual dispersion of individual motifs from a certain geographical center.
In particular, one thinks of an ancient civilization such as that of Egypt
or Mesopotamia, from where it would have spread around the globe by gradual
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dispersal.* Historically well-attested cases of dispersal are those of Judeo-
Christian-Islamic and Buddhist mythologies that have swept large parts of the
globe, well before the age of European “discovery” and worldwide expansion
that, beginning around 1500 cE, disrupted or destroyed many local commu-
nities and their mythologies.

A more recent example is the phenomenally quick diffusion of the Ghost
Dance and its mythology, which spread among the Native Americans of the
western United States across tribal and linguistic boundaries at the turn of
the 20th century.” It was a religiopolitical reaction against the American con-
quest of Native American lands. Consequently, the ritual was forbidden by
the government for decades. A still later, well-attested case is that of the New
Guinea cargo cult,* which originated during World War II when Americans
landed their planes on small airstrips in the hinterland of New Guinea and were
taken as messengers and cargo deliverers of the gods. This new religion and
mythology have survived the postwar and postcolonial period; in fact, some if its
leaders are in government now.

In most other cases, however, we cannot closely follow the diffusion of
individual myths or myth complexes. For example, classical “Siberian” sha-
manism, with its myth of the shaman’s death, the recomposition of the body, and
the shaman’s ascent to the heavens, is spread over a wide area, from northern
Siberia to Nepal and Borneo and from Lapland all the way to the tip of South
America.” But we do not know how it spread and when or whether it really was
the predecessor of some other current mythologies and religions in Eurasia. The
same holds true for individual myths such as the Orpheus myth that is found in
several versions in Greece, Japan, India, and North America.*

Such diffusionary spread has been studied by Stith Thompson and his school.
Thompson holds that motifs and “tale-types” with the same motifs arranged in the
same order have spread from a common center. It is therefore necessary to collect all
variants of a tale and to analyze individual traits. Their frequency and distribution
then allow us to trace the motif s history and geographical spread. Similarly, Bierhorst,
in his work on North American Amerindian myths,* traces some North American
myths back to Siberia and Northern Europe, as those of Stone Age hunters and gath-
erers who crossed the then dry Beringia land bridge that existing until c. 11 kya.*®
More recently, Yuri Berezkin has collected an enormous amount of such data from
the Americas, from Siberia, and by now also from the rest of the world.” He has
arranged them according to individual motifs and has presented them in a large
number of maps.*® Close study indicates some obvious spread of single motifs, for
example, from various parts of North and Central Asia to the Americas.'

The classical form of the diffusion theory, however, goes back to the German
anthropologist and Africa specialist L. Frobenius (1873-1938).5 He explained
the worldwide similarities in myth via diffusion that spread from the great
ancient civilizations, wave after wave,*® across the wide areas of still more archaic,
“archemorph” hunter and gatherer cultures. Diftusion has been aptly described
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by Kroeber as “the direct origin of a cultural trait are other cultural traits.”>*

Differently from the diffusionists, however, some scholars rather assume that
certain (unnoticed) metamorphoses have taken place in tropical and subtropical
horticulture societies.*®

A recent representative of the diffusionist view was Frobenius’s student
H. Baumann (1902-72),% who perceived a “world myth”> that existed around
3000 BCE. Its roots are in the village communities that preceded advanced
“archaic high cultures” between the Nile and the Indus and whose influence
spread from there up to Iceland, China, and Peru.’® It is characterized by the
parallelism of heaven/earth, the correlation of microcosm/macrocosm, “bisexual”
(androgynous) myths, megaliths, and so on.%

Baumann’s assumed “world myth” is

not a contiguous myth continuum (Mythenzusammenhang) that has moved and dif-
fused with one single ethnic group at a certain time, but as a complex that has spread
in thousands of years of separate migrations, with the effect of superimposition by
individual and border line acculturation. ... It will have spread, in many waves, from a
few centers between Nubia-Libya and China.®

Baumann traces several of these myths and connected rituals across the globe,
including those of the sun deity, the heavenly twins, the world egg, the primor-
dial giant, and so on (see Figures 1.1-1.2). He does not see a problem in deriving
Chinese and Mesoamerican agriculture and mythology from the “archaic”
Middle Eastern center of c. 3000 BCE.®!

Diffusion, thus, envisages that the similarities found in widely distributed
myths are due to a gradual dispersal from a known or assumed center.* In that
sense, it has not only a “horizontal” (geographical), and often synchronic, but
also a “vertical” (historical) axis. One cannot overlook the formidable obstacles
that speak against the diffusion of an entire myth complex across large sectors
of the globe, especially across the Pacific or Atlantic ocean, while a polar, Ice
Age route is obviously excluded for (sub)tropical mythologies.** Though mari-
time contacts have been alleged, usually supported by weak evidence,* it is dif-
ficult to conceive of sustained transoceanic connections and of a society
borrowing a large set of myths or an entire mythology based on such incidental
contacts.

We actually have occasional evidence of contact, such as a tale of a Japanese
shipwreck in 13th-century Hawai'i preserved in traditional accounts or sightings
of Japanese ships on the west coast of North America around 1700. However,
the impact on local mythology is negligible. Some incidental, accidental pre-
Columbian trans-Atlantic or trans-Pacific traffic may have occurred, but it was
not significant enough to affect local mythologies in any serious way.”” Further,
such transfer depends on the prevailing ocean currents and winds, which often
are not in favor but opposed to assumed transfers, say, for regular maritime con-
nections between Jomon-time Japan and Ecuador, as pottery suggests to some
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Figure 1.1. A diffusion model of the spread of mythological features: data for World
parents (P), primordial giant (G), and primordial egg (E), after Baumann 1986.

Figure 1.2. Baumann’s model of diffusion from the Greater Near East.
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scholars.®® In addition, as we will see later (§4.3), the lack of typical East and
Southeast Asian human genes in Meso- and South America clearly speaks against
sustained movement of people and diffusion of cultural traits through extensive
contacts.

Just as with the competing concept of universalities of the human mind and
its subconscious forms, to be discussed next, I leave aside the question of diffu-
sion in the introductory chapters (§§1-2) as I first have to build my case. We will
come back to these two concepts later (§5.1.4, §6).

§1.3.2. Archetypes

Nowadays many if not most scholars follow the psychological explanation of C. G.
Jung and assume that similarities found in myths the world over are due to
common, universal features of the human mind that forever produce the same
images or “archetypes” anywhere in the world. Actually, this approach was pio-
neered several decades earlier by A. Bastian.”” He used the term Elementargedanke
(basic, fundamental thought),” which he saw independently appearing across vast
reaches of the globe, in areas where such ideas could not have spread through dif-
fusion. Instead, they were based on “the homogeneousness of human psyche.””!

This concept is similar to what C. G. Jung and his followers such as Joseph
Campbell maintain: certain mythemes or complex motifs, the archetypes, are
universally human.” In Jung’s version of Freud’s “repressed or forgotten con-
tents,””® such content of the unconscious mind “is not individual but universal
[collective],” with “contents and modes that are more or less the same every-
where and in all individuals.... The contents of the collective unconscious [are
the] archetypes.””* Archetypes “are those psychic contents which have not yet
been submitted to conscious elaboration.””® Importantly, this would disqualify them
as directly dealing with myth. Myth is therefore seen as the secondary elaboration
of archetypes. Common archetypes include the (Great) Mother, the Father, the
Hero, the Eternal/Miraculous Child, the Youthful Maiden, the Seductress, the
Wise Woman, the Old Man, the Crone, and the Shadow. Campbell has devoted
a large work to one of them, the “monomyth” of the typical American hero, the
“lone rider who dispels evil.”’¢

Since archetypes are generally human, they can appear everywhere and any-
time in dreams, visions, and myths. This occurs even in areas where such arche-
types have not been prominent for a long time. One example would be the lack
of an overt image of the mother deity (the Goddess)” in some northern and
northwestern European societies. However, this analysis conveniently overlooks
both the pre-Christian and early Christian, pre-Protestant myth of Maria, mother
of Christ, her ubiquitous images, and her fervent worship prominent in Christian
Europe for some 1,500 years before the Reformation took hold. She appears, to
modern thought quite contradictorily, as mother, immaculate virgin, heavenly
bride, and ruler of the world—all under the guise of a very prominent Christian
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saint. The power of the image has recently been reinforced by alleged miraculous
visions and by some actions of the Catholic Church; it even affects non-
Christians, such as Hindus who now make pilgrimages to Mary of Lourdes
or worship her in India.”®

More importantly, if the Jungian explanation by archetypes were correct, we
would expect that individual archetypes would indeed turn up in all parts of the
globe. This, however, is debatable: not all of the supposed archetypes do indeed
turn up worldwide. While we may grant that the human psyche has a universal
biological substrate in the cortex that may produce similar images worldwide,”
it is, however, unclear how far this actually underlies local manifestations in
myth, art, ritual, or certain stereotypes of behavior and how far such similarities
can be explained by a monolateral metatheory such as that of Jung.*” At any rate,
archetypes do not result directly in elaborate structured tales and certainly not in
long sequences of such tales, the story line that is discussed in this book.

Archetypes are supposed to be balanced in an individual’s mind, as their con-
tradictory forces can overwhelm people. When elaborated into “eternal images,”
the archetypes “are meant to attract, to convince, to fascinate and to over-
power... [and their] images have become embedded in a comprehensive system
of thought that ascribes an order to the world.”®' Laurasian mythology would
then be one such elaboration. It makes use of a powerful structuring device
(§2.4) that is markedly different from those of other (Gondwana) mythologies.

However, archetypes are often employed by some scholars as a comfortable
escape route. They refer to them each time a particular motif is encountered in
two very distant locations. We all certainly are members of the Homo sapiens
sapiens species, and one might therefore expect congruities, but our individual
backgrounds and histories vary a great deal. Thus, the all-powerful mother figure
is not (or not yet again) important in Protestant Europe and much of largely
Protestant North America, while the father figure is absent or much less impor-
tant in the few truly matriarchal societies, such as those of the Minangkabau in
Sumatra or the Khasi in the Assam hills of northeastern India. Laurasian
mythology usually has a rather patriarchal bent (which opens the question as to
whether we have, as, for example, in most of Australian myth, just the male
version).®?

One example of taking an opportune way out of the dilemma posed by
archetypes and diffusion is seen in the work of the very popular J. Campbell.
He conveniently employs both concepts whenever they are expedient. Most of
the time he prefers Jung’s archetypes,* but occasionally, when he comes across
two very similar myths or customs in far-flung locations, he assumes some
kind of diffusion, even if the idea spans huge expanses of space and time.** For
example, he compares the custom of palanquin bearers of divine chieftains
thatisfound in Spanish-period Florida, medieval Rome, and recent Polynesia.*
This kind of facile toolbox approach randomly selects from various “methods”
to “explain” the stubborn facts.®® It may still be fashionable at present, but it
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sheds at best just some stray, arbitrary, postmodern light on complex issues.
Such critique has its uses, however merely heuristic ones: it aids in coun-
terchecking the so-called facts, assessing their reliability, exposing possible
motives of their raconteurs and collectors, and finally taking into account our
own “personal maya’—our own educational background and our unconscious
assumptions. Beyond that, we have to record counterchecked, verifiable facts
and then weigh the accumulated evidence, in other words, try to be objective in
an almost positivist fashion.

In contrast to Jung’s and Campbell’s approaches, it is not the aim of this book
to explain the psychic background or ultimate neurological basis of individual
myths but, rather, to establish how ancient and contemporary myths are ordered
and interpreted in Eurasia and beyond. (Nevertheless, the question of the
meaning of important Laurasian myths will be taken up in §8 and that of
universal, Pan-Gaean myths in §6.)
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Related to the Jungian approach is Campbell’s use of the respective environment
that would have motivated certain human responses in their myths. Speaking of
the Pygmies of the Central African rain forest and of the San (Bushmen) of the
South African semidesert, he maintains,

These...are two contrary orders of life, determinant of the life styles, mythologies
and rites of the most primitive men known: one, of the wide-spreading animal plains
[of the Khoi-San], the other of the sheltering forest [of the Pygmies]. They were not
arrived by reason, but are grounded in fundamental experiences and requirements
touching very deep levels of the psyche. In contrast, such questioning as “who made
the world”? “why”? “how”? and “what happened to make life so difficult”? belongs to
a plane of consciousness much closer to the surface of things than those deeps from
which the controlling images of these two orders of life arose, not reasoned but
compelled.®”

This is inspiring prose, but it is intriguing why the distinction between the “rea-
soned” classical, ancient Near Eastern (and Laurasian) mythologies and the
“primitive” one of the Pygmies would put them at a “lower,” deeper level of con-
sciousness: it assumes that certain ethnic groups of modern Homo sapiens sap.
lived or still are living at differing levels of consciousness! But all anatomically
modern humans can look back to some 130,000 years of psychic and religious
development. Significantly, the systems of mythology as found with the Pygmies
(§5.3.5) are also encountered elsewhere with people who are not interested in
(or are socially forbidden to tell about) the ultimate origins of the universe.
Curiously, this includes the hunter-gatherer Khoi-San (Bushmen) of Campbell’s
own examples or even the mythology of the food-producing Maori with regard
to their primordial deity I0.* In sum, it is not differing levels of consciousness
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but the physical and social environment as well as the position and importance
of local spiritual leaders (shamans, priests, kahuna, etc.) that condition local sys-
tems of mythologies.

It is indeed true that there are many mythologies that do not deal with ulti-
mate origins, as will be seen immediately, and that several of them are found in
(sub)tropical areas of the world. However, one cannot simply ascribe the lack of
creation or origin myths to the environment: people living in tropical Africa as
well as people living in open steppe and desert lands, such as the San (Bushmen)
of southern Africaand the Aboriginals of Australia, equallylack them. Conversely,
peoples with Laurasian mythology that is characterized by myths of the origin of
the world live in all climes: in polar ice deserts, temperate forest belts, steppe and
desert zones, and tropical and rain forest areas. But they still retain versions of
the original origin and creation myths (§3).

In view of this, it is methodologically interesting to note that Campbell,* just
like Doniger,” had all the necessary facts before him to arrive at another expla-
nation than that of archetypes. But Campbell and Doniger failed to perceive the
answer, as they were bound by mental pathways established a hundred years ear-
lier. These pathway dependencies reinforced the strength of their ultimate belief
in psychological explanations (whether Jungian with the first or Freudian with
the latter).” The possibility of common origin was not envisaged or even denied
out of hand.”

In sum, both currently fashionable explanations cannot explain the extraordi-
nary amount of global similarities and congruities of myth (§3), whether such
explanations suppose diffusion (Frobenius, Baumann, S. Thompson), psychic
archetypes (Jung, Campbell), or bare-bones, binary structures of mental
arrangements (Lévi-Strauss).” Such congruities are found in large areas of the
world, but they are neither evenly distributed nor found on all continents.

M §1.4. LAURASIAN MYTHOLOGY: ESTABLISHING THE
COMMON ORIGIN OF THE MYTHOLOGIES OF
EURASIA AND THE AMERICAS

Psychic universals and diffusion fail to address the central problem dealt with in
the present book: the mutual comparability of large indigenous collections of
myths—in written or oral texts—in other words, the comparability of whole sys-
tems of myths. As far as I see, such comparison has not been carried out so far.
However, it will be observed below not only that complete mythologies, such as
the Greek, Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Japanese, and Maya ones, have similar
contents—individual myths with similar motifs/archetypes—Dbut that these are
also arranged in closely similar or even identical fashion: many myths are
arranged in a common story line.

In establishing this scheme, I will maintain a currently still quite unfashionable
stance.”* I will try to show that a large number of present and past mythologies



16 ®m THE ORIGINS OF THE WORLD'S MYTHOLOGIES

(though by no meansall) go back to asingle source, from which they have branched
off in various directions and have developed in their own way through certain
innovations. Still, the descendant mythologies maintain enough similarities to
allow the discovery, enumeration, and description of common, original features.
They will become increasingly visible as we proceed with this study.

The proposed approach, thus, does not depend on the gradual diffusion of
certain myths from population to population all over the world, which started
out from a Bronze Age Near Eastern or a (sub)tropical center, as Frobenius and
Baumann have proposed. My approach also does not rely on the assumption of
general human archetypes, creating spontaneously the same types of myths
everywhere and at any time (Jung, Campbell). Nor does it rely on an unstruc-
tured, omnicomparativist style of study that randomly selects isolated data from
various populations across the globe, as was done by the early comparativists a
century ago to fit their monolateral, universalizing, and sometimes indeed
monomaniacal theories (Frazer, Max Miiller, etc.).”
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Instead, the present approach is based on the mutual comparison of a sufficiently
large number of mythologies of Eurasia, Polynesia, and Native America over time.
In other words, the approach is both comparative and historical:*° it involves the
axes of time and space; it works by collecting individual myths and analyzing their
underlying structure, importantly including that of their arrangement in a myth
collection.

Indeed, the main problem of the earlier types of explanations proposed
so far is that they fail to address what I regard as the central but unnoticed
problem briefly delineated earlier:*” the comparability of whole systems of
myths. To use a linguistic simile, this entails something alike to the com-
parison of complete grammars of various languages, not just of particular
words, forms, declensions, conjugations, or syntactical features. We are not
merely comparing small mythological items such as mythemes; nor do we
study just some archetypes such as the attempted return of a beloved person
from the world of the dead (Orpheus and Eurydike); we also do not com-
pare, even worldwide, single myths such as that of the Great Flood. Instead,
we will investigate something held in common by all the mythologies
studied: a structure or framework, indeed an underlying system that is shared
by most Eurasian and American mythologies. This is an important cha-
racteristic that has not been observed so far.

The structure common to these mythologies is a well-arranged and well-con-
structed narrative framework, a story line extending from the original creation of
the world to its destruction. It underlies the original form of many mythologies
of Asia, the Americas, and Europe. It can be recovered, I believe, through collec-
tion of the congruities of many or most of these mythologies, followed by an
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evaluation of their individual adherence to the original story line. It will then be
seen that most mythologies of the three continents, including Polynesia, share
the same mythological structure.

As mentioned earlier, I will call this original form Laurasian.*® This originally
geological and paleontological term is derived from Eurasia and Laurentia, the
ancient Cambrian landmass of northeastern Canada, which I use here to repre-
sent all of the Americas (see Figures 1.3-1.4).” Alternatively, one could simply
call Laurasian mythology the “northern” (or septentrional/boreal) one,'® as
I may indeed do occasionally. However, the term is too vague.'”!

The new comparative and historical approach as well as the steps undertaken
to establish it are similar to the well-tested methods of historical linguistics.'” As
in linguistics, the present approach, however, is first and foremost descriptive
and comparative: it aims at establishing the story line and the structure of the
Laurasian mythologies, in contrast to that of the Gondwana.

Second, it is historical in ascertaining the “family tree” (stemma, cladistic
arrangement) of human myths. It must be historical, as humans and their myths
have evolved over many tens of thousands of years, from Paleolithic to modern
times. In pursuing these goals, the method is value- and theory-free and does not

set out to achieve a certain goal. Once a family relationship (such as the Laurasian

]

Figure 1.3. The Laurasian and Gondwana supercontinents that broke up c. 250-150

million years ago.
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Figure 1.4. Gondwana (G.) and Laurasian (L.) mythological areas, including remnant
Gondwana areas in Asia.

one) has been ascertained, however, these findings can be used to flesh out the
details of the inherent connections and to distinguish the Laurasian mytholog-
ical family from non-Laurasian (Gondwana) ones. In the same vein, Puhvel
maintains in his book about Indo-European mythology that “historical and
comparative mythology,” as practiced in this book, is in the last resort not
beholden to any theory on the “nature” of myth or even its ultimate “function” or
“purpose.”'® However, in the final chapter (§8) of the present book, I differ from
Puhvel in attempting to capture the meaning of the reconstructed Proto-
Laurasian, Proto-Gondwana, and Pan-Gaean mythologies, at each of their his-
torical stages and for the civilizations involved.'**
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Invoking methodologies from related fields has proved to be a successful strategy
in many disciplines of the humanities over the past century. In the present case,
just as in historical comparative linguistics, first a provisional, heuristic general
reconstruction of the complete mythological structure is attempted. It is based
on the observation of a large number of obvious similarities. Second, account is
taken of the structure and actual extent of the various local mythologies. Finally,
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while looking at all such common features, the reconstruction of a coherent
original mythology is established. However, this is not yet the place to go into
detail, which will be done later (§§2-3).'%

All Laurasian mythology, then, can be traced back to a single source, probably in
Greater Southwest Asia, from where it spread across Eurasia, long before the immi-
gration of the Amerindian populations into North America and before the
Austronesian colonization of the Indonesian archipelago, Madagascar, and the
Pacific.' That latter expansion actually provides a perfect case, as the somatic
(genetic traits; §4.2), cultural (Lapita archaeological culture; §4.4), and linguistic
developments (various subbranches of Polynesian spreading out from Fiji/ Tonga;
§4.1) closely match the evidence of Polynesian mythology, which includes even
parts of the well-preserved lineages of gods and chieftains.'”” The historical and
comparative method thus applies well in all these sciences, just as it did when it was
pioneered for Indo-European linguistics, poetics, religion, mythology, ritual, and
material culture over the past two centuries.

However, the Polynesian expansion comprised the colonization of new, pre-
viously unsettled territories, and it was achieved in a vacuum that was not dis-
turbed by later immigration and influences until the arrival of the Europeans.
Such ideal conditions normally do not occur. Even the similar case of the
settlement of the Americas after c. 20,000 BCE, which expanded all the way to
Chile in less than 10,000 years, cannot be compared at the same level. Later
immigration of Na-Dene-speaking tribes (Athapascans, Navajo, Apache) from
Siberia and the introduction of their mythology have slightly disturbed the
original picture, as has the movement of other Amerindians within the Americas,
so that North, Central, and South America now show a patchwork of some large
stretches of major linguistic groups, interspersed by pockets of older ones, espe-
cially at the fringes of the continent. Worse, the study of the development and
historical levels of Amerindian mythologies has hardly even been attempted
beyond the synchronic, descriptional stage.'*
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The Laurasian mythologies include the ones of the populations speaking Uralic,
Altaic, Japanese, Afro-Asiatic, Indo-European, Tibeto-Burmese, and Austric
(South Asian, Southeast Asian, and Polynesian) languages (§4.1). They obvi-
ously also include the old written mythologies of the Egyptian, Levant,
Mesopotamian, Indian, and Chinese peoples. The Inuit and American Indian
mythologies (Athapascan, Navajo-Apache, Pueblo, Algonkin, Aztec, Maya, Inca,
Amazon, Guarani, Fuegan, etc.) are closely related as well.

As briefly mentioned, the structure of Laurasian mythology is characterized
by a narrational scheme that encompasses the ultimate origins of the world,
subsequent generations of the gods, an age of semidivine heroes, the emergence
of humans, and later on in time, even the origins of “noble” lineages. It frequently
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includes a violent end to our present world, sometimes with the hope for a new
world emerging out of the ashes. Ultimately, as will be discussed later (§3, §8),
the universe is seen as a living body, in analogy to the human one: it is born
(sometimes from primordial incest), grows, develops, comes of age, and has to
undergo final decay and death.

But the Laurasian structure is missing in the rest of the world’s mythologies,
including those of Australia, New Guinea, most of Melanesia, and many parts of
sub-Saharan Africa.'” For convenience, [ will call them and their area of spread by
the counterpart of Laurasia, the geological term Gondwanaland.""® In Gondwana
mythologies the world is regarded as eternal, and Laurasian-style cosmogony
does not appear, just as an account of the end of the world as well as many other
Laurasian features are missing.

The Laurasian arrangement of mythological tales represents our earliest “his-
torical novel.” It also is the story of a large section of early humanity itself, telling
us how early humans saw themselves and interpreted their existence. Laurasian
mythology offers us a glimpse of early humankind’s concepts and of their frame
of mind that made this complex composition possible. However, before going
into these and further details, we need to take a brief look at other, earlier and
more recent interpretations of myth.

M §1.5. EARLIER EXPLANATIONS OF MYTH

Myths have been discussed since times immemorial.""" In Greece, Euhemeros
(c. 330-260 BCE) was a seminal early discussant. He regarded the Greek gods
merely as representations of famous, deified human beings; myths therefore
incorporated elements of historical facts. His ideas were picked up and devel-
oped by Roman and later by European writers. However, he was preceded by
some others who already around 500 BCE questioned mythological beliefs.'"?

This critical attitude is not restricted, as is often believed, to the Greeks. Even
the oldest Indian text, the Rgveda (RV, c. 1200-1000 BCE), once asks whether
the god Indra, the great warrior and king of the gods, really exists.'"* The great
early skeptic Kautsa (c. 400 BCE?) thought that the foundational RV text itself
has no meaning, which amounts to saying that all its myths are meaningless. On
the other hand, Yaska (c. fourth century BCE), who reports Kautsa’s opinion,
composed a long text, the Nirukta, in which he discussed the meaning of RV
stanzas and the “difficult” words occurring in them, often using pseudo-etymol-
ogies (as also seen in Plato’s Kratylos and beyond).

In early China, on the other hand, myths were thoroughly demythologized
by Confucius (549-479 BCE) and his school,"'* such as Mencius, in a fashion
parallel to that of the similarly practically minded Romans: the deities of the
creation period, as well as early demiurge and trickster figures that established
human culture, were “historicized” and turned into early monarchs—the early
Roman kings and the first Chinese “emperors.”'*s



§1 Introduction m 21

In more recent times, the innovative Italian polyhistor G. Vico (1744)"° still
regarded myths as allegorical and used “hieroglyphs” (heraldic and similar sym-
bols) as well as etymology to establish a rational order of Near Eastern and
classical mythological and historical accounts, which indicated to him that his-
tory moved in repeating cycles. Some more recent scholars have taken similar
attitudes when they understand myths as etiological:""” they explain the cause
and the nature of entities in heaven or on earth. Thus, Frazer, in his famous work
The Golden Bough, which stresses the ritual killing of an aged king, thought that
the basis of myth lies in the superficial use of correlations and identifications
made in magic. In this myth and ritual theory, according to him, magic and its
use in ritual constitute a primitive “science” that can evolve rationally: when a
belief was proved to be wrong it would disappear; in the end, all superstitions of
mythology would finally be superseded by science.'"® It has to be noted, how-
ever, that Frazer’s data are concentrated on food-producing and agricultural
societies, that is, a stage of the development of human culture that set in only
around 10,000 BCE, after aeons of hunter-gatherer cultures.

Another kind of identification was made by the founder of modern compara-
tive mythology, the Oxford scholar Max Miiller. He understood myths—in typ-
ical overstated 19th- and 20th-century universalizing, monolithic, or rather
monolateral explanation''®—as the simple tales of early humankind that origi-
nally explained meteorological and cosmic phenomena.'** His nature mythology
is based on the inherent changes in tales over time, especially linguistic changes
in the transmitting language, which he famously called a “disease of language.”
These processes did not allow later generations to understand the simple tales of
nature, especially those about the sun. Therefore they invented elaborate myths
to explain the enigmatic older, fossil-like tales. This approach has been rein-
vented and reiterated, to some extent, by Barber and Barber,'*' when they insist
that many myths reflect the memory of certain natural or astronomical phe-
nomena or some striking occurrences in nature,"** such as volcanic activity and
poisonous caves (“dragons”). A more complicated case is the observation of the
gradual changes in the rising point of important stars (precession). Myth there-
fore is a storage device in Stone Age societies without script. Similarly, Lévi-
Strauss believes that myths are the means to retain such knowledge.'*

A somewhat different approach is that of the historical school: echoing
Euhemeros, myths reflect history,'** though they may have been remodeled over
time, creating, for example, the “national” cycle of myths of Greece.'”® For these,
Nilsson thinks of a remodeling through epic poetry,'* a creation of a heroic age,
and thus makes a clear distinction between divine and heroic mythology."”’
A more recent example that incorporates the “myth as history” approach is that
of Barber and Barber,'*® who maintain that myths reflect actual occurrences that
took place in historical times. This is not excluded, for example, in the case of the
Black Sea flood (c. 5600 BCE) or the Toba explosion and its tsunami (c. 77,000
years ago).'”” They might present a case for the flood myth. But the worldwide
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distribution of this myth (say, in West Africa, Australia, the Americas) clearly
speaks against (uni)local origin conditioned or caused by a natural event. This
“historical” explanation remains a monolateral one (see §3.9, §5.7.2).

Another form of the historical approach, somewhat akin to the one discussed
at length in the present book but much more restricted in scope, is that of the
historical-geographical method of Stith Thompson and his school."*" If a set of
motifs is found in the same sequence in a number of tales, he calls it a “tale-type.”
(This concept resembles the Laurasian scheme, but on a much more limited
scale.) Motifs and tale-types are collected, with all their variants, and their
individual traits are analyzed. Their frequency and geographical distribution
allow us to trace the history and spread of the myth in question, such as from
Siberia to the Americas."””' Single-motif tales must be present in many versions
with separate traits to be of significance for this approach.

The social aspect of myth was stressed in the 19th-century myth and ritual
school.'® Myths are derived from rituals or at least associated with rituals (for
example, as spoken parts of rituals). The original proponents of this functionalist
school were W. R. Smith, Tyler, Frazer, and Durkheim, followed with various
models and at various levels of application by Malinowski, Gluckman, Leach,
Eliade, Raglan, and Burkert."® The latter sees ritual, originally that of the early
hunting societies, as an “as if” behavior, acting as if hunting, which protects
against the hunter’s guilt and cements relationships within hunter bands (see
§7.1-2).1%* Ritual has since been adapted for food-producing societies (which
are dominant in Frazer’s explanations) and continues to this day (§8).

Early in the 20th century, Malinowski saw myths as “pragmatic charters,” as
justification for beliefs, customs, or social institutions. In his functionalist
approach, myth is closely related to social needs, and myths replicate and vali-
date the customs, beliefs, and patterns of local society. These can be observed in
the field, especially in the performative aspects of rituals and their real-life out-
comes. The actions of gods and humans long past are the charters for present
actions and validate them.

Similarly, Eliade saw the aim of myth as to reestablish a long-past, primordial
creative era (in illo tempore), to re-create and thus increase its power.'* Myth thus
is both charter and creative. For example, the first beings of primordial Australian
Dreaming still exist in eternal Dreamtime and can be accessed in rituals.

A cogent summary of the development of the myth and ritual school has been
given by R. A. Segal,"** who expresses the hope, with G. Nagy,'”” that anthropol-
ogists will, in future, concentrate on investigating the continuum between (per-
formed) myth and ritual, to which we may add the aspect of play(fulness).!*
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Explanations given by many prominent scholars of the 20th century are, how-
ever, based on the psychic quality of myth. For them, the ultimate reality of myth
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lies in the human psyches that manifest themselves as symbols in dreams, art,
and texts.

Freud saw the unconscious working in dreams. They reshape (and reinter-
pret) our experiences in symbols and images, as does myth. Myths thus are
public dreams, shaped by consciousness to make them less dangerous. This is
achieved by “condensing the material of daytime experience, displacing the ele-
ments, and representing it in symbols and images.”'* Like Frazer, Freud thought
that they would eventually be supplanted by science.'** However, as we know
now, new myths emerge all of the time, today just as in the past (see §§7-8). In
reality, Freud’s psychology is and has itself worked as a modern myth,'*" for
example, by explaining humans to modern humans and by removing one’s feel-
ings of guilt while transferring it to early childhood experiences, for which one is
not responsible.'*

Nevertheless, the psychological approach to myth has been very prominent
over the past hundred years, especially in the form it took with Freud’s younger
contemporary, C. G. Jung. For Jung, too, myths are psychic representations,
though not individual ones (through dreams), as with Freud, but those of a
collective unconsciousness. Myths represent its fundamental symbols, which are
“more or less the same everywhere and in all individuals.” These are the histori-
cally inherited archetypes, “those psychic contents which have not yet been sub-
mitted to conscious elaboration,”* and they continue to supply us with key
symbols. Through archetypes, humans keep in touch with their inner, uncon-
scious processes; consequently, they are positive and life-furthering. However,
similar to Freud’s ideas, archetypes are not a direct creation of the unconscious
but appear in “literary” form, which is also seen in folktales and other stories
with happy endings.'* Differently from Freud, however, archetypes and myths
are never to be replaced by science'*—as they indeed have not been, up to today
(see §8).

Archetypes include those of the Father, the (Great) Mother, the Hero, the
Ogre, the Wise Woman, and so on. These are adapted by the various cultures to
local forms of deities and demons, and they tend to form local ordered patterns,
a Weltanschauung. If Jung’s analysis were correct, the archetypes would consti-
tute, taken together, a brief history of the human mind, not unlike the many
seemingly prehuman (amphibious etc.) stages that an embryo seems to go
through in its development.'*® However, by now, all anatomically modern
humans alike share a history of at least some 130,000 years. This includes the
original creation of myth, though admittedly, we know very little of the
development of the human mind for most of that period. If, for argument’s sake,
the origin of myths and its motifs originally resided in the dreams and beliefs of
the “African Eve” and her “Adam,” these primitive motifs would have been trans-
mitted by humans ever since and would now be part of our collective subcon-
scious. As such, they would spontaneously come up constantly and would thus
be universal, since we all have, more or less, the same (Stone Age) history of
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mind.'¥” However, as will be incidentally seen below (§3, §5), some archetypes
are neither evenly nor generally distributed all over the world (§1.3, 1.5), such as
the assumed worship of the generative power of a universal Mother."* Nor does
an archetype lead to a full-fledged myth and even less so to a well-structured
mythology, and certainly not to one with a story line, such as the Laurasian one.
For these reasons, I will leave aside this concept and theories about the universal
unity of the structure of the human mind, its subconscious state, and their pro-
ductions and first make the case of Laurasian and Gondwana mythologies,
before coming back to some shared universal traits (§6). The same applies to the
competing concept of diffusion, as I first have to build my case.

In addition to the question of archetypes, there is a process that may be called
secondary elaboration. Every culture has subjected older myths to continuous reshap-
ing and reinterpretation (§7.2), but, again, we do not know what has occurred for
much of the period under discussion, so that we do not have access to the “original”
forms of Jung’s archetypes of Paleolithic times—that is, unless we study the
development of Laurasian and other major mythologies, as is done in this book.

Other prominent 20th-century scholars who have employed psychological
approaches include Kerényi, Dundes, and Campbell.'** In his popular book Myths to
Live By,"® Campbell clearly states that myths are not of historical nature but, rather, a
human universal, a feature of psyche. Though influenced both by Jung’s psychology
and by diffusionism, his own contribution s, like those of his predecessors, a monolat-
eral one. It stresses the underlying archetype of the Hero, which he saw and formu-
lated as the (American) monomyth. It follows the standard features of the Hero,'s" his
quest and various inherent tests, but it also stresses his outsider quality, his return
home, his tragic end, or just his “riding off into the sunset.” Campbell’s closeness to
current American mythology in film and fiction has been reciprocated by his sustained
influence on these art forms.'s> For him, they are “living mythology”
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Structuralism, too, is ultimately based on a psychological approach to myths and
their supposed deep, binary structure.'>* The main protagonist of this approach
has been the French scholar J.-C. Lévi-Strauss.'** Like most structuralists (such
as those in linguistics, beginning with de Saussure in the late 19th century), he is
very skeptical of historical explanations.'s* Instead, he stresses the tendency to
organize human experience in binary sets of opposites that appear in many soci-
eties, where they are mediated in myth, ritual, and society. He sees in this a
characteristic of these societies to “polarize experience, to divide it for the
purpose of understanding into sets of opposites.”'*°

The analytic method is applicable to all myths and texts. Incidentally, this
binary tendency does not reflect our bicameral mind, as Lévi-Strauss stresses in
his latest book, but, rather, is the choice of the societies involved,'” and as such,
it affects local social structures. Since he mostly has dealt with Amerindian, and
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once with Greek, myth, this choice could be an important characteristic of
Laurasian myths.

These structures are—somewhat like features of language in the work of
another structuralist, N. Chomsky—inherent in humans and their languages, so
that “myths think themselves without humans” awareness.”’*® The binary sets of
opposites are reflected in complex but, unsurprisingly binary tales that are
intended to establish the norms of society and solve its inherent conflicts. It
important to collect all variants of a myth, including obvious inversions, in order
to analyze it and understand its ultimate structure.

However, like most structuralists, Lévi-Strauss says little about the actual
content and “meaning” of myths beyond stating that they solve the inherent
problems of a given society by overcoming the binary structures. As Hiibner
complains, “In the end, of a myth only its dry bones remain ... there is too much
syntax and too little semantics.”'** Indeed, structure apart, myths are of deep
meaning to those who tell, enact, perpetuate, and change them.
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Continuing with the observation of influences between the various fields of the
humanities, it is interesting to observe that both modern structuralism and his-
torical comparativism in linguistics and mythology have received an important
stimulus from ancient Indian works,'® that is, those of the grammarians
beginning with Panini (fourth century BCE?). In some 4,000 very brief, quasi-
algebraic rules, Panini described the forms and syntax of Sanskrit in a system
that is still dominant in India today. However, unlike the classical Greek and
Roman authors who spoke about “inflection” or changes in forms, he systemati-
cally analyzed the (admittedly more regular) forms of Sanskrit verbs and nouns
by separating them into roots, suffixes, and endings. This provided an important
analytical tool for early Indo-Europeanists like Rask and Bopp (§4.1), who
began to compare Sanskrit with Greek, Latin, Gothic, Church Slavic, and so on
and thus quickly constituted the Indo-European family of languages. This dis-
covery, in turn, inspired Max Miiller’s comparisons of Indo-European myths, as
described above.

On the other hand, the very analytical (and synchronic) structure of Panini’s
grammar inspired the 19th-century linguist de Saussure, and later on Chomsky,
to look at language as a system of signs agreed to by society and to describe this
system, without the use of historical developments, in synchronic fashion. This,
in turn, gave rise to structuralism in its various forms, culminating in Lévi-
Strauss’s ultimately linguistically inspired work.

These long-range geographical and deep chronological relationships have
profoundly influenced the course of modern thought, while traditional
Indian pandits remain quite unaware of the effects that their scholarship has
had on the worldwide studies of language, mythology, and texts in general.
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We will observe the same cross-fertilization and long-range effects in

mythology (§§5-6).
XXX

The tendency to classify motifs and mythemes and to arrive at an objective
scheme according to which certain texts are structured is also seen in the work of
V. Propp.'®' He analyzed Russian folktales and found that they are typically struc-
tured according to 31 functions or mythemes that are characteristic of hero tales
with happy endings. The same structure has recently been established by M. Jezi¢
for the great Indian epic,'® the Ramayana, which is unsurprisingly still the most
beloved Indian text (§8) and is frequently regarded as literally true “scripture”'®®

Another unwitting forerunner of structuralism in the study of mythology is
G. Dumézil. He too introduced the idea of structure in the study of myth, espe-
cially Indo-European myth, though he combines this, just as in Indo-European
linguistics, with the study of historical developments. The late F. B. J. Kuiper suc-
cessfully used a similar structural (but not structuralist) method to analyze
ancient Indian and Iranian myths.'** Dumézil stressed that similarities are found
at both the substantive and structural levels (cf. below, §2.1). Such observations,
often from widely dispersed areas of the Indogermania region, led him to estab-
lish his theory of a tripartite setup of Indo-European myth, echoing that of Vedic
and Indo-European society.'

One may add another famous 20th-century mythologist, M. Eliade, as far as
he stresses the binary opposites of sacred and profane and the opposition bet-
ween archaic and modern humans (echoing the concerns of Frazer, Malinowski,
etc.). As mentioned, modern people can return to their blissful origins (in illo
tempore) through the vehicle of myth. Curiously, this idea resembles some
aspects of Australian Dreamtime.'®® However, the pursuit of such concepts is
not the aim of this book (nor does it arrive at similar conclusions). Rather, it
aims at the exploration of the actual (reconstructed) myths of that distant time
in human history.

Finally, one may also mention some metatheories, such as those of
E. Cassirer,'” who looked for the origins of human knowledge in mythological
consciousness, largely without the presence of “objective spirit.”'*® The various
cultural forms would derive from this type of consciousness. This approach is
also seen in the works of anthropologists and philologists contemporaneous
with him, such as L. Lévi-Bruhl, S. Lévy, M. Granet, H. Oldenberg, and
S. Schayer.'?

M §1.6. UR-FORMS, HISTORY, AND ARCHAEOLOGY

There are two contemporary scholars whose ideas are diametrically opposed to
the reconstruction of early stages of mythology, one of them working on
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mythology itself and the other on early, Stone Age religion. Their views need to
be discussed at some length before we can proceed with the main task envisaged
for this book.

Since at least 1991,'”° the Indo-European mythologist B. Lincoln has added a
new twist to the study of the reconstructed mythology of the Indo-Europeans.'”!
No serious scholar, including Lincoln himself, denies that the language of the
Proto-Indo-Europeans has been reconstructed well or that even many aspects of
the Indo-Europeans’ poetical language, including some actual phrases such as
“imperishable fame,” have been ascertained. So why not their mythology?

It has been well known since the 1850s that the Indo-Europeans had deities
such as Father Heaven and Mother Earth (§4.1). Lincoln had worked on aspects
of Indo-European mythology earlier in his career. However, in c. 1990, frustrated
that he did not succeed to reconstruct a particular mytheme, Lincoln began to
question the whole theory of reconstructed Indo-European mythology. Such
incidental mythemes may, however, never be ascertained in any linguistic or
mythological reconstruction. So why throw out the baby with the bathwater?
Lincoln now rather stresses the variations in actually attested myths that have
taken place over time and space. These he regards as the most fundamental fea-
ture, as “the problem”'” Such variations certainly are routinely observed and
have their own special value (§2.2.4-2.3), but what speaks against reconstruct-
ing an ur-form for a language group such as Indo-European? Simply that Lincoln
no longer likes it, as he thinks that reconstruction aims

to reverse the historic processes and recapture the primordial (and ahistoric) moment
of unity, harmony, and univocal perfection.... Such research is [itself] ... a species of

myth and ritual, based on the romantic “nostalgia for paradise.”

Writing on mythology is just writing (modern) “myths with footnotes.”!”*

This may have been so in the 19th century, but as the discussion in this and
the following chapter shows, reconstruction never aims at a “primordial (and
ahistoric) moment of unity, harmony, and univocal perfection.” Rather it brings
up, time and again, earlier and earlier forms of myth (see §§5-6) that are not
pristine either—just like reconstructed languages—and actually never reach
unity, harmony, or perfection. Every reconstruction leads to an earlier one and,
like any other reconstructed stage, even the hypothetical Pan-Gaean myth (§6),
is not “unitarian” or “harmonious,” and certainly not paradise-like;'”* it will have
had its rivals told by other early bands of humans whose inheritance may not
have come down to us, neither in genetics nor, perhaps, in mythology.

All of this is well known to Lincoln from one of his own fields, linguistics:
Proto-Indo-European is reconstructed as the ancestral language of the Indo-
Europeans, but linguists usually state that even Proto-Indo-European had its dia-
lects and was preceded by historically older forms. For example, we can easily
notice such variations, based on older forms, as are preserved in the (Indo-
European) genders of the number 2 in English: twain (in marine use) and two;
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they correspond to German zween (masculine gender, archaic, found in Luther’s
Bible), zwo (feminine, now employed only when talking on the telephone), and
the usual (neuter) zwei. Their current use no longer makes sense in contempo-
rary speech, but it reflects a lost gender distinction seen in Sanskrit, Greek, and
so on.

Instead, Lincoln, inspired by the sociological and Marxist approaches of
Durkheim and Gramsci, now defines myth as “authoritative narratives that can
be used to construct social boundaries and hierarchies,” as “narratives that have
both credibility and authority.”'” This obviously is a very narrow description of
myth (see the much wider definition above, §1.1) that leaves out all spiritual
aspects. We will not be deterred any further by this fashionable but too restricted
approach.
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Then, there is the concern for properly incorporating the prehistorical (and
archaeological) parameter in the interpretation of myth, especially that of early
myth, which is the major objective of the present book. Myths have continually
been changing to a smaller or larger degree, and this process was and still is
closely related to the prevailing situation of the societies involved."”* However,
“the archaeology of religion, regardless of type, is in fact a relatively new and
still somewhat underdeveloped concern.””” Nevertheless, as described in some
detail (§1.4 sqq., §2.2), the present book follows a comparative and historical
approach that pays close attention to the historical situation in which the
respective myths emerged (see especially §7).

This approach is particularly appropriate in adjusting our interpretations of
early myth and religion to the then prevailing type of society and its way of life,
consecutively hunter-gatherer, horticulturalist, agriculturist, nomadic, early
state society, and so on. These types of society were already proposed by
Montesquieu and elaborated by Durkheim.'”® Starting out from Enlightenment
ideas about societies and religions, and from the Hegelian and (recent) Western
concept of a continuous “progress” of society, this typology has been further
developed by Bellah.'”” He gives a very general definition of evolution and wants
to see his proposal as heuristic in assuming a series of stages in religious
development since the Paleolithic.'® According to Bellah, there are five distinct
types (or stages) of early religions. Even the earliest religions could “transcend
and dominate [the natural conditions] through [the human/primate] capacity
for symbolization.”"*!

First, the “primitive” religions of the pre-Neolithic stage, best seen in
Australia,'® were characterized by a mythical worldview that links them directly
to the features of the physical world, with mythical human or animal ancestors as
the highest beings. (This idea, however, is contradicted by the High God of some
southeastern Australian and African hunter societies, such as the Khoi-San,
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Pygmies, etc.; §5). The ancestors and their actions prefigured all human action
in the Dreaming (Dreamtime). The mythical figures possess a rich repertoire of
unconnected myths (which is somewhat similar to my Gondwana and Pan-Gaean
proposal; §§5-6). The primitive worldview is acted out in rituals that repeat
“creation” time, such as in Australian Dreamtime, which through actual dreams
furthers change and innovation. (Bellah’s “constant revision and alternation”
apart, basic changes in Gondwana myths are contradicted by the comparative
study of these myths; §S.) The structure of ritual, which Stanner and Bellah limit
to initiation rituals, is similar to the “later” one of sacrifice (§7.1.2): offering,
destruction, transformation, and return “communion.”'%3

Such societies do not yet have a division of labor, and hence, there are no
priests (but note the Gondwana type of early shamans; §7.1). Bellah admits the
existence of shamans or medicine men for “archaic” religions (below) but does
not regard their presence as necessary. Some restrictions in ritual may apply,
based on sex and age, but political dominance of a certain group or clan does not
exist.

However, even such early religions already possess a complex worldview that
incorporates both nature and society.'® They would include those of the
Paleolithic, Mesolithic, and early Neolithic: from hunter and gather cultures to
incipient food-producing cultures. The most typical case, according to Bellah,
would be that of the pre-Neolithic Australian cultures. However, his procedure
“privileges” two of the three major types of Australian mythology (§5.3.2) and
neglects the evidence of other pre-Neolithic hunter and gatherer societies such
as the Pygmies, San (Bushmen), and so on that possess some features, such as
deities, that Bellah attributes only to the next stage, his “archaic” religions.

Second, “archaic” religion possesses actual gods, priests, ritual, sacrifice, and
occasionally even a divine king. The previous mythical beings have become
gods, who have more individual characters, and their mutual relations as well as
their individual spheres of dominance are defined better. Divine order includes
the cosmos as well as nature and humans, in which all beings have their appro-
priate positions. Humans act according to social norms that reflect divine order,
which is reinforced by sanctions.'® I refrain from a detailed critique as this would
lead to far.'®

However, Bellah’s assertion that through priests and their writing, “a relatively
stable symbolic structure... transmitted over an extended period of time” “may
become the object of critical reflection and innovative speculation which can
lead to new developments” is contradicted by nonliterate societies such as the
Vedic Indian one, where all these features were present without written texts, a
case apparently similar to that of the Celtic Druids. Just as in the case of “primi-
tive” religions, the boundary lines are much more flexible than assumed by
Bellah.

Third, these stages are followed by those of the historic, early modern, and
modern religions that do not concern us here.
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It is obvious that Bellah’s scheme is one of historical speculation based on
the observation of modern, surviving hunter cultures and of early state soci-
eties. Nevertheless, the archaeologist I. Wunn underlines the value of this
classification,'®” which she accepts as the basis for her detailed investigation of
Stone Age religions. She thinks that it allows a correlation of these and later,
archaeologically attested religions with a certain type of economy and society
(it also allows us to fill in gaps in attestation).

However, the combination of Bellah’s evolutionary classification with archae-
ological data merely remains a deductive process. It relies on the (more or less
incidental) attestation of archaeological remains that are thought to be prognostic
for the social relationships as well as the assumed setup of the particular early
society under study. Nevertheless, relying on this theory, Wunn necessarily con-
cludes that the lack of social stratification and the existence of a simple (hunters’
etc.) economy predict a religion of “primitive” type.'® By the same token, the
Australian Aborigines or the South African San, both without social stratification,
would appear to a future archaeologist to be people without religion, as they leave
very little tangible, archaeologically visible evidence of their religion and rituals—
were it not for their magnificent rock art. The future archaeologist would depend
on the lucky find of such art to “discover” religion with them.
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However, as another test case, Wunn’s archaeologically based predictions could
be compared with the detailed study by F. Barth of a group of linguistically and
culturally closely related, only recently contacted Neolithic populations in New
Guinea.'¥ The Ok exhibit a great diversity of religious beliefs and practices. But
archaeologists would notice, if such a lucky find were indeed made upon incidental
excavation, only a very small fraction of this diversity, and one would not be able
to detect the great differences in local religion. For example, members of one of
the Ok groups place a male skull in their sacred hut, while some neighboring ones
put a female head on the altar or a number of skulls (cf. §2.2.3, below; also see
§5.3.4,§7.2). Another typical case that indicates the unreliability of arguing from
archaeological remains, so far discovered, and further argumentation ex nihilo, is
indicated by the so far unique find of a late Paleolithic ivory figure of a human that
had been interred in a grave at Brno (Czech Republic).”®* Had this figure not been
discovered, Wunn would have argued that human figures were not used as grave
goods, as figures of spirits or deities did not exist then, in her view. Similarly,
due to the absence of remnants of early Australian religion and ritual, she would
argue that the early immigrants did not yet have a religion—were it not for some
late Paleolithic rock paintings of at least 17,000 years ago.'”!

Returning to the Ok, the great diversity in the myths of various villages, and
certainly their complete absence in other villages, would go unnoticed. At best,
one would detect some kind of skull cult. (The underlying beliefs obviously
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would remain rather obscure.) Similar statements have been made for another
part of New Guinea, where the populations of one large river valley had a fairly
similar material culture but differed greatly in language and religion.

This teaches us the useful lesson of how far the combined evaluation of
restricted, incidental archaeological discoveries linked to Bellah’s evolu-
tionary model may mislead. A direct link between (lucky) incidental archae-
ological finds and the spiritual world of the population that produced them
can be made neither easily nor at all times.'*?
finds, even in large numbers, also does not count, as the Brno discovery
indicates.

The absence of archaeological
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A similar kind of argument from absence would apply to the early Laurasian
and Gondwana mythologies treated in this book. As per Wunn’s scheme,
they simply cannot exist, because Paleolithic representations of the myths of
the Laurasian story line have not been detected in art or excavated. But then,
how to explain the more or less contemporaneous appearance of such myths
in Tierra del Fuego and Siberia, in Australia and Africa? By rather quick dif-
fusion? By the identical underlying structure of the human mind? When
answering in this fashion, we would be thrown back to our initial question:
why and how similarities in myth exist in distant parts of the globe.

Inshort, even Wunn’s generalizations—incidentally, restricted to European
materials—conceived through a broad overview of Upper Paleolithic archae-
ological materials as well as by the use of Bellah’s theory can be misleading.
They may easily be overturned by the very next excavation, such as the
32,000-year-old figure of a lion-man at Hohlenstein in the Lone Valley of
southwestern Germany. Another case in point is the recently discovered,
extraordinary case of Stone Age art using an early form of perspective at
Chauvet in France (c. 32,000 BCE) or the unusual Magdalenian deposition of
decapitated heads at Ofnet in southern Germany.'”

Wunn’s scheme may, however, serve as a useful hermeneutical tool against
the all-too-common overinterpretation of archaeological finds."”* In con-
trast, we may carry out a counterexperiment: how can Gondwana and
Laurasian mythology (respectively, at minimally c. 50,000 and 20,000 BCE)
be explained? In doing so, we must leave the absence of evidence apart. That
means leaving aside the (current) absence of archaeological data that could
indicate certain aspects of Laurasian mythology, such as the four genera-
tions of deities. Conversely, which archaeological evidence then would actu-
ally speak against it? This would be difficult to show: for example, how would
Australian Dreamtime be indicated, perhaps except for the painting of some
totem animals—which would say nothing to the uninitiated observer. Some
such points will be taken up later (§4).
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Bellah’s main points, however, can be neglected here as they are speculation
based on an evolutionary scheme of economic development that is closely linked
to a supposed spiritual one; it does not provide proof that both are indeed always
closely connected. For instance, examples taken from modern hunter and gath-
erer tribes cannot automatically be applied (as Wunn also admits).'*> Modern
hunter tribes share with other modern humans some 10,000-65,000 years of
spiritual development and the same fundamental intellectual faculties. These
long time periods surely did not pass without any change in the worldview of the
cultures involved, and current hunter cultures cannot automatically be equated
with and used as explanations for their ostensible prehistoric likenesses. (Cf.
below, §4.4.1,§7.1.)

Further, if, following Wunn, “real” religion did develop only during the late
Upper Paleolithic and especially during the Mesolithic, how can it be explained
that even remote tribes in South America (the Yanomami in the Amazon or the
Fuegans) share at least some aspects of Laurasian mythology that are common in
Eurasia? Even more significantly, how can the Australians and Tasmanians (§5.3.2)
have traits that are very similar to those found in sub-Saharan Africa? In the first
(Amerindian) case, the date of immigration is around 20,000 BCE, but in the sec-
ond (Australian) one, it is c. 50,000 BCE. For both, this evidence is way too early for
Wunn’s “late Paleolithic” scheme for the development of religion and mythology.

It is useful, in this context, to take a closer look at the complicated population
history after the initial peopling of the Americas and Sahul Land (§5.3.2-3).
Australia and New Guinea were first settled around 50 kya, and Tasmania around
35 kya; there has been little demographic disturbance since, except for a Papua
migration into Arnhem Land/Kimberleys some 30 kya ago, when New Guinea
and Australia were again connected by a land bridge during the Ice Age. This is
reflected in both genetics (§4.3) and myth (§5.3.2) but not directly in language.
However, in spite of some early Papuan influence in northern Australia, areas of
southeastern Australia and Tasmania indicate older traits. Tasmania, too, was
linked to Australia from c. 38 to 12 kya. In sum, Sahul Land myth indicates some
older (maximally 50 kya) traits that are different from neighboring Southeast
Asia and must be old: the same is indicated by linguistics (Papuan, Australian,
and Tasmanian languages etc.) and genes."*

The situation is similar in the Americas, even if we take into account the later
population movements by Na-Dene and Inuit (Eskimo) speakers. South
America, in particular, preserves some archaic traits, as Berezkin has shown,'”’
that must go back to the time of initial settlement that is attested, even for distant
Chile, at 12.5 kya.

In sum, both the Americas and Sahul Land have preserved mythologies
that are clearly pre-Mesolithic and that according to Bellah and Wunn could
not yet have developed. But then, how can they agree with the rest of Eurasia,
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Australia, and Africa? Independent local emergence of transcontinental and
transoceanic motifs, and in the case of Laurasian mythology, of the complex
Laurasian story line, cannot be posited just because current archaeology does
not yet indicate their existence. Absence of evidence is not the evidence of absence.
Instead, the very existence of Laurasian myths in the Americas is proof of a
pre-Mesolithic mythological tradition. The limitations of a purely archaeo-
logical model for the interpretation of the spiritual world of any early culture
are conspicuous.

In other words, the archaeology/ethology/religion-based theoretical method
of Bellah and Wunn shows only what can actually be seen in archaeological
remains, not what was actually present in the mind of Stone Age people. This
narrow window of evidence is, in fact, the general problem of archaeology
(§4.4): without texts, recovered archaeological finds are open to multiple inter-
pretations that in many cases can recover only a small part of the worldview,
religion, and mythology of their originators.

Conversely, the existence of complicated late Paleolithic mythologies is
sustained by the proposed mythological scheme (Laurasian :: Gondwana) and
by a few archaeological remains so far.'”® A detailed discussion will be given later

(§7).

In sum, a complex religion must have existed already around 50,000 BCE, brought
by immigrants to Australia, New Guinea, and so on, or around 20,000 BCE at the
latest (Americas). Both forms are pre-Mesolithic. The independent origin of
Gondwana motifs in Africa and Australia is excluded by the great number of
similarities found on both continents (§6). So is independent origin of the
Laurasian story line in Eurasia and the Americas. In short, the Bellah/Wunn
scheme is contradicted by comparative, geographical, and historical evidence.
There is more to religion than meets the eye.

Finally, I believe that we have to reckon with more than just the two stages of
“primitive” and “archaic” religions that Bellah posits (§7). They are exemplified as
the Pan-Gaean (§6) and as the various Gondwana and Laurasian stages (§3, §5)
that were present in hunter and gatherer groups, early food-producing societies
(such as horticulturalists), early agriculturalists, and state-based societies and that
are found in still later outcomes, such as well-organized, missionary religions
(Buddhism, Jainism, Christianity, Islam)—all of them movements that began
after S00 BCE (see §7.1 for details).

M §1.7. SUMMARY

In balance, all the great scholars mentioned in the last and the preceding section
(§1.5) appear to have grasped, in common human fashion, only part of the
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complete picture. As the famous Indian elephant simile—similar to Plato’s cave
myth—has it: some blind men in a dark chamber touch different body parts of
an elephant and give completely different accounts of what they have experi-
enced.'”” However, the present approach of historical comparative mythology
adds another facet to the emerging picture.**® Myths, like poems, paintings, and
rituals, reflect reality in a creative fashion that captures its salient features for a
contemporary audience and offers explanations and deeply felt meaning.

Specifically, myth tries to make a significant statement about human life itself:
“where do we come from, why are we here, where do we go?” Just like Gauguin’s
enigmatic painting, myth artistically combines many motifs into a meaningful
whole, modifying the older (even the reconstructed original) layout according
to individual local conditions. As shown by Farmer et al., such modifications are
additionally conditioned by path dependencies;**' that is, they are based on ear-
lier cultural stages that strongly inform contemporary social and religious condi-
tions. Myth still binds humans to their natural habitat and social background; it
provides people with reasons for the cyclical seasons of nature, for festivals, rit-
uals, and social strata; myth also tells of a deep underlying meaning of human life
itself, satisfying basic spiritual needs (§8).
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Many if not most of the various interpretations and approaches enumerated and
briefly discussed above suffer from the general problem inherent in unilateral,
monolithic, or even monomaniacal theories®>—that they try to explain reality by
using just one principle or cause. In the end, some of the explanations given above
are better than others, though some, such as nature mythology or M. Miiller’s
“decay of language,” are clearly too one-sided. However, the current general dis-
dain for the 19th-century explanations is not called for: the 20th century clearly
produced many similar fallacies, and I am sure that late 21st-century scholars will
have much to say about currently fashionable approaches.

However, the evaluation of past interpretations must not necessarily lead us
to general despair,*** agnosticism, or eclecticism, such as the currently somewhat
fashionable “toolbox” approach that entails selecting whatever seems fit to
“explain” a certain myth. In the end, we rather have to follow a holistic, not a hap-
hazard, eclectic, or monolateral, approach, as G. S. Kirk put it already more than
30 years ago: “Like any tale, a myth may have different emphases or levels of
meaning,. ... Analysis of a myth should not stop when one particular theoretical
explanation has been applied and found productive.”*%

Still, we might expect more “explanations” of myth to emerge, especially com-
ing from the promising field of neurobiology.** Though silence has reigned in
the prominent center of new theories, Paris, for the past decade or two, occa-
sionally we may come across new explanations and theories, such as, hopefully,
the Laurasian one.*
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In the final chapter (§8), I will try to capture the meaning of the recon-
structed Laurasian, Gondwana, and Pan-Gaean mythologies. Obviously, the
latter point is not something that can be carried out fully, nor can justice be
done to it within the pages of this book. Other questions, such as the inevi-
tablyinterwoven nature of personal psychic experience, dreams, tribal memory,
and imagination, as well as social pressure for the justification of customs,
rules, and beliefs, can be mentioned only in passing.””” However, the question
will be put (§8) and, hopefully, answered: why was the story line created at all?
And finally, why myth at all?
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To sum up, in this chapter, the definition, scope, and past investigations of myth
have been explored: a “true” narrative that tells of cosmology and society as well
as of the human condition and that is frequently employed to explain and justify
social circumstances. Worldwide similarities between individual myths are habit-
ually explained by diffusion or by common human psychic traits (Jungian arche-
types). However, the current Laurasian proposal supersedes these approaches as
itinvolves a whole system of myths, notably one characterized by a narrative struc-
ture (story line) from the creation of the world to its end. This mythology has
been spread not by diffusion but above all by the constant advance of humans:
after their exodus out of Africa into northern Eurasia and beyond after the past
two ice ages, respectively (c. $2,000-45,000 BCE and 10,000 BCE).

The Laurasian scheme also supersedes the Jungian proposal because the
actual formulation of myths and their arrangement in a complex narrative system
are located on higher planes than that of the archetypes. The current approach s,
at present, not interested, involved, or concerned with the ultimate psychic basis
of mythemes, motifs, and myths. It does not intend to explain their assumed ulti-
mate psychic or neurological background. It is, moreover, independent of any
theory that accounts for the creation of a certain myth, whether by archetype
(Jung), by the mnemotechnical mechanics of myth formation as storage device
of Stone Age “scientific” knowledge,** or based on an underlying binary mental
structure.*”

Rather, the artistic arrangement of myths in Laurasia (and beyond) is explored
and traced back in time to the Mesolithic or Upper Paleolithic period. Finally,
the history of the Laurasian scheme is sketched, from the Paleolithic until
today.

However, the comparative aspect of the current project necessitates, first, a
discussion of the methodologies involved with comparison as such; this is
undertaken in the next chapter.
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2 Comparison and Theory

M §2.1. THEORY AND PRACTICE OF COMPARISONS

Any comparison involves the linking, correlation, or identification of two items
on (roughly) the same plane of existence or thought.' It is obvious that each
culture has its own set of classifications that usually are not consciously recog-
nized. For example, the Zoroastrian texts classify hedgehogs as dogs and include
in this category also the otter and the porcupine.

Other, linguistic classifications sometimes play tricks on our mind, such as
German and Dutch Walfisch and walvis, which automatically classify the whale
as a fish, though we should know better. Whorf went so far as positing that if
speakers of the Hopi language had developed a detailed analytic philosophy, it
would look quite different from the Western one,” as the Hopi language clas-
sifies items quite differently. Or Indo-European languages usual confuse
“being” (living, existing, the verb “to be”) with the mere indication of objects
or beings (“there is,” “2 + 2 = 4,” etc.). Similar cases could be brought up from
Chinese or from Bantu (e.g., with eight noun classes in Swahili).> Western phi-
losophy had a certain advantage in that Indo-European languages have a neuter
gender and thus do not need to classify things as male/female only. Other lan-
guages distinguish animate/nonanimate. Yet all such categories will influence
our way of thinking, though we can overcome such restrictions when reflecting
properly.

These difficulties apart, humans correlate certain items, objects, things,
beings, and their characteristics when perceiving, describing, and classifying
them. Importantly, such mental activity is based on certain neurological factors
of our brain, which has a predilection for correlating any two items, as explained
in some detail by Farmer et al.* Casting aside artificial boundaries, sets, and
frames that are culturally built into our mind, we have to see how we can pro-
ceed objectively.

Multivariate and principal component analysis
An important recent method of comparison has been multivariate analysis. This is

a complex method, involving statistics and other mathematical techniques. It has
been explained in accessible form by the prominent geneticist L. L. Cavalli-Sforza
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in his characterization of principal components analysis,’ following the methods
H. Hotelling developed in the 1930s. It entails the calculation of averages for a
large number of observations.®

If we were to apply this method to comparative mythology, it would necessi-
tate a collection and a map of the geographical spread of many mythemes, motifs,
and myths, such as has been done for the myth of the earth diver by R. Villems,”
or of the Milky Way,® or of the flood myth,’ and by J. Oda for motifs in folklore.'
One would have to create distribution maps, such as Y. Berezkin has done for a
number of mythemes, as well as maps for the important foundational myths,"
such as the origin of the world from Chaos or the origin of humans from deities,
stones, clay, or plants.

Berezkin (and Oda)'? has, in addition, used the method of principal compo-
nent analysis (see above and §4.3) to arrive at several principal components
(PCs) of worldwide myths. Just as in some of the early results of human
population genetics,"* such calculations have global results that are very infor-
mative in determining the general geographical layout and spread of the myth or
motif in question, and they indicate a trend while the actual geographical origin
of a trait remains unclear.

However, just as in genetics, interpretations of the actual spread of particular
myths have to be provided “from the outside,” that is, by fields other than descrip-
tive mythology (or folklore), such as archaeology, which Berezkin employs, or
genetics; they will help to determine the point of origin. It is precisely here that
comparative historical mythology can step in in a major way: the Laurasian
model provides firm coordinates and “archaeological” historical levels for the
interpretation of such distributions.

When collapsing many such maps of myth distribution as elaborately con-
structed by Berezkin into a single one we would generate a “dialect map” of
myths that would provide clues for the origin and spread of certain clusters of
myths and of the Laurasian and the other mythologies (see Figure 2.1). Such
a map would be similar to Berezkin’s map of the first PC, but it would also go
beyond its generalizations. Like composite dialect maps, it would show more
details of specific myths, the individual boundaries of their spread, and not
just a depiction of their mathematical average. Further specification of
mythemes within such myths would allow for additional statistical data: how
many mythemes do exist, and in which order are they present locally and
regionally? Examples could include, for example, the type of the world diver
animal or how many divers appear; or for the Milky Way (Figure 2.2),'* as
what kind of path or animal is the Milky Way regarded, how many parts does it
have, what do they represent, and so on; or again, for the flood myth, how does
the flood originate, how far does it spread, how are people saved, why did it
begin in the first place, what retribution or revenge (§5.2.7) was involved, and
so forth.
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Distribution of 695 cosmological and
etiological motifs. Factor analysis.
372 areas. st principal component

Circles stand for Ancient Mediterranean and Near %
3,

Eastern mythologies: Greek, Hittite-Hurrian, Western

Semitic, Egyptian, Sumerian, Babylonian, Zend-Avesta

|:| Uninhabited Conjecture

Figure 2.1. Y. Berezkin’s first principal component of worldwide myths. Note the low
level of occurrences in South America and New Guinea.
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Another item important for multivariate analysis would be the “path depen-
dency” of each group/culture. By this, I mean the set of foundational topics in
each civilization that have exercised extraordinary influence on all its subsequent
stages. Compare, for example, the idea of primordial sin in Christianity,'® and of
the role of Eve, in contrast with that of primordial obligation (rna) in India or the
avoidance and casting off of primordial “evil” (tsumi) in Japan in the myth of
Izanami/Izanagi and their child, Hirugo (Kojiki 1.4)."” They have persisted for
several thousands of years.

Such path dependencies can play havoc with the straightforward development
of particular myths or of myth complexes as they forcefully shape the way a
particular culture looks at its traditionally received (Stone Age) myths. Certain
ideas are foregrounded, and others are not: sin plays no role in India or East Asia,
and most of what ensues from this concept in the Christian Bible and Western
culture has no impact on, or similarities with, these civilizations. The concept of a
divine savior from primordial sin is alien to them (before Mahayana Buddhism);
and the facile way tsumi, guilt, and even political misdeeds are cast away by the half-
yearly Japanese harae ceremony may look “too easy” to Westerners'*—just as the
Catholic confession and forgiveness of misdeeds and sins may look to Asians.



Milky Way is:

A Way of birds
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Figure 2.2. Concepts of the Milky Way (Y. Berezkin). In Tasmania, the concept of a path, somewhat similar to the northern concept of a ski track,
existed before the extinction of Tasmanians in the first part of the 19th century.




§2 Comparison and Theory = 41

Obviously such attitudes, inherited by pathway dependency, shape many
myths; they force cultures to leave out others (there is no myth of an end of the
world in Shinté Japan), and they foreground or create new myths. The inclusion
of this principle in multivariate analysis will provide a powerful tool that will
counterbalance mere geographical spread and simple inheritance patterns. It
must be said, however, that as far as I know such a mathematical analysis has
never been attempted. The mere enumerations by Stith Thompson are not
enough," though one could begin with his materials (incomplete and biased
toward Eurasia and the Americas as they are) and expand them by Berezkin’s
collections. In addition, the data and listings by Gusinde and Wilbert for South
America as well as the collection and database of folktales created by Junichi
Oda could help a long way;** however, such detailed work cannot be carried out
in the present context.

Challenges

There has also been some recent discussion on the method and validity of the
comparative approach as such.*' A few relevant points will be discussed here.

As mentioned, a potential obstacle to comparisons of Stone Age myth and
religion is presented by Wunn,** who, however, relies just on the material testi-
mony discovered by archaeology to decide on the type of religion present at the
time.” Another interesting “challenge” has been posited by a prominent
American scholar of religion, J. Z. Smith.** He presents an outline and critique of
four approaches to comparison—ethnographic, encyclopedic, morphological,
and evolutionary—and attempts to give “a survey of some 2500 years of the lit-
erature of anthropological comparison.”*

However, the commonly-met-with, inherently Eurocentric problem of his
approach is obvious: the question of comparison is treated as if there were
nothing to be found before the “Greek miracle.” But other ancient civilizations
have made their own comparisons, attested ever since we have written records.
For example, various cultures make clear the distinction between insiders and
outsiders, such as the darya/dasyu in early Vedic India and the people of the
Middle Kingdom and various “outsiders” (usually called “barbarians” in trans-
lations) in China; similar distinctions exist in Mesopotamia (the “black-haired
people” versus the desert and mountain outsiders)* and with the ancient
Egyptians, who clearly distinguish themselves, even in color, from outsiders
such as the Levantine Hyksos, Hittites, Nubian Africans, and Pygmies.
However, Smith concludes that each such comparison is unsatisfactory and
that each new proposal is a variant of an older one. There being “nothing easier
than the making of patterns,” he regards this problem to be solved by “theories
and reasons, of which we have had too little.” He feels that we still are left with
the question, “How am I to apply what the one thing shows me to the case of
two things?”*
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This characterization is much too simple. Structuralism apart, scholars nor-
mally do not establish simple, binary comparisons. We rather employ multiple
categories and sets of data, which may emerge to be structured as soon as we
notice some initial patterning.”® Items fitting the underlying structure will then
be added, and the scheme will be expanded, and one tends to wind up with a
finely meshed theory.

It is certainly true that the “making of patterns” or comparing (and corre-
lating) any two entities is easy and indeed is frequently done. Undeniably, it has
been an inherent part of the human understanding of the world.”” However,
ancient peoples did so with an underlying theory, whether expressed or not.*
One might therefore reverse Smith’s statement and say that there have not been
too few but, instead, all too many theories explaining the world by patterning
and by the subsequent correlation of items. They can be found from ancient
India, to Chinese and Greek philosophical systems, to recent ones, underlying
the Weltanschauung and systems of thought of many populations without writ-
ten traditions. Worse, Smith explicitly denies the possibility of historical com-
parisons: “comparison does not necessarily tell us how things “are” (the
far-from-latent presupposition that lies behind the notion of the “genealogical”
with its quest for “real” historical connections).”!

Obviously, it has been an ancient human quest to approach one’s origins,
their true nature, in other words: how things were and therefore supposedly still
are. But this endeavor is quite different from modern scientific comparisons, be
they of languages, skeleton structure, or genes. In making such comparisons, sci-
entists attempt to find, if possible, the antecedents or even the original ancestor
of the items they study and to indicate how its descendants evolved: in other
words, the “true nature” of the items they study, based on their descent. However,
this is done while not neglecting incidental external influences and resulting
changes. Usually, comparativists know very well about the tenuous, theoretical
structure of their constructs, and they are elated if they can occasionally be con-
firmed by the discovery of intermediate stages or even of missing links. In short,
a reconstructed item must not always coincide fully with a real, once-existing
specimen, whether this is a plant, animal, or human being or a language, custom,
ancient literary text—or Laurasian mythology.

Surprisingly, however, a few years later Smith admitted that historical and
genealogical comparisons have indeed been successful in comparative
anatomy, historical linguistics, folkoristics, and archaeology,* each one of
which fulfills, he maintains, the preconditions of a strong theoretical interest
and a thick dossier with micro-distinctions. Even then, however, he neglects
mutual dependency, individual development, and mutual influence of systems
but nevertheless concludes for the comparison of religions that “at present,
none of these [preconditions] are fulfilled in the usual comparisons of reli-
gious phenomena, but there is nothing, in principle, to prevent their success-
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ful deployment.
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All of which would be carried out by the present Laurasian (and Gondwana)
theory of historical comparative mythology.** In religion and myth, according to
Smith we would be back to square one: inquiring about the validity of the com-
parative and historical method that actually has been rigorously tested in several
sciences over the past 200 years. Scholarship in many fields, from paleontology
to genetics, from manuscriptology to linguistics, has shown differently.
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Of much greater theoretical importance for the current project is the “qualitative
comparative method” discussed by C. C. Ragin, who looks at the comparative
method “beyond qualitative and quantitative strategies.** The qualitative com-
parative method has been used for comparing just a few items up to hundreds of
cases.® Ragin regards it as an alternative to multivariate statistical analysis; it
breaks cases into parts and variables, and therefore this method allows for (mul-
tiple) constellations, configurations, and conjunctures: “It is especially well
suited for ... outcomes resulting from multiple and conjunctural causes—where
different conditions combine in different and sometimes contradictory ways to
produce the same or similar outcomes.”” This procedure is particularly apt for
certain situations in comparative mythology, where individual mythemes and
motifs that may be geographically very distant from each other have coalesced in
a very similar or identical fashion.

Pertinent examples would include the potent case of widely dispersed items,
such as the appearance of the rainbow snake in India,*® South America, Australia,
and sub-Saharan Africa. One may speculate that natural surroundings have
inspired the motif, as is indeed the case in India with the Mundas.* However,
social conditions are very different in all the areas concerned: tribal food-pro-
ducing societies with the Indian Munda, state societies in Africa (with the king
ascending the rainbow), Stone Age hunter and gatherer societies in Australia
(with the shaman ascending), and horticultural food-producing tribal societies
in South America.

Other cases could include the motif of human origins from a tree (Iceland,
sub-Saharan Africa, Taiwan,* Japan, Australia); or the cosmological sand paint-
ings found among the Navajos and Tibetans;* or the same or similar colors of
the directions of the sky used in Chinese, Iranian, Navajo, Hopi, Aztec, and
other Amerindian myths; or the motif of the Four/Five Ages and the colors
applied to them by the Greeks and Navajos; or cattle herders’ age groups, rit-
uals, and claim of sole possession of cattle (found with the Vedic Indians of
1000 BCE and with the present Maasai people of East Africa). Such incidental
resemblances and congruities may not have the same origins, but they share
similar outcomes and therefore could be analyzed by Ragin’s method, if enough
samples are found. A suitable database is found in the work of S. Thompson,
Y. Berezkin, and J. Oda.
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However, Ragin’s theorizing is “not restricted to the field of comparative soci-
ology and political science. Essentially, I address metatheoretical differences bet-
ween approaches generally called qualitative (or case-oriented) and quantitative
(or variable-oriented).”* To which we may add the materials and theory of com-
parative mythology.

L33

As for the actual procedure of comparisons in mythology, K. Tuite has made the
following important observation regarding the comparison of isolated congru-
ities in ethnology and linguistics:

Dumézil noted that a comparison...is convincing to the extent that similarities are
found at both the substantive and structural levels. As in historical linguistics, where
genetic groupings...[are made] more probable by striking, functionally unmoti-
vated similarities in grammatical features, so hypotheses... [are] strengthened by
such correspondences in both the form and structural contextualization of sym-
bols[, such as] ... Dumézil’s...discovery of paired one-eyed and one-handed gods
or heroes, associated with magic and justice....[T]his...“bizarrerie”... [makes
common origin] all the more likely.... What I propose here is the application of a
similar procedure of substantive and structural comparison of symbols of two
speech communities for which historical linguistics has not yet conclusively proven
a relationship. The two bodies of comparative data—ethnological and linguistic—
taken together provide a stronger case for historical linkage than either would do on

its own.®

The same can be said about historical comparative mythology in general and the
present approach in particular. As Puhvel has formulated for comparative Indo-
European mythology:

What does it take to reconstruct an Indo-European protomyth? It means recapturing
via the comparative method a piece of the onetime living religion of a hypothetical
protosociety. The procedure is to evaluate in relation to one another such survival
versions as can be judiciously isolated and identified. Naturally, the least-changed
varieties would best reflect the prototype.*

To which should be added that, when surpassing the narrow confines of a
linguistic family, the method must be the “substantive and structural comparison”
of mythemes, myths, and systems of myths of two or more “speech communities
for which historical linguistics has not... conclusively proven a relationship.”*
The procedure proposed in this book thus closely echoes that of compara-
tive linguistics: isolated and unmotivated similarities found in widely separated
areas usually are indicators of an older, lost common system, higher on the
structural level and cladistic tree; their nonmotivatedness makes them stand

out in the individual culture and marks them as a (functionally) unexplained
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item or a strange relict. Examples would include, for example, the weeping and
crying of the separated parents Father Heaven and Mother Earth (Maori,
Rgveda) and the showing of bare breasts as a sign of friendship (Rgveda and
Gilyak in the Amur area).*

Similarly, in the related field of ritual behavior, one many compare many
widespread items of current ritualistic conduct (such as tipping one’s hat, mili-
tary salute, bowing, scratching one’s head, laughing with bared teeth, hiding
one’s teeth when laughing, etc.), some of which even go back to our prehuman
ancestors. In the comparatively little-studied field of children’s culture, there are
also jingles (such as “ene, mene, ...”), melodies, string figures, and games that are
widespread across the globe; all of them cannot be investigated here (§4.5).
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As far as comparisons of similarities in mythology (and its practical basis, lan-
guage) are concerned, we must distinguish between several possibilities. The lin-
guist M. Ruhlen distinguishes three reasons for such similarities:

When one identifies similarities among molecular structures, plants, human soci-
eties, or stars, the origin of such similarities can be explained only by one of three
mechanisms:

(1) common origin
(2) borrowing
(3)  convergence.

To demonstrate that two languages (or language families) are related, it is sufficient to
show that their shared similarities are not the result of either borrowing or conver-
gence. As regards convergence—the manifestation of motivated or accidental resem-
blances—Ilinguists are in a more favorable situation than biologists. In biology,
convergence may be accidental, but it is more often motivated by the environment; it
is not by accident that bats resemble birds, or that dolphins resemble fish.*’

We may add that nature has produced several “reincarnations” of “sharks,” and
wolflike predators among the marsupials of Australia, over the course of natural
history. We will see that many such resemblances will appear in the comparison
of myths as well: we have borrowing (diffusion), and we have convergence, espe-
cially when climatic and social conditions conspire to necessitate explanations
of cultural features (such as deities of grain and other agricultural products or
their birth, death, and rebirth).

The range of major possibilities for the explanation of similarities includes

« common origin (as proposed in this book)
« diffusion: spread by incidental word of mouth, such as in trade; by direct
or osmosis-type contact of the concerned cultures, which proceeds
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further in domino fashion or back and forth in ping-pong style. Diffusion

was furthered by periodic climatic changes during the Stone Age,

followed by postglacial expansion and later on by economic exchange in
early “world systems.”*

o acharacteristic of human nature: that is, the neuro-correlative functioning
of the brain,* by inherent archetypes, specifically during a presumed
universal “axial age”; or “resonance” by which cultures develop according
to universal laws; or “Indra’s net” (indrajala), which interconnects all
phenomena with all others in mutual fashion (and thus, also cultures)

« independent origin (again, based on inherent human nature)

« convergence of independently developed traits

W. Doniger, in her review of Carlo Ginsburg’s book on witches, uses most of the
same categories:. “Given cultural convergences the theoretically possible expla-
nations are: (a) diffusion, (b) derivation from a common source, (c) derivation
from structural characteristics of the human mind.” She adds that Ginsburg rejects
a common source (genealogical tree) as a Romantic, pre-Positivist model.*°

It is, however, exactly the rather prematurely and rashly shunned model of
common origin,*' of the family tree, that is, of the cladistic arrangement of the
data of historical comparative mythology, that will be pursued in this book—
and for the same good reasons that have been used in comparative linguistics,
paleontology, and genetics.’> The historical comparative approach is not one of
old-fashioned Romanticism looking for and speculating on distant ur-situations,
but it is the cladistic procedure also used by genetics, human anthropology,
archaeology, linguistics, and philological manuscript research (§4): all of them
present pedigrees or stemmas of subsequent historical layers and their interrela-
tions, filiations, or branchings.

Precisely when the cladistic model made a strong reappearance in the popular
mind due to the advances of genetics, Doniger and Ginsburg still rejected it, as
they were unwittingly bound by the path dependencies firmly embedded in the
Western mind by early 20th-century psychologists such as Freud and, ironically,
Jung. Conversely, as just mentioned, a number of sciences have established
“family trees” that lead back to a common ancestor. Paleontology and genetics
deal with historical descent, with the development of living organisms, and
establish their pedigree. Others, such as philology, deal with the development of
traditions and texts that have come down in direct descent from earlier ones,
their “ancestors.” Some of the descendants share a common innovation (or
mutation) that distinguishes them from their ancestors and other relatives.
Further examples include the study of inanimate entities, such as the family trees
of manuscripts that have been continuously copied from each other, again with
certain “mutations.” Their comparative study results in a pedigree (stemma) of
copying efforts that create mistakes (by eye or ear) similar to those occurring in
copying genetic features in our DNA.%
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Then there is the pedigree of descent of current human languages derived,
again, by innovations (mutations) from older forms, their “ancestors,” which is
studied by historical linguistics. Examples are the various “daughter” languages
that derive from Proto-Indo-European, Proto-Sino-Tibetan, Proto-Bantu, and
so on and ultimately, from the hypothetical speech of “African Eve” herself.**

k%X

The comparative method employed in all these sciences proceeds from obvious
similarities of the items compared (say, since Linné in biology, giving birth from
the uterus by mammals) to a more structured investigation that establishes sets
of regular correspondences between the items compared (as mammals, suckling
babies, etc.). Such regular correspondences must reappear in further items that
are taken up for comparison (being warm-blooded, being vertebrate with an
internal skeleton, etc.). The various sets of regular correspondences lead to a
well-structured body of links and correspondences that govern nearly all of the
cases involved (i.e., the establishment of Linné’s various typologically and syn-
chronically distinguished animal and plant groups).** The comparison continues
with a historical analysis that accounts for the innovative changes and develop-
ments (mutations) seen in the several sets of regular correspondences (mam-
mals versus reptiles versus fish etc.) and that finally results in a pedigree of the
entities involved (paleontological tree, cladistic arrangement).

Historical comparative reconstruction

Historical comparative studies have established pedigrees of the development of
Homo sapiens, of most human languages, and of human DNA (female mitochon-
drial DNA and the nonrecombinant male Y chromosome) from the “African
Eve” to that of all modern humans. In all cases, the descendants of a certain par-
ent along the line of descent are characterized by common mutations or as called
in linguistics, by shared innovations. The same comparative and historical method
will be used in this book for the reconstruction of earlier forms of mythology.
In a nutshell, the features of one particular generation, form of language, ge-
netic setup, or contemporaneous mythological system are compared not just
with other “neighboring” ones but also with their (reconstructed or actually
attested) older forms. These, in turn, will be compared with still older forms and
where these are not available, with a reconstruction based on later materials.
Time depth in mythological reconstruction is thus built up step by step, just
as in linguistics and the other sciences. Earlier and earlier synchronical mytho-
logical systems are reconstructed (e.g., Indo-European, Nostratic, Eurasian,
Laurasian), finally leading to the period of the exodus from Africa and of the
“African Eve.” The method is described and discussed below in some detail

(§2.2.25qq.).
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At each earlier level, however, materials get scarcer, again just as in the sciences.
Yet comparisons with various other mythological systems (of Australia, sub-
Saharan Africa, etc.) and use of the results of archaeology and human population
genetics help: we can distinguish Australian and Amerindian myths by their
migration times (at c. 50,000 and c. 20,000 years ago).

The same result can be expected from mythological comparisons, that is, if
such comparisons indeed establish a set of sustained correspondences and
underlying structures. This possibility will be demonstrated in the following sec-
tions and chapters, step by step, moving from similarities to regular correspon-
dences and finally to a family tree of mythologies.

The new approach of historical comparative (Laurasian, Gondwana) mythology
and the steps taken in its establishment consequently are quite similar to the
well-tested methods of the other sciences mentioned. As mentioned, compari-
sons with archaeology and genetics allow us to distinguish early migrations, and
hence that of their accompanying mythologies, even if these sciences do not
directly attest to the individual details of mythology or the Weltanschauung of
the bearers of the cultures involved (§4). It is the aim of this book to ascertain
and present similar pedigrees for the development of human mythologies.
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However, there exist some potential objections against the methods sketched in
this section (§2.6; cf. §5.2, §6). They may include the methods used in deciding
whether similar myths in distant regions are derived from common ancestral
myths or have developed independently due to neurobiological invariances and
similarities in ecological conditions.

As far as similarities are concerned, this question has been answered above
(§2.1), also by pointing to unmotivated fragments preserved in isolated areas
(§2.2). After the reconstruction of the preceding stage of mythology, they turn
out to be a relevant part of the earlier system. This is frequently seen in compar-
ative historical linguistics, and we may assume the same relevance in compara-
tive historical mythology.

The occurrence of similarities due to similar or near-identical ecological con-
ditions can also be answered effortlessly. For example, the ancient pastoral
Rgvedic society of northwest India of c. 1000 BCE shares many items with the
pastoral Maasai society of contemporary East Africa, such as the belief of having
been divinely ordained to own all cattle and the institution of age classes. But
their mythologies have little in common and actually belong to the two major
different systems of Laurasia and Gondwana.

Or, for example, the occurrence of horse sacrifice in Northeast Asia,*® among
the Indo-Europeans, and, quite unexpectedly, among Amerindians of Patagonia
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in recent centuries is only a case of superficial resemblances. The Indo-European
horse sacrifice is closely connected with the elevation of a tribal leader to supreme
ruler (Vedic India, Ireland; cf. also the October horse in ancient Rome),’” and
similarly, so is Chinese horse sacrifice.*® But the Patagonian one, reported by
Charles Darwin,* has none of these characteristics. It was performed by a tribal
society that had only recently acquired the horse from the Spaniards, and it func-
tioned merely as a substitute for earlier offerings at a pole, stand-in for the world
tree in the treeless and featureless southern Argentinean steppes. Again, the
mythologies of the three areas are clearly distinct from each other.

It may be pointed out that the hunter populations of the Congo, Borneo, and
South American tropical forests may share items such as blowpipes and so on, but
their mythologies again belong to two different systems. In sum, similar ecolog-
ical and economical conditions do not result in similar or identical mythologies.

On the contrary, Laurasian mythology exists in a variety of climates, from
polar ice regions to tropical jungles, and from the hunter-gatherer stage to
modern state societies. It should be obvious that, even though certain aspects of
mythology will be influenced by habitat and economic and cultural conditions,
the basic features of the reconstructed Laurasian and Gondwana mythologies
are independent of such conditions.

One may point to fairly similar flood and destruction myths that are found in
many early river- or ocean-based societies and seem to be independent of
long-range transmission. However, as the investigation (below, §5.7.2) indicates,
the flood myth is one of the oldest ones still present. It is found in many areas
that are not threatened by oceanic floods or large riverine inundations (such as
mountainous Hawai'i and dry central Australia). It occurs in virtually all parts of
the globe and thus is not likely to have been transmitted by late diffusion from an
unknown cultural center. This is especially obvious in the combination of the
mytheme of the sky falling down connected with the flood, as is seen in Central
Africa as well as in Polynesia.

While such close analysis of the details of widespread myths often allows us
to distinguish cases of inheritance versus diffusion, the methods required to do
so have been made explicit above and will be further pursued in this chapter. The
main methods include the checking of adherence to the Laurasian or Gondwana
mythological schemes and their various macro- and subregional forms (§2.3),
their fit with such schemes or their complete isolation, the establishment of clear
cases of regional loan relationships, and the like. (For further discussion of pos-
sible objections to the Laurasian theory and historical comparative mythology
in general, see below, §2.6.)

Once the framework of comparison and its method have been set up, we can
begin with the actual reconstruction of Laurasian mythology, starting out from
observing simple and obvious similarities and proceeding from there to the var-
ious higher levels of comparison described just now. (The matter is summed at

the end of §2.3.)
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M §2.2. RECONSTRUCTING LAURASIAN MYTHOLOGY

The present investigation starts out and takes its inspiration, as mentioned, from
the observation that current explanations of the widespread similarities in myth,
such as by archetypes and diffusion,®” cannot explain the extraordinary amount
of similarities and congruities across the globe. They also fail to address a central
characteristic aspect, the comparability of whole systems of myths, that is, inherent
aggregates or intentional collections of the myths of one population.®' Therefore,
a new comparative approach is proposed here that looks at common origins.
As outlined above (§1.4), it proceeds systematically in several steps:

« first, obviously common features of various mythologies around the
globe are spotted and listed;

« second, account is taken of the complete aggregate extent and internal
structure of the various local mythologies—especially of their story line;

« third and finally, a coherent ancestral mythology is reconstructed for much
of Eurasia, North Africa, and the Americas. As indicated earlier, its desig-
nation, Laurasian mythology, is derived from the area that it covers: it
makes use of the geographical term Laurentia in Canada for the Americas
and of (Eur)Asia for Greater Asia (and its North African extension).®?
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The new approach as well as the steps taken in setting it up are quite similar, as
mentioned, to the well-tested methods of historical and comparative linguistics or
the biological sciences. A detailed comparison of both methods is not intended
here. Suffice it to say that commonly made comparisons of individual myths would
correspond in linguistics to those of particular words, that is, their outward shape
(phonetics) and their forms (declension, conjugation; see Table 2.1). Further
comparisons may entail some structural features (Lévi-Strauss’s mythemes, binary
structure) corresponding to the formal and abstract syntactical features of sen-
tence structure (word order within a sentence etc.). But even the discovery of such
structures does not lead to an understanding of a particular mythology, much less of
a set of mythologies. In the words of the linguistic simile, that would mean the
discovery of the structures and the establishment of the complete grammar of all
parts of speech of a particular language and all its relatives. The next step is the
reconstruction of earlier forms of the language(s) at hand. Without this kind of
comparison, we would never have arrived at the reconstructions made in compar-
ative linguistics (Indo-European, Semitic, Bantu, Amerindian, etc.) of earlier forms
of the languages in question, just as, without such wide-ranging comparisons, we
would not arrive at the story line and general structure of Laurasian mythology.
The next step in the comparison is the evaluation of the actual content of the
texts. In comparative linguistics, this would correspond to the studies going
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TABLE 2.1. Parallels between linguistics and mythology.

LINGUISTICS COMPARATIVE MYTHOLOGY

Phonetics Mytheme

Forms (declension, etc.) Motif, other structural elements

Word order Myth: Propp’s “syntax” and

Complete grammar Lévi-Strauss’ binary structure

Comparative grammars Comparative mythology

Historical analysis Historical analysis

*Reconstruction of macro-families *Reconstruction of Laurasian & Gondwana families
*First language *First myths

beyond single sentences to the investigation of texts, in other words, the struc-
ture (and interpretation) of the texts concerned. In mythology, this would
amount to the description of certain quasi-syntactical features, such as Propp’s
theory of the 30-odd constituents of Russian folktales.”> However, comparisons
of whole mythologies, corresponding in linguistics to that of, say, the Latin,
Greek, Sanskrit, and beyond, the Egyptian, Sumerian, and Nostratic languages
and so on, are missing even now. In other words, we lack truly comparative and
historical mythology, whose parallel has existed in linguistics since the early
19th century. This book is an attempt to fill that gap.

Finally, there is the semantic aspect of linguistics, which involves the multi-
faceted meanings of words, sentences, and texts. This, too, is largely missing in
comparative mythology, where it would correspond to the meaning of mythemes,
motifs,* myths, and, finally, the meaning of whole mythologies and of the recon-
structed Laurasian mythology as such (see §8).

Procedure

In actual procedure, when carrying out the Laurasian project, we have to start by
stating obvious similarities between myths, sets of myths, and whole mythologies.
As a matter of principle and procedure, one needs two or three identical or similar
items, best those distant from each other in time or space, to establish a common
ancestral element. Comparisons of items found only in adjacent cultures are dis-
couraged as they may be due to borrowing, but widely distant, remote mythol-
ogies (for example, those of Polynesia and ancient Israel, Scandinavia, or Greece or
those of the Maya and Greeks) are especially useful. Pursuing these investigations,
the Laurasian mythological model will gradually emerge and take shape.

Obvious similarities are necessarily those that heuristically appear as such to
the investigator. Whether they are indeed historically linked will only become
apparent in the course of the investigation. This process will sometimes lead to a
reformulation of parts of the theory (see §2.1, §3.9, §5.1.1). Some surface simi-
larities are due, just as in linguistics, to a number of factors. In mythology, they
include a certain amount of convergence due to similar natural and social



52 ® THE ORIGINS OF THE WORLD'S MYTHOLOGIES

environments, such as seen between totally unrelated Maasai, Toda, and Vedic
cattle lore or in the interpretation of the rainbow as a snake in Africa, Australia,
and South America, mentioned above (§1.6, §2.1).

A shortcut in the investigation of correspondences and the establishment of
the Laurasian scheme is quite often provided by discovering isolated archaisms
in geographically and temporally widely dispersed areas. They can immediately
lead on to the right track and reveal the underlying structure—the Laurasian
story line—that may be partially hidden by later developments elsewhere.

The result is that, just as in linguistics, as soon as we actually have established
a family tree, any comparison of individual items, and of whole mythologies,
attains a new, higher level of perspective: it provides a new point of view to
certain isolated items. Through the evaluation of disparate but widespread frag-
ments found in the nooks and corners of Eurasia and all of Laurasia, such items
will lose their uniqueness and isolation and will add up to an unexpected sce-
nario: alost myth is recovered, or mutual explanation of one fragment by another
is achieved, or links are established between an ancient myth in one region and
a corresponding ritual in another. All these include elements that have so far
remained unexplainable.®® The successful comparison of such items can lead to
substantial “filling in” of the initial reconstruction of Laurasian myth.

Immediate benefits include the inherent reevaluation of certain aspects of a
particular mythology that might otherwise seem to be of no importance or
might appear as quaint local developments. Upon the discovery of some
corresponding items in other parts of Laurasia, they may even assume a domi-
nant role in the reconstruction. Notable are such isolated terms as the epithet
arm-strong in Vedic and Japanese myth (§3.5.1) and the “weeping” Father
Heaven and Mother Earth in Vedic and Maori myth (§3.3). In sum, the evalua-
tion of the various bits and pieces of local myth will always be enhanced.
Conversely, this will add to the extent and quality of the reconstruction.
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Once the basic outline of Laurasian mythology has been established (see §2.5)
we can turn around and make use of the model and try to fit in the isolated items
mentioned above as well as take account of developments in the individual
mythology of a given population. In doing so, one can, so to speak, move “up and
down” the reconstructed family tree, informing local myths by the reconstructed
Laurasian one and informing the Laurasian one with elements of the local ones.
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Finally, obvious gaps in the reconstruction that occur due to the attrition of

transmitted materials over time (just as in linguistics) may be filled in by
informed guesses based on internal reconstruction. For example, if we establish
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the deities Father Heavenand Mother Earth for Proto-Indo-European mythology,
then they are expected to turn up, say, in oldest Vedic myth. However, we find
only Father Heaven and “the (female) broad one,” that is, Earth. Reconstruction
of the deity “Mother Earth” is required, and she has indeed recently been found
in the Rgveda (1.89.4, 1.164.33, 1.191.6, 5.42.16, 5.43.15, 6.72.2, 8.103.2,
10.62.2,10.70.5)% and in a neglected early post-Rgvedic text, the Khila, that pro-
vides a welcome list of Rgvedic mythological topics.

In the next sections, the individual steps undertaken in historical comparative
mythology will be discussed in some detail.

§2.2.1. Similarities

First, thus, the obvious similarities between the motifs and myths found in many
mythologies are assembled.”” This is the one area of comparative mythology that
has been studied well, but it has also led to numerous, often mutually exclusive
claims. A typical case is the Oedipus myth, dealt with by many specialists,
including Lévi-Strauss.®® Other topics include the prominent motif of the hero
or the flood myth,* which has produced a veritable deluge of publications, most
of which overlook its quasi-worldwide distribution.”” However, once closer
attention is paid to the actual distribution of such similarities, it will be recog-
nized that they are not evenly spread worldwide,”" and important conclusions
will have to be drawn from this distribution.”

The initial collection and comparison of certain mythological motifs allow us
to establish a number of obvious similarities, including, among others, such
widespread and well-known myths as those of

« the origin of the universe and our world;”

« the several generations of deities;

« the creation of light;”*

« the killing of the dragon (or of a similar monster);

« the emergence of humans, along with their faults;

« the involvement of the gods in human affairs;

« a Great Flood and the reemergence of humans;”

« an age of semidivine heroes, often overlapping with

o the origins of local shamans or the later “noble” lineages and, as such,
of local human “history”; and

« aviolent end to our present world.”

In addition, we can isolate many seemingly disparate topics, such as the origin of
death and the recovery and revival of a departed wife (or other relative) from the
netherworld,” the theft of primordial fire for the gods and/or humans, the emer-
gence of shaman-like persons, the first institution of rituals and sacrifice, the
origin of sacred drink, and the very establishment of human society, including
mutual exchanges, agreements, marriage, and so on.
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§2.2.2. Regular correspondences and establishment of a unified
narrative scheme

The gathering of these and other topics, mythemes, and motifs leads to the
insight that they are not only common to the mythologies investigated but also
more or less arranged in a particular order, often very similar to the one just
given above (§2.2.1). Their sequence is one of consecutive, gradually progress-
ing mythical time, which takes shape as a kind of “mythical history.””®

There is a first beginning, followed by a “logical progression” of most of the
events listed above. For example, one cannot expect the flood to take place
before humans have behaved in a way not pleasing to the gods, whether this
occurs in Hawai’i, in Vedic India, or in the Hebrew Bible. And the killing of the
dragon clearly must take place after the emergence of the first sexually distin-
guished deities (usually, Heaven and Earth), simply because the dragon is one of
their descendants. Frequently, but not universally so, this “historical” progres-
sion comes to a predictable end,” with the destruction of our (current) world.

In other words, the initial collection and subsequent linear arrangement of
motifs result in a “history” of the world, the gods, humans, and individual bands,
tribes, or peoples. The underlying “historical” framework entails that mythology
(encompassing the individual items mentioned here) is characterized by an
inherent narrational schemethat records, in succession, all events from the creation
to the end of the world.

In other words, the scheme has a recognizable pattern, it follows a red thread,
it has a distinct story line.* Even if we were to assume that Maya priests, Japanese
courtiers, or Greek poets individually constructed this framework, the evidence
all over Laurasia (§3) is too strong to sustain independent origination: they
must have built on already-present story line materials that they transformed
into the existent literary forms.

Individual chapters of the story line aggregate can be told separately,® as the
occasion arises: for example, the tale of the theft of fire or of killing the dragon,
which appears independently in hero tales of various cultures (such as St. George
and the Dragon) or even turns up as a folktale.®> But the chapters normally are
part and parcel of complete sets of mythologies, such as the Japanese Kojiki,
Hesiod’s Theogony, the Icelandic Edda, the Mesopotamian Enuma Elish, the
Maya Popol Vuh, and the large oral Dayak or Hopi corpus, where they appear at
their proper, predictable place.*

In sum, Laurasian mythology, reconstructed along these lines, represents our
oldest complex story. It is a novel of the creation, growth, and destruction of the
world, of divine and human evolution and decay, from birth to death, from
creation to destruction. It is this particular narrational device that unifies the
many individual motifs and presents listeners with a comprehensive and intelli-
gible view of the world, an ancient Weltanschauung. Laurasian mythology is, like
others, ideology in narrative form.** According to this worldview, the universe is
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ultimately regarded as a living body, not surprisingly in analogy to the human
one: it is born, grows, and finally dies (see §2.5, §3, §8). Human analogies play a
great role in ancient and modern correlative thought: animals, trees, rocks, and
so on are viewed as similar to humans and are attributed human characteristics,
feelings, thought, and speech (such as the indistinct speech of mountains and
trees in Susa.no Wo’s story in the Kojiki 1.14, Nihon Shoki 1.29).*S

Before entering into the wider ramifications and effects of the narrational
scheme and its applications, such as the establishment of a pedigree of mythol-
ogies (see §2.2.5, 2.3), a comprehensive look at several details of the method
employed is advisable.

§2.2.3. Oldest texts to be used

In establishing the wide-ranging correspondences and, ultimately, the outline of
the Laurasian scheme, we must rely on all materials at our disposal. Their range
includes the oldest recorded versions, beginning at c. 3000 BCE in Egypt and
Mesopotamia, mid-second-millennium Hittite Anatolia, Vedic India, and China,
as well as, significantly later, medieval Europe, Japan, and Mayan Mesoamerica;
but we must also include texts that were only recently recorded with populations
that do not have a written tradition,® such as the Dayak, with their c. 15,000
pages of oral texts. Initially, however, it is best to rely on the oldest texts available
in each region.

For Eurasian myths this is possible from a fairly early time onward. As men-
tioned, the earliest materials directly attested in writing are found in ancient
Egyptian pyramid texts and the Mesopotamian texts of the Sumerians, from
around c. 3000 BCE onward. They are amplified by some slightly later Near
Eastern texts (Hurrite, Hittite, Ugaritic, Eblaic, Hebrew, etc.) that are recorded
from c. 1600 BCE onward and belong to various peoples speaking a host of
often unrelated languages. These early testimonies are further expanded by
early Indian and Iranian initially oral texts (Veda, Avesta) from c. 1200 BCE
onward. At the other end of Eurasia, early Chinese texts (tortoise shell inscrip-
tions) set in, tentatively, around 1200 BCE as well. However, the earliest
American texts (of the Maya, Mixtec, Aztec, Inca) are much later (mid-second
millennium), though the decipherment of the Maya script and recently found
paintings now allow us to place some isolated elements of Maya myth hun-
dreds of years earlier.
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The reason for using the oldest and geographically widespread texts available
for a particular civilization is as simple as it is obvious. We can hope, first, that in
this way we do not rely on materials “contaminated” by medieval and modern
developments.
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To take the example of India: if we were only to study the extensive medieval
mythology of the Puranas (c. 320 ct onward) or of the slightly older epics that
apparently were first assembled about 100 BCE and were finally redacted around
c. 500 cE, we would arrive at a picture of early Indian mythology that is com-
pletely different from that presented by the multitude of the extremely well-pre-
served oral Vedic texts (c. 1200-500 BCE). Early Vedic mythology is still largely
recognizable as Indo-European, but even epic mythology has been fundamen-
tally restructured, and the Puranic version has been further developed and is basi-
cally close to what we hear and see in India today. There are, thus, at least three
successive and widely different forms and layers of attested Indian mythology.

Since we are interested in the older versions of Eurasian myth and aim at
establishing their Laurasian predecessor, it is therefore prudent to begin with
the oldest available versions. The process is similar in other cultures: many layers
of text accretion can be found in the 3,000 years of attested Egyptian and
Mesopotamian history.*’

It must be observed, however, that these “frozen” accounts of early mythol-
ogies frequently are locally or even politically motivated versions that have gained
prominence due to their very recording. They must be compared with other ver-
sions, if available. For example, in ancient Egypt, we have four major successive
mythologies that are tied to the capitals of the period during which they were
codified. The common ground and “original” version of ancient Egyptian
mythology can only be ascertained by their comparison. Obviously, it would be a
mistake just to use the oldest attested Egyptian version. Nevertheless, due to its
relative age, it gains a certain prominent position against which the three later
ones can be evaluated. Similarly, Sumerian, Akkadian, and later versions must be
compared and evaluated to reach a common Mesopotamian mythology. The case
of Japan, with many different versions of its eighth-century mythology recorded
in the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki, is similar. Again, Greek mythology appears in an
early but very fragmentary Mycenaean form and then in Homer’s epics, Hesiod’s
“chronological” rendering in the Theogony, and many local variations.* The major
figures and motifs, however, are the same.

These examples alone indicate that local mythologies are not as stable as their
earliest written version may let us assume. F. Barth has shown how much the
orally transmitted mythology of the Ok,* a recently contacted tribal population
in the central New Guinea highlands, has changed in the various villages involved.
However, just as the written Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Japanese, or Greek
sources indicate multiple versions of local mythology but also many major
underlying common traits, so does Ok mythology (see §2.6). Ina first comparison
of similar mythemes, myths, and strings of myths it would be a mistake to use
the argument oflocal “instability” against the employment of the earliest attested
versions.

The small oral, illiterate cultures of Laurasia must not be neglected. Detailed
investigations such as that of the myth of the hidden sun (§3.5.1) indeed show
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that these cultures (such as that of the isolated Kekchi Maya) can retain impor-
tant archaisms (in this case, those shared by Indo-European, Central Asian, and
Japanese mythologies). Obviously, the very isolation of these motifs speaks to
the survival of archaic traditions, as, for example, with the Kekchi of
Mesoamerica,” who were surrounded by the literate culture of the Maya. These
traditions could be altered by later, agriculturally and technologically more
advanced societies, such as the major Maya groups. To be prudent, we have to
take into account all geographically dispersed versions of a motif or myth and
balance them against our oldest sources.

A second reason for using the oldest preserved texts is that they may still be
comparatively little affected by the omnipresent local substrates: these reflect
the beliefs of the population(s) that lived in the area before a particular
population entered that brought in a (sub)type of Laurasian mythology. Cases
in point are ancient Greece, India, and Japan (see below, §2.3). The earliest
Indian text, the Rgveda, is still largely free of the (later) typical Hindu deities
and myths, and it is much closer to its Old Iranian counterpart (Avesta) as
well as other ancient Indo-European texts. Conversely, the gradual upscale
movement into prominence of local substrate mythology in later texts can be
used—with caution—to reconstruct the lost mythology of, in the present case,
pre-Rgvedic India.

Third, even the form of the myths available in the oldest written texts neces-
sarily represents already local forms, as writing goes back only to c. 3000 BCE
while Proto-Laurasian mythology is several tens of thousands of years older. To
arrive at the latter necessarily involves employing the method of careful, step-
wise reconstruction (§2.3), starting out from the oldest versions locally avail-
able. This is carried out by reconstructing the common mythology of a particular
language family, say, Indo-European, and comparing it to other reconstructed
ones, always while taking into account local and regional developments (§2.3).

Some objections

An objection could be that even these oldest recorded texts of humankind are
simply not old enough to reconstruct the situation of late Paleolithic mythology
at 40,000-60,000 years ago. In other words, this concerns the level of reliability
that can be assigned to the reconstruction of very ancient prehistoric myths
based on much later written (and still later, only orally transmitted) texts.

Theoretically, the relative stability of myths that we find in written sources,
such as those enumerated above, may provide an unrealistic idea about the sta-
bility of myths in prehistoric eras, especially among migrating peoples living in a
succession of radically different environments. However, the stability of
Laurasian mythology and its story line is evident in cultures from the polar
regions to the tropical jungle, while Gondwana mythologies have their own con-
stancy, from Africa to Australia.
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This basic stability is evident even if we take into account that a lot of local
variation may occur, within a small territory, such as that of certain Papua tribes
studied by F. Barth. However, just as Egyptian, Greek, and Japanese myths
appear in a large variety of forms, they still have their own common, culture-
specific central themes and motifs. The same is true for Barth’s Ok culture; vari-
ations are visible just on the surface, so to speak, while the underlying mythology
remains largely the same for all variations. This situation applies to literate as well
as to oral societies, as the examples mentioned above indicate. Though literate
societies may have a written dominant form of a particular myth or sequences of
myths, the various derived local forms persist.

The very possibility of a Gondwana and Laurasian mythology (detailed in §3
and §5) should be indication enough that some of their patterns have not changed
much over tens of thousands of years, in spite of all local innovation. For example,
the Lakota (Sioux) have incorporated, over the past thousand years after leaving
their eastern agricultural habitat, the buffalo and finally the horse in their myths,
and their mythology is close to that of their neighbors. And the Saami (Lapp) in
northern Scandinavia and the Ainu at the other end of Eurasia both have pre-
served the Stone Age bear cult (§7.1.2), irrespective of local developments and
general cultural surroundings. Finally, the mythology of the three Abrahamic
religions retains the old Laurasian structure from beginning to end, even
though the idea of a single supreme deity has been introduced—obviously from
Zoroastrian Iran—only around the mid-first millennium BCE (§7.2, §8).

In sum, it is not correct to assume that the myths of nonliterate societies (like
those Barth studied) that developed no complex mnemonic methods (as in
ancient Indian Vedic society) changed more quickly than those of literate ones.
Individual change may be driven by many factors, such as influences from impor-
tant cultural centers nearby (§2.3); however, the basic features have remained,
due to path dependency.

Examples of extreme conservatism appear both in the Laurasian mythologies
from Iceland to Tierra del Fuego (§3) and in the Gondwana mythologies from
Guinea to Tasmania (§5), both preserving basic features of their respective
original forms and content: the Laurasian story line and its myths, such as
original creation from chaos or darkness, the creation of sunlight, and human
descent from a solar deity; and the Gondwana area, with myths about human
descent from a distant deus otiosus and of the Great Flood due to the bleeding of
awound. In turn, both being descendants of the proposed Pan-Gaean mythology
of the African Eve (§6), they retain certain features of this early mythology,
including the Great Flood and trickster figures that bring human culture.

Not surprisingly, it is only at this very early level that truly universal, pan-
human features apply. The rest is due, in the first place, to path dependency;”
only secondarily to migration and the immigration of others, and to some extent
to later regional diffusion (§2.5.3-4); and third, but only in a surprisingly minor
way, to societal change (§§7-8).
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A second objection against the reliability of the comparisons may be based on
the relatively late date of the myths collected from nonliterary societies.
Especially in the case of Gondwana myths, we have only comparatively late,
often just contemporary materials collected by current anthropologists. The old-
est accounts of the religion and mythology of sub-Saharan Africa go back no
further than the Portuguese explorers on the West African shores at the end of
the 15th century (and some Arab travelers to Timbuktu). The situation is similar
for New Guinea and Australia. Many accounts are those of missionaries who saw
the world through their particular Christian lens. Their reliability thus can be
doubted. However, these drawbacks can be overcome by more, wide-ranging
comparisons. Just as indicated below in the case of the Hawai'ian myths about
the creation of humans (§3.7), some versions will show clear Christian over-
tones while others remain free of them. The same is true for individual motifs as
such. Suspected direct or indirect introduction of motifs by Muslim or Christian
missionaries in Africa will stick out like the proverbial sore thumb, just as in the
Hawai’ian case, if neighboring, related mythologies do not have that motif and if
it is absent from the rest of the area.

For example, the “biblical” mytheme of the building of a tower is limited to an
area along the Zambezi (and thus perhaps due to Portuguese influence or rather
that of the Lemba tribe in Zimbabwe, who seem to have Jewish ancestry);* it
stretches farther west into the southern Congo as well as into Tanzania and west-
ern Uganda. In a related form, with the pande/lungu designs indicating chieftain-
ship,”® it even is found in the neighboring, clearly non-African, Austronesian
traditions of western Madagascar.”* Clearly, the motif is isolated, and its occur-
rence in Africa must be explained. By such wider-ranging comparisons, the
objection based on late attestation can be overcome, even involving other
Gondwana areas.”

kkk

These cases point to the practical procedure and outcome: we must take into
account both the most ancient texts (as to avoid later contamination) and orally
transmitted texts, especially those that are found in isolated nooks and corners
of Laurasia or Gondwanaland. In addition, there also is the method of subsequent
reconstruction of increasingly earlier stages, to be employed in addition to the
mutual comparison of the very few oldest texts (Egypt, Mesopotamia, India,
China, etc.). Both taken together yield considerable insight into the state of
development of Laurasian mythology at c. 3000-1200 BCE and then, through
subsequent reconstruction, of much earlier periods and ultimately back to the
“African Eve” of the geneticists. Such reconstructions have to follow the cladistic
(family tree) model described above (§2.2).
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For example, some of our oldest, though admittedly reconstructed materials
are based on the comparison of the various Indo-European mythologies that are
recorded by Homer and Hesiod,” in some Hittite records, in the Avesta and
Veda, in the Edda, and so on. Common Indo-European mythology (with items
such as “Father Heaven”) may go back as far as 3000-4000 BcE.” This is the
approximate time period when an Indo-European-speaking population first
developed along with their own typical view of the world—or, to put it differ-
ently, when the Indo-Europeans split off from other old, postglacial Eurasian
groups, such as those speaking Uralic or Caucasian languages.

The latter ancient populations and many others are now perceived by some
linguists as having spoken Nostratic languages.”® In the opinion of researchers
such as Illich-Svitych, their languages all go back to a common ancestor,
Nostratic, “our [language]” (§4.1). Its descendants include the Indo-European,
Uralic (Finno-Ugrian etc.), Dravidian, Altaic, Kartvelian (Georgian etc., in the
Caucasus), and Afro-Asiatic (or “Hamito-Semitic” etc.) language families.
Nostratic languages thus cover most of Europe, Iran and India, and North and
Northeast Asia, as well as North and much of East Africa. The existence of their
ancestor, Proto-Nostratic, at more than 12,000 years ago,” may be regarded as
highly likely.'” Therefore, some of our linguistic reconstructions in individual
language families, such as Indo-European, may now be further backdated by
many thousands of years,'* and the (few) religious items reconstructed so far for
Nostratic allow us a first glimpse into the mythology of those distant Stone Age
times.

Examples include words for spirit, wolf/dog,'* fire, and water. The words for
fire and water are particularly interesting, as Indo-European posits the “ele-
ments” fire and water, which have neuter gender (Greek pir, Hittite pehur,
German das Feuer; Greek hudor, Hittite watar, German das Wasser).'®® Indo-
European distinguishes them from their deities, which are of male and female
gender, respectively (Sanskrit Agni, Latin ignis, Lithuanian ugnis, Old Church
Slavic ogn’; Sanskrit Ap[ah], Tocharian ap, Old Prussian ape, Latin aqua, German
river names: Ache, Aa, etc.). The same male/female distinction is made in some
Altaic languages, which, however, do not have grammatical gender.'

However, Nostratic is a field that still is in its infancy as far as such content-
based comparisons are concerned.'” Therefore, not much of its structured
mythology could be reconstructed so far, when compared with what we could
establish for Indo-European (Father Heaven/Mother Earth, Sons of Heaven,
Dawn, primordial incest, etc.) or even for Altaic (Heaven/Earth, Fire, etc.).

The comparison of the early records of other diverse early linguistic groups or
of the reconstructions of their mythologies would yield important insights into the
older form of Eurasian myth. These languages include Chinese, Sumerian, Elamite,
Hattic/Hurrite (North Caucasian), Semitic (Akkadian, Ugaritic, Eblaic, Phoenician,
Hebrew), Afro-Asiatic (Berber, Egyptian, Semitic), and some Amerindian lan-
guages such as Maya and Aztec.
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To achieve reasonable completeness, however, the oldest recorded texts from
more regions and language families have to be added, even when they stem only
from the first or second millennium cg. From Nostratic, they include those of
Old Tamil (Sangam texts of South India), Old Turkic (Orkhon inscriptions),
Old Japanese (Kojiki, Nihon Shoki), Koguryo, Korean (traditional history, in
Samguk Yusa),'® Mongolian (Secret History), South Arabian (early inscrip-
tions), Old Slavic (Igor’s Tale), Baltic (missionary records, Latvian Dainas),
Germanic (Edda, Beowulf, etc.), Celtic (Old Irish and Welsh epics, Gallic
inscriptions), and Italic (Roman annals, Umbrian inscriptions). Those outside
Nostraticinclude Tibetan (earlyinscriptionsand Dung Huang texts), Cambodian
(early inscriptions), Vietnamese (traditional history), Indonesian (Dayak in

Borneo [with some 15,000 pages of unrecorded texts]'”’

Toraja in Sulawesi,
etc.), and Polynesian (genealogies, the Hawai’ian Kumulipo, Maori texts). Not
all of these data, especially from the later versions, could be made use of in this

book.
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Importantly, the early (medieval) texts from Meso- and South America can
significantly aid in reconstructing the original Laurasian mythology. They
include Aztec, Mixtec, Olmec, Maya, and Inca texts that were written down
only in the mid-second millennium cE and, unfortunately, often merely in
Spanish translation. However, these mythologies are very distant in place and
time from the Eurasian ones. They have long been isolated from Eurasia, after
the initial immigration from northeastern Siberia, for at least some 11,000
years.'”® Therefore, following the typical pattern also observed in comparative
linguistics, these isolated members of the family have preserved many items
that are lost in Eurasia or that were superimposed by later developments (see
§2.2.4). Examples include the myth of the hidden sun (§3.5.1), the Orpheus
myth, shooting down the Sun, the various Amerindian forms of shamanism
(§7.1), and the “aberrant” forms of the myth of the Four Ages (§2.5.2).

Obviously, in addition to the oldest written myths, all other available
individual Laurasian mythologies, distant in time and space from those just
mentioned, must be compared as well. They range from those documented only
over the past two centuries in parts of Africa, South Asia, Siberia, Southeast Asia,
and Polynesia to those of the Americas: from the Inuit (Eskimo) and Athapascans
in the north to the now extinct Neolithic inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego in the
extreme south.

The date of Amerindian immigration, now put at c. 20,000 BCE (and thus at a
date similar to Nostratic) allows wide-ranging comparisons. They lead back into
the Middle Paleolithic and to the beliefs of early Cré6 Magnon/Homo sapiens
sapiens humans, which will help us to understand how many of our common
concepts are rooted in very old customs and beliefs.
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§2.2.4. Geographically dispersed items

Apart from achieving the desired time depth, the comparisons of widely dis-
tant mythologies (as, for example, those of Polynesia, ancient Israel, and
Scandinavia or of the Americas and the ancient Near East) are especially use-
ful, as premodern contact can virtually be excluded in such circumstances.'” In
the case of Polynesia, such topics may be taken up as the flood (overturning of
Mataaho), the fixing of the sun at a certain position in the sky (Maui, perpetual
solstice as seen in Joshua), and the role of a reptilian creature (Moo, Mo'opelo)
at the time of the “mistake” of the “fallen chief” (Kumu-Honua, the biblical
Adam), taking place in mythical Savaiki (Hawai'i) at the world tree or at the
tabooed breadfruit tree (Ulu-Kapua-a-Kane, Yggdrasil, etc.; cf. Job’s ladder). A
detailed investigation of their constituent mythemes and motifs, their role, and
their relative narrative positions in the tales of the mythological persons
involved has to follow.

When comparing, for example, Scandinavian, Greek, Hebrew, Japanese, and
Polynesian myths, it is obvious that there has not been any contact between
these groups and their myths until the coming of the Europeans to Polynesia a
few centuries ago. Furthermore, we now know that the Polynesians moved out
from their intermediate,''® mythical “homeland,” Savaiki, in Vanuatu/Fiji—we
still have derivative names such as the island Sava’i in nearby Samoa and, of
course, Hawai'i. This took place already by 1200/1000 BCE and is seen in the
distinctive Lapita archaeological culture.'"! The Polynesians then spread over
the whole Pacific, up to New Zealand, Easter Island, and Hawai’i.'"” Their
mythologies, just like their languages, still are closely related. Those traits in
their mythology that they share, for example, with Japanese mythology (such as
dragging up an island with a hook, several asexual stages in earliest creation), or
with Laurasian mythology in general (Father Heaven/Mother Earth, their sep-
aration, etc.), must have been inherited. Yet, even a long time before 1200 BCE,
there had not been any direct sustained contact with people living near to or
between Polynesia and Japan, such as the Southeast Asians or Chinese; signifi-
cantly these populations do not share these myths in the form preserved in
Polynesia. Other items that the Polynesians share with the Hebrew Bible or
with Scandinavian myth, in various divergent forms, must belong to the
common Eurasian stock of myths. Even if a prima facie suspicious motif such as
the reptile and the “mistake of fallen chief at the [world] tree” is perhaps not
found anywhere else outside the Bible and once in West Africa,'" the motif is
widely spread in Polynesia and firmly embedded in local myth and poetry,'** so
that it is not likely to have been taken over from 18th- and 19th-century mis-
sionaries (see further discussion below, §3.5.2). Indeed, an antecedent is found
with a related Austronesian people, the Dayak of Borneo, who live fairly close
to the area from which the Polynesians spread eastward.''* As has been pointed
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out (§2.2), it is the occurrence of such isolates that frequently presents us with
a shortcut in the reconstruction of Laurasian mythology.

L33

As has briefly been indicated initially (§1), the accumulation of such similarities
leads to the hypothesis of a common source of these myths. This source is not to
be sought in ancient Babylonia or Egypt, as some thought at the beginning of
the 20th century, due to the then still very limited archaeological background
information. According to diffusionists like Frobenius or Baumann, these early
civilizations produced much of global mythology and culture. Instead, we have
to look for a Eurasian source in an unknown area of Stone Age times."'¢

The common stock of Laurasian mythology must have existed well before
any of the early written evidence from Egyptian, Mesopotamian, or Chinese
sources.""” Because of the congruence between Amerindian and Eurasian
mythemes, myths, and whole mythologies, it must even be older than the
Amerindian immigration, put at c. 20,000 BCE.""® For example, many aspects of
the myths concerning the first mortals, the first evil deed, and the improper
behavior of humans are very similar in ancient Indian, Iranian, Hebrew,
Polynesian, Japanese, and Amerindian myths; they mostly result in punishment
such as by a flood.

XXX

However, the Laurasian mythological scheme (as explained in §1.4 and in more
detail in §2) should be regarded as a working hypothesis that is to be subjected to
serious, severe countercheck. The scenario achieved through this theory should
be compared with the portrait of early humanity that results from other
approaches (§4) and then be compared with the remaining myth families of the
world (§§5-6).

§2.2.5. Reconstruction of the Laurasian common story line and
individual myths

After comparing many myths across Laurasia, based on the oldest and/or geo-
graphically most distant versions, and listing them in the order of the recon-
structed Laurasian story line, we arrive at their probable initial stage, the ur-form
of Laurasian mythology. Its story line includes some 15 major mythological
themes, as briefly hinted at (§2.2.1), from creation to the destruction of the
world. This inventory is arrived at by a comprehensive listing of the most impor-
tant “ingredients” of the major mythologies involved, from Iceland to Tierra del
Fuego.
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Some major myths and the story line

These motifs may slightly vary in number or order from one individual mythology
to another, but they are present, as a set, in the Laurasian mythologies studied.
See Table 2.2.

Laurasian form of major myths

Proceeding further to individual myths, the original Laurasian form of each
particular myths is to be established first. We must then discuss the major stories,
mythemes, and motifs that deviate, say, in Greek, Egyptian, Indian, Chinese,
Japanese, Maya, and Inca mythology. To be comprehensive and so as not to
overlook less “privileged” versions, all local variants of a myth, now both ancient
and modern, have to be compared, as the “official” versions sometimes obscure
ancient traits. Subsequently, we must closely compare such parallel versions in
various Laurasian mythologies in order to find out any (expected and probable)
regional and local influences on the version studied (details in §3).

For example, Japanese mythology often seems to be much closer to Indian,
Greek, or Germanic mythology than to Chinese mythology, except in the rare
cases where early Japan has directly taken over some myths and concepts from
China,"” such as the Tanabata myth,'* the polestar, and Buddhist ideas. In some
other cases, however, Japanese mythology is closer to Malayo-Polynesian,
Southeast Asian, Central Asian (Altaic), and again, Indo-European mythology.
Therefore, the investigation of Japanese mythology must focus, as the case may
be, on a closer comparison of Vedic Indian and Japanese mythology (the hidden
sun; §3.5.1), or on that of Japanese and Polynesian mythology (dragging up
islands), or again, on that of Japanese and East Asian mythology (the story of the
Inaba Hare, formerly thought to have been derived from India).'”! The same

TABLE 2.2. Aprovisional list of major mythemes in Laurasian mythology

1 primordial waters/chaos/nonbeing’

2 primordial egg / giant

3 primordial hill or island

4 (Father) Heaven/(Mother) Earth and their children (4 or S generations / ages)

S heaven is pushed up (and origin of Milky Way)

6 the hidden sun light revealed

7 current gods defeat or kill their predecessors

8 killing the ‘dragon’ (and use of heavenly drink), fertilization of the earth

9 Sun deity is the father of humans (or just of ‘chieftains’)
10 first humans and first evil deeds (often, still by a demi-god), origin of death / the flood
11 heroes and nymphs
12 bringing of culture : fire / food / culture by a culture hero or shaman; rituals; spread of

humans / emergence of local nobility / local history begins

14 final destruction of humans, the world (and) the gods (variant of the Four Ages theme)
15 (a new heaven and a new earth)
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applies to the constituent parts of all other local mythologies, whether those of
Iceland (Edda), Greece (Hesiod’s Theogony), Mesopotamia (Enuma Elish), or
Mexico (Popol Vuh).

In proceeding with this kind of investigation, we constantly have to move
“up” and “down” the provisionally established Laurasian pedigree, the cladistic
family tree of Laurasian mythology. This is done in order to understand the
countless variations it has undergone and the various forms that it has taken dur-
ing its spread and development, both regionally and locally.

*%x

In sum, once the story line, structure, and main outline of Laurasian myth have
been determined, the results can be compared with what we actually encounter
in the various versions belonging to the many populations compared. It will then
appear that the individual forms in major myth traditions (Egyptian,
Mesopotamian, Indian, Chinese, Mesoamerican, etc.) differ to some degree
from the established, reconstructed Proto-Laurasian myths and story line. The
obvious reason is the long time span that intervened between the original
Laurasian composition, probably around c. 40,000 BCE after the end of an earlier
ice age (§2.2.4,2.5.2; §7.2), and the written form in which the individual texts
have come down to us, from c. 3000 BCE onward (§2.2.3). When including
reconstructed forms, such as the Indo-European linguistic ones, their mytholog-
ical “texts” are earlier merely by some 1,000-2,000 years, and in their entirely
vague Nostratic forms by some 7,000-9,000 years. It its therefore important to
take a closer look at the post-40-kya, regional and subregional variations of
Laurasian myth that have shaped local mythologies.

M §2.3. ENHANCING THE RECONSTRUCTION: LOCAL,
REGIONAL, MACRO-REGIONAL, AND
SUBCONTINENTAL VARIATIONS

Macro-regional variations

First, local forms of Laurasian myths are in part due to the several layers that
intervened between Proto-Laurasian mythology at c. 40,000 BCE, its recon-
structed American version at c. 20,000 BCE, and its early local manifestations
after c. 3000 BCE. The earliest written codifications consist of the Mesopotamian
Enuma Elish, the (four major) Egyptian cosmogonies, the oral but—due to
extremely faithful oral transmission—virtually “tape-recorded” Vedic corpus,
the Greek Theogony of Hesiod, the Japanese Kojiki, the Quiché Mayan Popol
Vuh, the Hawai'ian Kumulipo, and not to forget, the Torah, the Hebrew Bible.
Frequently, it appears that one of the intervening layers, which cover some
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35,000 years, includes a number of myths that seem to be extraneous to the local
mythology. On further investigation they soon turn out to be thematically, his-
torically, and linguistically unrelated to the local one in question.

A typical case is the ancient Near Eastern conglomerate, or “myth family,”'**
that connects several aspects of the Mesopotamian, Hurrite, Hittite, Ugaritic,
Eblaic, Hebrew, Phoenician, and Greek mythologies.'** Other mythology macro-
regions include the mythologies of ancient East Asia (China, Korea, Japan), of
ancient Central Asia (to be discussed in §3), and of Mesoamerica (Olmec,
Toltec, Pueblo, Aztec, Maya).

Obviously, because of their intermediate position between Proto-Laurasian
and local mythologies, such regional or subcontinental complexes will differ in
certain specific ways both from the reconstructed Laurasian scheme and from its
individual written local manifestations. Macro-regional features must constantly
be considered when evaluating a particular local mythology, say, that of ancient
Japan or Greece. Their influence is clearly visible, as a local myth does not corre-
spond to the form the reconstructed ancestors of Japanese or Greek mythology
and so on would predict.

Comparing linguistic procedure again, intrusions into Indo-European
mythology correspond, in the case of Greece, to the intrusion of locally preexist-
ingloanwords into Old Greek texts. Just as these words do not fit the appearance
of standard Greek words, neither do Near Eastern myths in the context of inher-
ited Indo-European myths fit in early Greek mythology, for example, the myth of
killing one’s divine father by castration.

We can then proceed in several successive ways. Taking note of the macro-
regional varieties and comparing them with reconstructed Proto-Laurasian
mythology, several intermediate stages intervening between local and Laurasian
myths can eventually be identified. If we follow, for argument's sake, standard
but controversial “Long-Range” linguistic comparison,'** we might call these
intermediate stages Nostratic, Macro-Caucasian, Dene-Caucasian, Sino-Tibetan,
Austric, and Amerindian. A hypothetical model for the ancient Near Eastern
macro-regional mythologies might then look like the one given in Table 2.3.

Against the main outline and geographical extent of Laurasian mythology,
such secondary macro-regional clusters stand out like the proverbial sore thumb,
as they frequently overarch several distinct linguistic and cultural units in the
geographical area they share.'”® The spread of myths belonging to such macro-
regional clusters may be compared with the spread of Christianity all across the
Roman Empire or of Buddhism across South Asia, before both religions and
their mythologies expanded even farther.

These macro-regional complexes, their mutual interrelations, and their
mutual secondary influences upon each other cover areas of considerable extent,
such as the ancient Near East (including Anatolia and Greece); or Egypt,
including Nubia and surrounding areas; or East Asia, or Mesoamerica.



§2 Comparison and Theory m 67

TABLE 2.3. Some macro-regions within Laurasian Mythology

*Laurasian mythology
*Nostratic level *Dene-Caucasian *Amerind.
\
*Indo -Eur. *Afro-Asiatic, *Macro-Caucasian, Na-Dene
etc.
*North Caucasian *Uto- (others)
Aztec
(Hurrite)
[Near Eastern macro-region] [Pueblo/Aztec/Maya
l l | macro-region]
Hittite, Hurrite, Levant, etc., Mesopotamian,etc.
Greek mythology Sumerian, Akkadian mythology
local Greek variants local Mesopotamian variants
(Attica, Crete, Arcadia, etc.).

Among them, the correspondences and differences between Eurasian and
Mesoamerican myths are methodologically very significant. In spite of regional
and local variations, the many shared features of both macro-regions indicate
the existence of the early Laurasian myth complex at or before c. 20,000 BCE
(based on the date of immigration into the Americas). Notwithstanding local
developments, the Amerindian macro-region serves to countercheck the state
of development of Laurasian myth in early Eurasia before that date. For example,
the Vala/Iwato cave myth can be found in at least three different regional vari-
eties (§3.5.1), and similar features emerge for the dragon myth (§3.5.2).

After having explored such macro-regional variations and clusters (including
the largest ones, the pan-Eurasian and Amerindian ones), the next stage is to
set up sections of a refined Laurasian family tree that incorporates such sub-
groupings as well as the myths and myth complexes that were mutually trans-
ferred inside such macro-regional clusters."” Once established, they can
obviously be ruled out as constituting the original Proto-Laurasian mythology.
For example, the particular regional shape of Laurasian myth found in the
Near East obviously is not the original Laurasian one but represents a compar-
atively late development that gained prominence from around c. 3000 BCE
onward due to the cultural prestige of the Fertile Crescent in the areas neigh-
boring it."”” A provisional scheme of several Laurasian mythological subre-
gions appears in Table 2.4. All such macro-regional subgroupings obviously



68 ® THE ORIGINS OF THE WORLD'S MYTHOLOGIES

TABLE 2.4. Laurasian Macro-Areas and myth complexes

*Laurasian mythology

T

IE complex Near Eastern comp. E.Asian comp. Meso-Amer. complex

Celtic, Mesopotamian, Chinese, Olmec,
Indo-Iran. Hurrite, Hittite, Koguryo, Toltec,
Tochar., Ugaritic, Hebrew, Korean, Aztec,
etc. etc. Japanese Maya
N Y l Pueblo (SW-USA)
Greek

Iran, Oxus, Indus

take an intermediate position between reconstructed Proto-Laurasian
mythology and the individual, regional, and locally attested ones such as the
Greek or Mesopotamian ones.

Moving from macro-areas up to Laurasian mythology

Second, after such macro-regional versions of Laurasian mythology have been
established, the next step can be taken: a “backward” comparison of an individual
macro-regional version with the Laurasian prototype. As will be seen in the
discussion of Mesoamerican myth (§2.5), there is a clear distinction in the appre-
ciation of the Four (or Five) Ages and generations of gods as found in Greece/
the Near East and in Mesoamerica. The Greek view is one of pessimism, of
declining quality of the Four Ages, while the Pueblo and Mesoamerican one
supposes the increasing quality of each subsequent “creation,” or rather, emer-
gence or “Sun.” The Mesoamerican interpretation, separated by millennia and
tens of thousands of miles from the Greek one, either may be an innovation or
may represent the older Laurasian view that has been obscured in the Near
Eastern version.'?

From macro-regional to local mythologies

Third, as has been indicated (§2.2.5), we may also take the opposite step and
investigate the development of Laurasian mythology “down” along the family
tree to its local forms. That is, we can “descend” to the level of actually attested,
individual local mythologies and investigate it by concentrating on a particular
extant version (say, the Greek Theogony by Hesiod), exploring how far it agrees
with the observed Subcontinental/macro-area type, how far it represents the
reconstructed Laurasian one, and what it misses of the latter. Further, we may
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TABLE 2.5. Development of Greek mythology

Laurasian mythology

......... (Near Eastern influences)

' I
e+arly Greek mythology
Mycenean
(1200 BCE)
Ionian:
Homer
(~700 BCE)
\
Attic
(Hesiod’s Theogony)
(~700 BCE)

many local variants, rituals, festivals, etc.

reconstruct, by internal comparison of fragments available in the particular local
(e.g., Pan-Hellenic) mythology, what the early (e.g., pre-Mycenaean) form of the
local (Greek) mythology might have looked like (Table 2.5).

The procedure can be tested against early written evidence, for example, avail-
able in archaic and ancient Egypt. As is well known,'* we have some four major
variants of Egyptian myth, codified by the priests of Heliopolis, Memphis,
Hermopolis, and Thebes at different stages in history. In all four cases, a local
deity was propagated as the major deity for certain periods of the Egyptian
kingdom. This necessarily involved reformulating and rewriting certain aspects
of older pan-Egyptian mythology, reinterpreting the functions of certain other
gods, merging local deities with the currently dominant one(s), and so on. A
comparison of the four major variations (and of some fragments of other local
traditions) will result in the reconstruction of a Pan-Egyptian mythology from
which local tendencies can be clearly distinguished.

Just as is the case with Laurasian mythology in general, it is the regular corre-
spondences among the (four) versions compared that lead to their original (e.g.,
Egyptian) form, and it is the subsequent comparison of this “archaic” version
with local ones that clearly shows the various individual innovations that
occurred in certain local centers—whether under priestly influence or merely
by popular and individual shamanic rethinking."*° As the comparable case of lin-
guistics has shown (§2.2, §4.1), such two-way reconstruction (“up and down
the family tree”) is a powerful tool in establishing the original state of things but
also in then explaining the local variations. In addition, the procedure allows us
to reconstruct the several stages in between the attested local one and the recon-
structed parent form.
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Local variations

Fourth, after having defined and demarcated the influences on alocal mythology
from surrounding and culturally important macro-areas, their influence can be
contrasted with secondary, purely local changes. For example, the Near Eastern
influence on Greek myth," visible in the idea of the Four Ages,'** can be con-
trasted with the purely local development of the great bow shooter Apollo into a
Sun deity and with further local differences found in various Greek myths, say,'**
from Attica. Such local variants will have to be taken into account and evaluated
so as to define original Greek mythology, which must be reconstructed from such
sparsely attested but quite diverse data.

Local myths and Laurasian mythology

Fifth, at this stage, the procedure can still receive additional help, difficult as it
is,** from the constant comparison with reconstructed Proto-Laurasian
mythology as such. Again, one can and must constantly proceed up and down
the mythological pedigree and adduce relevant materials found at the various
levels, as required.

Local mythologies and substrates

Sixth, theinfluence of the local substrate on the local mythologywill be prominent.
In the Greek case it is that of the “Pelasgian” (as Plato called it) or Aegean area,
which is represented by the c. 70 percent of non-Indo-European loanwords in
Greek. Theyinclude suchimportant names as Athena (Mycenaean atana potinija),
Apollo, and place-names in —ss— or —nth— such as Knossos and Korynthos."** In
the so-called Pelasgian creation myth,*¢ creation begins with a female deity,
arisen from Chaos, who creates a great serpent, her lover, and gives birth to the
world egg out of which sun, moon, the earth, and so on emerge (see below, §3.1).
This is quite different from Hesiod’s version and must be compared with the
mythologies of other peoples, from Old Egypt to East Asia (see Table 2.6; §3).

Internal reconstruction

Seventh, after filling in details of influences from neighboring macro-regions and
of local developments, including the local substrates, one can proceed with an
internal reconstruction, say, the Greek one. This reconstruction is another step in
filling the gap between the reconstructed Indo-European and Near Eastern
macro-branches and the individual local mythology of the Greeks (or similarly
that of the Sumerians or Hurrites; see Table 2.7).

A case in point, taken from another region, that of early India, is the fire deity,
Matari$van. His original nature would remain rather obscure if only Indian
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TABLE 2.6. Greek mythology and influences from the Near Eastern macro-region

Substrate and local influences on Indo-European mythology in Greece
*Indo-European mythology
Local substrate *early Greek mythology Near Eastern complex
X
Mycenean
(~1200 BCE)
—e Ionian
Homer
(~700 BCE) \
Attic
(Hesiod’s Theogony)
(~700 BCE)
S various local variants, local festivals, etc.
(Attica, Arcadia, Delphi, Ionia, Crete, etc.)

mythology were consulted. While his origin as fire deity is rather unclear in Vedic
literature, he gets confused and amalgamated, in the epic, with the deity of the
wind, as Matall (Rgveda 10.14.3)/Matali; both are “cleansers”: that of the earth
by fire and that of the atmosphere by wind. However, the distant Japanese
mythology (Kojiki) provides the necessary clue. The original Japanese fire (hi/ho)
deity Ho-musubi grows (musubu) in his mother, Izanami, just like Matari$van
grows or “swells” ($ii—/$va-) “in his mother” (matari; Rgveda 3.20.11). During
his birth, Ho-musubi kills his mother by excessive burning and is therefore pun-
ished by his father, Izanagi, with beheading. We do not know about the fate of
Matari$van, as his name, “(Fire) growing inside his mother,” is merely an archaic
and isolated fragment of Laurasian myth inside Vedic mythology. He may have

TABLE 2.7. Greek and Near Eastern mythologies

Laurasian mythology
\
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*Indo-Eur. Mythology Near Eastern myth complex
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*Greek mythology Mesopotamian, etc. mythologies




72 W THE ORIGINS OF THE WORLD'S MYTHOLOGIES

had a similar fate, possibly reflecting the myth of fire “growing” in water. The
comparison of the Indian and Japanese motifs may be another case of close Proto-
Indo-Iranian and Koguryo/Yamato mythology that existed in Central Asia bet-
ween c. 2000 and 1000 BCE."” The observations in this section (§2.3) will be
amplified with concrete examples in a later section (§2.5).

Further variations

It can further be noticed (and this may be tempting as possible counterargu-
ment) that quite a number of unexplained variations and deviations from the
general Laurasian scheme can be found in the individual mythology of a
particular population. A typical case is found in Egyptian myth, where Father
Heaven does not lie on or arch above Mother Earth, as he does in Eurasia; in fact,
the exact opposite takes place. The motif is prominently displayed on the inside
of the lids of many Egyptian sarcophaguses, where Mother Earth (Tefnut) is
bending over the deceased male, who lies prostrate in the coffin.'*®
Egyptian mythology otherwise employs a large number of Laurasian themes
such as Heaven/Earth, the primordial hill emerging from the ocean, the dragon
fight, and so on."** It therefore remains unclear why it would have developed this
deviation. However, the arching “Earth” is depicted against the background of a
starry night sky. This seems appropriate for the situation of the deceased male

who is now descending into the dark netherworld,'* approaching the ruling that
141

However,

Ma’at will make about his future fate.

The reversed position may be further elucidated by a comparison with Vedic
myth. In daytime, the sky arches over the earth, like Father Heaven, stemmed up
by Indra from the prostrate Mother Earth. But at night, the situation is reversed:
Earth and the primordial hill or rock, on which she rests, have turned upside
down and overarch the now prostrate Heaven as the “stone sky” of Iranian,
Indian, Hawai’ian, and Pueblo myth.'** This image is clearly reflected in the
image of the world tree that grows,'® in daytime, from the netherworld and
earth upward to heaven (Germanic Yggdrasil, Irminsul), while at night it is
turned upside down (Rgveda, Bhagavadgita).'** The reversed position is pre-
cisely that of the deceased (pharaoh identified with the Sun, Father Heaven) and
the nighttime sky (Tefnut, Mother Earth) found on the Egyptian coffins.'*

The prima facie divergent Egyptian motif turns out, in the end, to be a rem-
nant of an old Laurasian mytheme, that of the inverted nighttime sky—just like
the isolated idea of the fire deity in India and Japan described above. Thus, when
we notice such seemingly divergent or aberrant forms, they may just be the
prima facie view that will be explained as soon as we compare a wider range of
the diverse Laurasian texts.

Deviations from reconstructed Laurasian mythology may also be due to, or
may have been influenced by, previous local substrate populations, as has been
pointed out for Greece. The Hittites of Anatolia (c. 1900/1600-900 BCE) supply
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a good example. Their Indo-European mythology has undergone quick admix-
ture and change, due to the dominant influence of the original inhabitants, the
Hatti people, so much that the Caucasus language, Hattic, was used as hieratic
language next to Hittite. The deviations were increased by subsequent adstrate
influence from their southern neighbors of the Mitanni realm of northern Iraq
and northern Syria, the Hurrites, who spoke a North Caucasian language related
to that of biblical Urartu and modern Chechen. Many Hittite myths, such as the
emasculation of Kumarbi,"* which was also imported into Greece as the
mytheme of Kronos’s cutting off the testicles of Ouranos, are in the end Hurrite
and ultimately, Mesopotamian mythemes.'*’

Or we may take the case of the relatively isolated archipelago of Japan, at the
easternmost rim of Asia. One may expect the influences of immigrants from
outside, and they are indeed visible in the various genetic and archaeological
layers that make up the present Japanese people and their culture: they are rep-
resented by the early Stone Age, Jomon, Yayoi, Kofun, and other archaeological
strata. Using the oldest version of Japanese mythology, the Kojiki and Nihon
Shoki, and comparing the early account in the Chinese imperial Wei history
(Wei-Shu,"* post-280 CE, written 551-554; Jpn. Gishiwajinden), we cannot
always be completely sure whether to allocate certain myths to the “true,”
“original” Yayoi mythology (c. 1000 BCE-400 CE) or to the intrusive Kofun
mythology of the early first millennium ce'*—that is, the form in which it must
have been introduced from the mainland and transmitted all over the archi-
pelago.*® However, we may be fairly sure that most of the items in the Kojiki
represent the interests of the nobility, especially those of the emerging imperial
court, and not those of the older strata of local rice farmers and of the still older
Jomon-time hunter-gatherers and incipient food producers (who seem to have
survived in certain areas).'*!

k%%

In some cases, however, we may suspect substrate influence, for example, in the
isolated myth of the origin of food from the bodily excretions (tears, snot, urine,
feces, etc.)'s? of the food goddess Ogetsu. The agricultural content and the posi-
tion of the myth within the Kojiki do not make sense as a constituent part of its
narrative framework, which closely follows the Laurasian model.'** As in many
other food-producing cultures, the myth appears to be a “new” development
that seeks to explain the origins of agriculturally produced food. A famous
example is the Melanesian Hainuwele myth.'* Singular myths like the Ogetsu
one are also found in the isolated and rather artificial late Vedic account (Vadhiila
Siitra)'* of the origin of rice and barley and in the several Pueblo and
Mesoamerican myths about the origin of the all-important maize (see also §7.2
on the development of mythologies from hunter-gatherer to food-producing
and state societies).'*
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At the same time, by concentrating on the oldest Japanese texts (Kojiki,
Nihongi), we can eliminate later, medieval changes and innovations, such as the
addition of an indigenous god of war, Hachiman, who is based on a historical
personality, or that of Benten, goddess of riches and of merchants, who was
introduced via Buddhism only after the middle of the first millennium cg. Her
role as protector of riches is a local development and very distant from her ori-
gins as the Indian goddess Sarasvati, deity of the heavenly river (Milky Way),'”
of a river northwest of Delhi, and of speech, poetry, and learning. In short, local
variations of the types discussed here may represent the many subsequent local
layers that have to be peeled off, so to speak, before coming close to the original
Laurasian form of the mythology in question. In some cases, however, one or
several of the layers may represent something completely different, a pre-Laur-
asian stage (that will be taken up in detail later, §§5-6).

Summary: Method and procedure of reconstruction

As has been repeatedly stressed, the comparative method in mythology starts
out from similarities found in various sets of evidence (myths). Such compari-
sons are normally carried out in random fashion, across space and time. They are
not performed systematically or in historical fashion; in other words, the appli-
cation of the historical comparative approach, as employed in the present book, is
an entirely new method.'s*

So far, comparativists have stopped at a rather general level of comparison
(whether Jungian or diffusionist), and in many cases, they have resorted to the
facile omnicomparativist approach: anything in myth, anywhere and anytime,
was compared with anything else. However, as has been stressed above, the his-
torical parameter adds a significant vector to the analysis of myths and to com-
parative mythology in general. Just like the parameter of space (the geographical
vector), it raises the level of analysis and argumentation to a higher level that
allows a much wider vista than the “flat” atemporal one. Historical comparative
mythology makes use of both time and space parameters in its procedures and
analyses. It transcends the common comparative approaches of omnicompara-
tivism and diffusionism, not to speak of the atemporal and nonspatial approach
of Jungian archetypes.

Instead, historical comparative mythology proceeds from the simple obser-
vation of similarities and to the establishment of regular correspondences (such
as the Laurasian story line), and to the reconstruction of the preceding “original”
mythological system (i.e., Proto-Laurasian mythology).

Once this has been done, the method can be reversed, and the differences
between the reconstructed ancestral (“original”) protoform and its individual
descendants (local myths) can be studied. Further comparisons result in estab-
lishing several layers (Near Eastern, Amerindian, etc.) between the original
reconstructed ur-form and the individual local ones (Egyptian, Maya, etc.).
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The changes involved are always characterized by individual innovations (or
mutations) that are shared by the descendants of a common ancestor. Such
shared innovations—just as in biology or linguistics—clearly distinguish the new
forms from their ancestral ones (which may or may not have survived in our
records, for example, Maya versus Amerindian versus Laurasian mythology). A
cladistic arrangement and a “family tree” emerge.

The several successive layers of descendants of the original ancestor that
give rise to further “generations” are always indicated by individually developed
innovations (“mutations”), by which they are distinguished from the earlier
ancestor generation(s). These successive layerings bridge the gap between
original Proto-Laurasian mythology and its oldest written (or otherwise
recorded) forms.

The procedure has been tested for some 200 years in linguistics and has also
been powerfully used in the stemmatic study of handwritten manuscripts, in
paleontology, and in genetics. In some cases, the missing links mediating bet-
ween levels have been found, for example, the archaeopteryx in biology, medi-
ating between reptiles and birds, or Mycenaean language between Homeric
Greek and Indo-European.

In short, whether changes concern biological descendants of an original par-
ent (mutations of a gene, plant, animal) or culturally created “children” of a “par-
ent” text (in myths or manuscripts), the descendants of this parent are
characterized by individual, shared innovations (mutations). Tracing them allows
us to establish a family tree that leads back to the original ancestor—which is
exactly what is attempted in this book.

M §2.4. RECONSTRUCTING THE LAURASIAN MYTHOLOGICAL
SYSTEM AND INHERENT PROBLEMS

As pointed out earlier, even a brief comparative listing and account of Laurasian
myths (see §1.4 and immediately below) rapidly results in a large number of
obvious similarities and correspondences, hinting at the identity of the under-
lying mythological structure. Once such close comparisons of myths and their
arrangement have been carried out (details in §3), one can easily notice that
complete mythologies, such as the early Indian (Vedic), Mesopotamian, Greek,
Japanese, and Maya ones, have similar contents—that is, they contain individual
myths with similar motifs. Further, these myths are also arranged in similar or
identical order, which means that they have a common narrative structure. Just
as in the linguistic simile, the Indo-European languages have a common struc-
ture, with inflected nouns and verbs arranged in sentences with a subject—verb
order, all features that distinguish them from language families such as Austric,
Bantu, and Amerindian. A large number of mythologies in Eurasia and the
Americas (Laurasia) exhibit such common features, most prominently the nar-
rational scheme of a common story line.
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Structure

The items arranged by the common story line are dominated by creation myths
that answer the question: how did the world and human beings originate? These
accounts include, in succession, the following major steps. They begin with pri-
mordial creation or rather, emergence, and lead via four generations of deities to
early semidivine heroes and to the origin of humans. They continue with the
establishment of a sustained human biosphere (oikumene) and culture. They fre-
quently include a violent end to our present world, sometimes with the hope for
a new world rising from its remains.

The most prominent individual topics (cf. §2.2.1) include primordial waters/
chaos/nonbeing/egg/giant/hill or island; Father Heaven, Mother Earth, and
their children (four generations/ages); the pushing up of heaven; incest bet-
ween Heaven and his daughter; revealing the light of the hidden sun; the current
gods defeating their predecessors; killing the dragon; the Sun deity as the father
of humans (especially of chieftains); the first humans and first evil deeds; the
origin of death/the flood; heroes and nymphs; the bringing of fire/food/sacred
drink and so on by a culture hero; the spread of humans and later, in actual, if
legendary, history, of local noble (subsequently, royal) lineages and the beginning
of local history; the final destruction of humans, the world, and the gods; and
sometimes the hope for a new heaven and a new earth. Frequently, the list of
common topics also includes exclusively human-related motifs such as human
conception and birth; the initiation of boys (and girls); sacred speech, rituals,
and shamanism; marriage and children; growing up and emancipation (hero
tales); aging and death; ancestor worship; and rebirth.

The story line of Laurasian mythology

The emergence and development of the world are commonly,'* but wrongly,
called “creation” in Judeo-Christian-inspired common parlance. Emergence can
be described for Laurasian mythology in some initial detail as follows. It takes
place in several progressions: mostly beginning with primordial “creation” out of
primordial chaos, darkness, and/or the salty ocean, via Four Ages or generations
of gods, to the origin of mankind and early semidivine heroes.

Actual creation occurs in a number of forms:'® there is the killing and dis-
memberment of a primordial giant, whose body parts then constitute the uni-
verse, such as his skull becoming the heaven above us (Ymir in the Edda, Purusa
in Vedic India, Pangu in South China).'®" Or, somewhat similarly, the universe
develops from a primordial egg, the upper half of its shell becoming the sky.'®>
There also are the primordial salty waters,'*® from which the earth emerges as a
primordial hill in Egypt and Vedic India or as brought up by an earth diver.'** A
more abstract version begins with primordial darkness (Po in Polynesia, Maya
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Popol Vuh),'*s or with Chaos (in Greece, Kore; “void, negation” in Polynesia),
or, most “philosophically” expressed, with primordial “nonbeing” (asat in the
Veda, emptiness in China).

Some of these concepts of creation also appear in combination, such as in
early Japan (§3.1.7) or in the 19th-century Finnish version (Kalevala 1), where
the daughter of sky floats on the primordial ocean, and a duck lands on her knee
and lays seven eggs, from which High Heaven, sun, moon, stars, Mother Earth,
and so on develop. Which one of these several versions of creation is the oldest,
how far they all can be combined (as in the Kalevala), and which ones are later,
quasi-philosophical shamanic or priestly speculation will be investigated below

(§3.1.7).
Emergence: A summary

In a variety of ways, the emergence of the world continues after the primeval
stage that gives “birth,” or rather, from which emerge the first male/female
entities, Heaven and Earth. They are frequently described or depicted as a pair in
primordial intercourse,'® such as in Old Indian, Greek, and Polynesian (Maori)
myth. They are the ancestors of the several generations of deities (the Greek
Titans and Olympians, the Indian Asura and Deva, the Japanese Ama.tsu Kami
and Kuni.tsu Kami) and ultimately, of humans.

After the universe has emerged, there is the need to firmly establish the earth
and its oikumene. In early Indian myth, the earth, just risen from the bottom of
the ocean, still is an unstable island, floating on the ocean. A demiurge, Indra, has
to fix the earth (to the bottom) with mountains.'”” This deity also is the actor in
the major creation myth, found from Greece and India to Japan and Hawai’i and
to the Maori of New Zealand: stemming apart heaven and earth and pushing up
the sky. This is typically called “prop, pole” (toko) in Polynesia; he is Atlas in
Greece or the heroic Indra in India, who pushes up the sky with both hands.'®®
Polynesian myth describes his action as necessary since the children of Heaven
and Earth had no space to live in, in the darkness between the two parents. The
two are thus forever parted, and Heaven now cries bitter tears (the rain; cf. Vedic
rodast, “heaven and earth,” from rud, “to cry”). In Egyptian myth, the opposite is
seen: the female night sky overarches a reclining male;'® however, as pointed
out (§3.2), this is the nighttime version, a reversal of the same underlying day-
time concept.

After the separation of Heaven and Earth, other actions are necessary to turn
the young world into a livable space (oikumene). First of all, light. We are perhaps
most familiar with the biblical account of fiat lux! by which the Elohim/Yahweh
created light, but the same is expressed in many other mythologies in a similar way.
In the Popol Vuh of the 16th-century Quiché Mayas, primordial semidarkness
hovers above the ocean, just as in the Bible. However, in Vedic India, in Iran, in the
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Hindu Kush (Kafirs), and in Old Japan, the hidden light (dawn or sun), depicted
in myth by the semipastoral Indo-Europeans as a reddish cow, has to be released
from her primordial rock prison.'”® The myth of the release of the hidden sun is
also found in many forms (release from a house, basket, etc.) elsewhere in Southeast
Asia and in the Americas, from the Inuit (Eskimo) to the Amerindians of North,
Central, and South America (in the conservative Grand Chaco; §3.5.1)."*

Still, the new earth is not yet ready for living beings. It has to receive moisture,
whether water or the blood of a primordial creature. In many traditions, it is the
latter. The primordial gods’ children, the Greek Titans, Indian Asuras, or Japanese
Kuni.no Kami (gods of the earth), are depicted by their younger and victorious
cousins, the Olympian gods, the Indian Devas, and the Japanese Ama.no Kami
(heavenly gods), as monsters who have to be slain or at least subdued (for the
time being, for a year). Most prominent in these fights is the slaying of the pri-
mordial dragon by the Great Hero, a descendant of Father Heaven. In India, it is
Indra who kills the three-headed reptile, just like his Iranian “cousin” ©raétaona
kills a three-headed dragon and their distant counterpart in Japan, Susa.no Wo,
kills the eight-headed monster (Yamata.no Orochi). In the West we see the
same: in England it is Beowulf, in the Edda it is Sigurd, and in the medieval
Nibelungen Epic it is Siegfried (a theme used by Wagner for his opera) who per-
forms this heroic feat. We may also compare Herakles’s killing of the Hydra of
Lerna.'” In Egyptian myth the “dragon of the deep” (Apophis) is slain by the
victorious sun when it passes underground, each night, from its western setting
point toward the east, to rise again. There are even echoes as distant as recent
Hawai’ian (Mo'0),'” earliest Chinese, Navajo,'”* Old Mexican, and Maya myth.'7s
In sum, it is only after the earth has been fertilized by the dragon’s blood or water
released by him that it can support life.

Now it is time for the humans to emerge as well. Normally, they are somatic
descendants of the gods themselves, in most Laurasian mythologies those of the
deity of the sun."”® This is found from Egypt to India, Japan, and Hawai'i and far-
ther east with the distant Mayas and Incas. In some cases, such claims of descent
have, in historical times, been restricted to the ruling lineage only (Egypt, Japan,
Polynesia, Incas, etc.)!””—a development conditioned by the respective evolv-
ing societies; the topic will be investigated below (§3.8).

k3kk

But with the first humans, evil and death enter into the world as well. Very fre-
quently death is paradoxically attributed to the giver of life—a primordial
woman—and to her curiosity (Bible,'”® but importantly, also in non-Laurasian
areas such as Melanesia; §5.3.3)."”” This should tell us something about the
mind-set of the (male) originators of this mytheme."** We must not forget that
all too often we only have the male version of mythology. As female anthropolo-
gists have discovered in aboriginal Australia, each moiety of society may not
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know of or does not share the other’s myths;'®! however, both male and female
ceremonies have the same underlying mythology,'®* though male and females
actors may stress different aspects and events.

Evil, or the inherent hubris of humans, is taken care of in different ways.'®?
Often, a great all-devastating flood (Greece, Mesopotamia, Bible, Vedic India,
Mesoamerica, etc.; §3.9) "% is connected with the origin and spread of evilamong
early humans or with their hubris (importantly, also in non-Laurasian areas; §5).
The many recurrent attempts to find the origin of flood myths in natural phe-
nomena is immediately disproved by the extremely widespread, indeed global,
occurrence of these myths,'® from sub-Saharan Africa throughout Eurasia,
Australia, and the Americas (§3.9, §6.7.2). They seem to belong to a very old,
generally human inheritance (§6).'%

After the Great Flood a new generation of humans emerges,'"” followed by a
second spread of humankind (Gilgamesh, Noah, Manu’s flood, Pyrrha and
Deukalion, etc.) and by the establishment of human culture and society. The lat-
ter acts involve gods or tricksters and great heroes, who fight various demons and
monsters, such as the dragon, or, in Chinese myth, personified monsters such as
inundation (§3.5.2). These are left over from the third generation of gods, the
immediate children of Heaven and Earth, such as the Greek Titans, Indian Asuras,
and Japanese Kuni.no Kami. Usually, the heroes still are demigods, sometimes
with one human parent (such as Zeus’s son Herakles), or viewed as “quasi-incar-
nations” of deities, such as Yamato Takeru in Japan.'®® Frequently, they are the
progenerators of the first noble lineages (later “royal” dynasties) of their individual
mythological areas. Such heroic tales and their protagonists can, but must not
necessarily, overlap with traditional epics. Examples include the Anglo-Saxon
hero Beowulf, the Old Norse Sigurd, the Siegfried of the Nibelungen Epic, the
Mahabharata enemies (Pandava), the heroes of the Iliad and Odyssey (Achilles,
Hector, Odysseus, etc.),' the first “kings” of Rome (Remus and Romulus)™*
and of early China (such as Nugua; or Yu, who killed Gong Gong; or the archer
Yi),"! some biblical heroes such as David, Gesar in Tibetan and Yamato Takeru
in Japanese myth (Kojiki), Maui in Hawai'’i,'** Xbalanque in Maya myth, and so
on (§3.10). In some versions, the heroic age leads to accounts of the early history
of the population in question (Mahabharata, Kojiki, Bible, Roman “kings” in the
Annals, early Chinese “emperors,” local Greek lineages, Hawai'ian and other
Polynesian lineages, etc.).

Finally, there is the prophecy or the expectation of a final destruction of our
world.'”*Itmaytake placeasafinalworldwide conflagration: the Gétterddmmerung
or Ragnardk in the Edda, molten metal in Zoroastrian myth,'* Siva’s destructive
dance and fire in India, fire in Munda myth, fire/water and so on in Maya and
other Mesoamerican myths, and Atum’s final destruction of the earth in Egypt.'**
However, the end also takes other forms such as ice/winter (in the Edda, Yima’s
underground world in Zoroastrian myth) or, again, a flood."” (Many more
details of such destructions and their rearrangement into the myth of the Four
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or Five Ages appear in Mesoamerican myth; see §2.5.1.) The final destruction is
often coupled with the hope for a new and perfect world to rise from the ashes
(Edda, Christian Bible, Zoroastrian myth about the final judgment, various
Maya and other Mesoamerican versions, etc.).'’

This kind of reconstruction obviously remains heuristic; details can and will
change as more data become available.'”® However, the major lines of this recon-
struction are expected to stand.

k%%

In sum, Laurasian mythology presents us with a detailed, well-structured account
of the origins and end of the world and of its humans. It is the earliest, quasi-
historical “novel” that we have, but it also is a mythical description of, and the
justification for, human existence in this world (§8). Ultimately, as will be dis-
cussed in some detail below (§6.2, §8), the universe is seen as a living body, in
analogy to the human one."”

B §2.5. STRUCTURE AND CONTENT IN SOME
MACRO-AREAS OF LAURASIAN MYTHOLOGY

It is instructive and very useful to take a closer look at some of the early macro-
regional features that Laurasian mythology developed long after humankind
spread out from Africa around 65,000 BCE and after it originated and spread,
apparently from Greater Southwest Asia, perhaps around 40,000 BCE. As has
been briefly indicated earlier (§2.3), investigations of such macro-regions will
facilitate a better grasp on and increasing control of the hundreds of mythologies
involved in the Laurasian scheme. This investigation will also address some of
the concerns about possible ways of comparison (§2.1) and the underlying
structures of myths: diffusion, human psyche, and mono-origin. However,
before proceeding to the actual reconstruction of Laurasian creation myths, a
few important details will have to be discussed, such as the macro-regional
(Eurasian/American) distinctions found in the myths of the Four (or Five) Ages
of the world or the generations of the deities, the changes that occurred in the
later macro-regional centers (such as the ancient Near East), and those that
occurred due to still later borrowings.

§2.5.1. Macro-areas

As has been stressed earlier (§2.3), on a more theoretical level, the ancient
reconstructed Proto-Laurasian mythology was not passed down to local mythol-
ogies in a “straight line” without any intervening stages. Many thousands of years
have passed; many amalgamations of clans, tribes, and larger populations have
occurred; and many migrations across the continents have taken place between
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the time of the exodus out of Africa, the birth of the innovative Proto-Laurasian
mythology, and our first extant local mythologies, whether they are attested in
writing (around c. 3000 BCE) or have been recorded as oral texts only over the
past 200 years or so. In short, we have to reckon with a series of stages between
Laurasian and, say, Old Japanese, Old Greek, or Maya mythology.

For example, in the case of Japanese mythology, these can be summed up
as indicated above (§2.3, 2.5), echoing the parallel linguistic development:
subsequently, the Laurasian, Eurasian, Nostratic, Altaic, Eastern Altaic,
Japonic, Pre-Japanese, Yayoi, Yamatai (Yamato), Kofun, and Kiki (Kojiki/
Nihon Shoki) stages of mythology.?®® Old Japanese mythology has also seen
substantial substrate influences, on Japonic from local cultures in Manchuria

and the Korean Peninsula,*”

as well as on Japanese from the preceding local
Jomon culture.*® In addition, there were various adstrate influences: from
the Koguryo culture onthe Korean Peninsula, the half-mythical Tsuchigumo,**
the Ezo or Yemishi (Ainu) of northern Honshu and Hokkaido,?** and the
Austronesian Aborigines (Takasago) of Taiwan—all people of the archi-
pelago and its immediate continental and southern neighbors.

Similarly, to use a perhaps more familiar scenario, that of Greek mythology,
we would have to reckon with Laurasian, Eurasian, Nostratic, Indo-European,
Western Indo-European, Pre-Greek, early Greek (Mycenaean, at c. 1400/1200
BCE), and various early forms of Greek myths (Doric, Attic, lonian, etc.), along
with very considerable local Aegean (“Pelasgian”) substrate influences, before
common Greek mythology emerged with Homer (c. 700 BCE) and a little later
on, with Hesiod.

Again, in the case of Old Indian mythology, we would have to distinguish
Laurasian, Eurasian, Nostratic, Indo-European, Eastern Indo-European, Indo-
Iranian, Pre-Indo-Aryan, early Indo-Aryan (Mitanni texts in Mesopotamia, at c.
1400 BCE; Rgveda, c. 1200-1000 BCE), later Vedic, Epic, Puranic, and medieval
and recent Neo-Hinduism stages (after c. 1800 cg). Indian mythology, too, has
substrate and adstrate influences: first from Central Asia (Bactria-Margiana
Archaeological Complex, c. 2400-1600 BCE), when speakers of Indo-Iranian
passed through the area, and then from the Hindu Kush (by non-Indo-Aryan
people such as the Burusho), from the Panjab (Indus civilization, 2600-1900
BCE), from other local post-Indus cultures, and finally, from many other
Subcontinental cultures (Munda, Dravidian, etc.) when Vedic religion and
mythology spread throughout the Subcontinent, after c. 1000 BCE.

k3kk

It is useful, therefore, to distinguish reconstructed Laurasian mythology in the
strict sense (*Proto-Laurasian)®® from its subsequent stages (*Proto-Eurasian,
*Proto-Nostratic, *Proto-Altaic,?® etc.) as well as from its various regional forms,
such as the areal versions found in the East Asian macro-region, which includes
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China, Koguryo, Korea, and Japan, as well as other local populations such as the
Ainu in northern Japan/Sakhalin and the Austronesian tribes of Taiwan.
Although all these mythologies belong to quite diverse branches of Laurasian
mythology and have been preserved by speakers of quite diverse language fam-
ilies, the East Asian area represents, as indicated (§2.3, 2.5), a particular regional
(*EAsLaurasian) subvariety. It is the result of the various secondary interchanges
that have taken place in the region only over the past few thousand years. They
follow a number of trends that are quite distinct from those of other areas, such
as the Greater Near East (*NELaurasian), early Central Asia, and Pueblo-Central
America (§2.3,2.5).

To provide a practical example, the geographically relatively isolated Japanese
mythology is looked into here in some detail. We may have to assume, first of all,
a post-Laurasian Nostratic branch (*NosLaur) that precedes it. It would com-
prise the ancient populations that spoke and still speak the languages belonging
to the Indo-European, Uralic, Kartvelian (Georgian), Afro-Asiatic, Dravidian,
and Altaic families in North Africa and Eurasia.*”” For this large group, one can
(but must not necessarily) assume a mythology that was still fairly similar among
all of these incipient branches; it was almost directly derived from Proto-
Laurasian mythology and probably still very close to it. Research into this
question would depend on the acceptance and further fleshing out of details of
the (controversial) linguistic Nostratic superfamily. As far as we can see at pre-
sent, the mythology of the Nostratic family seems to stress, like the Indo-
European one, the ultimate genesis from water, the opposition between Father
Heaven and Mother Earth, the solar origin and descent to earth of chiefs (or
“kings”), a strong role of shamanism, and so on. However, such information is
derived not from linguistic comparisons (which only yield a few items such as
“spirits” so far; see §4.1) but from a comparison of historically attested myths
found in the various Nostratic branches, just as has been done for Indo-
European.

Further down the Laurasian pedigree, we have to reckon with a separate
Altaic branch (*AltLaur),**® to which the Japanese language and much of its
mythology belong. A common Altaic mythology has not yet been recon-
structed,”” as even the definite establishment of Proto-Altaic linguistics, though
first proposed in the 19th century, is of fairly recent date and is again controver-
sial these days.*'® Even so, some general observations can be made and com-
pared with Japanese mythology.

Altaic mythology, as attested in its linguistic subfamilies, seems to stress, like
the Nostratic and Indo-European ones, the primordial deities Heaven and Earth,
shamanism, the divine descent of chiefs, and so on. The shamanistic traits are
most typically found in Siberia (see §7.1) but also in Japan and Korea, as well as,
for example, in the non-Altaic-speaking Tibeto-Burmese Himalayas. Here we
come across both male and female shamans,”" while in Japan and Korea female
shamans are more important.*’> Other typical traits include the role of the world
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tree and the way the descent of the first Japanese “emperor” from heaven is
described in the Kojiki and Nihongi.*"* The latter is similar to mythemes of the
Mongols and Tibetans.”"* Further indications come from preserved Koguryo
(Kokuri) myth.?’S Koguryo was a Koguryo-Japonic-speaking kingdom of the
early first millennium cE in Manchuria and North Korea. Its founding myth
presents us with an interesting mix of Laurasian, Central Asian, and “Indian” fea-
tures: a woman, daughter of a river god, is impregnated by the rays of the sun,*'¢
gives birth to an egg, and produces the first king of Koguryo. This myth has many
echoes of Indo-Iranian myth (Martanda/Gayé Maratan, son of the Sun deity,
born from a dead egg;*"” neighboring Chinese myths of royal origins, Shang/
Zhou)*"® or the Finnish Kalevala myth (Ilmatar, daughter of the Air, swimming
in the ocean, giving birth to seven eggs; see §3.1.7).

The myth is told in Chinese sources as that of the Fu-tii people on the Gulf of
Pohai (Bohai), east of Beijing. It is recorded in the Wei history (Wei-Shu, written
551-554 cE) as “The history of Kao-kou-li” (Jpn. Kokuri, Korean Koguryo):

Kao-kou-li was founded by the Fu-yii, who called their ancestor Chu Meng. Chu
Meng’s mother was a daughter of Ho-po (Lord of the Yellow River). Imprisoned in a
room by the king of Fu-yii she was touched by the sun’s rays. Whenever she moved
away from the sunlight, it followed her. Soon she became pregnant and gave birth to
an egg, which was so large that it could have held nearly five pints. The king gave the
egg to the dogs, who refused to eat it. It was given to the pigs, who would not eat it
either. It was then thrown on the road, and cattle and horses walked away from it. It
was thrown out into the wilderness, but the birds flew down to cover it with their
feathers. The king Fu-yii tried to cut it with a knife, but could not. He finally gave it
back to his mother. The mother wrapped it and sheltered it in a warm place, and baby
boy broke the shell and emerged. After he grew up he was named Chu Meng.*"®

This myth can be compared, as indicated, with some other Eurasian myths
(Martanda/Gayé Maratan)* and a Kekchi Maya myth (detailed in §3.5.1). We
then arrive at the scheme in Table 2.8 for much of Eurasia, including Finland
(Kalevala), India (Rgveda and Yajurveda Samhitas), Iran (Avesta), Koguryo and
Japan (Kojiki/Nihon Shoki), Old China (Shang/Zhou dynasties), and even
Mesoamerica.”!

The diverse, multiple relations between the Finnish (Kalevala, recorded in
the 19th century), the c. 2000/1000 BCE Indo-Iranian,??? the sixth-century Ccg
Koguryo,** early Japanese (712 cE), and modern Mesoamerican myths are
obvious: they include the role of a secluded young woman connected with
water/ocean, her relationship with the sun as father or her child, and her giving
birth to a “dead” egg that splits and whose issue becomes the Sun deity and
ancestor of mankind (Indo-Iranian) or of a particular kingdom (China,
Koguryo); the latter’s language is closely related to that of early Japan.?** The
Mesoamerican version is more distant, but it still fits the general scheme once all
the various details are taken into account: the connection of the woman with
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TABLE 2.8. The marriage of Sun and Moon across Laurasia

Finland India/Iran Koguryo Japan Kekchi (Guatemala)
(Kalevala) (Hoffmann) (see §2,n.227)  (see §2,n.225 (Bierhorst 1990)
(K.C. Chang) (Kojiki 2,106)
daughter of ~ Aditi daughter of woman weaver woman,
Heaven River god daughter of “King”
swimming - shut up shut up shut in kitchen/on ocean
in aroom; in aroom throws maize water
rays of sun visited by a visited by hunter as
come through ~ god through humming bird / they leave
window keyhole through keyhole
bird touches/ gets pregnant touched slept with
lands onher by eating rice by rays of humming bird
knee before male the sun he = hunter = Sun),
relatives (or; while
taking nap
ata swamp)
becomes becomes becomes becomes
pregnant, pregnant, pregnant, pregnant, she gets pregnant,
gives birth gives birth gives birth gives birth killed by father, transformed
to blood on waters;
to 3 eggs 3x2 Adityas, to a big egg to red jewel blood changed to
small snakes, etc.;
then to Indra put in small ‘bottles’
& “dead egg,’ (calabashes?),
thrown away, thrown away, are left behind; one
one splits, then is carved splits, and turns into opened after 14 days,
and becomes  to become baby boy, beautiful revived small
the sky the Sun deity: king of the woman weaver woman
Martanda / Kao-kou-li stepped over, emerges as
Gayo Maratan emerges real woman/Moon

maize water; exposing her pregnant remains (blood) on water and keeping this
in some sort of receptacle (“bottles,” or gourds); her seclusion in a locked
chamber that is entered by the hunter (a form of the sun) as a hummingbird/
man through the keyhole, and so on.***

The original Laurasian form of this myth needs to be investigated in much
more depth.”® It seems to contain the motifs of the male Sun as male hunter or
cowherd—the hunter being the historically older form—and that of the female
Moon as a weaver woman (cf. the Iwato myth below, §3.5.1);**’ further, note
their separation by the woman’s father and their reunion after getting through a
small opening or across a narrow bridge; the pregnancy of the (weaver) woman,
giving birth to an egg (symbol of the round sun or moon) or gourds (“bottles”);
and the reshaping of the egg or an emergence out of the gourd in human form or
as deity of the Sun (or Moon).

To return to Japanese mythology as such: the Japanese language belongs to the
Eastern (Tungus/Ewenki-Manchu-Japonic) group of Altaic languages. In the
view of some linguists, such as S. Martin, it belongs to a subcategory with Rytikyt
and Korean,** called “outer Altaic” languages by R. A. Miller. Or it belongs, along
with Koguryo, to Japonic,” which Martin does not see as connected to the (in
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that view unsubstantiated) Altaic family. It will therefore be necessary to specify
how far Ryikyd (Okinawan), Koguryo, and actual Korean mythology are related
to Japanese (Kiki) mythology and further, whether some elements in Korean
myth stem from Koguryo domination in the first few centuries CE and therefore
are due to long-lasting regional contacts with their pastoral neighbors in the north
and west.”*® Elements derived from the nomadic cultures might include the
descent from heaven (probably non-Korean but Koguryo),*'
(onbashira) and stone deities, and perhaps also the mytheme of women becoming
pregnant by the sun’s rays (see above) and the idea of the soul box.*?

From the Japonic level (languages of Koguryo, the Ryikyd Islands, Old
Japanese) we also have to take into account the “pre-Altaic” populations of
Manchuria/Korea and especially those of Japan: these long-established cultures
include the highly developed prehistoric Jomon culture (c. 11,000-1000 BCE),
which may (or may not) reflect Laurasian mythology: it is rather difficult (but not
impossible) to interpret the pictorial representations on Jomon pottery and their
clay figurines.”® The exact composition of all these substrate populations and
their prehistoric languages is still difficult to fathom. However, we can determine,
for early (pre)historic times, several populations on the Korean Peninsula,*
including the para-Japanese Koguryo straddling the Manchuria border, and we
must suppose several others for the archipelago, such as the Tsuchigumo, Ainu
(Ezo),”’ or those of the Jomon civilization.

As mentioned, the latter civilization, in spite of the ubiquitous remnants of its
magnificent art, remains difficult to interpret because we do not have written
documents or a coherent transmitted mythology. Instead, we have to rely on
its—always—enigmatic and ambiguous figurines and other depictions that are
frequently open to several interpretations. What to make, for example, of the
dogu figurines, illustrating (pregnant) women that for the most part have been
deliberately scratched and, in the common interpretations, seem to be inten-
tionally disfigured or destroyed(?).Naumann finds a new explanation:** the
scratching representing the lifeline that stretches from the navel upward (cf.
§4.42,§7.1).2

In sum, whether in Japan or elsewhere, we have to distinguish many subsequent

the male pillar

historical levels in Laurasian mythology. Consequently, the interpretation of a
single local mythology is a difficult undertaking. It should not be undertaken by
bringing into play simplistic oppositions, such as Indo-Aryan (Vedic, Indo-
European) :: local Indian (“Dravidian”) myths, or Indo-European Greek ::
Pelasgian ones,”® or “northern” :: “southern” elements in Japanese myths. Instead,
more complex situations, such as the additional influence of the Near Eastern
orbit on Greek myth, are seen, for example, in the way the father of the current
gods is killed. In Mesopotamia, Marduk killed his father, Anshar (and also killed
and dissected Tiamat). But the very mytheme of castration is missing outside the
Mesopotamian Kulturkreis (e.g., in India).?* This is a useful and exemplary case
for regionalism that set in only after the spread of Laurasian mythology.
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As was stressed in the initial summary exploration of the various historical
stages in Laurasian mythology (§2.3), detailed comparative regional investiga-
tions, transgressing the myths that are restricted to just one language family, help to
bridge the gap between the original Laurasian and the various extant local mythol-
ogies. Among the several important features of the Laurasian story line that may
help us considerably to disentangle the various post-Laurasian stages is the myth of
the Four Ages, which often overlaps with that of four generations of deities.

§2.5.2. The Four Ages in the Eurasian and Mesoamerican
macro-areas

This myth frequently implies the change of “rule” from one divine generation to
the next one. The process is, first of all, a biological one: the generations of
descendants of Father Heaven and Mother Earth biologically follow each other.
However, the change from one generation to the other often involves a certain
amount of violence, as in real life. For example, we have frequent examples of
violent takeover of rule in some societies such as the Shilluk, Dinka, and
Bunyoro.** This is indeed reflected in local myth, for example, in the Vedic myth
of the appropriation of the wealth of the older Manu, the ancestor of humans, by
his sons or that of King Lear by his daughters and so forth. But nowhere does
this process take the violent form found in the Greater Near East. In the
well-known Greek myth, Kronos, the son of the primordial Ouranos (later on
the god of the ocean) and Gaia (Earth), kills and castrates his father, cutting off
his testicles with a sharp sickle. In the closely related Near Eastern version
(Hurrite/Hittite), the son (Kumarbi) even bites off and swallows the testicles of
his father and thus becomes pregnant.**'

In India, there is a hint of violent succession in the killing by Indra of his father
(Rgveda 4.18), which may be due to the prehistoric contacts between the ances-
tors of the Indo-Aryans in the Central Asian steppes and the peoples of the
ancient Near East or with their North Caucasian (Hurrite etc.) neighbors.#
This contact is in fact also seen in some isolated linguistic features (wine, copper,
ox wagon, and its parts).**

Prima facie, there is no connection with Frazer’s theory of regicide (heavily
stressed in his Golden Bough) that occurs, for example, in parts of Africa. When
the king ages and is no longer able to function as embodiment of (vegetational)
power he is to be killed. The custom is widespread in the Nilotic area and beyond.
If we assume that this is what ultimately underlies the tales of “killing the father,”
we must assume the influence of the early Near Eastern farming societies that
were also transmitted southward along the Nile and the Sudan to Uganda (by
c. 500 BCE) .2*

There also is no link to the myth of the killing of the primordial giant (Ymir,
Purusa, Pangu, Remus, etc.). Freud, of course, would give quite another explana-
tion of this myth, which, however, may be nothing but another, modern myth
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linked to his interpretation of the Oedipus myth: killing one’s father and sleep-
ing with one’s mother.

Instead, the myth of killing the “ruler” of the previous generation of gods is
partand parcel of another (Near Eastern?) characteristic, that of the Four Ages.*
In this myth, we find not only four generations of gods but also four increasingly
evil ages. These are the famous golden, silver, bronze, and iron ages, vividly
described in Greece in Hesiod’s Theogony for the first time. Because of the overt
absence of the Four Ages in Homer, one may speculate on Near Eastern influ-
ences on Greek myth,** though the details are not yet clear.

The concept is indeed older with the Mesopotamians, at least as one of four
generations of deities, seen in Babylonian myth (Enuma Elish) that was trans-
mitted to the Hurrites and Hittites, who know of it in the form of a succession of
the deities Alalu-Anu-Kumarbi-Weather God.** It is also found in Zoroastrian
texts right from the start,”*® and it can be observed, if vaguely so, in early Vedic
Indian texts.>* Also, there is the later Zoroastrian account (Vidévdad 2) of the
creation of the world by Ahuramazda and its expansion three times (cf. Varuna’s
actions in Rgveda 4.42), which represents the Iranian version of the Four Ages.*°
The combination of these features indicates the possible Indo-Iranian age of the
motif around 2000 BCE.>' However, the myth of Four Ages is very prominent in
the later Indian epic and other texts.>>

The underlying pessimistic outlook from a golden to an iron age may indeed
be ascribed to the influence of the Near East, specifically that of the “pessimistic”
Mesopotamians or that of their neighbors.*** The history of the concept, trace-
able so far, indicates that after the Sumerians and early Babylonians, it is found
after c. 1600 BCE in Hittite, at c. 1000 BCE in Vedic and Zoroastrian texts, but
only at c. 700 BCE in Hesiod’s Theogony, as well as elsewhere, for example, in
Celtic myths as summed up by Rhys.**

However, on closer inspection, there are actually five ages both in Greece and
in Mesoamerica.”** In addition to the well-known Four Ages, Hesiod assigns an
extra age to the Greek heroes. In Mesoamerica, too, there are five ages, as we have
to include that of the counterparts in Maya myth of the Greek heroes, the twins
Xbalanque and Hunahpu. We now live in the “Fifth Sun,” a recast of the Four Ages
motif (§3.6).2 In both cases, the heroes do not fit in well into the system of Four
Ages and get haphazardly inserted, early on. In Aztec mythology, too, various
“protohumans” were produced during each of the four ages called “Suns,”” and
each new age was reigned over by a different god.”® After the destruction of the
Fourth World, the gods assemble in Teotihuacdn to remove darkness once more
and to re-create humankind for the Fifth World.>

The apparently old concept of Four Ages is retained even with the neighbors
of the Pueblo/Mesoamericans, the Navajo, late immigrants from the Arctic
north. They belong to the speakers of the Na-Dene group of languages, concen-
trated in the American Northwest (Alaska, Yukon), which is distinct from all
other Amerindian languages. These populations seem to be one of the latest
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groups to have entered the Americas from Siberia.”® The Navajo have a myth
about the Four Ages that exactly reflects the Greek color-coded one: a golden
age is followed by a silver- and a copper-colored one, and we now live in the
black age.?' It may, however, be questioned whether they have taken over the
idea, like much of their mythology, from their Pueblo neighbors.*** The relevant
South American myths have been discussed by L. E. Sullivan;*®® with the Incas,
too, the previous Four “Suns” have been followed by the present one, the fifth.***
Importantly, four different catastrophes are found with the isolated Gran Chaco
tribes as well,** and parts of this scheme are found as far south as Tierra del
Fuego, with the Yamana.*%

The occurrence of this concept all over the Americas constitutes a powerful
test case for the age and nature of the idea of Four Ages and/or of four genera-
tions of deities in particular and of Laurasian mythology in general. Its occur-
rence in the Near East and in Mesoamerica confirms a date before c. 20,000 BCE
for the age of the myth.>” Rather, if the construct of a Dene-Caucasian language
family should hold,**® which, according to some linguists,*® stretches from the
Basque to the Navajo,”° this would indicate its (partial) origin with people
speaking this early Eurasian protolanguage. Their respective dates are those of
the immigration of the early Europeans from Southwest Asia, the probable ances-
tors of the Basques, at c. 40,000 BCE; that of the Na-Dene people, ancestors of the
Navajo, probably after the last Ice Age around 10,000 BCE; and further that of the
Amerindians, the ancestors of the Mesoamericans, by c. 20,000 Bce.?”" This
would indicate an early date for the common Laurasian origin of the concept.
According to recent theories the early Amerindians, on arrival from Beringia and
Siberia, passed through a narrow corridor between the Arctic ice shield and that
of the coastal Cordillera in Alaska and British Columbia before it closed up for
some 10,000 years. It opened up again only c. 11,500 BCE and allowed other
groups (such as those represented by the Clovis culture) to pass southward to
the Great Plains and beyond. If so, the ancestors of some Amerindians would
have lived south of the ice shield for all of that time and would have preserved the
myth of the Four/Five Ages in the Pueblo and Mesoamerica areas.

In sum, the great distance and the long-standing isolation of Mesoamerica
from the ancient Near East do not allow for a direct influence of Near Eastern
concepts on America. The same is likely for the eastern Siberian area of origin of
the Amerindian and Na-Dene populations. The Sumerian, Dene-Caucasian, and
Amerindian myth is, in other words, an early Eurasian/Amerindian one: it
belongs to the basic stock of Laurasian mythology (§2.4, §3). In stark contrast,
it is missing in non-Laurasian, Gondwana mythology (§5).*

kkk

Nevertheless, as mentioned, the character of the Four, or rather, Five, Ages in
Mesoamerica represents the opposite of the pessimistic views found in early
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western Asia. The Mesoamerican process is one from an imperfect primordial
age—via three (or four) additional, increasingly perfect stages—to the age of
present-day humans. How to account for the difference in the West Asian and
Mesoamerican outlooks? If Kramer called the Mesopotamians pessimistic,””
the Mesoamericans certainly were even more obsessed with death, as the imagery
of Mexican festivals still shows,””* and they were equally preoccupied with the
renewal of divine, solar power through blood offerings and human sacrifice.
Worse, the end of certain of their calendar cycles was an ever-looming threat, as
clearly felt at the time of Cortez’s invasion of Mexico. The end of the current
Fifth World is predicted for an exact date (2012). If the historical scenario
sketched here is correct, people in Mesoamerica would have had at least 10,000
years to develop the new Amerindian version of the myth.

But how to account for the difference in outlook? May we regard the
Mesoamerican version, isolated from the Near Eastern one by 8,000 or several
more thousands of years, as the original one? It would make sense, for Laurasian
mythology, at least as I see it, is an optimistic one: development of the world and
its improvement all the way up to our current divine “generation,” that of the pre-
sent gods and humans, who in this scheme will face decay and death only much
later in their common destiny. Even in the Eurasian West, all previous divine
generations or “ages” just lead up to us: from primordial chaos; to Heaven and
Earth; to the generation of “monsters” (Titans, Asura, the dragon); to that of
their cousins, the current gods; and finally to us. We are the descendants of the
gods themselves, who think (or used to think) of themselves, as Goethe let his
Dr. Faust say in 1808, with typical Western hubris: wir, die es so herrlich weit
gebracht (“we, who have progressed so much”). Pueblo and Mesoamerican myth
actually presents this sentiment and its five stages as stepwise improvements,
where each age of dumb (proto)humans is destroyed and followed by a more
clever and intelligent race.

Conversely, the seeds of the Near Eastern version are also contained in this
view: humans are, after all, just a few steps “down” from the primordial and
current generations of gods, that is, from their ancestor, the sun deity. Though
they are no longer immortal, are afflicted by various illnesses and ailments, and
certainly are much less powerful than the gods, there is an inherent optimism in
many mythologies that lets things get periodically restored to an optimal state,
especially at the beginning of a new annual mini-cycle, at New Year. However, the
inherent yearly decay of cosmos and society can easily be recognized in this
scheme, too. If it is stressed more than in the annual (optimistically viewed)
renewal in nature, time, and society, it results in the pessimistic Mesopotamian
and Greater Near Eastern frame of mind.*”

The closeness of such ideas to those of Zoroaster is notable. He lived in the
northeastern parts of the Greater Near East, probably in the border area of Bactria
(Balkh, northern Afghanistan) and Margiana (Merw, eastern Turkmenistan). He
started out from the old Indo-Iranian concept of the renewal of time and society
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at year’s end, but he transposed it to the final period of one’s own life and that of
the world. He stressed the inevitability of the choice during the fight of two
opposing forces at year’s end that was commonly made at this critical time: one
had to choose between righteousness (asa, Vedic rta) and evil (druj, Vedic druh;
cf. Engl. be-tray; German be-triigen, Trug). The obvious, natural choice was the
one for the yearly auspicious restoration of universal order (asa, rta), based on
truthful action. The decision was made before the onset of this yearly repeated,
dangerous period of dissolution of order in the universe and in society. In
Zoroaster’s new worldview, the choice is to be made “now;” in every human’s
life; the outcome would lead one, via the Cintuuant bridge, to Ahuramazda’s

o«

Heaven—or to “hell’

falling from the bridge into molten metal” This is the
ultimate origin of the Christian and millenarian American ideas of heaven and
hell,*” conceived about a thousand years before Jesus—an idea that, due to path
dependency, still is extremely powerful in the modern West, especially in
America.

As for reconstructed Laurasian myth, however, we may have to be content,
for the moment, with stating that there was a mytheme of the Four (or Five)
Ages and generations of deities that was open to subsequent interpretations
(§3.6,3.11).

§2.5.3. Later centers of innovation

Some prominent myths have, however, spread only in still more recent historical
times, such as the spread of the Near Eastern myth of the castration of the divine
father figure to Greece, or Buddhist and Christian mythology worldwide. These
are secondary developments that have gained considerable geographical (and
chronological) extent but that have neither Laurasian distribution nor Laurasian
time horizon.

Among such local changes, certain individual myths are only more or less
datable. To use some Japanese examples, the motif of the diver bird (Kojiki
1.37)*” is widely spread in Siberia and North America and in one form even in

Australia;?”®

the churning of the ocean by Izanami and Izanagi in the Kiki is also
found in post-Vedic India; the role of the twins in creation is found in the Kiki
but also with the Austronesian Ami and Atayal of Taiwan, with the Indo-
Europeans (Yama-Manu, Ymir/Tuisto-Mannus, Romulus-Remus), with the
Mundas of India, and with some South Americans (emergence from an egg; cf.
§3.1.6); the role of the messenger bird in the myth of the hidden sun is found in
late Vedic India, Southeast Asia, and Kiki Japan;*” the characterization of the
Sun deity as “curious” in the same myth is seen also with the northeastern Indian
Naga and Khasi;** and—if not a reflection of the ancient Ymir/Purusa/Pangu
myth—the myth of the Japanese goddess of food has parallels elsewhere.**' In all
these cases, however, Japanese mythology may have diverged somewhat from
the original Laurasian topics, while the basic structure of the “official” imperial
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Japanese (Kiki) mythology—Ilike that of other Laurasian mythologies—is not
affected: the story line remains the same.

On the other hand, even the few, still somewhat superficial investigations of
certain major motifs and myths, as proposed in this section, allow us to discern
intrusive elements. They may be derived from the local substrate or may have
entered from the outside as adstrates, that is, from neighboring cultures and
dominant regional civilizations. In such cases, the basic features and the struc-
ture of local (in this case, Japanese) mythology can and should be further clari-
fied and its basic Laurasian structure reconfirmed.

k%%

Outside influence in Japan is visible, for example, in the Chinese Tanabata and
some other myths,** in the motif of looking for the “apples/peaches of para-
dise,” and later on, in the introduction of many Buddhist motifs and myths.
Here, just as in the Greater Near East (§2.3), early great civilizations have
become secondary centers of mythological innovation, whose impact spread far
and wide beyond their original homelands. Among them were the various cen-
ters of the Neolithic agricultural revolution and innovation:*** the Fertile
Crescent (from 9000 BCE), the Greater Indus Valley (6500 BCE), northern
China (7000 BCE), southern China (7000 BCE), New Guinea (7000 BCE), Sudan
(3000 BCE), and Meso-/South America (3000 BCE). Each early dominant civi-
lization subsequently spread its individual, new agricultural ideology all over its
zone of influence. Such instances can be admitted within the Laurasian theory
as a secondary diffusion of myths, by osmosis or by domino effect (§2.5.3).

To name but one conspicuous example, there are clear indications of pre-
Columbian influence by Pueblo and Mesoamerican agricultural societies and
their religions on North American tribes, up to North Dakota and New York
State. Their influence is obvious in local agriculture-related myths. They are iso-
lated within the original local mythologies.***

Many of such agriculturally inspired myths include that of the yearly decay,
death, and rebirth of an (agricultural) deity, as discussed by Frazer for the killing
of the king,** for example, with the Shilluk and the myths of Persephone, Isis,
and Osiris; of the annual exhaustion and reconstitution of the post-Rgvedic
India creator god Prajapati; of Mayan deities; and so forth. Not unexpectedly,
these agricultural myths take a somewhat different form in non-Laurasian cul-
tures, such as those of Melanesia (Hainuwele myth; §5.3.3)%*¢ and of sub-Saha-
ran Africa (see §§5-6).

As for the pre-agrarian Laurasian mythology, to be discussed at some length
in the sections on archaeology (§4.4; cf. §7.1.2), these developments originate
from and then further expand on an ancient, Paleolithic Laurasian myth: that of
the killing of the hunted animal and of the primordial giant,**” their dismember-
ment, and their eventual reconstitution from their bones, carefully preserved
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during slaughter and dismemberment—they are the “life possessing bones,” as
Zarathustra still says.

XXX

The process of further continuous development of Stone Age myth by agricul-
tural societies (§7.2) was still being repeated when early state societies emerged.
Frequently, human origin from the sun deity was appropriated by the emerging
elites and nobility and ultimately, by the supreme chieftain or king. Typical cases
are those of the Egyptian pharaoh, the Indo-European higher classes and their
“kings,” the Chinese and Japanese emperors, the Amerindian rulers (Aztec,
Maya, Inca), and the Polynesian chieftains. In some cases, such as in the high-
lands of central Mexico, the increasing stratification and emergence of central
rulers can be traced archaeologically (see §7.2) even in the absence of early
textual sources.”*

Narrowing down the focus of solar descent on chieftains and kings had serious
implications for the individual structure of local Laurasian mythologies. While a
deceased king was deified in Polynesia,”® this process brought about spiritual
disappropriation of all who were not noblemen (Haw. ali’i, Maori ariki). They
were supposed to loose their soul upon death: their spirits just went to the west-
ern edge of their island and jumped off the cliff into nothingness.?® Surprisingly,
in Egypt the opposite development gradually took place over the course of some
3,000 years of recorded history. At first, only the pharaoh was reborn, like the
victorious sun is each morning, but progressively others, too, were granted that
privilege, built more or less extensive graves, and got mummified after death. In
India, by contrast, only the three upper classes retained the privilege “to go to
heaven,” while the mass of the population, the Stidras, were excluded (and due to
path dependency still are, according to traditional Vedic ritual).

Stilllater, such socially conditioned reshaping of original Laurasian mythology
is to be observed in the spread of missionary religions and of their distinctive
mythology. These include, most importantly, Buddhism, which spread over
most of Asia, followed by the Christian religions and still later by Islam in Africa
and Asia. The three Abrahamic religions combined include more than half of
humanity now. Their respective myths and overarching mythologies (or “doc-
trines”) have overlaid if not overrun much of the original mythologies of Europe,
North Africa, the Near East, and parts of India and Southeast Asia, as well as
Australia and the Americas. However, they had a fairly limited impact in East
Asia, where the old religions (Daoism, Shint6, Shamanism) have continued side
by side with Buddhism. In certain ways, the spread of “missionary” myths
continued with the secondarily derived 20th-century totalitarian movements
and their utopian ideologies (Fascism, Communism).>*!

The current, quasi-missionary incarnation of these global ideologies is uni-
versally widespread. It is a mixture of American secular and Christian ideologies
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(68) that come with unlimited consumerism and concurrent globalization, as
well as with a strong missionary drive by a number of Protestant Christian orga-
nizations.””> However, like all such ideologies, they have but a temporally limited
appeal, especially when the prophesied “end” fails to arrive.

Just as can be observed in the historically attested spread of the myths of pow-
erful religions, doctrines, and ideologies, one may also expect a similar, earlier
spread of certain new myths, mythologies, and religions. They can occur in pre-
state societies, some of them even at a still earlier, Neolithic level.** The rise, just
a century ago, of the Amerindian Ghost Dance movement, based on the vision
of a Pajute man called Wovoka in 1889, is a case in point.*** It started out as a
reaction against the American expansion westward into the Rocky Mountain
areas and quickly spread across linguistic and cultural boundaries to a large
number of Amerindian tribes, before it was suppressed by the American
government. Similarly, the New Guinean cargo cult (cf. §1.3) began in a Neolithic
environment, though likewise within cultures that were in contact with modern
Western state societies. Before and especially during World War II, the ready
availability of cargo brought on ships and airplanes spawned the desire in
Melanesians to get to that cargo that originally belonged to their own ancestors,
ideas that are actually quite similar to those of modern chauvinism (Hindutva)
in India. The Melanesians did so by attracting cargo and airplanes in their rituals,
by sympathetic magic;*** Indian chauvinists do so by “reappropriating” the
Vedas, where they claim to find all modern technology—in late Bronze Age
texts—however, without actually employing these supposed manuals outside of
some traditional Vedic fire rituals. Similar movements were spawned by Christian
missionary activity in Africa; they have led to many new syncretistic African
religions.

We know of such development only because there was close contact with
literary civilizations that kept a record of such cults. However, one can easily
extrapolate and imagine similar religious movements to have taken place in the
distant past, for example, in contact situations between agricultural societies and
hunter-gatherer ones or between state societies and those of Neolithic farmers.
In the absence of written documents, it is obviously very hard to trace such influ-
ences. However, the clear clustering of macro-regional mythologies outlined
above (§2.3) plainly points to such “hidden” influences in the past.

They can frequently be detected when they are confronted with the recon-
structed Laurasian mythology and its subsequent incarnations (Eurasian/
Amerindian, Near Eastern, Indo-European, etc.) or with the reconstructed
Gondwana mythology. If this is done, the extraneous influences from neigh-
boring cultures, or new developments, can often be detected, as they stick out
like the proverbial sore thumb.

For example, many of the Austronesian Aboriginals of Taiwan have a
prominent flood myth. However, when visiting the Catholic Church at Taitung
in southeastern Taiwan, one will find it surrounded by a wall with wood carvings
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that depict Noah’s flood and his ark.**® The casual observer would be led to
assume that these carvings were inspired by the biblical myth. However, on
closer observation it becomes apparent that the missionaries selected this
myth—not, for example, the crucifixion—because it chimes in with the local
tradition of a Great Flood that brought the Aborigines to the area. They depicted
it in traditional carving style, adding small touches such as Noah’s ark, instead of
a simple boat as in the local myths. The case serves as a useful example of how
local myth develops and incorporates extraneous influences.

§2.5.4. Late borrowings (diffusion)

It is with historical processes such as missionary Buddhism, and now the
Americanism spread by powerful media, that the principle of diffusion and its
effect on original Laurasian mythologies comes into play most visibly. Even then,
though, diffusion occurs to a rather limited extent as far as the main topics of
previously existing local mythology are concerned. The diffusion of individual
myths, seen, for example, in the incidental mutual influence of the mythologies
of the Near East and of eastern Asia, has already been mentioned (Tanabata
myth, emasculation of father figures). It is a priori not improbable that the popu-
lations of ancient eastern or western Asia have been in prolonged contact with
each other, ever since prehistoric times,*”” and that they not only have exchanged
valuable trade goods but have also shared some of their “more interesting” beliefs
and individual myths.

Any investigation of regionally spread myths will reveal a number of such
migrating topics.””® To restrict the discussion to eastern Asia, a very clear case is
the well-attested move of the Tanabata myth, which has already been repeatedly
mentioned. Typically, this myth, which is first attested outside China in Korean
wall paintings of c. 400 CE and as Japanese court ritual in the eighth century cE,
is quite isolated. It is only told as a folktale. As a late Chinese import, it has not
been included in the “official” creation myths of the Kiki (Kojiki and Nihon
Shoki) as recorded in 712/720 CE.

Another case of intrusion, this time included in the Kiki, is the Japanese story
of the Hare of Inaba, usually traced back to Indian origins. As such, it could have
come with Buddhism via Korea, in the sixth century Cce. Nevertheless, it was sur-
prisingly included in the Kiki, which would be due to a certain amount of impor-
tance or popularity. Instead, the transmitting agent probably was not Buddhism
but the strong cultural influence on Kofun-time Japan by the Koguryo realm of
North Korea and Manchuria, which has a similar myth.””® However, it has now
also been explained as Chinese influence.”

Further, scholars usually have included among such intrusions the very
beginning sections of the official Japanese mythology in the Nihon Shoki, with
its “philosophical” series of creation stories. Some are rather abstract and remind
one of similar Chinese accounts. However, not all of these accounts are late and
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foreign (see, in detail, §3.7). Admittedly, when the creation story is told in terms
of Yin and Yang (Japanese In/Y3), this is clearly due to Chinese literary influ-
ences: the Nihon Shoki has after all been influenced by the style of Chinese
“mythical” historiography and is actually written in Chinese. But the basic
creation myths of the Kiki are rather old and very similar to those of Polynesia,
eastern Central Asia, and Laurasia in general (§3).>""

Clearly, all such regional features are only of secondary importance for the
development of Laurasian mythology, as the original Eurasian and Laurasian
system has largely been maintained (for details, §3.1.6). However, regional fea-
tures that stand out must be observed closely, as they may cloud the picture of
the available Laurasian evidence and the reconstruction of its mythology. The
preceding examples indicate that we have to establish, very carefully, the several
historical levels that go before the actual attestation in extant written texts, until
we reach the original Laurasian one (§2.4).

k3kk

In sum, by following the processes discussed in the preceding sections, we can
establish a many-faceted, geographically widespread, and historically leveled
view of the origin and development of Laurasian mythology. This complex
enterprise will lead us back to the Stone Age and to the beliefs of early Homo
sapiens sapiens (Crd Magnon; §§6-7). Conversely, understanding the under-
lying pattern of Laurasian mythology will help us, ultimately, to understand how
many of our current “modern” concepts are still rooted in the ancient customs
and beliefs of Paleolithic people (§8).

Moreover, even though the Laurasian project is a large-scale undertaking,
possible only with the help of many specialists of the individual cultures involved,
we cannot stop here. Instead, initial explorations, carried out over the past few
years, have indicated that Laurasian mythology, though it now covers large, if
not most major parts, of the globe, is not the only one in existence. Rather, it is
just one among the several other still existing types. The most prominent ones
are to be found in sub-Saharan Africa, the Andamans Islands, New Guinea, and
Australia,*” as well as in smaller refuge areas of Asia. These are the Gondwana
mythologies,*® which are to be discussed later (§5).

B §2.6. SOME OBJECTIONS TO THE APPROACH OF
HISTORICAL COMPARATIVE MYTHOLOGY

There are a number of points that could be raised as objection to the theory laid
out in this chapter, especially with regard to the Laurasian theory and its estab-
lishment (§2.1). They need to be clarified before we can progress further.**

As mentioned, one basic objection against the comparative method in
mythology includes the sociologically and Marxist-inspired one made by Bruce
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Lincoln,*” who regards the writing of comparative mythology as that of new
“myths with footnotes.”** However, in spite of being a student of Indo-European
linguistics, he fails to apply the methods and results of that discipline consis-
tently, due to his new, sociologically based approach, to comparative Indo-
European mythology. Instead, he draws some erroneous general conclusions
based on his rather narrow approach to myth (§1.6, §2.6).

Another major objection would concern the results of Stone Age archaeology.
As discussed above, Ina Wunn would implicitly deny the possibility of any theory
such as the Laurasian one.*” While assemblages of stone tools, and later on of
pottery, are datable by a number of methods, the interpretation of Stone Age art
is open to dispute.*®®
sistent correlation between art objects and their underlying, more or less evolved

If Wunn’s basic assumption could indeed be made of a con-

culture and society, the insights of ethology, and the assumption of continuous
material and spiritual progress, then Stone Age art might indeed correctly reflect
ancient religion. However, Wunn closely links Bellah’s evolutionary theory of
the continuous evolutionary development of religion since Paleolithic times
with the (always lacuneous and incidental) finds of archaeology.® This
procedure results in the virtual absence of religion in late Paleolithic times (§1.4),
that is, precisely when Laurasian (and Gondwana) myth originated according to
the thesis discussed in the present book. As has been pointed out and as will
again be taken up in detail later (§7.1), Wunn’s approach is too simplistic: early
art reflects only certain limited aspects of Stone Age life, especially hunting and
fertility. The potential argument against Paleolithic religion and, by implication,
against the reconstruction of Laurasian mythology is a classic case of evidence
from absence, a typical ex nihilo argument, but the absence of evidence is not evi-

dence of absence (§1.5).

k%%

Other incidental objections to the comparative method in mythology have also
been discussed and rejected earlier (§2.1, end). They include the assertion that
myth could have developed independently due to neurobiological invariances
(as Jung would have it; §1.5) and that similarities in ecological conditions would
have occasioned similar mythologies, which is contradicted by the multiclimate
reach of Laurasian mythology. A more specific objection would be the insistence
that similar flood and destruction myths of river- or ocean-based societies are
independent of long-range transmission, which is contradicted by their existence
in many areas far distant from such natural conditions.

Further, among several reasons applied in this discussion is that pointing to
isolated, unmotivated fragments of myth preserved in remote, out-of-the-way
areas (§2.1, end; §2.2). They represent fragments of an older system, which
means that ecological and climate factors do not play a great role in the specific
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local occurrence of such fragments of myths; instead, such factors only result in
superficial similarities, not major structural features.

In addition, it is important to stress from the outset that certain aspects of the
sciences discussed later (§4) contain as yet undecided and even some untestable
features. As in all fields of the humanities and sciences, there are certain areas
that still are under discussion and positions that are out of the (current) main-
stream or are mere proposals. They have been indicated as such in the relevant
sections of this book. Some of the less common proposals (such as superfamilies
of languages and Long-Range studies) are favored here as they seem to coincide
with the results from archaeology and genetics.

Some objections, however, are very basic ones. For example, population
genetics depends partly on so-far-untestable assumptions about rates of genetic
drift that have not yet been firmly established (§4.3). The field also is dependent
on calculations based on the assumed split of the ancestral line of chimpanzees
and humans, which results in an Out of Africa date of either c. 60 kya or 77 kya.?'
However, the dates provided by this method are very good as far as relative chro-
nology is concerned, if compared with the equally problematic, absolute, but gen-
erally accepted relative dates for linguistic change (§4.1). In future, systematic
comparisons of results from ancient DNA may help to narrow down such dating
uncertainties.’'! At any rate, the difference of 17,000 years does not matter very
much as far as ancient Gondwana and Laurasian mythologies are concerned.

Similarly, the assumptions about the speed of linguistic shift (as used in glot-
tochronology) are equally vague, especially when employing the original
Swadesh model.*"* However, the method has since been updated by the late
S. Starostin.*”* According to him, the rate of replacement for the most common
100 words has come down from 14 to about five—six words per millennium.
Also, the reconstruction by Long-Range linguists of superfamilies that go beyond
the universally accepted families such as Indo-European, Uralic, and so on has
not yet been accepted by traditional (mostly Indo-European) linguists. Their
rejection includes even the superfamily of Nostratic and that of Eurasiatic, which
is in competition with the Nostratic one (§4.1). Both are too easily, if not super-
ficially, rejected by traditional linguists. Only patient and careful comparisons of
sound correspondences and grammar, following the traditional, well-established
Indo-European model, will lead to further clarity here. However, very few
scholars are involved in this field, and progress will be slow unless some major
funding is received.’**

k3kk
Other problems involve many types of contamination that affect the quality of

the genetic, linguistic, archaeological, and mythological data used in such recon-
structions. Some of them are routinely handled by the involved scientists, for
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example, disturbance of archaeological layers or in linguistics, the dialect as well
as substrate and adstrate influences that disturb regular reconstructions. However,
the reconstructed meanings of some important words will remain under
discussion. Linguistic archaeology, or rather, linguistic paleontology, has its
closely circumscribed limits: we cannot be sure that a certain reconstructed
word actually meant exactly the same thing in prehistoric times (does the Indo-
European word for cow refer to a domesticated animal only, and since when?).3!*
Caution is advised.

In the same way, in historical comparative mythology, many similarities in
myths and story lines may be attributed to contamination and would then not be
reflections of ancient shared myths. However, as will be pointed out below (in
§5.1-2, §6) such perceived influences are just based on prima facie impressions.
They can be corrected by other, uncontaminated evidence of neighboring peo-
ples or by large-scale comparisons covering extensive areas. These will readily
allow us to pinpoint individual contamination. Nevertheless, it is always appro-
priate to be alert to the possibility of contamination.

Another variety of contamination is that we do not know how far the relatively
recently recorded African, South American, Polynesian, and similar nonliterate
sources have been affected by missionary activities and influences (see §§5-6).
That means, in particular, how their recording by missionaries or colonial offi-
cials has slanted these accounts, as they could see the world only through their
own, Christian categories. Related problems are the poor quality of our early
records caused by intermediate translations and by the retelling by scholars or
laymen of some of the myths of nonliterary societies. A telling example from the
Andaman Islands is found in Radcliffe-Brown’s account of the original text and
his own retelling of the myth about the theft of fire involving the Kingfisher.?'¢

Influences by literary traditions on orally transmitted mythologies would
fall into the same category. This applies to the spread of motifs from domi-
nant ancient cultures to surrounding areas (§2.2.4) as well as those (classical,
European, Christian) ideas that (potentially) influenced the early reporting by
colonial officials, missionaries, and anthropologists. In both cases, however, mass
comparison of related mythologies in the same general area will allow us to pin-
point, again, where such influences or interpretations have been made and will
easily isolate Eurocentric reporting and interpretation.

k3kk

Arelated problem is the possibility that some key characteristics of early recorded
Laurasian mythology may owe part of their similarities, such as the story line,
not to their common descent from a shared protomythology but to transfor-
mational forces operating in manuscript traditions over long periods, in other
words, that are the result of compilational tendencies in literate traditions, which
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commonly lead to this kind of comprehensiveness. This includes, primarily, the
steadily increasing accretion of myths. Frequently, such syncretic accretion is the
result of superimposing various local mythologies and setting them up in a com-
prehensive (written) framework (such as in ancient Egypt or India).

This scenario is, however, excluded for comparative mythology on two
counts. There are indeed cases where separate and inclusive written traditions
are clearly visible, as in Old Egypt but interestingly, not (yet) in the extant
Sumerian texts. Wider comparisons across cultures indicate that the direct
influence of written traditions on myth collection cannot be generalized. For
example, a direct comparison of Mesopotamian and Old Indian data is not pos-
sible, as the Vedic Indian tradition was altogether oral and written accretion is
simply not found. The earliest Indian texts constitute a large aggregation of
mythological and ritual data that was entirely oral but was not organized like the
Egyptian data or the Babylonian Enuma Elish. The direct impact of written
Mesopotamian tradition on the neighboring Indian oral one is also not seen:
incidental similarities between India and Mesopotamia (such as in the respec-
tive versions of the flood myth; §3.9, §5.3.3) must be explained differently, for
example, as oral myths transmitted through early trade contacts.*'” Or to use
another example, Mayan and Near Eastern traditions both have “manuscript”
traditions, but this does not establish a general model of gradual accretion of
data from manuscripts or literary traditions as such. Nonliterary traditions
continued side by side with written ones.

Available evidence indicates that prima facie composite schemes, such as that
of the Four/Five Ages (§2.5.2, §3.6), are also found in areas that were never
influenced by the old centers of literate culture. The myths of the Amazonian
Yanomami, the Gran Chaco Amerindians (with four kinds of catastrophes), and
the Fuegans are cases in point. Further, complicated frameworks, including that
of the Laurasian story line, are found in many nonliterate societies (such as the
Dayak), even those that have not been in any contact with literary cultures
(again, such as the distant Fuegans).>'*

The only open question, then, would be whether nonliterate societies could
have developed a comprehensive oral text that includes the major motifs of the
Laurasian story line (or of Gondwana collections). This merely depends on his-
torical accident. As Schirer points out,*" the Dayak of Borneo have myths and
ritual texts that would come to some 15,000 pages in print. However, not all
myths are always present in the mind of one and the same shaman. All that was
needed, thus, was something like a tribal council that collected the available
myths, as happened in the collection of Rgvedic hymns around 1000 BCE.**
Another kind of political impetus is evident in the collection of Old Japanese
myths (Kojiki, Nihon Shoki) by the early Japanese imperial court in 712 and
720 cg, which was made on the basis of traditional bardic or shamanic recita-
tion. However, the Nihon Shoki intentionally lists many variants to the official
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“national” myth given in the “imperial” Kojiki. Another case is that of the prelit-
erate Hawai’ian text Kumulipo, whose compilation apparently also was due to
local politics around 1700 ce.*!

Still other motivations include the reaction to outside pressure, such as the
collection of Winnebago myths that were told in comprehensive form just when
it was obvious that this tradition would soon disappear.’”* The point clearly is
that in the said traditions most or all myths of the story line existed, even if they
were not always collected in one oral “text.”

k%%

In related fashion, one may also claim that the apparent lack of comprehensive
story lines in Gondwana myth (§5) may simply be a function of the more frag-
mented presentation of myths (as seen in Dayak myths). This is typical of prelit-
erate societies that developed complex mythologies. The case would therefore
be similar to the one discussed just now: a tribal society and its shamans or
priests would have stored in their memory individual tales but not a unified,
comprehensive account “from the beginning to the end.” In the Gondwana case
that means: from a primordial High God and his creation of humans to their
(mis)deeds (§5) and to current conditions.

This scenario, likewise, is contradicted by available evidence. Comprehensive
myths, though not a unified story, were found even among the long-isolated
Stone Age society of the Tasmanians. They moved about in small bands, num-
bering altogether some 900 people, who spent extensive periods of time in
retelling their myths (§5.3.2.1). From the fragments that have been preserved,
we can reconstruct a mythology that accounted for the creation of humans, ani-
mals, and current conditions. A similar case involves the rather complex account
of the creation of humans by the central Australian Aranda (§5.3.2), which
amounts to some eight pages in Strehlow’s (rather compact) retelling.’** He
functioned, so to speak, as a local shaman who collected all available creation
myths. Just as in the case of the nonliterate Laurasian Dayaks, all that was needed
was such a shaman. Whether this happened or not is a function of local condi-
tions, rivalries between shamans, and so on. The situation varies, obviously, from
tradition to tradition.**

k3kk

One may therefore assume that even in nonstratified hunter-gatherer cultures
the forces of the gradual accretion of myths could have been due to local retellers
and shamans and to their interactions. These may have been at work over the
many millennia, since Paleolithic and Neolithic times. However, as we do not
have any indications or proof that this was indeed the case, it is easier (and more
elegant) to assume that the many congruences in Gondwana and Pan-Gaean



§2 Comparison and Theory = 101

myth collections (§§5-6) were inherited from their Paleolithic ancestors instead
of having independently developed in exactly parallel fashion since then.

Available materials, however, indicate that the development of the Laurasian
story line was precisely such an accretion: it is based on earlier Pan-Gaean and
Gondwana collections (§§5-6), to which the typical Laurasian features were
added, such as creation myths, the end of the world, and most importantly, the
coherent underlying story line.

Finally, it is important to point out that this scenario of the Laurasian story
line and its heuristically assembled contents (§2.2, 2.4) may receive some mod-
ification by a reevaluation of some of Y. Berezkin’s extensive materials.*** Certain
clusters of motifs show a close correspondence between Sahul Land and South
American myths. Berezkin correctly interprets this as survival of older motifs in
South America. These were first introduced at the time of the first immigration
into the Americas at c. 20 kya.>*

This would mean that many aspects of North American myths are late intro-
ductions from Siberia (which is obvious for the Na-Dene [Athapascan/Navajo/
Apache] languages). It has to be investigated, however, how far this late influx
impacted Mesoamerica or rather, vice versa, how far the strong influence of the
mythology of the Pueblo and Central American maize cultures (a clear case of a
Viennese Kulturkreis) have overlaid older Na-Dene mythology,*” as can readily
be observed in Navajo myths.??

M §2.7. CONCLUSION

In this chapter, the general and theoretical background of comparisons has been
explored, drawing on recent work by scholars such as C. Ragin and others.
Subsequently, the various theories and methods used in the comparison of
myths were spelled out. Ultimately, any comparison is heavily dependent on the
structure of the human mind, which favors binary combinations, as explored by
Lévi-Strauss.*” It uses analogies based on experience and the anthropomorphi-
zation of nature.

Following these general observations, the characteristics of the proposed
scheme of Laurasian mythology, and of various mythologies in general, have
been discussed at length. It has been indicated how the Laurasian scheme can be
built up, step by step, by observing a large number of similarities between
mythologies worldwide while focusing on their regular correspondences across
time and space. The comparison is crucially enhanced by the discovery of a fixed
structure underlying most mythologies in Eurasia and the Americas: the narra-
tive scheme of Laurasian mythology, that is, the story line from original creation
to the end of the world. Some 15-0dd major motifs appearing in the Laurasian
story line have been enumerated heuristically.

In the subsequent discussion of this model, it was argued how to proceed
with the actual reconstruction: it makes use of the oldest available texts, as to
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avoid contamination by later developments. Then, the process moves further
back in time to various reconstructed levels of mythology (such as the Near
Eastern, Eurasian, or Amerindian ones). Ultimately, reconstruction aims at
going back to the Proto-Laurasian stage. The various individual local mythol-
ogies then appear to be mere branches of the complex family tree of Laurasian
mythologies. Conversely, the reconstructed original Laurasian mythology can
then be compared with the actual mythologies attested locally. Incidentally, this
also serves as a countercheck on the validity of the reconstruction.

The changes that occurred between these early stages are due to local thinkers
working with the inherited materials available to them. Other changes and addi-
tions clearly indicate certain insertions into the Laurasian scheme, as well as the
relative time frame in which they occurred. Some such insertions and changes
have taken place in early Bronze Age, regionally important cultural centers,
which in turn have influenced neighboring local mythologies, such as the ancient
Near Eastern one (Anatolia and Greece) and the Pueblo and Mesoamerican one
(Mexico, southwestern United States, etc.). In all such cases, this development
took place because of the cultural prominence of early nuclei of civilization.
Examples discussed here include the two versions of the Four Ages scheme
(§2.5.1) in Eurasia and the Americas. Their mutual differences are very impor-
tant for the Laurasian reconstruction. Due to their long separation in space and
time, at least some 20,000 years, they lead back to early Laurasian times.

A purely synchronic comparison of myths cannot achieve these dimensions.
Historical comparison adds several layers of evidence and provides additional
strength to the model of comparative mythology in general and to the Laurasian
proposal in particular.

L33

We can now turn to the reconstruction of the various stages of Laurasian
mythology (mentioned in §2.5) and to their representation in individual mythol-
ogies, as available in old texts as well as in important modern oral traditions. As
mentioned, I prefer to begin, as a matter of principle, with the oldest evidence
available (see §2.2.3). The reason has already been discussed (§2.1). This
procedure offers us the chance to avoid wrong reconstructions that are based on
more recent (modern, medieval, classical, and occasionally even some incidental
archaic) written attestations and distributions of individual items.?*

This concerns especially those that have been influenced by the increasing
stratification, reinterpretation, and ensuing syncretism of competing local
mythologies within organized early state civilizations,*' features that are addi-
tionally driven by the written transmission of texts and commentaries to them.
Ashasbeen indicated, a typical case is that of Old Egypt. Its myths can be studied
in great detail, revealing the reformulations that took place over three millen-

nia.*** Such changes were often aligned with shifting political centers and their
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priestly elites, such as those of Heliopolis, Mempbhis, Thebes, and so on. Clearly,
the “oldest” Egyptian mythology does not exist as such in written form but has
to be reconstructed first, just like the rest of Laurasian mythology.*** Ancient
Vedic and medieval India offers a similar scenario: it is based on texts between c.
1500 and 500 BCE and shows multiple changes, ultimately leading to modern
Hinduism.

Even these early written traditions, however, are quite “late” with respect to
original Laurasian mythology, and many changes and reshapings will have to be
accounted for that intervened between both stages (see §2.3). But this is the best
we can do under existing circumstances.**

On the other hand, the oldest written versions of myths in ancient civiliza-
tions must necessarily be contrasted with much more recent ones, collected
from populations spread all over Laurasia that did not or do not possess written
traditions. An objection to the use of the less “organized” and often quite late
oral traditions may be that such traditions are much more diverse than those of
the first civilizations with written traditions.

However, it has to be recognized that this is not exactly true. While we have
early collections and summaries of local mythologies, such as the Mesopotamian
Enuma Elish, Hesiod’s Theogony, the Japanese Kojiki, and the Mayan Popol Vuh,
they by no means represent the sum of indigenous tradition. A look into
R. Graves’s Greek Myths, the major versions of Egyptian myth,** early Indian
myths from various Vedic texts,*® and Japanese myths (with early variants as
recorded in the Nihon Shoki) immediately indicates that local traditions differ,
often widely, from the “official” version, as the preface to the official collection of
Japanese myths in the Kojiki freely admits (712 cE). In other cases, such com-
prehensive collections have not even been attempted, for example, in ancient
China and Rome.*¥’

Moreover, the bulk of oral tradition of one particular population, say, of the
Winnebago,*** the Hawai'ians (Kumulipo), or the Dayak of Borneo, can run into
hundreds, even tens of thousands, of pages.** These traditions merely lacked a
local shaman or priest who would have collected and redacted all traditions, as
has been done in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, and so on. If we would have had,
say, amedieval Dayak writer or compiler, this mythological collection and system
would have been just as impressive as those of the ancient civilizations. As will
be seen, some of these often geographically isolated oral traditions have pre-
served very old Laurasian traits.

kkk

After the lengthy, but necessary, initial deliberations found in this chapter, we
therefore begin with the detailed discussion of Laurasian myths, stressing some
of the most prominent ones, the emergence myths (of “creation”; §3.1.1-7). It is
useful to begin detailed comparisons by taking a closer look at the global forms
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that the first stage of Laurasian mythology, the emergence (creation) of the
world, takes in the individual versions. The following chapter thus is the main-
stay of the book: a large number of creation myths in Eurasia and beyond are
compared. In each instance, for example, the world’s creation from water, rele-
vant data are brought to bear upon the central narrative. Related materials from
non-Laurasian mythologies are also mentioned in preparation for a later
discussion (§5, the countercheck).

Frequently we will find, initially rather surprisingly, if not disconcertingly, sev-
eral creation myths next to each other or even within a single mythology.
Laurasian mythology identifies a number of actual “creations” that account for
the world’s emergence from water or chaos, sometimes with the help of an earth
diver. This mythology also recognizes creation by the cutting up of a primordial
giant, bull, or egg. In some versions these strands are combined, occasionally in
a “logical” order, while others stand apart as alternative myths of origins.

It is an intriguing question whether all of them are of equal age or whether
some of them, such as the dismemberment account of the primordial giant, are
older. The problem will be addressed in the following chapter (§3.1.7), and the
enigma of the coexistence of such divergent myths will be resolved in §§5-6,
once non-Laurasian myths have been compared. Nevertheless, as we will see, the
prima facie mysterious and potentially troubling factor of multiple creation myths
in the reconstruction of Laurasian mythology does not disturb its story line.

Then, after having dealt with these foundational myths, we will proceed along
the “timeline” of the Laurasian narrative arrangement and select some impor-
tant mythemes: the creation of a habitable environment for humans, their actual
creation, their mythical “history,” and the (final) destruction of the world.



3 Creation Myths: The Laurasian
mm——— Story Line, Our First Novel

Mundi origo.
Before the ocean and the earth appeared—
before the skies had overspread them all—
the face of Nature in a vast expanse
was naught but Chaos uniformly waste. ...

As yet the sun afforded earth no light,
nor did the moon renew her crescent horns.

—P. Ovipius NASO, METAMORPHOSES'

Before there was any light there was only darkness, all was night. Before
there was even darkness there was nothing....It is said in the karakia
[invocations], at the beginning of time there stood Te Kore, the
Nothingness. Then was Te Po, the Night, which was immensely long
and immensely dark.... The first light that existed was no more than the
glowing of a worm, and when sun and moon were made there were no
eyes, there was none to see them, not even kaitiaki. The beginning was
made from the nothing.

—MAORI, CONTEMPORARY"

M §3.1. PRIMORDIAL CREATION

Myths about the beginning of the universe and the earth are the most prominent
feature in Laurasian mythology.* They constitute the very beginning of “mythic
time.” The Laurasian stress on cosmogony, however, is entirely absent in Gond-
wana mythologies (§5).

Original creation, or rather, more correctly, “emergence,” is often shrouded in
mystery. The eternal human question about ultimate origins is common and per-
sistent; compare, for example, Gauguin’s D'oii venons-nous? Que sommes nous?
Ot allons-nous? (Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We
Going?) or Kant’s both theoretical and practical “drei Fragen: 1. Was kann ich
wissen? 2. Was soll ich tun? 3. Was darf ich hoffen?” (three questions: 1. What can
I know? 2. What shall I do? 3. What may I hope?).* These questions have been
answered by many Laurasian peoples in very similar ways. Most of them agree
that, in the beginning, Heaven and Earth were “created”; however, they also tell
about a preceding stage of the initial emergence of the universe in several, some-
times surprisingly diverse ways.

10S
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For example, in ancient India, the oldest text,® the Rgveda (c. 1200~1000 BCE),®
contains several approaches to the question, made by its many poets. Some of
them assume that the world and humankind have sprung out of “nothing”
(“there was neither being nor nonbeing” [Rgveda 10.129]), or out of a great
void or darkness, or out of a great, featureless salty ocean. However, if they indeed
speak of creator gods, then these deities were not even present from the beginning
or they originated from the primordial void. Thus, the Rgveda (10.129) asks
whether the gods were in existence at the time of the first creation or whether
even they do not know about it—as they came only later.

k%X

Yet these types of myths do not represent the only solution to the question about
ultimate origins. Surprisingly, there actually are a number of additional answers
given within the area covered by Laurasian myth (primordial giant, egg, etc.;
§3.1 sqq.). How they are related to each other will be discussed in the later sec-
tions of this chapter, and a solution to the disturbing aspect of their seemingly
mutually exclusive coexistence will be presented later on (§5).

Thus, next to the emergence of the world from “nonbeing,” archaic Indian
myth also contains the somewhat isolated idea of a primordial giant,” from
whose cut-up body the various parts of the universe were formed.® A slightly
later Vedic Indian text adds the idea of the shaky young earth floating on the
waters and the mytheme of a diver animal that first had to bring it up from
the bottom of the sea.” In India it is not a bird, as usual in northern Asia, but
a primordial boar. Later on, this turned into the boar incarnation of the great
Hindu god Visnu. Finally, another early Vedic text speaks of an egg with a
golden germ.'® One cannot maintain that all of this is just late Rgvedic priestly
speculation, as some do, because these motifs are much older than this text
(§3.1.1 sqq.).

These diverse mythemes, in fact, constitute the aggregate of most creation
motifs found in the various Laurasian mythologies. In short, we not only find
various creation myths in individual Laurasian mythologies but even encounter
several creation myths within a single Laurasian tradition. The reason escapes
immediate understanding.'’ This not inconsiderable diversity may appear to
pose a problem for the Laurasian theory. However, there are avenues to proceed
beyond this and reach the form of creation myths as they must have been pre-
sent in earliest Laurasian mythology (§3.1.7; §5, 5.7; §6).

The various major forms of Laurasian cosmogony include six prominent sets
of motifs:'* primeval chaos, water, diver and floating earth, giant, bull, and egg,
as well as combined versions (§3.1-7). These will now be taken up in this
order.
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§3.1.1. Chaos and darkness

To begin with, there is a fairly widely spread, quite abstract notion of the pri-
mordial emergence of the universe out of primordial darkness,'* out of chaos,
or even out of “nonbeing,” as seen in the Rgvedic and Maori cases.'* In some
versions it is connected with primordial waters, as can be seen below. We
begin with the oldest attested versions, a practice to be followed, wherever
possible, throughout this chapter. As mentioned, the most abstract version,
chaos and nonbeing, can be found in India, in the Rgveda (c. 1000 BCE). Inter-
estingly, this version appears among the late “philosophical” and speculative
hymns:

There was neither “being” [sat] nor “nonbeing” [ asat]' then, nor intermediate space,
nor heaven beyond it. What turned around? Where? In whose protection? Was there
water?—Only a deep abyss.'¢

There was neither death nor immortality then, nor was there a mark of day and
night. It breathed, windless, by its own determination, this One. Beyond this, there
was nothing at all.

Darkness was hidden by darkness, in the beginning. A featureless salty ocean was
all this (universe). A germ, covered by emptiness, was born through the power of heat
as the One.

Desire arose then in this (One), in the beginning, which was the first seed of mind.
In nonbeing the seers found the umbilical cord [relationship] of being, searching (for
it) in their hearts with planning.

Obliquely stretched out was their cord. Was there really “below”? Was there really
“above”? There were the ones bestowing seed, there were “greatnesses” [ pregnancies].
Below were (their) own determinations, above was granting.

Who then knows well, who will proclaim here, from where they have been born,
from where (came) this wide emanation [visrsti]? Later than its emanation are the
gods. Who then knows from where it developed?

From where this emanation developed, whether it has been created or not—if
there is an “overseer” of this (world) in the highest heaven, he alone knows it—or
(what) if he does not know? (RV 10.129; my translation)’

The last verse is a clear addition, as a concept of a “creator” (Prajapati, “Lord of
the descendants, children, creatures”) emerged only in the late Rgveda. The
mentioning of primeval desire is remarkable; we will again encounter it in
Greece. In Old China,"® too, there is frequent mention of primordial waters but
also one of Chaos or emptiness:

In a time when Heaven and Earth still were without form, was called the great
beginning. The dao began in the immense emptiness.... Then “breaths” were born
from space and time. What was light moved and formed the sky (easily); what was
heavy, the earth... this process was difficult. (Huainan zi)*
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A similar version is that of Old Greek mythology: First there was chaos, in it
Nyx (female “Night”) and Erebos (her brother) were found; the force uniting
them was love (echoed by the Indian account of primordial desire). Erebos
descends and liberates Nyx, who spreads and becomes the wide sphere; they
separate like two parts of an egg and give birth to Eros (Love), as well as to
Heaven (Ouranos) and Earth (Gaia); Eros binds the two together closely. In
Hesiod’s Theogony this is told as follows:

Verily at first, Chaos [void] came be, but next wide-bosomed Earth, the ever-sure
foundation ofall...and Eros (Love), fairest among the deathless gods. ... From Chaos
came forth Erebus [darkness] and black Night; but of Night were born Aether and
Day, whom she conceived and bare from union in love with Erebus. And Earth first
bare starry heaven, equal to herself, to cover her on every side.”!

In another version, Earth is directly born from Chaos, emptiness, with help of
Eros; or Chaos gave birth to Night, which itself gave birth to Aether, the first
brilliant light, the purest fire, the Day. The so-called Pelasgian version, as recon-
structed by R. Graves, begins with Chaos and a primeval egg, too:

In the beginning, Eurynome, the Goddess of All things, rose naked from Chaos, but
found nothing substantial to rest for her feet on, and therefore divided the sea from
the sky, dancing lonely on the waves. ... She caught hold of the north wind, rubbed it
between her hands and behold! the great serpent Ophion.... Ophion grown lustful,
coiled about those divine limbs and was moved to couple with her....So Eury-
nome...got with child. Next she assumed the form of a dove, brooding on the waves
and in due course of time, laid the Universal Egg. At her bidding, Ophion coiled
seven times about this egg, until it hatched and split into two. Out tumbled all the

things that exist: sun, moon, planets, stars and the earth.””

The Romans, heavily influenced by Greek literature and thought, follow suit
closely. In the poetry of Ovid’s Metamorphoses quote above: “was naught but
Chaos”
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Turning to more recent and modern myths, another Indo-European-speaking
people, the northern Germanic Icelanders, agree. In Old Norse mythology re-
corded in the Edda (c. 1177 cg),” there was chaos at the time of the beginning of
the world, “a yawning abyss” (gap var ginnunga; Voluspa 3). Then the sea was cre-
ated; as were Niflheim, the land of clouds and fogs in the north, and Muspelheim,
the southern land of fire. Through the contact of ice from the north and the warm
breezes from the south, a first being, the primordial god Ymir, was created:**

Once there was the age when Ymir lived.

There was neither sand, nor sea, nor salty waves,
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not was Earth found, not Upper Heaven,—

a yawning gap, and grass nowhere. (3)

Until Bur’s sons scooped up the lands,*

they who created mighty Midgard.*

The sun from the south shone on the rocks

and from the ground green leeches greened. (4)

I know an ash (tree), called Yggdrasil;?’

white fog wets the high tree;

from there comes the dew which falls into the valleys,
Evergreen it stands above Urd’s spring. (Voluspa 19)

Far away from the Indo-Europeans and Chinese, the Polynesians, an Austric
people whose ancestors had emerged from South China around 4000 BCE,”
speak of primordial emptiness and darkness, too. In the Maori version, negation
or nothingness (kore) gives birth to chaos or darkness (po), and this, to rangi
(heaven or sky;* see the introduction to this chapter). Another version, involving
a primordial deity, Io, has the following account:

Io dwelt within the breathing space of immensity.

The Universe was in darkness, with water everywhere.
There was no glimmer of dawn, no clearness, no light.
And he began by saying these words—

That he might cease remaining inactive:

“Darkness become a light-possessing darkness.”

And at once light appeared....”!

Then (he) looked to the waters which compassed him about, and spake a fourth time,
saying:

“The waters of Tai-kama, be ye separate.

Heaven be formed.” Then the sky became suspended.
“Bring forth thou Tupua-horo-nuku.

And at once the moving earth lay stretched abroad.*

Normally, the descent of the gods is listed as negation (kore) developing into —>
chaos/darkness (po) —> rangi (heaven, sky). The supreme deity lo, known only
to some specialized priests,* had escaped the Western mythographers for quite
some time and thus is not listed in the older accounts of the myths of New Zea-
land:** “unknown to most Maoris.... cult was esoteric...ritual in the hands of
the superior priesthood...no form or sacrifice was made to Io, no image ever
made... [there was] no aria (form of incarnation) such as inferior gods had.”*

As a useful exercise in the comparison of the closely related Polynesian
mythologies, and so as to indicate how local mythologies can develop from a
common ancestor, we may compare the famous Hawai’ian version, the Kumu-
lipo. It has undergone, as we know, some editing by powerful clans since c. 1700
CE. The Kumulipo only has this:
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At the time when the light of the sun was subdued
To cause light to break forth

At the time of the night of Makalii (winter)

Then began the slime which established the earth,
The source of deeper darkness,

Of the depth of darkness, of the depth of darkness,
Of the darkness of the sun, in the depth of night,

It is night, so it was born.*

However, the Tahiti version is more explicit. Here the creator is the god Ta’aroa
(Maori Tangaroa, Takaroa; Haw. Kanaloa), who apparently existed before actual
emergence:

He existed, Taaroa was his name,

In the immensity.

There was no earth, there was no sky,

There was no sea, there was no man.

Taaroa calls, but nothing answers.

Existing alone, he became the Universe.
Taaroa is the root, the rocks.

Taaroa is the sand.

It is thus that he is named.

Taaroa is the light. Taaroa is within.

Taaroa is the germ. Taaroa is the support.
Taaroa is enduring. Taaroa is wise. He erected the land of Hawaii.””
Hawaii the great and sacred,

As abody or shell for Taaroa.

The earth is moving.

O, Foundations, Rocks,

O sands, hither, hither,

Brought hither, pressed together the earth.
Press, press again. They do not unite.

Stretch out the seven heavens,*® let ignorance cease
Let immobility cease.

Let the period of messengers cease.

It is the time of the speaker.

Completed the foundations.

Completed the rocks.

Completed the sands.

The heavens are enclosing.

The heavens are raised.

In the depths is finished the land of Hawaii.*’
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Or in still another version, recorded twice between 1848 and 1922,

Ta’aroa was the ancestor of all the gods; he made everything....

He was his own parent, having no father or mother....

Ta'aroa sat in his shell (pa'a) in darkness (te po) for millions of ages. ...

The shell was like an egg revolving in endless space, with no sky, no land, no sea,
No Moons, no sun, no stars.

Allwas darkness, it was continuous thick darkness (po tinitiniia e te ta'ota’). ...

But at last Ta’aroa gave his shell a fillip which caused a crack resembling an open-
ing for ants. Then he slipped out and stood upon his shell... he took his new shell for
the great foundation of the world, from stratum rock and for soil for the world. And
the shell...that he opened first, became his house, the dome of the god’s sky, which
was a confined sky, enclosing the world (ao) then forming. ...

Ta'aroa made the great foundation of the earth (te tumu nui o te fenua) to be the
husband, and the stratum rock (te papa fenua) to be his wife...and he put his spirit
into it, which was the essence of himself, and named it Ta’aroa-nui-tumu-tahi, Great-
Ta’aroa-the-first-beginning.

Ta'aroa dwelt on for ages within the close sky...he conjured forth (rahu) gods
(atua), and they were born to him, in darkness (i fanau i te po)....

...It was much later that man (faata) was conjured [forth] when Tu was with
him.*

The Polynesian myths, in spite of some local developments, thus agree on pri-
mordial chaos or “nothingness,” which was transformed by a creator (lo, Ta’aroa)
deity into our present world.

In Amerindian myth, too, we find several versions of primordial darkness or
chaos. The oldest recorded ones are found in Mesoamerican texts. They speak of
origins in darkness or semidarkness, before the sun rose.*' According to the me-
dieval Quiché Maya text, the Popol Vuh, in the beginning,

all was in suspense; all was calm and silent; all was motionless and all was quiet, and
wide was the immensity of the skies.... The face of the earth was not yet to be seen;
only the peaceful sea and the expanse of the heavens...for as yet naught ex-
isted....Alone was the Creator, the Maker, Tepeu, the Lord, and Gucumatz, the
Plumed Serpent, those who engender, those who give being, alone upon the waters
like a growing light....It is then that word came to Tepeu and Gucumatz...and they
spake and consulted and meditated and joined their words and councils.*

The Hebrew Bible,* too, has primordial darkness, though it occurs only after
the initial creation of heaven and earth by the gods (elohim, notably, not a single
God),* when the wind moves about the waters. Incidentally, it is important to
note, again, the role that speech plays in the Vedic, Icelandic,* Maya, Maori, and
biblical and other Laurasian texts; we will return to the topic of the power of for-
mulated speech and of naming things.*® According to the Hebrew Bible, “As to
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origin, created the gods [elohim] these skies (or air or clouds) and this
earth....And a wind moved upon the face of the waters” (Genesis 1.1-2)."
However, in the traditional Christian version this reads quite differently (King
James translation),” here quoted at length:

(1) In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. (2) And the earth was
without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit
of God moved upon the face of the waters. (3) And God said, Let there be light: and
there was light. (4) And God saw the light that it was good: and God divided the light
from the darkness. (5) And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called
Night. And the evening and the morning were the first day.

(6) And God said, Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it
divide the waters from the waters. (7) And God made the firmament, and divided the
waters which were under the firmament from the waters which were above the firma-
ment: and it was so. (8) And God called the firmament Heaven. And the evening and
the morning were the second day.

(9) And God said, Let the waters under the heaven be gathered together unto one
place, and let the dry land appear: and it was so. (10) And God called the dry land
Earth; and the gathering together of the waters called the Seas: and God saw that it
was good.*

Another version (Genesis 2.4sqq) has an abbreviated creation myth:

In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens, when no plant of the
field was yet in the earth...a mist went up from the earth...and watered the whole
face of the ground—then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground.*

Also to be compared is Psalm 104.2 sqq., which reads like a Rgveda or Avesta
hymn (Yasna 43):

1. Praise the Lord...2. you spread heaven like a curtain (or tent)...S. who has laid
the foundations of the earth so that it should never be shaken...8. The mountain

arose [from the ocean] ... 19. You made the moon...20. You made the darkness.!

In sum, whether in our earliest or even in late versions, the world emerges
from an undefined state of chaos, by itself; in some later versions it does so with
the help of a creator god. However, the similarity between the Vedic Indian,
Greco-Roman, and Polynesian versions, with a time gap of some 3,000 years and
at a distance of tens of thousands of miles, is remarkable and did not escape even
early British observers in New Zealand.>

§3.1.2. Water

The idea of primeval waters is closely connected with that of primeval darkness
or chaos and therefore has already come up several times in the preceding sec-
tion. Chaos is often identified with a watery waste.**
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In North Asia/North America and the Near East, the emergence of the earth
from the waters seems to be the standard myth, transmitted in several versions
(often involving the earth diver bird; see §3.3). The myth of primordial waters is
very widely spread, especially in northern Europe,** Siberia and the Americas,*
the Near East,*® India,*” and Southeast Asia/Oceania.*® It is “logically” linked to
the myth of the floating earth (see §3.3), as it provides the background for bring-
ing up the earth from the bottom of the primordial waters and subsequently, the
floating earth (§4.3.4). To begin with one of the older attestations, in India there
is a frequently repeated myth with slightly varied wording, usually summed up
as “In the beginning there was (only) salt water” (agra idam sarvam salilam astt);
there are similarly old accounts in Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Greek, and Chinese
mythologies.

One of the oldest, the Mesopotamian version, is of interest: it does not start
from an undifferentiated primordial ooze but, rather, from a union of salty
(ocean) waters and sweet (river) waters, which perfectly reflects the southern
Iraqi marshland situation. From the (female) waters Tiamat and (male) Apsu,
two generations of ancestors of the sky god Anu emerged: Tiamat, the primor-
dial (sea) waters, and Apsu, the primordial (fresh) waters, are found in the
beginning. They give birth to Lahmu and Lahamu, who in turn give birth to
Anshar and Kishar (“Father of gods, king”). His son is Anu (the sky god); note
again the role of speech:

When on high the heaven had not been named,

firm ground below had not been called by name,
naught but primordial Apsu, their begetter,

(and) Mummu-Tiamat, she who bore them all,

their waters commingling as a single body....

Then it was that the gods were formed within them.
Lahmu and Lahamu were brought forth, by name they were called.
For aeons they grew in age and in stature.

Anshar and Kishar were formed, surpassing the others.
They prolonged the days, added on the years.

Anu was their son.*

The contemporaneous and even older Egyptian mythology has four basic
versions of the creation myths,® formulated in successive religious centers that
became large temple cities. The mythology of Heliopolis (Vth Dynasty) is the
most “orthodox”; then there is that of Mempbhis, the capital of united Egypt; that
of Thermopolis, itself with four variants; and that of Thebes, the capital of the
New Kingdom (15701085 BCE).

The beginning, the time of the gods, is called “First Time,” a golden age when
the gods lived on earth and justice reigned.*' The universe was just a vast ocean
(Nun) with no surface and is compared to an egg.®> It is typical for Egyptian
myth that the earth arose out of these waters in the form of a hill,*® similar to
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what may be seen in the floating earth (§3.3). It was fixed to the bottom of the
ocean. According to the Heliopolis myth, the bisexual god Atum, the “Complete
one,”** created himself by his own will, or he was thought to be a child of Nun,
the primordial waters, who is the self-created father of the gods. As there was no
place to stand on, Atum created a hill at the place of his first appearance, and he
is sometimes regarded as the hill itself. He sat on it as it arose out of the waters of
chaos (Nun) and brought the first gods into being:*

The Lord of All, after having come into being, says: I am who came into being as
Khepri (“the becoming one”). When I came into being, the beings became into being,
all the beings came into being after I became. Numerous are those who became, who
came out of my mouth, before heaven existed, nor earth came into being....I being
in weariness was bound to them in the Watery Abyss. I found no place to stand.
I thought in my heart, I planned myself, I made all forms being alone, before I ejected
Shu, before I spat out Tefnut.®

In another version, creation took place in the primordial waters (that is, the male
Nun, father of Re); there was no place to stand,” and other texts speak of the
primordial hillock. Re/Atum came into being as Khepri (Morning sun/scarab).
Re masturbates or spits out Shu (Air), Tefnut (Moisture), Nun (“the eldest
god...the father”), and Atum/Re and so on.*®

The Hebrew Bible has an account of primordial waters, though existing at the
same time as the creation of the earth: “the earth was without form, and void;
and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon
the face of the waters” (Genesis 1:2, King James trans.).

Farther east, the Old Indian (Vedic) myth of a primordial salty ocean has
already been discussed above. A later Vedic text (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.6)
puts it in a way vaguely recalling the biblical account: “Then Gargl Vaicaknavi
asked him: ‘Yajnavalkya, as all of this (universe) is woven, warp and woof; in the
waters, in what then are the waters woven, warp and woof ?—In the wind...”
(my translation).

Chinese myth also speaks of the primordial waters, indicating that when the
earth was covered with water, the heavenly Lord sent down one of his subjects to
prepare it for habitation, that is, Gun battling the waters (Shanhai jing 18). Their
southern neighbors, the Tai-speaking people of northern Indochina, who are
part of the great family that speaks Austric languages,” also regard the earth as a
flooded terrain, and “this concept fits well the cosmology of a continental
population.””

The primordial waters are also found in Siberia, for example, with the Tungus
(63.3)”" or with the Ainu of North Japan and Sakhalin:

In the beginning the world was a big swamp. Water was completely mixed up with
earth...there wasnolife...god created the wagtail bird and sent it down from heaven

to bring forth the earth....It flew about, tread on the swamp and beat its tail up and
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down....Dry earth emerged on these spots.... The earth grew more and more, finally
emerged from the waters and swam on it. That is why the Ainus call it moshiri
“swimming earth.””>

According to Ainu myth, the sun, the moon, and the stars are ships (shinta)
traveling in the sky; the shinta is also used when the gods, such as the son of the
thunder god or a dragon god, visit Ainu land (an idea similar to that of Old
Japanese mythology). Such culture heroes descended to different regions, often
to the top of mountains,” such as that of Nibutani, where the god Okikurumi
landed.™
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Not surprisingly the Amerindians have concepts similar to those of their Sibe-
rian homeland across the Bering Strait. The oldest records are those of the Aztecs
and Mayas. However, in their mythologies as well as in many other Amerindian
ones, the origin of the world from primordial waters is not as clear as in Eurasia
proper, as it is part of the myth of the Four Ages, which results in a fourfold
creation that existed before our age.” The last one, however, was swept away by
the Great Flood.” The Aztecs, for example, have an account of Four Ages pre-
ceding our times, “the Four Suns.” The Mayas, too, speak of a fourfold creation.
According to their Popol Vuh, in the beginning,

the face of the earth was not yet to be seen; only the peaceful sea and the expanse of
the heavens.... Then...(Tepeu and Gucumatz)...spoke: “Let it be done. Let the
waters retire and cease to obstruct, to the end that earth exist here, that it harden itself

and show its surface.””’

Other Amerindian tribes, whose myths have been recorded only relatively
late, agree.”® The Omaha, for example, tell,

At the beginning all things were in the mind of Wakonda. All creatures, including
man, were spirits.... They descended to the earth. They saw it was covered with
water....Suddenly from the midst of the water up rose a great rock. It burst into
flames and the water floated into the air in clouds. Dry land appeared.”

The Maidu of California have a myth that agrees more with the Siberian version
and the earth diver motifs (see §3.3):

In the beginning there was no sun, no moon, no stars. All was dark and everywhere
there was only water. A raft came floating on the water. On it were Turtle (A'noshma)
and Father of the Secret Society (Pehé&’ipe). Then from the sky a rope of
feathers...was let down and down it came Earth-Initiate. ... (Turtle then dove into
the water four times, each time bringing up alittle more earth.) The fourth time.... it
was as big as the world, the raft was aground and all around were mountains as far
as he could see.*
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Finally, the South American Chibcha tell that humankind was created by a
common mother,* Bachue, who came out of a swamp together with a small boy
of three years on her arm. Grown up, he married her. Many children were born
from this couple, four—six at a time: they are the ancestors. When the two grew
old, they disappeared into the swamp and became snakes. A similar myth is told
in Amazonia and among the Inca (§3.7).%

§3.1.3. Earth diver and floating earth

In “logical” continuation of the mytheme of the primordial waters, many mythol-
ogies envisage the earth as floating on the ocean,*® from whence it has been
brought up by the “earth diver®* This figure is prominently found in Asia and
North America as a diver bird or a muskrat.

However, in South Asia, it is another animal that roots in mud, the boar. This
version is found in early post-Rgvedic texts,* thus shortly after c. 1000 BCE. Mud
brought up from the bottom of the ocean by a boar forms the new; still shaky
(Sithira) earth,* floating on the ocean. Later on, the motif developed into the
famous Hindu myth of Visnu’s boar (Varaha) incarnation. However, the con-
cept may be much older in South Asia, as boar worship is found in the isolated
Andamans and in the Subcontinent. Andaman archaeology indicates a boar cult
already at c. 3000 BCE,” and there are echoes of it in the Rgveda.®

Its “logical” outcome is the very common mytheme of the earth floating on
the primordial waters. As indicated, the oldest preserved version, perhaps, is
again found in the Rgveda and in some early post-Rgvedic texts:* the earth was
Sithila (shaky), and Indra fixed it with flying mountains,” whose wings he had
cut off.

Among the Siouan-speaking Winnebago of Wisconsin, the repeated creation
by Earthmaker resulted in the Fourth World, which “would not remain quiet.”
Earthmaker created four Island-Anchorers with his own hands and placed them
in the four corners of “island-earth.”" This motif is very similar to the Vedic
Indian one of fixing the still shaking or moving earth with mountains. In the
Winnebago version, however, this action is followed by the forming of water
spirits, spirit-walkers, a large sacred woman, and four large trees that finally keep
the earth down.”

In other versions, peoples in Siberia, India, Indonesia, and South America see
the earth as floating on the primordial ocean.”® Among the Tungus, the myth has
incorporated some of the Christian figures of their Russian neighbors:

In the beginning there was no land, and god, the holy Nicolas, and a dog were on a
float [raft].... The devil wanted to drag god from the float, but the more he dragged

the bigger the float became... it became the immense earth.”*

Their northeast Asian neighbors, the Ainu, tell of a bird, the wagtail, that helps in
spreading out the emerging earth (see above). In North America, among the
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Omaha, we have a version that reminds one of Old Egypt: “Suddenly from the
midst of the water up rose a great rock. It burst into flames and the water floated
into the air in clouds. Dry land appeared.” Another, somewhat aberrant version
is found in Polynesia and in Japanese myth: the gods bring out the earth or some
of its islands with the help of fishhooks.”

Or the lands of the earth are churned by the gods out of the primordial sea,
for example, in Japan (Kojiki 1.6) and in India (Ramayana 1.45.15-25), where
this primordial churning is closely connected with the antigods, the Asura, who
help in the undertaking, and it results in the birth of various (semi)divine beings.
This myth first appears in Vedic Indian mythology, where we have the enigmatic
sentence about the birth of the earth through an action of the gods who stood in
a flood and foam was splashing off them (as if they were dancing; RV 10.72.6).
In later Indian myth (Ramayana epic), the gods took Mt. Mandara (Meru),
reversed it, and put it on its top; wound the world snake Sesa around it; and
churned the ocean to extract the drink of immortality (amrta). The action is
represented, in gigantic form, at Angkor Wat. We can compare this with an
archaeological find in Jutland (western Denmark):*” an inverted tree was put
into a stone mill and set into a pile of stones,”® which describes a movement that
has astronomical significance as well.”” In sum, in most cases, Earth (and Heaven)
arose out of a void, of chaos, which is often identified with a watery waste, from
which the earth was fished by some other aquatic animal.

XXX

However, as indicated, we find myths relating creation out of a primordial being
that was dismembered or from a primordial egg that split up. Again, in the case
of India, we find all of these myths already in the Rgveda or immediately after it;
in Finland they have even been amalgamated into a single story (see §3.7).'%

§3.1.4. Giant

In addition to the emergence of the world from darkness and primordial waters
there also are the seemingly aberrant versions of a primordial giant or egg. The
giant was in existence before the world emerged: he was somehow killed and
carved up, and the various body parts became the origin of heaven and earth and
even of humans.

The well-known prototype is the Germanic Ymir, who is slain, and from his
skull heaven is made; from his ribs, the mountains; and so on. In the parallel ver-
sion of Old India, it is purusa (man) from whose body the various parts of heaven
and earth are created, including even humans (Rgveda 10.90). In Old China,
there is the quite similar myth of Pangu (P’an ku), which seems to derive from
southern Austric neighbors.'” One can also compare some Greek and Near
Eastern variants: the Greek myth of the spilling of Kronos’s blood so as to fertilize
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earth or the Mesopotamian creation of man from mud and blood—the gods
decided that one of them, Kingu, was to be killed so that humans could be cre-
ated from his blood.'”

The longest and oldest version of this myth is found in the Rgveda, where the
primordial Purusa (man) is carved up:'®

7....the gods, the Sadhyas, and the Rsis (Seers, poets) offered him (Purusa) for
themselves....

11. When they portioned out Purusa, in how many parts did they fashion him?
What are his mouth, arms, thighs, and feet called?

12. His mouth was the Brahmin, his arms were fashioned (into) the nobleman
(Rajanya), his thighs were the Vaigya, from his feet the Stidra was born.

13. The moon has been born from his mind, the sun was born from his eye; from
his mouth was born Indra and Agni, and from his breath the wind.

14. From his navel there was the intermediate space (atmosphere), from his head
developed heaven, from his feet the earth, from his ears the cardinal directions. Thus
they fashioned the worlds.

16. With sacrifice the gods offered to sacrifice. These were the first forms (of
sacrifice). (RV 10.90.7 sqq.; my translation)

The same myth occurs in the Old Norse Edda (Grimnismal 40, c. 1000 CE),
where the primordial giant Ymir is carved up:

From Ymir’s flesh the earth was created,

from the sweat the sea;

from the bones the mountains, from the hairs the trees,
from the skull, Heaven.'%

The corresponding Old Indian hymn from the Rgveda (10.90), quoted above,
often reads like a translation, or vice versa. The correspondence opens up the pos-
sibility that this is an old, Indo-European idea.'® This is strengthened by the closely
related Old Norse myth of the god Odin, who hung himself on the Yggdrasil tree
for nine days and nights as an offering by himself to himself.'* This again has a Vedic
parallel, in that “the gods offered the sacrifice with the sacrifice” (Rgveda 1.164.50,
cf. 10.90.16, above).'”
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There also are anumber oflocal South Asian reminisces of this myth, for example,
in Nuristani (Kafiri) myth in northeastern Afghanistan and in Kashmir;'* or by
others in Rome, by the killing by Romulus of his brother Remus (< *Yemus,
representing the Indian Yama);'® and in the Hebrew Bible, by Cain’s slaying of
his brother Abel.""® However, the myth is also found in southern China, from
where it has entered the standard Old Chinese texts (late first millennium BCE).
It thus is originally an Austro-Thai myth.""" According to this version, the
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primordial giant Pangu was cut up in similar fashion.'"? The first version (below)
has close similarities with the Tahiti myth of Ta’aroa (§3.1), which is not sur-
prising, given that both the Austro-Thai and Austronesian language families
originated in southern China:

(1) First there was the great cosmic egg.!® Inside the egg was Chaos, and floating in
Chaos was P’an ku, the undeveloped, the divine embryo. And P’an ku burst out of the
egg...with an adze in his hand with which he fashioned the world. ... He chiseled the
land and sky apart. He pulled up the mountains on the earth and dug the valleys deep,
and made courses for the rivers. High above ride the sun and moon and stars in the
sky where P’an ku placed them; below roll the four seas.... "

(2) The world was never finished until P’an ku died....[F]rom his skull was
shaped the dome of the sky, and from his flesh was formed the soil of the fields; from
his bones came the rocks, from his blood the rivers and seas; from his hair came all
vegetation. His breath was the wind; his voice made thunder; his right eye became
the moon, his left eye the sun. From his saliva or sweat came rain. And from the
vermin which covered his body came forth mankind.'"

Related is the Borneo and Filipino myth of the origin of animals from differ-
ent parts of the body of a slain giant."' In Japan, dismemberment is not a feature
of primordial creation, but it occurs after the violent death of Izanami, that is,
after she was severely burned while giving birth to the fire god Hi.no yagi-haya-
wo.no kami (Kojiki 1.7)."” From her body were created the eight thunders.!'®
Later, from the blood of the fire god, killed by her mate, Izanagi, various gods
were created, a general trend that is continued by the creation of many other
gods from the various polluted parts of the dress and body of Izanagi, at his
great purification upon his return from the netherworld.

However, different from the other Eurasian myths, the various parts of Izana-
mi’s body do not become parts of the universe. In fact, most of the constituent
parts of the universe, especially all the islands of Japan as well as many deities of
the sea, the waters and rivers, the wind, the mountains, the plains, the land, and
so on, had already been born by Izanami, and even when about to die, she still
gave birth to various gods from her vomit, feces, and urine.""” The case of the
killing of the Fire god (Kojiki 1.8) and the birth of various gods from his blood
is closer to the myths reported above from Greece and the Near East.

A somewhat aberrant version of the myth of the primordial giant is the Hittite
(originally Hurrite) version in which Ullikummi stands on a primordial giant of
stone, Upelluri,”® with which the Austronesian story (Taiwan, Polynesia) of a
preexisting rock may be compared."”' In Japan, the large rock pillar at Shingu
(Kii Peninsula), representing Izanagi, is worshipped rather than the deities in
the adjacent Shinto shrine.'”* Note also that in Chinese myth, Yi, the first king of
the Hsia (Xia) dynasty, was born from his father, Kun (Gun), who had turned
into stone. This happened after his execution by the High God, because he had
stolen the magic “swelling mold” from him, by which one could build dams to
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stem the flood. Yii was born when his father’s belly was cut open after three
years.'* Similarly, Ch'i (Qi),the son of the first Hsia king, was born from his
mother, Tu Shan (Du Shan), who had changed into a rock when frightened by
her husband, Kun, who had changed into a bear."**
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In sum, there is fairly widespread evidence for a Laurasian myth that entailed the
origin of the world from a preexisting giant, sometimes made of stone. The carving
up of the primordial giant may represent a very old stage of (Laurasian) mythology,
going back to Stone Age hunter times.'** The giant would then be a reflection of
the hunted or killed animals that were carved up in a similar way, one that could
be seen until recently in the northern European (Saami), North Asian, and Ainu
bear sacrifice (§3.7, §7.1.2)."2° The bones of such animals must not be cut and
were preserved intact as to allow their rebirth (in heaven or in this world).'””

While the Germanic and Vedic myths of Purusa and Ymir may thus go back
to Indo-European mythology,'*® the southern Chinese (Austric), Austronesian,
Polynesian, and Hittite versions represent other traditions. However, in all these
cases they were no longer told by ancient hunters and gatherers but by food-
producing societies;'* in sum, they were reminiscences of an earlier stage of
culture—and presumably, of mythology.

§3.1.5. Bull

This motif is further developed in the closely related version of a late Stone Age
animal sacrifice (§3.6, §7.2), mostly that of a bull. It appears as the second
Indo-European version,"** which does not feature a giant or a hunted animal but
a primordial bovine. Cases in point are the primordial Icelandic cow Audumla in
the Edda and, more importantly, the Iranian primordial bull."*' The same idea is
also found in a Vedic passage and,"*” importantly, in the Old Irish Tain Bo
Cuailnge (4854-4919), telling of the great battle between two bulls. The victo-
rious one, Denn Cuailnge, spread the remains of the other one, Finnbennach, all
over Ireland. And, not to forget, Zeus in the form of a bull pursues Europé, whose
name means “the broad,” just like Vedic prthivi (earth). Its Greek linguistic coun-
terpart, Plataiai, is a famous place-name in northern Greece, which area is also
called Europé and has given its name to the continent Europe.

The idea of bull sacrifice (cattle or buffalo) seems prominent in the
Mediterranean, Indian,"** and Austric world; its appearance in early Indo-Iranian
texts may be due to such southern influences. If, however, this mytheme was
already Indo-European,'** it could represent a later version of the myth of the
primordial giant: it would be the preferred one of a largely pastoral people, such
as the early Indo-Europeans. It is, then, not surprising that in Icelandic myth, a
primordial cow (Audumla) licks the primordial giant (Ymir) out of the eternal



§3 Creation Myths: The Laurasian Story Line, Our First Novel = 121

ice, and her milk nourishes him (cf. Voluspa 3; VafSriinismal 21). The
Indo-European myth has been reconstructed by Lincoln:'*

There were a bull and two men, the twins Manu, first priest, and Yemos, first King.
Manu sacrificed and dismembered Yemos, with whose body parts he formed the
world; likewise, from the bull he created edible plants and domestic animals. Yemos
became King of the realm of all Dead."*

This Indo-European “myth of creation” changed, as per Lincoln and Rafetta,
with the various Indo-European peoples, until it became almost completely “dis-
guised” by folklore and religion. Rafetta improbably maintains that this proto-
myth underlies “all” Indo-European cosmologies, creation myths, and sacrifices,
which she regards as an act of reunification of the divided cosmos.

In other parts of the globe, primarily in Southeast Asia and parts of eastern
and Central India, it is the buffalo that plays this role."”” However, one may add
that buffalo sacrifice and putting up the offered animals’ horns on temples are
also found with the Tibeto-Burmese Newars of the Kathmandu Valley, and the
customs are more widely spread in the Himalayas. Finally, the old Mediterranean
tradition of bull chasing, sport, and sacrifice has to be taken into account (Neo-
lithic Catal Hoyiik, ancient Crete, and modern Spain). It is found in a wide belt,
via the Nilgiris and Yunnan, up to Okinawa in Japan.

As will be discussed in more detail below (§7.1.2), emerging food pro-
duction, especially agriculture, by necessity brought about certain shifts in
the mythological system. The hunted animal of late Paleolithic Laurasian
times was substituted by the slaughter of a domesticated animal, the bull.
Therefore, it is not surprising that a Rgvedic hymn (3.38) can refer to the
Great Bull in a cosmogonic context. This hymn was later assigned to the
demiurge and war god Indra, who is often metaphorically described as a
bull. In this hymn, the androgynous “older bull” (vrsabha) Asura, also called
the “great hoary” bull, gives birth to or creates the world. He is in part iden-
tified with Heaven and Earth (Rodast). The (younger) bull, Heaven/Sun, is
called Asura Vi§varipa.'*®

§3.1.6. Egg
Still another version of creation is that of a primordial egg;'*’ it represents a
vague, “round,” undefined, and at the same time limited shape. The motifis more
widespread than that of the giant.'* The universe is created by splitting up an
egg; its upper half becomes the vault of the sky, and the lower part, the earth.'*!
The mytheme of the eggshell becoming the sky is closely related to that of using
the primordial giant’s skull for the vault of heaven;'* in fact, the words for skull
and cup or bowl often are the same.'®

An old version is again found in Vedic myth:'* JaiminTya Brahmana 3.360-61
speaks of the primordial nothingness (quoting Rgveda 10.129), the great salt
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ocean, from which an egg arose; it split, after a hundred divine years, into an
upper part (heaven) and a lower one (earth).'*s Similarly, Satapatha Brahmana
(11.1.6)"% has the primordial waters and then an egg, from which the creator
god Prajapati burst forth after a year; he created the worlds by speech and then
the gods and the antigods (Asuras) from his breath. Another late Vedic text,
Chandogya Upanisad 3.19, echoing Rgveda 10.129, has a similar version but
without a creator:

In the beginning this (world) was only nonbeing. It was existent. It developed. It
turned into an egg. It lay for the period of a year. It split apart. (Its) two eggshells
became a silver and a golden one. That which was the silver one became the earth,
what was the golden one became the sky. What was the outer membrane (amnion)
became the mountains. What was the inner membrane (chorion) became cloud and
mist. What were the veins became the rivers. What was the water within became the
ocean. (my translation)

An older version, found in Rgveda 10.121.7-9, speaks of a golden embryo
(hiranyagarbha)'¥ in the midst of the “high waters” from which all developed:
the (Himalayan) snow mountains, the ocean, the great stream Ras3, the direc-
tions of the sky, Heaven and Earth, the Sun and the Sky. This is similar to the Old
Egyptian idea of the vast primordial ocean (Nun) with no surface that was com-
pared to an egg.'**

However, the myth is also found in Greece, Finland, and China;'* with the
Naxi in southwestern China;'*° and in Indonesia, Hawai’i, and New Zealand.'*!
An aberrant version, from Borneo,'* linked to the myth of the earth retrieved
from the bottom of the ocean, is that of the earth recovered by a bird as an egg,
again, from the bottom of the ocean. Other versions of this myth have even the
humans develop from it.!** It is found with the Munda (Santals)'** and also with
the Khasi. Since both peoples speak Austric languages, it is not surprising that a
similar version is also found in non-Han southern China, where both Austric
and Miao-Thai/Kadai language families are found:

When the great flooding of the Yellow River devastated the land, it killed all mankind.
Only a brother and a sister survived by grabbing hold of a big tree trunk. They ended
up on a mountain top when the water finally receded. In order to repopulate the land,
the brother made the sister pregnant. But she gave birth only to a large, white egg.
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When the brother wanted to throw it away, the sister protected it with her life.

A related story, again connected with the flood, is found in another area with
an Austric language, in Vietnam. The Vietnamese (or Yue) lived in South China
well into the first millennium BCE. In the tales of the Viet Dian U Linh and Linh
Nam Chich Quai we have a myth about a primordial egg as origin of the universe
and of humans. It is related to the traditional account entitled “The Dragon Lord
of Lac [the People]” that tells of Sung Lam, the Dragon Lord, as a trickster who
taught the people agriculture and so on but finally returned to his underwater
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kingdom from where he only emerged, as deus otiosus, when specially petitioned.
At one time, he appeared as a handsome young man who married the Chinese
princess Au Co, who gave birth to 100 children, the Vietnamese. The modern
retelling of the myth has the universe emerging from eternal darkness through
two eggs, a red one that gave birth to a golden crow (the sun, related to the black
crow in the sun in Chinese and hence, Japanese myth) and an ivory one that
turned into a swan (the moon). The fierce sunlight shone up to the 36th heaven
and made the goddess An Co and her sisters visit the lands below the sun. Even-
tually An Co met the Dragon Prince, who had come in human form from his
undersea palace. Their children, emerging from a large sack of eggs, are half-Naga
and half-divine, the humans. Finally the Dragon Prince returned to his father’s
undersea palace.'

The latter part of the myth has echoes in the Old Japanese myth of Ho-wori’s
visit to the undersea palace (Kojiki 1 43-45) and his marriage to the daughter of
the sea deity. Ho-wori is a god but already born on earth after the descent of the
sun deity’s (Amaterasu) descendant Ninigi. After three years Ho-wori returns to
dry land; his wife, in wani (crocodile?) form, gives birth and then returns to the
sea. Their child becomes the ancestor of the first “emperor,” Jimmu. The Japanese
myth thus combines origin from the sun deity with that from a reptile-like
creature (which, after all, lays eggs). We can establish a web of closely related
mythemes reaching from Manchuria and Japan to Vietnam.

However, the motif involving the half-snake Naga, who can change shape
between their human and reptile forms, is also frequently found, in the Indian
epic (Mahabharata) and throughout recorded history from Kashmir to Cam-
bodia, where it is typical for the ancestry of kings. Further, the myth of the
origin from an egg is also found in Oceania, Indonesia, and South America.

A variant is that of the origin of humans from an egg. It is found in Old China,
especially along the eastern seaboard (whose southern part was Yue territory);
but it also is told about the origin of the first Shang king as well as the para-
Japonic-speaking Koguryo;'* an egg as origin of humans in general is found in
Munda and Khasi myth (see above).
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The question may now be put whether the myth of the origin of the world
(and secondarily, of gods and humans)'** from an egg can be linked with that
of the primordial waters. After all, “water” is a prominent part of the contents
of an egg. Inside these fluids the primeval germ was created, generating the
contents of the egg. The two halves of the egg are also linked to the skull of the
primordial giant, as already noted. In sum, though the number of mythemes of
world creation is not completely reduced, several of them are “logically”
related, not in the least by the typical human faculty of establishing links and

correlations.'®
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Evaluating the evidence presented in this section, we may posit a “logical”
development: chaos/darkness —> primordial waters —> (diver myth) floating
earth or primeval hill(/ egg/ giant) —> emergence of heaven and earth. In most
cases, only certain sections of this scheme have been preserved in the various
Laurasian mythologies.

Further, as has been pointed out above, the mytheme of the primordial giant
does not fit well into the Laurasian scheme. This topic is not found in all or even
in most Laurasian mythologies, and the question must be asked why the motif
has persisted in geographically widespread areas, from Iceland to South China.
As indicated, it may well go back to much older, Stone Age ideas of carving up
hunted animals,'® and it may have been inserted into the story line when the
new Laurasian mythology was created about 40,000 years ago (§7.1.2). Depend-
ing on the evaluation of a few diver myths that are found in Australia and Papua,'s'
we may have to expand the range and age of this mytheme beyond the Laurasian
sphere and classify it as an “Out of Africa” myth, but one that was formed well
before the creation of the Laurasian story line.

Using this kind of evidence together with that of the flood myth (which is
found in Laurasia but also in Africa, the Andaman Islands, Papua, and Australia;
§5.7.2), this discovery leads to a further layering of the development of Laur-
asian and other mythologies:

« Pan-Gaean myths: the primeval giant, flood myth, etc.
« Out of Africa myths: the earth diver myth etc.
« Laurasian mythology: incorporation of both mythemes into its story line (§6)

If this is correct, we would arrive at the formation of the original Laurasian
creation myth. It envisaged primordial darkness hovering over primordial waters;
out of this, the earth emerged as primordial hill, or it was fished up, floating on the
ocean. It had to be stabilized (§3.1.3) and to be separated from heaven (§3.3).

As an afterthought, we will now look into several versions of these myths that
creatively combine many or most of the six versions discussed above.

§3.1.7. Combined forms

In the national epic of Finland, the Kalevala,'®* we find a story that reflects a join-
ing of two motifs, that of the birth of the earth from water, with the help of a bird,
and a second one, the birth of the earth and heaven from a primordial egg. The
following is summarized from the first canto of the Kalevala:

Luonnotar, “the daughter of the winds” [ilmatar], let herself fall from the celestial
regions into the sea and floated about until the sea made her pregnant. Having floated
about for seven centuries, an eagle (or a duck) searching for a resting place, sat down
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on her knee and built a nest on it. Luonnotar felt a pain in her knee and the moved it
so that the bird’s eggs fell into the sea. Their lower part became the earth, and their
upper part heaven, their yolk the sun, their white part the moon, their spotted frag-

ments the stars and their black fragments the clouds.

The South American Chibcha people,'® too, have a fairly confused
mythology. Next to a version featuring the creator Chiminigagua, father of all,
especially of Sun and Moon, there also is another version according to which
mankind was created by a common mother, Bachue. She came out of a swamp
near Iguape with a boy of three years on her arm. Grown up, he married her.
Many children were born from this couple, four to six at a time; they are the
ancestors. When the two grew old, they disappeared into the swamp and
became snakes.

Similarly, some Amazon peoples believe that the Milky Way first fertilized the
Sun and that the first mother emerged from a river, followed by the first human
couple and by the prototypes of the animals and plants. In pre-Colombian Inca
belief, Huiracocha created the sun, and the people first emerged from lakes and
rivers.'®* With the Incas, the Milky Way was regarded as a river in the sky. In the
Inca Empire, a pilgrimage quite similar to that along the Sarasvati River in Vedic
India existed in the Cuzco area of Peru,'s® where the Vicanota River was identi-
fied with the Milky Way. Annually, priests used to follow it from Cuzco up to La
Raya. This, however, was more than the mere

renewal of the Sun and the Inca. It was a re-enactment of the creation of the Universe
by Huiracocha. The journey was equal to a walk along the Milky Way to the point of

origin of the universe. The river was perceived as a mirror of the Milky Way.'%¢

Finally, there is the complex case of early Japanese mythology.'” Early

Japanese myths about the primordial unity of Heaven and Earth are not neces-
sarily derived from Chinese influence, as many interpreters of the Kiki (Kojiki
and Nihon Shoki) maintain, who normally compare only Chinese texts.'®® It is
true that the influence of Chinese culture was strongly felt by the time the Kiki
was first written down in the early eighth century.'” However, the Eurasian
background of the Kiki explains the many versions found in these texts in much
better fashion.'”

As has been pointed out above at length, there are several similar variants of
the creation myth. All of them are found with just one relatively small population
in the eastern Nepalese Himalayas, the Rai. Here, Chinese influence is definitely
to be excluded; one would expect Tibetan or Indian influence. Such variation is
in fact very common in all oral cultures,'”' as can be observed, for example,
among the Iroquois people of North America, who have been studied for some
400 years.'” Thus, if several variants appear in the Kiki, especially in the Nihon
Shoki, which makes a point of recording as many as possible, this is not to be
marveled at. If, then, one or two versions seem to agree with Chinese mythology,
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even these may theoretically go back to the older, common Laurasian source.
Just their wording may have been influenced by the then-dominant Chinese
written culture of the time period that the Nihon Shoki was compiled and put to
writing, nota bene, not in Old Japanese but in Chinese.

Actual creation in the Kiki starts from the primordial waters and is described
in various versions (Nihon Shoki 1.1-3; cf. Kojiki 1.1):

The divine beings were produced between them (heaven and earth)....“When the
world began to be created, the soil. .. floated about...”;...in one writing it is said, “when
heaven and earth began, a thing existed in the midst of the void...”; another, “of old,
when the land was young and the earth young, it floated about...”; another, “when
heaven and earth began, there were deities produced together...”; another “before
heaven and earth were produced, there was something...a cloud floating over the sea,'”®
a thing was produced shaped like a reed shoot'” existed in the midst of the void...the
soil of the young earth floated about...”; or “when heaven and earth began, a thing was
produced in the midst of the void.”

And in the Kojiki 1.1 we find:

Atthe time of the beginning of heaven and earth, there came into existence in Takama.
no hara a deity called Ame.no Minaka-nushi.no Kami, next Taka-mi-musubi.no Kami,
next Kami-musubino Kami. These three deities all came into existence, as single
deities, and their forms were not visible. Next when the land was young, resembling
floating oil and drifting like a jellyfish, there sprouted something like reed-shoots
[ashi-kabi].'7s

It is important to note that the three first gods of the Kojiki creation myth are
invisible and worshipped in the Imperial Palace but otherwise only at Ise and in
some minor shrines,'”
Kyushu.'”” However, the ancient prayer (Norito) texts of the period reveal that
there are two gods who existed even before all other creation, the male Kamuro-
gi and the female Kamuro-mi.”* Interestingly, these two (apparently very secret)
primordial gods occur only in ritual and are never mentioned even in the Kojiki
and Nihon Shoki. However, they survive in Norito, in oharae purification rituals,

as well as in those of ancient esoteric sects, especially in

and in worship at Ise and other shrines. They may represent the primordial pair,
in Indo-European terms, Father Heaven and Mother Earth, who are otherwise
missing in the Kiki. Their names obviously contain the word for “god,”
kamu/kami, and the male/female suffixes —gi/—mi, which are also seen in Izana-
gi/Izana-mi.

That these two deities are not mentioned outside the Norito is not sur-
prising either. The ultimate, primordial gods often are surrounded by a veil of
secrecy. They are only known to a few initiated specialists. This is the case, for
example, with the Polynesian primordial god Io, the supreme being, ancestor
of Io-rangi and his son Tawhito-te-raki.'”” Normally the descent of the Polyne-
sian (Maori) gods is listed as Negation (Kore) —> Chaos/Darkness (Po) —>
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Rangi (Heaven or sky). The supreme god Io, known only to some priests,
escaped early mythographers for quite some time and thus is not listed in the
older accounts of New Zealand mythology.'® As we have seen (§3.1.1-6), in
many other mythologies these early divine generations are as vague as they are
in Japan.'®!

The question of the ultimate origin of the world is thus solved in the Kiki
in an admirable way. First, it states, matter-of-factly, “There was something at
the beginning.” The rest devolves from this, first by asexual and then, succes-
sively, by bisexual creation.®* There is an inner logic in this. The account
begins with the most amorphous, simplest form of life, a “breath,
“something” of unknown gender, and gradually, the more “developed” gods
take shape. Like their Polynesian neighbors, however, the Old Japanese have
given a lot of thought to these very primordial generations. They were not
content with just a few of them, like the Greeks, but they must explain and
list, in great detail, what these “generations” of gods were. As we cannot dis-
cuss these stages in great detail here, a list, with my current interpretation,
may suffice (Table 3.1).!%

However, the Ainu of North Japan have a different myth, in which a bird plays
the role of creator of the earth out of water, just as in some Siberian and North
American Indian myths. In Japan, this recalls the creation by churning of a reed
shoot out of the ocean by Taka-mi-musu-bi.no kami or Kami-musu-bi.no kami
and Kami-musu-bi-(oya).no mikoto. It also recalls that of all of Japan by Izanami
and Izanagi, who churned the ocean with a spear. The latter reminds one of the

TABLE 3.1. The first stages of the world in Old Japanese mythology (Kojiki, Nihon Shoki)

0. Primordial state Primordial ocean, and appearance INTERPRETATION
of: Kamurogi/Kamuromi 0. PRIMORDIAL STAGE

(= Heaven/Earth?)

1. Polar Star (Mi-naka-nushi) 1. SYMBOL OF STEADINESS
2. Heavenly "pestle”  (Taka-mi-musubi) 2. PRIMORDIAL PRODUCTION
3. Earthly "'mortar”  (Kami-musu-bi-[oya] FROM GENERAL MALE /FEMALE INTERACTION
4. Reed shoot (Umashi-ashi-kabi-hiko-ji) 3. (POSSIBILITY OF ) VEGETATIVE LIFE
S. Heavenly prop (Ame.no toko-tachi) 4. DUALITY OF COSMOS / GODS
6. Earthly prop (Kuni.no toko-tachi)
7. Rain god (Toyokumo) S. ORIGINS AND POSSIBILTY OF VEGETATIVE LIFE
8. Wet Earth (m.) (U-hiji-ni)
Wet Earth (£.) (Su-hiji-ni)
9. Door Post (m.) (Tsunu-guhi) "germ 6. PRINCIPLE OF POSSIBILITYOF ASCENT
Door Post (f.) integrating” TO HEAVEN(?)'*

10. Male Gate (m.)
Fem. Gate (f.)
11. Omo-daru (m.)

(Iku-guhi) "life integrating"
(Oho-to.no ji) "great place”
(Oho-to.no be) "great place’
"Face/surface-complete"

"

. PRINCIPLE OF INDIVIDUALIZATION IN

Aya-kashiko-ne (f) "Oh how awsome, ah.” ANTHROPO-MORPHIC FORM
12. Izanagi (m.) "Inviting male" 8. PRINCIPLE OF HUMAN(-LIKE)
Izanami (£.) "Inviting female” SEXUAL PROCREATION
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Indian epic, where the ocean is churned with a big mountain, Mandara. The Fins
combine nearly all these versions in a single story.

The Japanese creation myth thus is positioned somewhere between a rather
old Indo-European and Near Eastern version (primordial sea) and the wide-
spread motif of a shaky, floating earth found with some Siberian, American
Indian, Chinese, and Indian myths. However, it is not very close to the particular
form the creation myth takes in China, with the “breaths” separating and thus
forming heaven and earth; or to the Ainu myth of a bird creating the earth; or to
the Polynesian myth of a primordial god Io, who begins the sequence. However,
all versions, including the “typical Japanese one” of churning the ocean, are pre-
sent in Old Indian mythology.'** The actual start of the creation sequence, thus,
is difficult to establish.

Yet it is methodologically important that some of the spatially and temporally
very distant mythologies, such as those of Polynesia, Egypt, and Israel, as well as
those of the Omaha and Maya, agree more with each other than with those of
their neighbors. This observation is significant. Just as in the spread of languages,
certain motifs that are seen in individual myths and in Laurasian mythology in
general have been preserved at distant, diverse ends of the world; frequently, it is
not the immediate neighbors that are most closely linked, whether in myth or in
language.'® As discussed earlier, isolated, “bizarre” features found in two distant
areas usually are a sure hint at something old, an older, now lost structure, myth,
or mytheme.'$

It must be underlined, again, that the mythologies of sub-Saharan Africa, the
Andamans, New Guinea/Melanesia, and Australia do not contain most of the
creation myths discussed above, especially that of the initial creation of the uni-
verse,"” which is very important in view of the basic similarities and agreements
in Laurasian mythologies and their common origin. The motifs and myths dis-
cussed in §3.1.1-6 will be taken up again in a wider context, that of the Gond-
wana and Pan-Gaean mythologies (§§5-6).

M §3.2. FATHER HEAVEN, MOTHER EARTH

After the emergence of the earth, dealt with in many variations in the individual
mythologies, Laurasian mythology had to explain that of Heaven, who over-
arches her. There are innumerable variations of this topic from Iceland to Tierra
del Fuego. However, the emergence of heaven and earth from a primordial close
(sexual) union is a clearly established feature among most Eurasian mythologies.
The concept clearly is old and may even be represented in late Paleolithic Stone
Age rock carvings.'*®

To quote the Maori version of the mytheme, Rangi and Papa were in
permanent sexual union, so that their children were kept in permanent darkness
between them—a variation of the motif of primordial darkness before
creation—until both were pushed apart permanently by a prop (toko):
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Darkness (Po) evolved from the void, negation (Kore). Heaven (Rangi; Wakea in
Hawai’i) and earth (Papa) lay in close embrace, so intertwined that their children
dwelt in darkness in this narrow realm. The children resolved to rend their parents
apart, several attempted in vain, until Tane-mahuta, Lord of Forests,"® forced heaven
upwards from the breast of his wife and let in the light of day....Heaven (Rangi)
became content in the sky, only casting down his tears (at night, dew) towards his
loving separated wife.'

The myth closely fits the distant Indo-European one. Here, Heaven is identified
as amale deity, and Earth as female, as “Father Heaven” and “Mother Earth.” The
Greek Zeus pater and Demeter, the Latin Iu-ppiter, the Rgvedic dyaus pita (Father
Heaven) and prthivi mata (the broad [= earth] Mother),"! the Germanic *iu (as
in Tue's-day), and so on contain the words father heaven and mother earth, collo-
cations that can actually be reconstructed for the Proto-Indo-European parent
language at c. 3500 BCE:'** *diéus ph, ter and *dheg’hom matér, Father Heaven and
Mother Earth. The same ideas are reflected in many individual myths of the pop-
ulations speaking early Indo-European languages. The Greeks have a Homeric
hymn to Earth (No. 30),'** and the Vedic Indians have one to the “broad earth”
in the early post-Rgvedic Atharvaveda (12.1). However, hymns to Heaven and
Earth are fairly rare in the Rgveda itself.'** They were no longer the focus of reli-
gious attention, which had moved to gods such as Indra, Agni, and Mitra-
Varuna.'”

Similar ideas can be found in the various Altaic languages and religions
(Turkic, Mongolian tngri)*® and Korean,"” as well as in Chinese myth (di,
“Heaven, god”)."”® Heaven is created from the (male) yang, and the Earth, from
the (female) yin; for example, “Heaven was established before earth was fixed.
The essences from the sky formed the Yin and Yang'®” (The myth is remarkably
different, however, with a remnant population of Northeast Asia, the Ainu.)>® In
Indonesia or Polynesia,*®' as mentioned above, we find in the same pair, Rangi,
the god Heaven, and Papa, the goddess Earth. A modern Maori version reads as
follows:

Then Ranginui, the sky, dwelt with Papatuanuku, the earth, and was joined to her,
and land was made. But the children of Ranginui and Papatuanuku, who were very
numerous, were not of the shape of men, and they lived in the darkness, for their par-
ents were not yet parted. They sky still lay upon the earth, no light had come between
them. The heavens were 12 in number, and the lowest layer, lying on the earth, made
her unfruitful. Her covering was creeping plants and rank low weed, and the sea was
all dark water, dark as night. The time when these things were seemed without
end.**

However, the matter is interestingly different at the Near Eastern rims of the
Eurasian mythological continuum, where killing and dismemberment are
stressed. According to the Enuma Elish of Mesopotamia (§3.1.2), in the
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beginning, the gods of salty and sweet water (Apsu and Tiamat) have several
sons, who reside, similar to the case in Polynesia, inside her body. Among them
is the sky god Anu,*® who has the child Nudimmud (Ea), an earth/water god.
Ea marries Damkinu, and they have a son, Marduk, who eventually becomes the
king of the gods (after slaying the great monster Tiamat and creating the world
from her body).?*

The myth of heaven and earth is also somewhat different in Egypt, where it is
the female sky who covers the male earth. This image is prominently found on the
lids of sarcophaguses. As mentioned earlier, and as will be discussed later on
(§7.1), this merely represents a nighttime version of the same myth: at night,
heaven and earth are turned upside down, as is most clearly observable in Vedic
myth.** Even this perceived aberration reflects Laurasian myth, and the item
cannot be attributed to African influence, though clearly, Egypt is on the
geographical fringe of Eurasian mythology, and its mythology seems influenced
by its original African neighbors and by a local pre-Afroasian (“Hamito-Se-
mitic”) substratum.2®®

On the other end of Laurasia, the Amerindian versions must go back to c.
20,000 BCE. They demonstrate many comparable features. Again, we find the
typical opposition between a male god of heaven/sun god—as in Eurasia,
often identified with fire—and a female goddess of the earth (or reflections of
it). For example, the Aztecs know of four creations,?” in the last one of which
all beings are born from the pair Ome-tecuhtli (Earth) and Ome-ciuatl (Fire).
They give birth to the gods, and the gods give birth to the world and the sun
(“the new fire”):

The gods assembled at Tenochtitlan, in darkness; they light a big fire and one of
them, the smallest, Nanhuatzin, his body covered with pustules of illness,*® jumped
into the brazier. He re-emerged as the bright day time star. The sun and the earth are
called intotan intola Tlaltecuhtli tonatiuh “our Mother and our Father, the Earth and
the Sun.?”

Among the Maya, the creator god Hunab produces a son, Itzamna, lord of
heavens. He is called on in the New Year festivals, and his cult is often associated
with that of Kinch Ahau, the sun god. For the Columbian Chibcha of South
America, the creator Chiminigagua is the father of all, especially of the Sun and
Moon, who create warmth, dryness, or rain. In this mythology, the Moon is the
wife of the Sun. Similarly, the Kagaba (Columbia) tell:

(She is the) mother...of all men, of thunder, streams, trees, all things, the world,
older brothers (the stone people),?'°... of fire, the Sun and the Milky Way... of the

rain, the only mother we possess.*"!

Still farther south, the Inca’s hero Huiracocha, too, is seen as creator and sun
god, and the Inca emperor is seen as his descendant. However, there also is a
weather god, Illapa, and an earth mother, Pachmama. Closer to Eurasia, the idea
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of (Father) Heaven is prominent with many native North Americans (and east-
ern Siberians), among whom he is identified with the sun or the sky (like in
Indo-European myth) or with various animals and human figures.*'?

Interestingly, as mentioned, the first two (very secret) gods of Japanese
mythology, Kamurogi and Kamuromi, may represent the primordial pair Father
Heaven and Mother Earth, though they are not named as such in the Kiki.*"
That both are not mentioned outside the Norito prayers is not surprising. As
mentioned, the ultimate, primordial deities are often surrounded by a veil of
secrecy. They are only known to a few initiated specialists, as is the case with the
Polynesian primordial god Io, the supreme being of the Maori.*'*

In sum, we find a Laurasian-wide spread of myths of the pair Father Heaven/
Mother Earth, a second generation of deities after the primordial “creation,” or
rather, emergence, out of a featureless void. As we will see later, the non-
Laurasian Gondwana religions do not have this pair, except for a few well-ex-
plained cases in sub-Saharan Africa,*"® where, at best, a distant and shadowy
figure (deus otiosus) in heaven sends down his son or others to create the world
we live in. (In Australia this is further diversified.)*'¢ This “dualism” led, in
some cultures, to an express division between two segments of society as
“male/female” moieties, which can be found in Laurasian as well as in Gond-
wana societies.*”

The continuation of this myth is to be found in the detailed accounts of how
land was created and shaped, which is a tale quite different from the primordial
emergence of (Mother) Earth as such. The new land had to be fashioned in var-
ious ways so as to make life on it possible (§3.4).

M §3.3. SEPARATION OF HEAVEN AND EARTH, THE PROP

When Heaven and Earth emerge, they are at first lying flat on each other in con-
tinuous sexual union, as indicated earlier. They had to be separated,*'® as is per-
haps best described in the Maori myth quoted above. The separation is often
carried out by a special deity, such as Tane-mahuta and the toko pole in Polyne-
sian,”" Indra in Indian, Atlas in Greek, and Shu in Egyptian mythology.

The propping up of the sky is brought about in various ways that sometimes
overlap with each other: by a pole or pillar, a tree, a mountain or giant, and excep-
tionally even the Milky Way.>*° To begin with, in what seems to be an outcome
of the myth of the primordial giant, it is the stone giant, Upelluri, who carries
heaven, earth, the ocean, and the hero Ullikummi in a Hittite myth.**! Geograph-
ically close by, in Greek myth we find another giant, Atlas, the son of the Titan
Tapetos, who carries Heaven on his shoulders. He has given his name to the Atlas
Mountains in Morocco, though Atlas was at first the name of the Kyllene Moun-
tains in the Peloponnese.?* Just as in the case of Kronos’s emasculation, the sim-
ilarity in concept may be due to influences from the Near Eastern subregion of
Laurasian mythology, already noted above (§2.3).
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However, the mytheme is also found much farther afield, in Old China: there
are eight poles or posts that prop up the sky, or the Buzhou/Kunlun Mountains.
When the northwestern mountain was taken away, the sky tilted to the
northwest.?® The story is best told by the Polynesians. The Maori contemporary

version, as seen above, is quite elaborate:***

Ranginui, the sky, dwelt with Papatuanuku, the earth, and was joined to her, and land
was made. But the children of Ranginui and Papatuanuku, who were very numerous,
were not of the shape of men, and they lived in the darkness, for their parents were
not yet parted. They sky still lay upon the earth, no light had come between them....

At length the offspring of Ranginui and Papatuanuku, worn out with continual
darkness, met together to decide what should be done about their parents that man
might arise. “Shall we kill our parents, shall we slay them, our father and our mother,
or shall we separate them?” they asked...they decided that Ranginui and Papatu-
anuku must be forced apart, and they began by turns to attempt this deed....

So then it became the turn of Tanemahuta. Slowly, slowly as the kauri tree did
Tanemahuta rise between the Earth and Sky.... [H]e placed his shoulders against the
Earth, his mother, and his feet against the Sky. Soon, and yet not soon, for the time
was vast, the Sky and Earth began to yield.... Far beneath him he pressed the Earth.
Far above he thrust the Sky, and held him there.... As soon as Tanemahuta work was
finished the multitude of creatures were uncovered whom Ranginui and Papatu-

anuku had begotten, and who had never known light.*

‘We may find some occurrences of such myths also in Gondwana mythology
and with Munda beliefs about the rainbow snake.”” At any rate, this version of
the prop of the sky seems to be rather old and as such, was incorporated into
Laurasian mythology.

The tree

A more common version of the heavenly prop is that of a pole or tree.”*” The
world tree is usually thought of as reaching down with its roots into the nether-
world and reaching up with its top branches into heaven. It is widespread in
northern Eurasia.??®

For example, the Germanic Yggdrasil of the Edda is described in exactly these
terms: the leaves on its upper branches are eaten by the goat Heidrun, and its
roots pierce through Niflhel, the netherworld. The three Norns sit at its roots,
next to the netherworld spring Hvergelmir, from where the primordial rivers
emerge. Similarly, in Japanese myth, there are the eight “ugly females of Yomi,”*
found at Nihon Shoki 1.19. In one version, in a curious variation, Izanagi, when
pursued by the eight Ugly Females of Yomi, “urinates against a large tree, which
at once turned into a great river.”*

Under this tree there also are two wells:

gdrasil, which pierced through the land of the Giants, is the fountain of Mimir,

! one, situated under the root of Yg-

232
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which contains all wisdom. The other one, situated under the third root of Ygg-
drasil 2% 234 One of them watered the world tree
with its water each day, ensuring its eternal life and perpetual growth. Another
version of a subterranean well connected with the tree is found in the Kiki myth
of Hohodemi’s visits to the palace of the Sea god, where he hides in the large,
thousand-branched tree at the gate, above the well.***

was the fountain of the Norns.

k%%

This idea provides the link with the specific Indian idea that the sky or sun is sup-
ported by the Milky Way.>* It can easily be understood, as the Sarasvati, the river
on earth and in the nighttime sky,*” emerges, just as in Germanic myth, from the
roots of the world tree. In Middle Vedic texts, this is acted out in the Yatsattra
(pilgrimage-like series of sacrifice) along the Rivers Sarasvatl and Drsadvati
(northwest of Delhi),* up to the Plaksa Prasravana tree (the “forthstreaming
Plaksa tree”) that grows in the foothills of the Himalayas, where one finally
reaches Heaven. The texts leave no doubt: “One span north of the tree is the
center of the earth viz. the centre of heaven.””*® The connection of the (world)
tree with heaven is readily seen in many other instances: note that the bones of
dead persons are buried in an urn at the roots of a tree (Kausika Siitra 82.32),
obviously so as to reach heaven: an archaic practice reminiscent of the burial at
the roots of the central pole of a Buddhist stiapa.>*

Like Yggdrasil, the sacred pole at the national shrine of Ise in Central Japan is
said to be one-third underground. This feature is also found with the central pole
of the Indian stiipa, originally a kurgan-like grave mound for the Buddha.**! In
some early sculptures, the pole still is represented with branches and leaves
sprouting from its top, just above the dome of the stiipa. The pole rises from below
the ground, where it is supposed to stand in water,* through the dome of the
stiipa, to its top part, a “box,” where it is normally crowned with umbrellas repre-
senting the worlds of the gods.**® The dome-shaped stiipa clearly is an image of
the three worlds (remember that the sky is created out of half an eggshell or skull;
see §3.6). Interestingly the image is maintained in medieval Nepal, where the
central stiipa of Svayambhiinath is said to rise above the “ocean,” that is, the myth-
ological (in fact, geologically real) lake that once covered the Kathmandu Valley,
while its pole would reach down into the waters below that lake.***

Returning to the tree itself, one may add the fairly early description (c. 1000
BCE) of the two birds in the Rgvedic riddle hymn (1.164.20-23). Two birds sit
on the branches of an immense tree, that is, the world tree that supports heaven.
At night, the god Varuna holds it, upside down, its branches pointing down-
ward,** a concept also found in Indonesia and Micronesia. A similar idea seems
to be depicted in some archaeological finds in Jutland (western Denmark).>*

Such images of the world tree are indeed found well outside India,**’
example, prominently in the northern Laurasian belt: in the Baltic lands and

for
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Finland,**® in Siberia, and in the Americas.** In Polynesia, the Marquesans
mention such a tree in their paradise, “the tree of life, firmly rooted in heaven
above, the tree producing in all the heavens the bright and sprightly sons.”*
Note that the tree is rooted in heaven, not unlike Varuna’s upturned tree at night.
Again, in Old Chinese myth,*' a tree grows on top of a mountain sustaining the
sun (or rather, the original ten suns).?*

Even the aboriginal (bumiputra) Negritos of Malaya, the Semang, who other-
wise follow the Gondwana pattern, have this myth, which raises the question of
whether influence for neighboring Austronesian populations is to be assumed.
A giant rock, Batu-Ribn, is found at the center of the world above the Netherworld.
It is also thought of as a stone pillar that penetrates the sky, into a world where
the souls and spirits live and rejoice.>® The tree plays an important role in
Australian ritual, however.**

k3kk

Ultimately, for an explanation of this stress on the world tree one must also look
back to shamanistic beliefs and practices (§7.1.1), especially those of North
Asia. In shamanic belief and ritual, a tree connects the netherworld, this world,
and heaven, and it is used notably in the initiation ceremonies of shamans. At
this time they climb a tree, symbolizing the ascent to the nine heavens, to sit
there for some nights, not unlike the Old Norse Odin in his shaman-like offering
of himself to himself.>**

The tree is well represented in ritual, either as tree or as pole (see below).
Examples from burial rituals have already been given; in addition, in India the
Vedic offering pole even today has remnants of its original branches left at its
curving top (casala) as seen in a 2,000-year-old specimen found at Isapur near
Mathura (and also in some old sculptures showing stiipas). In Japan, the world
tree is represented by the himorogi tree, on which the gods descend during the
ceremony, or by other sacred trees such as the sacred sakaki tree, universally
planted at Shintd shrines. They are the mundane representation of the heavenly
sakaki growing in Heaven on Mt. Kaguyama.

The pole or pillar

A pole ora pillar appears in many mythologies as the representation of the world
tree, especially in northern Eurasia but also in such cases as the toko pole, in
Polynesia,® and as Herakles’s pillars on the Atlantic.**” In the Vedic creation
myth it is personified as Indra, who stands up and stretches out his arms to stem
apart and support the sky, as does his comrade Visnu (Rgveda 1.154.1) and his
rival, the ruler of the Universe, Varuna (8.41.10). This scene was represented in
Vedic ritual by a pillar that is perpetuated by the indradhvaja pole at the Indra
festivals (indrajatra) in Nepal. Further, we find it in the eastern extension of Si-
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beria, in the Americas:>*® as the tribal pole of the Lakota (Sioux) or as the pole
around which the four Mexican voladores descend down to earth.”*” In western
Eurasia, it appears as the Yggdrasil in Old Norse myth and as Irminsiil in eighth-
century Germany, a feature continued to this day in the May Pole festival in
many Germanic-speaking countries. In Japan the pole is important as the pillar
that the Japanese primordial deities Izanami and Izanagi circumambulated
before they procreated to bring about the gods and other living beings,” or as
the churning pole with which they created the Japanese islands, or as the sacred
pole at Ise (see below).

The pole at the center becomes the axis mundi when it is positioned in an
azimuth-nadir position. This is evident during the Vedic vajapeya ritual, when
husband and wife must climb a pole that has a wheel at its top. The pole repre-

261_doubtless a reminiscence of Central and

sents the world tree/world axis
northern Asiatic shamanistic ideas—and the wheel at its top is the world of
heaven, which turns—as do the Mexican voladores—in the course of the year
with the sun and with the turning of the nighttime sky around the polestar. How-
ever, in Vedic India the pole is most prominently known as “the pole of Indra,”
the god who propped up heaven from the earth at the beginning of times. It was
erected once per year in Vedic times (indradhvaja festival), and this still is re-
tained in modern Nepal at the indrajatra festival in late monsoon as well as at the
current Hindu New Year in April.**

Since the pole or world tree establishes a direct connection with the gods in
heaven, sacrificial animals are slaughtered at its base: this why we have the Vedic
offering pole (yiipa) and its modern versions in Nepal and India.>®* Most inter-
estingly, there is a strange small rite, otherwise not recorded in Vedic ritual,
which is provided by the late Vedic etymologist Yaska. A widow has to climb a
pole if she wishes to conceive offspring from her deceased husband: in this way
she is closer to him, in his heavenly abode, in the worlds of the fathers.?* A sim-
ilar idea is expressed in the Vedic death hymn in connection with the grave.?*
The image of a sthiina or vamsa pole used here is close to that of the world tree.
There also is the very clear symbolism of the pole (yasti) found in the center of a
Buddhist stiipa, mentioned above.

The May Pole in Europe and the indradhvaja in modern Nepal and in Vedic
India are clear representations of the original prop, that is, the world tree by
which heaven was stemmed up. Even current German versions show on the
artificial horizontal “branches” of the tree the various levels of life on this earth
and of the heavenly regions; they represent all classes of people, with the pope
and the emperor on the high branches. It still is a custom to climb the tree and to
bring down from its top, which is crowned by a round wreath (like the wheel in
the Indian Vajapeya), some delicious food or some other prize. The custom
must originally have symbolized a climb to heaven, not unlike that in the
Vajapeya and in the actual shamanistic trip to the various stages of heaven. These
ascents took or take place, whether in Vedic India, or in Siberia, or with the
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Kham Magar tribe of Nepal, on the higher branches of specially cut trees. The
feature is also retained in the idea of the Tree of Life, evergreen like the Nordic
Yggdrasil or the latter-day Christmas tree.

Similar symbolism of the pole can be found with such diverse groups as the
Indonesian Toraja people in Sulawesi (Celebes) and the Lakota (Sioux) Indians,
whose sacred Pole symbolizes their tribe and has a life of its own.? Here belong
also the props used to stem up the sky in Polynesian mythology (toko), briefly
discussed earlier (§3.2).2 When heaven and earth were separated, they were
kept apart through props (foko-mua, toko-roto, toko-pa, and rangi-potiki and
going by many different names). Sometimes there are two outside and two inside
props—or even seven. As described earlier, Tane tore apart the parents to allow
daylight to enter the world. Tane alone was able to do so. He is described, like
the Indian Indra, as a creator and demiurge god. He spread out the ocean and
spread out the stars on the breast of his father, Rangi. He also prepared the Living
Waters.>*® He also fought two evil deities, just like Indra fights the Asuras. They
are the Tu and Rongo; Tane threw them out of Heaven, into the netherworld
darkness of Kaihewa.”®

At the Totonac New Year festival in Mexico, a large pole is erected, with a
square contraption at the top, from which four persons (voladores) are suspended
at their feet by strings. Hanging upside down, they slowly descend, turning
around 13 times—symbolizing the months and weeks of the year—while
unwinding the strings that are wound around the pole. This old custom, used
since Aztec times, symbolizes the course of the sun during the Four Ages.*”

Finally turning to Japan again, the sacred pillar found in the national shrine of
Ise cannot be seen by ordinary people but only by particular priests and some
young and very old women.”” There are some other representations of the world
tree or pole that can be found at various places. A curious case is that at the Ka-
mikura Shinto shrine on a hill above Shingu on the Kii Peninsula, where, as men-
tioned, a large, roughly phallus-/pillar-shaped stone is found, which points to a
survival of rock worship,””> which has been incorporated into Shinté worship.*”?

Such cases are different from that of two gods in the Kiki account of original
creation: first, Ame.no toko-tachi.no kami (Heavenly eternally standing deity),
one of the first gods, emerged. His early position in mythological “history”
supports the interpretation of his function as the prop supporting heaven and
separating heaven and earth,”” just like the Polynesian toko or the Indian
Indra. Interestingly, he has a counterpart, most probably in the night sky, Ame.
no mi-naka-nushi.no kami (Master of the august center of heaven). The center
of Heaven at night is not the zenith but the polestar, around which the sky
revolves.””” Naming it the “master of the center of heaven” is appropriate for
this nighttime counterpart of the daytime “heavenly eternally standing
deity?¢

A variation of the pole/pillar mytheme is that of the sky being supported by
four pillars or by five,”” as in Old China. These versions are found among the
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Aztecs and in Greece, India, Old Egypt,””® and beyond.?” Just as Atlas is replaced
by the pillars of Herakles, so the four world pillars are replaced by various gods
(India, Aztec, Chibcha) or even dwarfs (Edda).2

World mountain

A close relative of the stone pillar motif is that of actual mountains.?®' The most
well known is that of Atlas.”®* The motif is also found in northern India since
Rgvedic times: Indra used the mountains to fix the still shaking earth. They flew
around, and so he cut off their wings.”* The world mountain, known since late
Vedic as the Meru Mountain, is still found in Chitral in northwestern Pakistan as
Tirich Mir. Meru or Sumeru has become the center of the Indian world,** which
is why the gods” home is often sought on high mountains such as the Himala-
yas.”® The Mongols, Buryats, and Kalmyks know of it as Sumbur, Sumur, and
Sumer—all loans from India (via Buddhism), but the concept is older: with the
more isolated Altai Turks, it is Bai Ulgin, who sits in the middle of the sky on a
golden mountain; it has from three to seven stages, depending on the individual
mythology.>*
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The mountain is represented later on by pyramids such as in Mesoamerica and
coastal Peru, by the mythical primordial hill and the step pyramids of oldest
Egypt,”” and by similar structures in Mesopotamia (ziggurat) and in nearby
Iran. Further, a topic related to that of the world tree, pillar, or mountain is the
other kind of connection with heaven: a ladder of various kinds.”*® The motif of
a stone pillar, a wooden pole/tree, or a world mountain is firmly established in
Laurasia and seems to have sparked off many important developments (from
shamanic trees to pyramids).

M §3.4. CREATION OF LAND

After the permanent separation of heaven and earth, creation continues with the
actual formation of land (cf. §3.3). Usually this is done with the help of a demi-
urge, such as the Vedic Indra, who created land some time after he had stemmed
apart Heaven and Earth: the Earth, floating on the ocean, was shaky still. As
mentioned, Indra cut off the wings of the mountains that used to fly around and
sit down here and there. Once the mountains sat down permanently, the Earth
became fixed.”

In China, where primordial actions of the deities have been turned into
political history (as in Rome),* it was Niigua,”' the second of the primordial
“emperors,” who accomplished this when the new earth was still in a chaotic
state:
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The four extremes [quarters of the sky] and the nine provinces were dislo-
cated....Heaven did not cover earth completely....Fire transgressed everywhere
without being mastered, water accumulated without being dispersed. Beasts de-
voured men, rapacious birds took away the old and weak. Nugua purified the fire of
the stones of all colors, killed the black dragon...accumulated the ashes of reeds to
stop the overflowing waters. ... She cut the feet of the grand tortoise in order to fix the

four extremes.... Then, men could live on earth. (Huainan zi)>?

In Japan we have two versions of the creation of land, told one after the other
and both connected with the early goddess Izanami. In the Kiki, seven genera-
tions of gods emerge after the initial creation;** the last ones are Izana-gi.no
kami (Divine male who invites) and Izana-mi.no kami (Divine female who
invites). They were commanded to solidify the drifting land. Standing on the
floating bridge of heaven (Ame.no Uki-hashi) they put down a spear into the
ocean and churned it, creating the island of Onogoro.”** The other version is
connected with Izumo, the northwestern counterpart of imperial Yamato (in
Central Japan).”® A command is given to the god O-kuni-nushi (Kojiki 30.5),
and O-namuji and Sukuna-biko-na solidify the land. Other versions speak of
poles or nails driven into the earth to fix it.

The motif of stabilizing the shaky earth is found in several other traditions,
already discussed in passing, such as those of the Ainu.”® It is also connected
with the idea of the underpinning or support of the earth on some sort of base,
in China and later on in post-Vedic India. In both traditions, the support surpris-
ingly is the same, a giant turtle. The idea may go back to the Austric substrates in
both cultures.

This idea differs from that seen in Egypt and in Vedic India, where the earth
emerges from the bottom of the ocean as primordial hill (or is brought up by
some animal). In these cases, the earth does not need any stabilizing, just sepa-
ration from the overarching sky. It may be that the idea of an unstable earth is
Siberian and hence, Vedic, while that of a stable primordial hill is Mediterranean/
Indian—a matter that cannot be pursued here in detail.**’

M §3.5. THE DEMIURGE OR TRICKSTER

Apart from stemming apart heaven and earth and the fixation or stabilization of
the land, there are several other themes in cosmogony that take place before the
emergence of humans. They tell of the creation of a bright and fertile land that is
required for the human environment, the oikumene. Such preparations are usu-
ally carried out by a demiurge or, as this being is usually called in Amerindian
studies, a trickster.

They include the original concealment of the sun/dawn in a cave or inside the
earth, its release, the killing of the dragon, and the fertilization of the land with
its blood or by releasing sweet waters. Then follow the creation of humans and
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the associated evil that was attracted by the ancestor of humankind. Human life
further requires the acquisition of fire and of the sacred drink. At this stage, too,
follow the flood and the repopulation of the world, as well as the origin of human
(later, “noble”) lineages and their exploits, leading to the histories of individual
populations, ending in many traditions with the destruction of the world and its
human populations.*®

§3.5.1. Creation of light

A crucial creation myth is that dealing with the emergence of light.* It belongs
to one of the stages after the emergence of heaven and earth. More specifically, it
deals with the emergence of the light of the sun, which makes life in this world
possible. Even a brief look into Stith Thompson’s Motif Index brings up many
forms of this topic: from the well-known biblical version (fiat lux) to tribal ones
that have the sun shut up in a box or somewhere underground.*”

As an initial, more detailed exercise of comparison, the close similarity of Old
Japanese and Old Indian myth is investigated here (cf. above, foreword). In
ancient Japanese myth of the sun deity Amaterasu-6-mikami hiding in and re-
emerging from the Iwato Cave is first recorded in the Kojiki and Nihon Shoki
(712/720 cg).** The Indian version, the myth of Indra opening the Vala Cave
and his release of the “first dawn,” is found in the oldest Indian text, the Rgveda
(c. 1200-1000 BCE).*>

Both versions are unlikely to have influenced each other directly.’® A diffu-
sion to Japan of this myth from early India around 1000 BCE or even from Bud-
dhist Central Asia around 500 cE is extremely unlikely. When Indian mythology
(in Buddhist form) entered Japan via Korea around 500 cE, the Vala myth had
virtually disappeared from Indian and certainly from Buddhist consciousness.
Even the great Indian epic, the Mahabharata (assembled c. 100 BCE), knows
only of a “demon” Vala who figures in some brief references that have little simi-
larity to the Vedic myth.*** The many congruences and similarities between the
Vedic and Japanese myths that we will encounter in the present section, there-
fore, must be explained differently. Prima facie, situated at two ends of Asia, they
seem to be a good test case for the Laurasian theory. Beyond this, several ver-
sions are found in Vedic Indian, Greek, Japanese, Ainu, Southeast Asian, and
Amerindian sources and in an aberrant version with the Hawai’ians.
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The myth relates the disappearance of the sun,** or the deity of the sun, in a cave
or some other enclosure and its reappearance (often as Dawn) after the interven-
tion of a group of gods (and others), creating or restoring light and prosperity to
the world.> Its classical Indo-European form is found in the Veda (Rgveda).
The early morning sun, as dawn, is regarded as a beautiful young woman (Usas,



140 ®m THE ORIGINS OF THE WORLD'S MYTHOLOGIES

“Dawn”).>” As the “first” Usas she was hidden in a cave found on an island in
the middle of the stream Rasa at the end of the world. The cave is opened by the
strong warrior god Indra,**® who is accompanied by poets and singers, the
Angiras.>® They recite, sing, shout, and make a lot of noise outside the cave,
which is blocked by a robust lock (phaliga). The “strong-armed” (tuvi-grabha,
ugra-bahu) god Indra smashes the gate with his weapon (vajra). He is helped by
the recitations and the noise made by his Angiras friends. Through their various
combined efforts, he opens the cave, and the “first dawn” emerges, illuminating
the whole world. It brings with it not only life but also riches in the form of cattle,
the reddish cows. These are identified with the reddish dawn and with ritual
poetry,®'® which, in the Rgvedic conception, holds this world together. Hence,
both cows and poetry are highly coveted by early Indian poets and priests
(brahman).

The typical hymn, Rgveda 3.31, sums up the actions of Indra: light or the
dawns (v. 4) are imagined as cows (v. 4), but they also appear as real cows; the
repetition of Indra’s primordial deed is carried out in today’s ritual and poetry
(vv. S, 9), described for past and present times.*"' Indra’s exploit is preceded by
the explorations of his bitch, Sarama (v. 6), and he is helped by his friends, the
Angiras poets and priests (v. 7). All are joyous about the winning of the cows
(dawns, cows, poetry; v. 10).

At the time of winter solstice people wondered whether the sun would ever
start moving again or whether the dark and cold winter would remain forever.
With proper rituals, such as horses races around a turning point, staged fights,
and verbal competitions,*'* the sun indeed was moved to return toward its north-
ward course, late in December.*"? This yearly event is referred to by the Rgveda,
in the context of cosmogony, as having occurred at the beginning of time. The
initial, primordial act is repeated each year during the dangerous period around
winter solstice and year’s end,*'* when nature and society dissolve.’'* The rea-
sons for the sun’s initial disappearance are not immediately clear in the Indian
context, but they are both inside and outside Indo-European myth.*'¢

The closest parallel to this foundational myth comes from the other end of
Eurasia, from early Japan. If one reads the Veda in comparison with the Kojiki or
Nihon Shoki,*” one will be strongly reminded of the myth of the sun goddess
Amaterasu hiding in the cave of the heavenly river (Kojiki 1.15). The cave is mir-
rored here on earth at Ama.no Kaguyama in the Yamato Plains south of Kyoto
and at Amaterasu’s shrine at Futami.ga Ura opposite Ise in Central Japan. Ama-
terasu literally means “(She who) shines from heaven.”

She hides in the Iwa(ya)to (Stone [house] door) Cave, as she had been in-
sulted in many ways by her unruly younger brother Susa.no Wo (originally the
god of the ocean) after he had climbed up to heaven.*'® Amaterasu enters the
cave and slams its rock gate shut behind her. The world is thrown into darkness,
and the gods assemble at the bed of the heavenly river Ame.no Yasu-Kawa to
deliberate what to do. They decide to use a trick. They prepare aritual and festival
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in front of the cave, complete with music and dancing. One goddess, Uzume,
dances an erotic dance, lowering her garments and exposing her genitals. This
makes the other gods shake with laughter. Amaterasu is plagued by curiosity,
opens the gate a crack, and peers out. She is shown a mirror, Snow White-like,*
and sees a “more eminent” deity than herself. This competition makes her come
out of the cave. The god Ta-jikara (Arm-strong), hiding next to the door, imme-
diately seizes her, and another god, Futo-tama, puts a string (shimenawa)**°
behind Amaterasu so that she cannot go back into the cave. The world is saved
from eternal darkness.

As in Vedic India, this myth is told in the context of early cosmogony. The
connection with New Year, however, is obvious in Japan as well. The oho-
nihe/daijosai (first fruit offering) festival in the 11th month precedes the major
New Year rituals, the chinkonsai (or tama-shizume, tama-furi, “spirit pacifying”)
and the mitama-shizume.no ihahi (spirit enshrining), held in the 12th month.
These rituals can be linked to the Iwato myth and indeed have often been linked
by Japanese scholars. The sighting of the first sun (hatsu-hi.no de) on New Year’s
Day still is celebrated today.

The details of the two myths cannot be treated here at length; for this an ear-
lier long article on the topic may be compared.**' Some of the salient features
and the surprisingly large degree of overlap between the two versions, as well as
in all of Laurasia, can be gleaned from an earlier, more extensive version of this
section.’”” We will return to the surprising congruences in both the Japanese and
Indian myths after having taken a closer look at corresponding myths of other
Indo-European, Eurasian, and Amerindian peoples.

Other Indo-European myths of the hidden sun

The oldest sources for Iranian religion (Avestan texts, c. 1000-500 BCE) contain
a similar myth. In Vidévdad 2, the first mortal, Yima (Ved. Yama) builds an un-
derground cave functioning as an “ark of Noah,” helping humans and animals
survive the long cold winter at the beginning of human time. It substitutes for
the well-known flood myth, which is not found in Old Iranian texts. The creation
of the world and its expansion three times by Ahuramazda (cf. Rgveda 4.42.4:
Varuna)—clearly the Iranian version of the Four Ages (§2.5.2, §3.6)**—are fol-
lowed by a fierce winter that resembles the Germanic Fimbul winter of the Edda
and that of Mesoamerican myths, where the Four Ages preceding our present
one are marked by successive destructions. Yima’s fortress has interior light,** as
well as stars, moon, and sun and living beings. They all reemerge from the for-
tress, and human history begins with descendants of the god Yima, the first
mortal.

Another version of this Indo-Iranian myth is found with the third Indo-Ira-
nian branch, the fierce Nuristani (formerly called Kafiri) in the mountains of
northeastern Afghanistan. Imri (Ved. Yama Raja) was one of their major gods
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before the recent Islamization (1895).% In their myths, a fortress or a house
contains light, the sun and moon, water, fields, and so on. The gods engage in
various preparations to release the sun, which had been captured by a demon.
A track of light leads to the house. It can be entered through a crack in the door
or by direct attack from outside: the door is broken, and the gods regain the sun/
moon and a horse.

In all Indo-Iranian versions, the basic outline of the myth is retained, even
after the 3,000 years that have passed since the time of the oldest sources: the
Sun is shut up in a cave, an underground fortress, or a house. A young hero finds
its location, smashes the gate or enters the place of the Sun’s confinement by
trickery, and releases it, along with some women, animals, and plants that make
human life sustainable. The Indo-Iranian cave myth thus provides a classical
case, albeit one very little used in comparative mythology.

The Baltic languages have preserved many data that are closely related to
Indo-Iranian, and some of their myths are well preserved in the Latvian daina
songs, where some evil character (Velns) captures the Sun’s daughter, as in the
Indo-Iranian cave (Vala/Vara). Both Slavic and Baltic myths have indeed pre-
served more vague reminiscences of the Vala myth itself.** The Lithuanian god
Vélinas/Vélnias/Véls is the god of the netherworld, and the Old Russian Velesu/
Volosu is a god of riches and thus of cattle. Velesu is often seen in opposition to
the “striker” deity (Lith. Periinas, Russ. Perun’), an epithet often used for Indra,
who opens the Vala with his vajra weapon. The opposition between Velesu and
Perun’ is still represented in place-names of Slavic Dalmatia.*”’

The Latvian daina songs speak of the wedding of God’s son (Dieva dels) or the
Morning star (Auseklis) or the Moon (Méness) with the Sun’s daughter (Saules
Meitas). Another god, Pérkons (Lith. Pérkunas, Russian Perun) Ved. Parjanya),
a relative of the bride or of the groom, strikes the golden oak, the tree of the
Thunder god. Probably this is an exorcism meant to expel evil spirits, such as
Velns (Ved. Vala), who hide there.*® There is a close correspondence between
the idea of the Sun’s daughter, or Dawn, or Siirya (Rgveda 10.86) being married
to another god and the opposition of the thunder god (like the Vedic Indra).

Further, in a Lithuanian tale,*” the hero seeks Ausrine (Dawn):**° one of the
three brothers went to search for the second of the Saule (Suns), that is, Dawn
(Augrine), who presides at dawn and dusk. The ensuing abduction of Dawn
reminds one of the shutting up of the dawns (= Vedic cows) in the Vala. Further,
Ausrine, just like Usas, has a mortal lover. The dawn/sun goddess emerges from
the cave and brings light and posterity—and, as in India, also cows—into the
world. Even closer to the Vedic myth, as late as 1432 cE, there still was a group of
Lithuanian sun worshippers who had a myth about the onetime capture of the
sun and its release.*!

The Latvian daina songs deal at length with the (female) sun deity. Her journey
takes place in a ship,®* on the sea (just like the Japanese gods move about in their
stone ships or like Herakles in Apollo’s cauldron, see below).3* At night, the Sun
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moves back by boat, not unlike the Egyptian sun, under the earth, toward her
rising point in the east. She dances at night on a rock in the middle of the sea,
which agrees with the mytheme of the Sun’s island in the Rasa in Indian myth as
well as with that of the meeting place of Japanese gods on the River Ame.no Yasu-
Kawa, where the Sun’s alter ego, Uzume, dances her erotic dance.

The related western Indo-European myths from Greece and Rome echo the
tale of Indra freeing the cows/dawns from the Vala Cave. However, they seem to
deal with the exact opposite of the morning/winter solstice release of the sun,
that is, its release from the evening/summer solstice.

According to Greek myth, Geryoneus owned a great heard of cows on the
island of Erytheia (Redland),?* situated in the ocean at the western end of the
world. As one of his 12 great “works,” the great hero Herakles crosses the okeanos
in the golden beaker of the sun god Apollo, kills Geryoneus, and drives the cows
back eastwards toward Greece.*** Obviously, the cows of the west, of sunset, are
the exact opposite of the cows in the Vala Cave of the east, of sunrise. The island
of the cows, Erytheia, has long been understood as the horizontal “other world”
in or beyond the world ocean.’*¢ Herakles, who often looks like a Greek Indra, is
a son of Zéus Patér, “Father Heaven,” and he therefore has the same genealogical
position in myth as Indra in India and Susa.no Wo in Japan.*’

However, a myth missing in many Indo-European tales,* the abduction of
Persephone, provides the background for the disappearance oflight. Persephone is
the daughter of Demeter (Mother Earth).* She is abducted by Hades and becomes
his wife. Her angry mother, the earth goddess, no longer produces any food.
Everyone starves, and Zeus tells Hades to send back Persephone. But she had
already eaten from Hades’s granite apple, which ties her to the Underworld for-
ever.** Therefore she spends one-third of the year in the Underworld as wife of
Hades and two-thirds of the year with the gods on Mt. Olympus. The abduction of
Persephone echoes, to some extent, shutting up Amaterasu and Usas in caves.

In the Roman version of the Herakles myth, the hero (Hercules), on his way
back to Greece, approaches the cave of Cacus near Rome,**! along with the herd
of cows he had taken away from Geryoneus. Cacus, a son of Volcanus, pulls in a

number of the cows by their tails.>*

Herakles hears their bellowing, enters the
cave, and kills Cacus.

In sum, the Indian winter solstice myth (dawn, eastern position) has been
moved in Greece and in Rome, along with the reddish cows, to an evening
(dusk/western) setting, while the effect of the disappearing winter sun on the
earth, that is, the lack of agriculture produce, is met with in the various Perse-

phone myths.
Other Eurasian mythologies

In other parts of Laurasia, similar myths, or echoes, are found in abundance.
Only some of their bare outlines can be listed here. The Ainu, along with the
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Koryak, Kamchadal, and other northeastern Siberian peoples, tell that the sun
goddess was taken captive and all the deities and human beings died from exces-
sive sleep.**® Among the peoples of Southeast Asia, the Miao (Hmong) speak of
the “long crying birds” (just as in the Kiki), the roosters that were made to cry to
summon the sun at dawn, after she had concealed herself for two years.*** Or
they tell that an archer shot down nine of ten suns,** so that the sun concealed
herself. On hearing the rooster cry, she became curious and went to look for it
from an eastern summit, and the world became bright again. This myth has sev-
eral similarities with the Japanese Kiki myth (curiosity of the sun, rooster); how-
ever, the archer myth is close to the southern Chinese version.** The motif of
sending out animals to find the sun, too, closely matches the Indian versions.

Similarly, for the linguistically unrelated Khasi and Naga in Assam, the Sun
goddess hides in a cave. The Angami-Naga stress that the rooster made the sun
move up to heaven and shine on the whole world, and the Khasi tell of a beautiful
young woman hiding in a cave until a boy showed her flowers, slowly pulled her
to the opening, and married her.**” This myth adds the Japanese motif of drawing
out the Sun goddess: not by force, as in the Indo-European myths, but by
temptation.

Clearly, Japanese myth takes an intermediate position between the
Indo-European and the Southeast Asian versions of this myth. The motif of
opening the gate of a cave is found in all versions, but the methods differ: force
or treachery in the Indo-European versions and stirring the Sun’s curiosity in
Southeast Asia and in Japan, where some “Indo-European” echoes have been
added (opening of the gate of the cave by a strong male deity, sexual exhibition
by a female deity in a carnival outside the cave—as in the Vedic Mahavrata ritual,
the sun’s retreat into the cave because of sexual assault by a relative).

L 3.2 3

An important point of method and procedure is that the comparison of the Old
Indian and Old Japanese myths of the hidden sun evidently indicates that these
myths (and related rituals) share many more features with each other than with
those of the surrounding Eurasian area. This points to an especially close rela-
tionship. A. Yoshida has looked for precisely such a relationship to Japanese
myths in Greek and Scythian mythology as well as for possible intermediate
links***—which are largely missing in Central Asia. However, the Vedic evidence
detailed above and its reconstructed Indo-Iranian predecessors provide just that
missing link.

The early Indo-Iranian area has to be located, around 2000 BCE, somewhere
in the central Eurasian steppe belt close to the homeland of the Uralic speakers
(Finnish, Estonian, Hungarian, etc.) as well as that of the Yeneseian language
family (Ket, etc.). Early Uralic and Yeneseian loanwords, such as the word for the
group of gods, the Asura,*® indicate a close, early geographical relationship
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among the speakers of these three language families.*’ The Indo-Iranians thus
lived south of the Eurasian woodlands (taiga), in the Eurasian steppe belt. It
stretched from Hungary and Rumania all the way to eastern Manchuria, where
the speakers of the Koguryo (Kokuri) language lived, which is most closely
related to Old Japanese.*' Further, the intrusive Yayoi culture that was intro-
duced into Japan via the Korean mainland is now dated back to 1000 BCE.**
Somewhere between the Tien Shan Mountains and Manchuria, the Pre-Kogu-
ryo-Japonic and Pre-Vedic speakers could have been in contact before c. 1500-
1000 BCE, that is, before the western and, in part, the Xinjiang steppes took on
an Iranian character. The Vala-Iwato myth may be one of the earliest cases where
a particular mythological regional area (Central Asia) can be traced, similar to
the one that existed, around 1500/1000 BCE, in Greece and the Near East (seen,
for example, in the myth of castrating and killing the last king of heaven by
Kronos/Zeus).

In short, in terms of method, the Laurasian myth of the hidden sun functions
both as a proof of unexpected long-distance relationships, similar to those bet-
ween Old Icelandic and Vedic in linguistics, and as an example of an equally
unexpected ancient subgrouping—facilitated by the Central Asian mytholog-
ical macro-region—comparable to that of the easternmost Indo-European lan-
guage, Tocharian in Xinjiang, with the closely related western Indo-European
kentum languages such as Greek, Latin, Germanic, and so on. It must be under-
lined that in all these cases, mythological or linguistic, it is isolated archaisms
(§2.2) that lead on to the right track and soon reveal the underlying structure,
the Laurasian story line. The same can be said about the Amerindian manifesta-
tions of this myth.

Amerindian mythologies

The Americas are a continuum of Eurasia, having been settled out of Northeast
Asia in several waves only fairly recently, beginning at c. 20,000 BC.** The
Amerindian myths, notwithstanding some local developments, therefore offer a
welcome means of countercheck for the period before that date. In the Ameri-
cas, the Vala/Iwato Cave myth can be found in at least three different varieties:
the sun is hidden in a box or basket, an (underground ceremonial) chamber of
the Sun or the first dawn (in the so-called Emergence myths), or marriage of Sun
and Moon (several suns are brothers).3%

Inuit (Eskimo) mythology is still very close to that of northern Asia; they tell
arather long story about the culture hero/trickster Raven, who found the sun in
a house. The Crow and the Amerindians on the northwest coast of Canada have
similar tales; in other North American myths, the sun is hidden in a sack. The
Cherokee tell a long, involved myth about the Daughter of the Sun.*** Its motifs
are familiar: the sun is shut up in a house/box, the Orpheus myth, the sun is too
hot in the beginning, Redland is the evening home of the sun, and also the flood
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myth. The grieving of the sun about the death of her daughter was only appeased
when young men and women amused her by dancing, reminding one of the
Japanese version, in another faint echo of Uzume’s dance in front of the cave.’*

In these North American myths, the sun is often hidden in a box instead of a
cave or house. However, the ancient Eurasian correlation or even identification
of sun and fire is repeated.*” The Cherokee myth adds the feature of the redbird
as the (daughter of the) Sun, a theme we will again encounter in South America.
The redbird contains the soul of the sun enclosed in a box, an idea that is rather
close to Korean, Japanese, and Dayak ideas about a “spirit box.”**

The method used to get the sun out of the box or its chamber is the familiar
one of trickery, just as in Japan and Nuristan. An Inuit boy tricks the owner of
sunlight; Raven tricks Sea Gull in the Crow myth; and the Seven Men of the
Cherokee bring back, by a trick, the daughter of the sun from Ghost Land (the
netherworld, as in the Orpheus, Persephone, and Indian Savitri myths). Inter-
estingly, the Cherokee myth ties in the (re-)creation of sunlight, descent from
solar ancestors, the emergence of death, and the Great Flood in one single, long
myth.

Echoes are also found in South America, where the sun often has several
brothers, which is reminiscent of the Chinese myth of the ten suns.’* For
example, the tale of the origin of day and night of the Yabarana on the Upper
Orinoco occupies a curious position, with a mixture of North, Central, and
South American motifs:** The sun was caught in a basket; birdsong was heard
from it, but when the box was opened the Sun bird flew out and night descended
(cf. the Cherokee myth). Another bird put it back into the basket; it rose again to
the sky, moving about and standing still only momentarily at the solstices.

Meso- and South America

In Mesoamerica, the stress is on the emergence of the sun from the earth, from
below. The emergence takes place after a series of “trial creations,” during which
the gods unsuccessfully tried to create the world, light, and human beings. These
ages surprisingly correspond, sometimes even in name, to the Four Ages or four
generations of the Indian, Near Eastern, and Greek mythologies.

In Aztec mythology, after the destruction of the Fourth World (or “Sun”), the
gods assemble in Teotihuacén to remove darkness once more.**! They select a
certain spirit, Nanahuatl, who jumps into the flames of a “spirit oven” and
becomes the Sun; another spirit following him lands in the ashes and becomes
the pale Moon.** But the new Sun was merely tumbling along, from one side to
the other.**® The Sun declared, “I am asking for their blood, their color, their pre-
cious substance.” The collective self-sacrifice of the assembled gods, and the
human sacrifice to the Sun by the ancestors of the Aztecs,** made the sun move

regularly through the sky.
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Their neighbors, the Mayas, have left us a detailed account in the 16th-century
Popol Vuh of the Five “Suns”:** after the creation of the world the sun did not
yet rise; there was only “blackness, early dawn.”* Then, the bright bird Seven
Macaw usurped the position of Sun and Moon and was shot down by two hero
boys, Hunahpu and Xbalanque,*” which again reminds one of the Chinese and
Miao myths of shooting down the nine extra suns. The boys went to the nether-
world and went headfirst into the oven, where they died; on the fifth day they
reappeared as handsome boys and tricksters and ascended as sun and moon.**

However, there is also a brief episode that recalls Indra releasing the cows
(dawns) and other important beings from the Vala Cave.* Lehmann speaks
about Huracan,*”® who splits the mountain with a lightning strike: in this moun-
tain, maize was hidden,”" just as in the local adaptation of the Vala myth, Indra
splits the mountain to reveal a rice dish.*”> The independent appearance of this
mytheme may point to old Siberian sources of this Maya tale.

The Kekchi of Guatemala tell a long story about the courtship of Sun and
Moon.*”* Again, the future moon, a weaver woman and daughter of a “king,” was
shut up in a room and then released by a deer hunter (the sun). While both
escaped from there, the hunter in bird form, the weaver woman was killed by
volcanic fire. Both were reborn as sun and moon. The tale revolves around the
marriage of the Hunter and the Weaver girl. However, in the end, Hunter and
Weaver girl are again separated when they become Sun and Moon. This evokes
many Eurasian echoes, aspects of Greek, Indian, Japanese, and Chinese myth,
which will be discussed in detail (§3.5.2).

Mesoamerican mythology thus has transformed some features, apparently
due to individual local environment, new social and economic configurations,
and especially with emerging large chiefdoms and states, the stress on maize
agriculture and the origins of humans from maize.

k%%

From the point of comparative method, it is remarkable how well some minute
aspects of Eurasian myth have been retained, some 10,000-20,000 years after
the migration into the Americas. The extant variations, however, provide a good
test case, even a prime example, of what can happen to ancient Laurasian myth,
how it can be transformed independently, but also how we can retrieve many old
features once we start comparing data all across Laurasia. The myth also serves
as another useful reminder of the fact that a small, illiterate culture (the Kekchi)
can retain important archaisms, while neighboring literate cultures (in this case,
the Maya) may have altered, reinterpreted, and reassembled the old myths and
motifs so as to fit their advanced, agriculture-based city civilization. In the end,
we have to take into account all versions of a tale, as we cannot predict which
trait or mytheme will become important.*”
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TABLE 3.2. The myth of the hidden sun in Eurasia and the Americas

- sun/dawn/light has not <yet> appeared / W. Eurasia E. Eurasia Americas
- is hidden, often out of ‘greed’ of older gods W. Eur. E.Eur. Americas
<or as the present sun is not yet created Americas
or as it is the last surviving sun>
or as it is annoyed, due to sexual molestation W. Eur. E.Eur.
- the gods try to remedy the situation, often in W. Eur. E. Eur.
association with early humans
- they send animal (sometimes human-like) W. Eur. Americas
messengers to explore, to entice keeper
of sun (light)
- they approach place of the sun & use magic, W. Eur. E. Eur.
poetry, tricks to get the sun out
- the cave/chamber/box of the sun is opened W. Eur. E. Eur. Americas
- the sun comes out W. Eur. E. Eur.
(often, out of curiousness) E. Eur. Americas
- is hindered of going back, or only periodically E. Eur. Americas
(days, seasons)
- sun light appears; life becomes possible W. Eur. E. Eur. Americas
- keepers of sun/dawn, offenders punished W. Eur. E. Eur.
or some sort of exchange is arranged Americas
k%%

Again, from the point of view of method, what is important here is the difference
between first emergence of the sun in Mesoamerican myth and the (re)emergence
of the sun/dawn in the myths of the Indo-Europeans, Japanese, Miao, and so
on.”” There is either

- emergence, in Central America, with the increasingly positive nature of
each of the succeeding four/five worlds,*” or

— first dawn, with the Indo-Europeans and in the Near East/Greece, with the
increasingly negative aspects of declining “goodness/righteousness” of each
of the Four Ages.

Further, we can now take several steps beyond the well-reconstructible Indo-
Iranian myth, detailed above, and can begin to describe its earliest traceable form
(and some of its very early variants). The Laurasian myth of the hidden sun can
be summed up as seen in Table 3.2. Myth combines all these features into a
meaningful whole, according to the individual local (pre)conditions, path
dependencies,’”” and the social and religious background, and it tries to make a
significant statement about human life (see §7).

§3.5.2. The slaying of the dragon
Even after the initial creation of the universe, of the earth, and of light and sun-

shine,’”® the new earth is not ready for living beings. It has to receive moisture,
whether (sweet) water or the blood of a primordial creature. In many traditions,
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itis the latter. It is only after the earth has been fertilized by a giant reptile’s blood
that it can support life.

Frequently, (Father) Heaven and (Mother) Earth are the primordial gods. Their
children are the Greek Titans, Indian Asuras, or Japanese Kuni.no Kami (Mun-
dane gods).*” Their younger, victorious cousins are the Olympian gods, the Indian
Devas, or the Japanese Ama.no Kami (Heavenly gods), who depict their older
cousins as enemies or monsters who have to be slain or at least be subdued.

Most prominent among these fights is the slaying of these early monsters,
including the primordial dragon by the Great Hero, a descendant of Father Heaven.
In India, it is the great Indra who kills the three-headed reptile, just like his Iranian
counterpart Oraétaona kills a three-headed dragon and as their distant match in
Japan, Susa.no Wo, kills the “eight-forked” dragon (Yamata.no Orochi).>*

The same is echoed at the other end of Eurasia. It is Beowulfin England, Sigurd
in the Icelandic Edda, and Siegfried of Wagner’s opera and of the medieval Nibe-
lungen Epic who perform the heroic feat of slaying the “worm.”** We may also
compare Herakles’s killing of the Hydra of Lerna. Herakles is the mortal son of
the king of the Olympian gods, Zeus. Herakles not only kills various monsters but
also finds the cows, or dawn—in other words, he acts just like Indra.

Closely related with the latter topic is the Slavic myth of the hero’s fight with
Veles (whose name is closely connected with the Avestan Vara and Ved. Vala,
both terms for an underground fortress or cave that contains the “cows” [dawn]
and the sun and moon as well as goods desired by humans [and in Nuristani
myths, “the house near heaven”]). The dichotomy is between Slav. Veles
(Lithuanian Veélinas, Vélnias; Latvian Véls) and Perun’ (Lith. Perkiinas,*? still
seen in place-names, even in such relatively late Slavicized areas as Dalmatia).**
The Indo-European myths have recently been studied by C. Watkins.***

Further afield, in ancient Egyptian myth, the victorious Sun (Re) slays the
dragon of the deep (Apophis, “With a knife on his head”) each night when he passes
underground on a boat back toward the east so as to rise again. Even Apophis’s
bones are destroyed; there is total destruction—no shadow and so on is left.** In
ritual, Apophis is burned daily in effigie at dawn and dusk, an action that reminds of
the Vedic agnihotra ritual, which also keeps the fire and the sun alive overnight.

In Mesopotamia, Marduk’s killing of Apsu is a related theme (see below). The
earliest Chinese mythology has the “black dragon” killed;** the dragon was not
yet regarded then as a beneficial being, as it was later on. There are even echoes
as distant as in Hawai'i (Mo'0).

To begin with Japan for a more detailed discussion: the dragon Yamata.no
orochi lives on the River Hi in Izumo,**’ the land of Susa.no Wo, originally the
lord of the Ocean. In Nihon Shoki 1.51, “he had an eight-forked head and eight-
forked tail; his eyes were red like the winter cherry; and on his back firs and
cypresses were growing.** As it crawled it extended over a space of “eight hills
and eight valleys.**” Susa.no Wo gets the dragon drunk with sake and cuts off
one head after another," and tearing him apart, he finds a sword (kusa-nagi.no
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tsurugi) in the dragon’s tail, which is to become important later on in the Kiki.
The dragon’s blood makes earth fertile. It must be investigated in detail why this
myth is so close to Indo-Iranian and Indo-European traditions. The case of the
creation of light (§3.5.1) points to a common, regional (western) Central Asian
origin.*' This also seems to be the case with this version of the dragon motif,
which had spread to the ancestors of the continental Proto-Japanese mythology
before entering Japan.***

In Iran and India, the dragon-slaying motif is of Indo-European origin, but it has
undergone some significant local influence. The dragon is the primordial guardian
of productive forces or of riches, and the divine hero Indra (very common in the
Rgveda) or the Iranian hero @raétaona or Korasaspa is his slayer.?”®

It is one of Indra’s main deeds to overcome Vrtra, originally “Resistance,”**
who was imagined in Indo-Iranian tradition as a dragon or as a giant snake, lying
on the primordial mountain or in the ocean. However, there is also archaeolog-
ical evidence from southern Central Asia, an area where the speakers of Vedic
and Avestan must have passed through.

In the representations of the dragon in the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological
Complex [BMAC], an early south Central Asian Bronze Age culture (2400
1600 BCE), the dragon mainly appears as an ugly, scaled, human-headed, standing
man carrying a water vessel.*** In most Indo-Iranian descriptions, however, the
dragonis seen notin human form butas a giant reptile, killed by Indra, ©raétaona,
or Korasaspa, who was resting and cooking on it. However, the reptile also
appears, with local Indian and Hindu Kush adaptations, as a giant cobra
(vyamsa).

In the BMAC area, the Eurasian motifs have thus evolved into a typical, local
variety. Many of the similarities between the Indo-European and BMAC motifs,
however, are due to the general, underlying paradigms of Eurasian myth, found
from Ireland to Japan and beyond; they may differ in details as they represent
local variations. Interaction between the BMAC and steppe peoples is now clearly
visible. By a comparison of Indo-European and BMAC mythological systems, it
appears that the old Indo-European myth of dragon slaying has been adjusted in
the Avesta under the influence of the BMAC or its successor cultures. Several
Avestan texts were composed precisely in the BMAC area. We find not only the
killing of the dragon but also Tistriia’s fight with the demon of drought, Apaosa,
and the generation of clouds and rain, reflecting what Francfort has reconstructed,
based on archaeological evidence, for the BMAC belief system.

It appears, then, that the old Indo-European myth of slaying the dragon
reflects the influence of the BMAC. Some of these influences, however, are still
visible in the Rgveda, much farther southeast, in the Panjab. Indra is not just the
dragon slayer but also closely connected with releasing the waters. The Rgvedic
giant cobra, vyamsa, surrounds the (Pamir and Himalayan) waters and must be
killed—at least temporarily—to let them flow.**® The Indo-Iranian myth, how-
ever, lacks the Old Japanese episode of freeing a young woman from the clutches
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TABLE 3.3. Slaying the dragon in Germanic, Indo-Iranian and Japanese mythology

Germanic Indo-Iranian Japanese

Siegried/Sigurd Beowulf Indra Susa.no Wo

(mead) Soma Sake
invigorates Indra is given to dragon, gets drunk, is

killed

dragon is slain dragon ahi/azi yamata.no orochi

(cf. Fenris wulf/midgard snake) is slain is slain

> releases riches > released water makes land fertile > his blood makes land fertile
for cattle herding

of the dragon, a motif that is found in later Iranian texts and that has spread from
there to Armenia (myth of Mher),*’ the Caucasus, and Europe, mostly as the
medieval Christianlegend of St. George.*® The relationships between the dragon
and the heroes are summarized for the Indo-Iranian, Germanic, and Japanese
areas in Table 3.3.

In another part of Eurasia, in ancient Greece, the motif is first found in the
“Homeric” hymn 3.179 f,, where the sun deity, Phoibos Apollo, kills a female
snakelike dragon (Python) in a way that in many respects echoes the slaying of
the female Tiamat by Marduk and that of the male Vrtra by Indra (Rgveda
1.32):3%

Apollo...with his strong bow, the son of Zeus killed the bloated, great-she-
dragon, ... cruel Typhaon,...a plague among men...until the lord Apollo, who deals
death from afar, shot a strong arrow at her. Then she, rent with bitter pangs, lay
drawing great gasps of breath and rolling about that place...and so she left her life,
breathing forth in blood. The Phoebus Apollo boasted over her: “Now rot here upon
the soil that feeds men!”...and darkness covered her eyes.*”

In this version of the myth, however, nothing is said about fertilizing the earth or
providing water for it. We can also compare the myth of Kadmos and the
dragon.*"

Still older is the Hittite myth of Illuyankas (Eel-snake), which tells of the fight
of the Storm God with this giant snake, who steals the god’s heart and eyes but is
finally killed:*” similar to Japanese myth, Inara prepares a great festival with drinks
and lures the dragon to it. He eats and drinks until he is no longer able to descend
to his lair. The human hero Hupasisas binds him with a rope, and the Storm God
kills him. The Hittite myth is similar to a Hurrian one, but it is preceded in age by
the account of the Mesopotamian text Enuma Elish (tablet IV)), which was recited
at New Year. The gods elect Marduk as their leader and tell him:

“Go, and cut of the life of Tiamat!”
He fashioned a bow, designated it as his weapon,
Feathered the arrow, set in the string.

He lifted up a mace and carried it in his right hand,
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Slung the bow and quiver at his side....

The lord spread his net and encircled her....

He shot an arrow which pierced her belly,

split her down the middle and slit her heart,
vanquished her and extinguished her life.

He threw down the corpse and stood on top of her....
The Lord trampled the lower part of Tiamat.

With his unsparing mace smashed her skull,

Severed the arteries of her blood,

And made the North wind carry it off as good news.*”®

The story continues, in the fashion of the Ymir-Purusa-Pangu myth (§3.1.4), to
explain how the world was fashioned out of her bones.

k%%

In China, a dragon myth belongs to the oldest strata of local mythology, for
example, in Li-ki (Liji), chap. 9, Li-yiin, the dragon (Iung) is one of the four fab-
ulous beings.*** Niigua,*” the second of the primordial “emperors,” accomplishes
the work of dragon slaying. As in the beginning, the earth was still in chaos, and
some heroes must put it in order. As quoted above,

The four extremes and the nine provinces were dislocated. ... Niigua purified the fire
of the stones of all colors, killed the black dragon.... She cut the feet of the grand tor-
toise in order to fix the four extremes [quarters of the sky].... Then, men could live on

earth. (Huainan zi)**

Here the topic of establishing the oikumene is most clearly expressed, and killing
the dragon is one of its requirements.*”” Another version has, for the first time,
also a peaceful, beneficial dragon, as habitually found in later Chinese myth:

Gonggong [Kung Kung] extended the flood for 22 years.... His son Yu emerged in the
form of a horned dragon. Gun’s body also transformed into a dragon at that time and
thenceforth lived quietly in the deeps....Yu led other gods to drive away Gonggong,
distributed the Growing Soil to remove most of the flood, and led the people to fashion
rivers from Ying’s tracks and thus channel the remaining floodwaters to the sea.**®

Another early Chinese dragon-slayer myth focuses on the legendary Hsia
(Xia) dynastic anthropogenic figure of Emperor K'ung-chia (Gung Jia).*”
Southern China is home to a large number of Austro-Tai peoples. In one of their
myths, coming from Sichuan, the ancient land Pa (Ba):*"°

The Pa serpent is said to have a black body and a green head. It is so gigantic and
greedy that it could swallow an elephant whole. Downstream east lay the Grotto
Court Lake, and the Pa serpent also lurked in the waters there and did harm to many

fishermen.
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Archer I (Yi), the hero of the I people in the east, killed this Pa serpent in a big
battle. There is a small hill by the side of Lake Grotto Court that is called the Pa
Mound. It is located at the southwest of Yueh-yang, Hunan province. It is where the
bones of this gigantic Pa serpent were supposed to have been piled up after Archer
I had killed the monster.*"!

Finally, in Polynesia, where we do not expect any dragons—Hawai’i has no
snakes or waran reptiles like the Komodo dragons—we still hear of them in the
form oflarge lizard gods,*'*
are prominent in the Hawai’ian creation story, which seems superficially influ-

who also appear in many other, smaller shapes. They

enced by Christian motifs. However, the very similar Maori version has some
old verse lines mentioning them.** We find a “fallen chief,” the lying lizard Ilioha,
at the tree with the forbidden fruit of Kane (Maori Tane). The myth resembles
one that is found closer to the original home of the Polynesians, in Borneo
(§2.2.4,§3.5.2), and has correspondences not just in the Bible but also in Greek
myth (the serpent at the foot of the tree of the Hesperides, in a garden in the Far
West, bearing golden apples; see Table 3.4).4*

The eagle eating the snake is also prominent in the myths of the Oxus culture
(2400-1600 BcE [BMAC]), in Vedic and later Indian myth (Garuda bird in
India and Indonesia), in Navajo myth,*"* and in Aztec myth,*'° from where it is
preserved in the Mexican state seal, as well as with the Maya (Dresden codex).*”
Occasionally, it is also found outside Laurasia.*'®

‘We could stop here and regard these stories as myths that deal with doing away
with the monsters that populate the newly emerged earth that need to be over-
come so as to allow life on earth—frequently, even before humans emerge. How-
ever, acloserlookat these mythsreveals that theyare part ofa grander mythological

TABLE 3.4. Theslaying of the dragon across Eurasia

EGYPT MESOPOT. GREECE INDIA/IRAN JAPAN CHINA
Seth Marduk Apollo Indra Susa.no Wo Niwa
(god of (sun god) (thunder god) (ascending
thunder) heaven noisily)
attacks attacks Apsu  attacks Python attacks dragon Yamata.no Black
(dragon)
dragon of the & monsters: ahi/ azi, is slain, orochi slain, Dragon killed
deep; killed &  dismembered dismembered dismembered
dismembered
each night <New Year> <New Year/Spring: <after year-end, <dragon/water
(Apophis) brings flood / Spring> re-emerge in
water> Spring>
dragon gets Soma Sake
drunk by invigorates is given
red beer Indra to dragon;
gets drunk,
[Iran/Georgia] is killed
[St. George / virgin Kushinada

saved virgin ] Hime is saved
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and ritual scheme that is connected with the two solstices, the winter solstice
(emergence of the sun or of light; see §3.5.1) and the summer solstice (with the
killing of the dragon). A detailed investigation has been carried out elsewhere.*"?
Here, the mere results are presented in tabular form (Tables 3.5-3.6).

Methodologically speaking, the correspondences between Eurasian and Meso-
american myth are, again, very significant. They testify to the Stone Age prevalence
of this myth complex, well before c. 20,000 BCE. This adds significantly to the
emerging, large body of rather old data for Laurasian mythology (cf. §2.3). Sum-
ming up, the motif of killing the dragon and that of releasing the light of the sun are
old Laurasian motifs that can be dated to well before 20 kya, due to their import
into the Americas by the first immigrants crossing Bering Land.

§3.5.3. The theft of fire and of the heavenly drink
Fire

The classic locus for the theft of fire is the Greek myth of Prometheus,”* who steals
the fire from the Olympian gods, for the benefit of humans, and is punished by
Zeus:*' he is chained to a rock in the Caucasus, where an eagle daily eats his liver,
until he is eventually freed by Herakles (Hesiod, Theogony 526). The very name of
Prometheus is derived from the Indo-European verbs *meth, (to snatch away) and
*pro-meth, (to steal). The verb is in active use in the Vedic texts, where pra-math
means “to steal” However, in Vedic myth, the theft of fire is not carried out for the
benefit of humans but for that of the current generation of gods,** who originally
lived on earth before they ascended to heaven. Among other things, such as the
method of sacrifice (apparently executed for the benefit of the primordial deities),*
they also needed the benefit of fire, which is used in many rituals.

At any rate, we can speak of an Indo-European myth of the theft of fire.*
However, it is also found in Japan,**
among the Uralic and most Austric speakers (Indonesians, Micronesians, and
Polynesians), and in the Americas (Inuit, Amerindians).**¢ A close variant of the
topic is the mytheme of fire as a gift of a deity.*”” As fire and sun are identified or
at least correlated in many Laurasian traditions,*® the theft of fire is often seen
related to that of the theft of light or of the sun. From the Ha-ni ethnic group in
western Yunnan of today’s China comes this myth of fire (Ah-cha):

in many other areas of Laurasia, such as

In the beginning, there was no fire and mankind lived in dread of cold and darkness.
Ayoung man named Ah-cha determined to obtain fire from the monster who had it in
his possession. While the monster was asleep, he stole the fiery pearl that was
embedded in the middle of its forehead...and swallowed it....At home, took a
bamboo knife, and cut open his chest so he might release this fire ball within. The pearl
rolled out and brought light to the world, but Ah-cha died from the severe burn.*
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TABLE 3.5. Sunand Moon and the solstices in Eurasia and Central America
'WINTER Reconstructed India China Japan Kekchi
for Laurasia [1st part/myth]
Winter solstice Mahavrata solstice (great expiation on
Ritual; December 31)
New Year Sunisi- (New Year rituals)
rTya ritual for Indra
Sun’s daughter/Dawn Usas pursued by - Amaterasu [Hunter and Weaver
pursued by own Father Heaven woman]
Father (Heaven)
in antelope form -
(cf. Greece: (= Orion) & shot at -
Orion and Pleiades) by Rudra (Sirius)
she has sexual Usas attacked - A. & Susa.no Wo [Hunter & Weaver
relation
with her brother by her brothers are siblings: ‘Woman probably
S.violently ascends  are siblings]
to A’s heavenly
realm; attacks her
& weaver women
Usas enclosed in (Weaver woman she dies of wound Hunter approaches

gets married to a
violent god,
(of moon, ocean)

SUMMER

Summer solstice

Sun’s daughter has
several lovers

Sun’s daughter is
married to a violent
god (of moon, ocean)

deities are jealous of
sexual relation
between the siblings

they violently sepa-
rate the two lovers

Vala cave

emerges from cave
after liberation by
Indra

marriage of Stirya,
RV 10.85, to Soma
(moon?) —

Urvasi ‘married’ to
descendant of Sun:
Puriiravas (10.95)
[Dawn & Night are
weavers (Rgveda)]

Visavat day of year
long Gavam Ayana;
Varunapraghasa
ritual for Varuna
nymph Urvasiis
promiscuous with
Gandharvas
Urvadtis

‘married’ to Sun’s
descendant, Puri-
ravas for 3 years;
Stirya married to
Soma (moon?)
U's sexual partners
(Gandharvas) are
jealous of union
with Puriiravas
Gandharva violentlly
separate them by
sending a flash of
lightning

enclosed in divine

village = Vega)

Weaver woman gets
married to Cowherd

(Altair)

she neglects her
weaving; father
separates them by
Milky Way

Weaver woman is
married to Cowherd

Heaven is angry
(due to exessive sex
with Cowherd and
neglect of weaving)
Heaven separates
them by Milky Way

caused by weaver
shuttle

gets revived after
liberation from
cave by Tajikara

- no overt sexual
union between
Amaterasu and her
brother Susa.no
Wo (god of ocean);
stand-in for Moon
S. &. A. produce
children: chewing
& spitting out,
across Milky Way

(great expiation on
June 30)

Divine weaver,
Sun goddess, A. is
in ambiguous rela-
tion with her bro-
ther Susa.no Wo

first separated by
Milky Way; later
by gods’ punish-
ment & expulsion

her and dies

Transforms to hum-
ming bird

Weaver woman
unites with deer
Hunter (Sun)

unite in kitchen;
father is jealous’,
separates them

on stretch of water

[2 part of myth]

Weaver woman
(Moon) meets and
unites with dear
Hunter (Sun)

father is ‘jealous’
of this union

he separates them

on stretch of water
& sends flashes of
volcanic fire after

(Cont.)
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TABLE 3.5. (Continued)

'WINTER Reconstructed India China Japan Kekehi
for Laurasia [ 1st part/myth]
of Susa.no Wo them

love in separation:
two lovers separated
by Milky Way

(Greece:
Orion and the
Pleiades)

they can meet once
per year, near Milky
Way

(on full moon day
near Summer
solstice?)

Midsummer’s Night

final separation as
Sun and Moon

P. roams about
madly in mundane
Milky Way area
(Kuruksetra) for10
lunar months

Usas flees her father
to the east of Milky
Way (= a Pleiade)
P. &. U. meet again
at lake of mundane
Milky Way, in
Kuruksetra

U. accompanied by
6 other Apsaras as
ducks = Pleiades
(Krttikas)

P. meets U. at pond
in Kuruksetra;

they are allowed to
meet once per year

On Summer solstice
day (Vistivat); (by
aritual: bringing
Gandharva fire to
humans)

U.(2) & Apsaras
appear in bird form

P. offered a stay in
heaven after death;
orin Gandharva
world after a one
year ritual

Both cannot meet
as they live on two
sides of Milky Way,
as Vega and Altair

Vega & Altair meet
again at MilkyWay
bridge

made of magpie’s
wings (Cygnus)

(meets at Milky
Way)

they are allowed to
meet once per year

On 7" day of 7%
month ( ~ August)

by crossing Milky
Way on wings of a
magpie/crow
year-long separation
repeated forever

both are separated;
live in heaven /
Yamato or mun-
dane world / Izumo

both separated as
deities of heaven/
south/ Yamato and
of earth/north/
Izumo

Hunter roams near
stretch of water,
for 2 weeks (half
lunar month)

Weaver woman
flees her father to
a stretch of water
Hunter & Weaver
meet again at
stretch of water

Weaver is accom-
panied by snakes,
dragon flies

Hunter meets
revived Weaver at
stretch of water

after ‘rebirth’ from
bottle; (they had
previously united for
one night only)

on water (they had
succeeded before to
meet in bird form)
both go their sepa-
rate ways as Sun
and Moon

TABLE 3.6.

Slaying the dragon and freeing the sun across Laurasia in the course of a year

WINTER SOLSTICE

Indra, Sun disappear

dawn’s retreat into cave
universe becomes dark

Varuna takes over

(Amaterasu in cave; Kekchi Weaver
in locked ‘kitchen’ at night)

water captured by dragon/snake
(India, BMAC, Japan, etc.)
draught reigns supreme

Re-emergence of
Sun, Indra
new Dawn
Varuna agrees to overlordship of Indra
(Amaterasu reappears; weaver woman
released by hunter; they flee)

=== = @QUINOX - - == == == m - o me oo

equinox

killing of dragon by Indra, Susa.no Wo,
(India, BMAC: scaled dragon, Japan),
world becomes fertile
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‘princess’ imprisoned by dragon princess freed by hero; they marry;

Puriiravas & Urvasi separated, after lightning strike,

for 3 years, united only for one night per year, through

Gandharva fire;

Weaver girl (China) separated/Milky Way united by

magpie bridge only for 1 night;

Weaver woman (Kekchi) ‘imprisoned’ woman delivered from bottle; reborn

in water bottle, after volcano strike as moon; again separated: move to sky as
moon and sun

SUMMER SOLSTICE

The famous Polynesian version is that of the great hero Maui, here quoted from
along contemporary version:

Maui thought that he would extinguish the fires of his ancestress of Mahu-ika. He put
out the fires left in the cooking-houses of each family in the village. ... At last, Maui
said to his mother: “Well, then I will fetch down fire for the world; but which is the
path by which I must go?”

His parents...said to him: “If you will go...you will at last reach the dwelling of
an ancestress of yours; and if she asks you who you are, you had better call out your
name to her, then she will know you are a descendant of hers; but be cautious, and do
not play any tricks with her....”

Then he went, and reached the abode of the goddess offire. ... At last he said: “Oh,
lady, would you rise up? Where is your fire kept? I have come to beg some from
you.”...“Oh, then,” cried she, “you are my grand-child; what do you want here?” He
answered: “I am come to beg fire from you.”...

Then the aged woman pulled out her nail; and as she pulled it out fire flowed from
it, and she gave it to him.... [He extinguished it again and again.] And thus he went
on and on, ... until she had pulled all the fingernails out. Then out she pulled the one
toe-nail that she had left, and it, too, became fire, and as she dashed it down on the
ground the whole place caught fire.

And Maui ran off,... but the fire followed hard after him....; so he changed himself
into a fleet-winged eagle, ... but it almost caught him.... The forests,...and the earth
and the sea both caught fire too, and Maui was very near perishing in the flames.

Then he called on his ancestors Tawhiri-ma-tea and Whatitiri-matakataka, to send
down an abundant supply of water...and Tawhiri-ma-tea sent heavy lasting rain, and
the fire was quenched; and before Mahu-ika could reach her place of shelter, she
almost perished in the rain.

In this manner was extinguished the fire of Mahu-ika, the guardian of fire; but
before it was all lost, she saved a few sparks which she threw, to protect them, into the
Kaiko-mako, and a few other trees...; hence, men yet use portions of the wood of
these trees for fire when they require a light. (www.maori.org.nz/korero)

The origin of fire in Gondwana traditions is seen differently. Frequently, it is
not stolen but is derived, similarly to the feat of Mahu-ika, from a person’s
body.*?" It remains to be investigated how far other Gondwana myths are


www.maori.org.nz/korero
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related.®" In isolated Tasmania, however, we find a legend of the origin of fire
that links it with the stars.**?

The heavenly drink

The origins and the acquisition of sacred drink are an important topic in many
traditions.*® The exact nature of the inebriating or stimulating drink does not
seem to matter that much, though local tradition is always shaped by its effects.
Apparently, humans everywhere were quick to explore and discover the stimu-
lating or mind-changing effect of certain drugs contained in plants or their
derivative, most notably in drinks. These plants include the fly agaric, ephedra,
hashish, bhang, betel, peyote, coca, tea, coffee, and cocoa. An animal derivative is
the important fermented honey (mead), and plant derivatives include
Indo-European and Near Eastern wine, Tibetan and Newar rice beer (chang),
and Tibetan barley beer; northeastern Indian (Arunchal Pradesh) fermented rice
itself and its derivatives, such as toddy and sake;** and further, Polynesian kava
and South American chewed and fermented plants, such as coca, and their deriv-
atives, such as potato-based alcohol. Somewhat later in time, distilled drinks
arrived on the scene:** such as whiskey, vodka, arrack, rakshi, brandy, cognac,
and so on. Many if not most of them have been used in various ritual and shaman-
istic practices, notably the fly agaric and the soma plant. Their original use seems
to have been as mind-altering drugs in shamanistic practices, but people every-
where were quick to discover their mundane pleasures. However, the myths
connected with such plants clearly point to a nonmundane origin and often attri-
bute the sacred drinks to the deities, who used it as their own drink.**

The classical Greek case is that of the theft of ambrosia from the mountain by
an eagle.*’” Ambrosia, literally “immortality” (am-brotos, “immortal”), is fer-
mented honey (mead). Honey, due to its golden, sunlike color and nondecaying
quality, has been a symbol of immortality with many Laurasian peoples. The
underlying magical idea is that a nondecaying drink confers nondying—immor-
tality, asits other name, nectar, indeed indicates. It is derived from Indo-European
*nek’ (to perish) and the suffix *fer, which indicates instrument or means: nectar
is the “means (to overcome) death.”

The same idea is conferred by the Vedic Indian word a-mrta (nondead,
immortal), which refers to the Indian version of the sacred mead, which is lin-
guistically equivalent to Skt. madhu (sweet). The gods seek it by churning it out
of the primordial ocean, according to the epic tale found in the Ramayana. The
older India texts, the Vedas, however, elaborately speak of another drink, soma,
which they call madhu (sweet). This apparently is a remembrance of the
Indo-European *medhu (mead). The famous soma (Old Iranian haoma) was
stolen by an eagle from a mountain, just like mead in Greek myth, and brought
to the gods, especially Indra. More about soma below.
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However, mead also was the sacred drink of the Germanic peoples. Caesar
has a tall tale to tell in his Gallic War: in winter people habitually drank large
amounts of mead (and beer). In Germanic myth, mead was first stolen by none
other than Odin himself,*** who needed it because it enabled him to create sacred
poetry—just as soma does in India.

Soma indeed is the sacred Indo-Iranian drink par excellence:* it inspires
poets, it keeps them awake in the long rituals, it is invigorating, and it makes
Indra strong enough to face the terrible dragon Vrtra (§3.5.2) and has the same
effect on human warriors. Its identity still is shrouded in mystery. Previous the-
ories such as those by Wasson (fly agaric) do not fit the biological and psychop-
harmic data: we must look for a small plant with branches (but apparently
without leaves) that can be pressed out—soma is derived from su (to press
out)—to yield a bitter fluid that must be sweetened with milk and that still is
called, in the pathway tradition of the Indo-Europeans, madhu (sweet). It is
clear that it was incorporated by the ancestors of the Vedic Indians and Old
Iranians into their ritual practices and mythology in Central Asia. This should
have occurred close to the high Tien Shan and Pamir mountains, as the best
soma/haoma grows, according to the Rgveda and the Avesta, on the high moun-
tains.*® Ephedra seems to be a good possibility. (It is found in westernmost
Xinjiang, eastern Afghanistan, and Kalash Land.)*! A complex cult with very
elaborate rituals (both Indian and Zoroastrian) has developed around soma/
haoma.

In China, the drug of immortality was stolen from Xiwangmu by Chang’e, the
wife of the great archer Yi, and brought to the moon, where Chang’e (or Heng’e)
now lives in the form of a toad.** In Japan, sake, or miwa, has played a comparable
role, and it still is first brewed for and used in Shintd rituals.*** In Polynesia the
sacred drink is kava.*** Beer played a similar role in Egypt and Mesoamerica.

In the Pontic and Near Eastern area, it is wine that played a similar role. The
well-known biblical account of Noah getting drunk has been emblematic for
much of Judeo-Christian religion. However, wine plays a significant part even in
Christian ritual (as the blood of Christ in the Mass) and also in the Greek mys-
tery cult of Dionysus,** who is regarded as its “inventor.”*** When Alexander
came across vines in the eastern Hindu Kush, he immediately concluded that
this area must have been that of Dionysus. Indeed, the inhabitants of Nuristan
and Kashmir (both before Islam) and of the modern pagan Kalash Land (north-
western Pakistan) still grow vines and press and ferment their grapes each fall.
The new wine is still dedicated to Indra:*” it has been locally substituted for the
once prominent soma, though ephedra grows in the higher Kalash valleys. It can
be shown linguistically that the origin of wine is in the Greater Near East:
Indo-European *woino— is derived from something like Semitic *wajn, and the
Georgia region was one of its early centers. Other tales of the original acquisition
of wine are told from India to China and beyond.**
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M §3.6. GENERATIONS, FOUR AGES, AND FIVE SUNS

After the initial creation of the world, further mythological “history” evolved in four
or five ages. The concept of the Four Ages (golden, silver, bronze, iron) is well known
in occidental mythology. It has been discussed to some extent above (§2.5.2). In the
Occident it is first found in Hesiod’s Theogony, from where it has entered medieval
and modern parlance. The same divisions also occurred in various related versions
in the ancient Near East, such as in Hurrite and Mesopotamian myths. However,
the myth is also widespread in the ancient Indo-European-speaking areas. Impor-
tantly, it is also found well beyond this in Eurasia and even in the oldest sources we
have from the Americas.* Consequently, it must be older than c. 11,500 BCE, the
latest date agreed to for the settlement of North America from Siberia; in fact, it
must be older than c. 20 kya as new data indicate.

1. Chaos

Most mythologies start with a period of chaos, darkness, or just infinite primor-
dial waters enveloped in darkness. This stage has been discussed in detail earlier

(§3.1).
2. Heaven and Earth

Out of chaos arises, sometimes directly, sometimes via some intermediaries, the
primordial pair Heaven and Earth (§3.2). This “archetypical pair” is known in occi-
dental (Greek) myth as Ouranos and his wife, Gaia; Ouranos is the father of the
Titans, the Cyclopes, and the Hekatonkheires—thus of all gods. Similarly, in India,
we have the generation of Father Heaven and Mother Earth (the latter is mostly
called the “broad” one). The other Indo-European, Near Eastern, and Amerindian
variations of this mytheme have already been discussed earlier (§3.2).

In Japan, however, the sequence of ages and generations begins with some
obscure and rarely mentioned deities: (1) Kamurogi and Kamuromi, primordial
deities, perhaps representing Heaven/Earth. However, there also are Taka-mi-
musu-bi.no kami/Kami-musu-bi.no kami/Kami-musu-bi-oya.no mikoto, who
churn the primordial ocean and create a reed shoot. The matter becomes clearer
with the emergence of (2) Izanagi and Izanami, who, again, churn the sea and
create the Japanese islands. Their children (3) Susa.no Wo and Amaterasu create
six male and female deities; one becomes the ancestor of the imperial line,
among whom is (4) Ho-Wori.no Mikoto, who marries Toyo-tama Hime, a sea
goddess. They establish the use of land and sea and are the ancestors of (S)
transitional figures like the Greek heroes: the first “emperor,” Jimmu, and his
brother, who was to die, like Remus, in the process of the establishment of the
Yamato realm. Greek or Germanic-style Titans are absent, however, except for
the omnipresent local and mundane gods, the Kuni.no Kami.
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3. “Titans”

The primordial deities (Father Heaven/Mother Earth)*° have two sets of chil-
dren: the Titans and the Olympians, to use the Greek names in the following
discussion. The “demonic” Titans (Kronos etc.) take the same genealogical and
functional position in the evolution of the gods as the Germanic giants, the
Japanese Kuni.no Kami (Mundane deities). They oppose the “Olympian” gods,
such as Zeus, the German Asir gods of Asgard/Valhalla, or the Japanese Ama.no
Kami (Heavenly deities).*' (In the Bible, too, the elohim [gods] have humans as
their children, “in their likeness,” both good and evil.)

A variation of this theme involves the Germanic gods of Asgard and Vana-
heim—Asir/Vanir—or the Indian Asura/Deva, two moieties in constant com-
petition who nevertheless also cooperate periodically.*** The children of Heaven
and Earth also cooperate to stem both apart (§3.3)*? as they were enclosed in
the dark space between the two primeval lovers, their parents.

Subsequently, in Greek myth, the Cyclopes and the Hekatonkheires were
banned by Ouranos to the Underworld (Tartaros). Angry about the banishment
of her children, Ouranos’s wife, Gaia, incited her youngest son, Kronos, to rebel.
Kronos castrated his father with a sickle and took over the rule of the universe.**

The same motif is found in ancient Near Eastern mythology, as, for example,
in the Hurrite myth of a succession of the gods Alalu-Anu-Kumarbi-Weather
God.*" But the castration mytheme is missing outside the Near Eastern/Greek
Kulturkreis. This fact may serve as a useful, exemplary case for the secondary
regionalism as an areal feature that emerged after the initial spread of Laurasian
mythology (§2.3).

In ancient India, for example (Rgveda 4.18.12), the leader of the present gods,
Indra, kills his father but does not castrate him. He merely slays him, grabbing his
foot. Castration seems to be a Near Eastern predilection. The spread of this particular

456

mytheme confirms something that has long been suspected, namely, that Greek
myth was heavily influenced by Greater Levant beliefs. This was in fact a feature well
known to the Greeks themselves, for example, in the myth of the abduction from
Lebanon to Crete of Europé. No need for an imagined “Black Athena.”

While the motif of several generations of gods, one succeeding to the earlier
one, is thus widespread—from Iceland and Ireland to the Aztecs and Mayas—
the mytheme of castration is not. On the other hand, Kronos’s slaying has been
compared with the ritual killing of old kings that is found in Africa (as detailed
in Frazer’s Golden Bow). Freudian interpretations apart, the killing of the deity,
the father, indeed overlaps with the killing of a reigning “monarch” in the case of
Greek, Near Eastern, and Nilotic myth (Shilluk, Dinka, etc.).*’

In sum, we can establish an old Laurasian myth about the succession of the
several generations of deities. We now live in the evil period of the fourth gener-
ation and age or rather, as we shall see, in the Fifth Age or “Sun,” according to
Mesoamerican tradition.
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In addition, there also are myths of primordial incest between twins (Yama/
Yami),*® by closely related beings (Izanagi/Izanami, Adam and Eve) or siblings
(Indra and Usas, Amaterasu and Susa.no Wo),** and by Father Heaven and his
daughter Dawn.

*X%%

In Japan, the motif of a contest between two groups of deities is present as well,
though it is usually claimed that they reflect the incorporation of an important
political center at Izumo (on the Sea of Japan in the northwest) into the Yamato
state that emerged in the Asuka/Nara region of Central Japan. It is also often
thought that, at the same time, Izumo mythology was taken over, too, and super-
ficially incorporated into the official Kiki texts. The events related in Izumo
myths precede the descent of the children of Amaterasu to this earth and are of
great importance for the understanding of Kiki mythology.*®

However, against the background of Eurasian mythology, the contest bet-
ween two sets of deities looks quite different. In various mythologies we have the
event, called a “(land-)ceding” process in Japan, taking place between two
groups of gods, such as the Greek Titans and Olympians or the Indian Asura and
Deva. This competition between cousins—descendants of Father Heaven and
Mother Earth—is built into Laurasian mythology, and it is not one instigated by
mysterious earlier settlers or Aborigines and their religion. This holds for Japan
as well as for other areas. The opposition of two groups of gods and their fight
and ultimate agreement in sharing power are not limited to India and Japan. The
situation is similar in Old Greek and Germanic mythology. The Germanic-
speaking areas, with their Asir and Vanir deities, or Mesopotamia, with the gen-
eration led by Marduk and the earlier ones such as Tiamat, indicate the same
kind of opposition. The Greek Titans, children of Father Heaven, have to fight
their cousins and even their own descendants, Zeus and the other gods, for
supremacy. The leader of the Titans, Kronos, is killed by his own son Zeus. Both
groups, however, also intermarry.*’ One may also compare the complex rela-
tionships of the Maya deities, as depicted in the Popol Vuh.

In the Kiki, O-kuni-nushi and his son give up the land of Izumo to the mes-
sengers (i.e., the descendants) of the sun deity Amaterasu.* It is important that
the Izumo gods are descended from Susa.no Wo, Amaterasu’s brother, which
perpetuates the Laurasian conflict between cousins, a fight for supremacy bet-
ween close relatives. Similar to the Germanic myth where Zsir and Vanir have
interaction but sometimes remain in separate locations, the son of O-kuni-nushi
later moves from Izumo and settles on Mt. Miwa in Yamato, the heartland of the
emerging Japanese realm. In other words, the two groups of deities are now
closely associated in the early center of Japanese power, the Asuka region in
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southern Yamato.*? Like the Indian Deva and Asura, both are needed for a bal-
anced oikumene; they periodically challenge each other, at New Year, when time

and order break down.***

4. “Olympians”: The competition between Olympians and Titans

The leader of the third generation of Greek deities, Kronos, had many children
with his wife, Rheia, whom he devours immediately after their birth, such as the
great god of the Ocean, Poseidon. Zeus alone escapes, as he is substituted for by
a stone wrapped in diapers. As mentioned, these deities, of the Fourth Age, will
be called Olympians here, again following the well-known Greek specimen of
Laurasian mythology.

The Olympian gods, with Zeus as their leader, fight for supremacy with their
elder brothers, the Titans and their various offspring, usually monsters. The
leader of the Titans, Kronos, is defeated by Zeus. Grown up, he forces his father
to vomit out his siblings and to concede the reign to him. Just like Zeus or his
double Herakles, the Japanese great hero Susa.no Wo and Indra killed various
Titanic monsters or drove them to the very rims of the oikumene.

XXX

Both groups, however, intermarry; and thus, the infighting among the two
groups reflects the typical relationship between members of a large joint
family...who fight for supremacy (Vedic: the rival, bhratrvya, is derived from
the word for “brother”). Of course, in mythology, there is more to this than just
rivalry: the structure of the world, and of society, is reflected in this strife as
well.

The situation of strife between cousins is found in the oldest Indian mythology
(of the Rgveda), in clear form. Two groups, the Devas and the Asuras (viz.,
Aditya), fight for supremacy. Both are descendants of the earlier gods (Piirve
Devah, the Sadhya). The Asuras are defeated, but one of them, the most impor-
tant god, Varuna, joins the Devas and takes over the position of “spiritual” ruler
(Varuna rdjan) next to the military leader of the gods, Indra (Indra rdjan).
Varuna, however, governs by rta (active truth, truthful behavior, [universal] law
and order). He resides in the ocean in the daytime and in the night sky (Milky
Way) at night. The sun and the stars are his spies.

Similarly, in Old Japan, the fight between the “Olympians” and “Titans” takes
place after the descent from heaven of the grandchild of the sun deity Amat-
erasu. As mentioned, it has often been claimed that this strife reflects the incor-
poration of an important political center at Izumo into the Yamato state, as well
asparts of the [zumo mythology into the Kiki.*** However, against the background
of Eurasian mythology, this has to be understood differently, as we find the same,
built-in conflict between two groups of gods in various mythologies.
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In Japan, O-kuni-nushi and his sons give up the land (of Izumo) to the descen-
dants of Amaterasu. However, both groups are closely related. Just like the Indian
Asura are cousins of the Devas, the Izumo gods descend from Susa.no Wo, Am-
aterasu’s brother.** We thus have a fight for supremacy between relatives, descen-

dants of the siblings Amaterasu and Susa.no Wo,*” just like the ones seen all over

Eurasia. The actual descent of Amaterasu’s “grandchild” to reign on earth takes
place after the “victory” over the Izumo gods, in the third (Ninigi) to fifth
(Jimmu) generation after Amaterasu,**® on Mt. Takachiho in southern Kyushu—
interestingly not in Izumo or Yamato.

Henceforth, while the deity Okuninushi goes to the “other world,” to Hades
(tokoyo), and rules over “secret” things, Amaterasu’s imperial descendants rule
over worldly affairs. Okuninushi made it a condition that he was to be wor-
shipped (Kojiki 1.37), and he set down the rules: he established the shrine, the
fire drill that is still used in the Izumo shrine, and the offering plates whose clay
was brought by him in the form of a bird from the bottom of the sea. The same
foundational procedures are later reported about Emperor Jimmu, worshipping
at the central hill of the Yamato realm, Ama.no Kaguyama, south of Nara.

Itisimportant to note, however, that in India the supremacy of the “Olympian”
gods is temporal only: it lasts for most of the year, but at year’s end, Varuna joins
the Asura group again, and chaos spreads.*” This feature is retained even today,
though it has been shifted, along with the beginning of the year, to the monsoon
period when Visnu goes to sleep under the earth for the four months of the rainy
season: then, all the demons are let loose and appear as various illnesses and in
ritual, as masked demons (such as the Lakhe in Kathmandu). Around the local
New Year, carnival-like bouts and diachotomic competitions still take place, for
example, in the conservative Kathmandu Valley, or around winter solstice among
pagan Kalasha of westernmost Pakistan,*”® when the gods (devalok), led by Indr
(Balumain), come to the valley from the outside as typical temporal marebito
visitors and assemble for the main rituals. (In Hawai’i, Captain Cook was wel-
comed at one such festival as the archetypical outsider but was killed later on.)

*%x

The opposition of two groups of gods, their competition and fights, and their
ultimate agreement on sharing power are thus not limited to Greece, India, and
Japan. Instead, the situation is similar in Old Germanic mythology, where the
Old Norse Asir and Vanir fight among themselves. They are descendants of the
Giants, but they also intermarry. They may even live in different places, such as
the sea gods and Freya, but not in Asgard, the home of the current gods.*”!
Similar dichotomies can be deduced for old Central Asian populations. The
influence of the early Indo-Iranians with their Asura/Daiva dichotomy is seen with
the Yeneseian and Uralic speakers.*”> Such opposing groups are widespread in Si-
beria, if only under local names. Farther afield, the early Chinese celebrated similar
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spring/fall festivals with opposing groups.”’* The Dayaks of Borneo even have a
two-month period of upheaval at the end of their year.** This is similar to that of
the Polynesians, where a god visits them, just as the Japanese marebito deities
assemble at the Kamiarisai festival at Izumo in November—interestingly not in
Yamato. Indra (Balumain) and other deities (devalok) visit the Kalasha of the
Hindu Kush, at New Year, before order is restored. In Polynesia, the Hawai’ian god
Kanaloa creates humans and things destined for humans,*”* while his opponent,
Kane (otherwise called Suq, Marawa the spider),"’¢ always get things wrong—just
like the Indian Asuras do in their ongoing struggle with the gods whenever they try
to imitate them, which is reported in the post-Rgvedic Brahmana texts.

As has been pointed out (§3.5.1), in Mesoamerica the situation has developed
in a somewhat different way.*”” Granted, there are several generations of deities, for
example, in the Quiché Maya Popol Vuh: the Plumed Serpent (Cucumatz) and
Tepeu, then the “grandparents” Xpiyamoc and Xmucane, their sons including
Seven Hunahpe, and finally their grandsons, the hero boys Hunahpu (sun) and
Xbalanque (moon), who act before Dawn rises and humans are created. As true
“Olympians” they defeat the Lords of the Netherworld. Other opponents, such as
Seven Macaw, appear earlier than the successful gods of our times. Seven Macaw
tried, with “self-magnification,” to be the sun when there was no sunlight yet after
the flood. He was shot down by one of the two Maya heroes, Hunahpu.*”®

However, the matter has been tied to the five re-creations of the universe, the
Five “Suns.” The present (fifth) phase of the universe began when the dawn of
the fifth sun appeared, after the previous Four Suns had failed. In these “trial cre-
ations” the gods had unsuccessfully tried to create the world, light, and human
beings. The Four Suns correspond, sometimes even in name, to the Four Ages or
four generations of the Indian, Near Eastern, and Greek mythologies. The Navajo
name their eras with the same colors as the western Eurasians: the Greek gold,
silver, bronze, and iron ages become their golden, silver, red, and black ages.*”
The myth is also found in South America, with the Incas. W. Sullivan (over)
interprets it in astromythical fashion,* followed by Barber and Barber.*!

That we indeed are dealing with an ancient myth of Four Ages also appears
from the confusion in Maya myth about the proper position in the mythical
sequence of the great heroes Xbalanque and Hunahpu. With the addition of these
heroes, we now live in the “Fifth Sun.” This is a point that also confused Hesiod in
his Theogony; he has the famous Four Ages but also adds an extra one for the Greek
heroes, usually sons of gods, such as Herakles as a son of Zeus, “Father Heaven.”
Similarly, though the Maya hero Hunahpu clearly is a god, he has attracted many of
the heroic features of such semidivine characters as Herakles.**

kkk

In all the mythologies discussed so far, some of the defeated gods leave the
inhabited center of this world, but, for example, in India, they (at least Varuna)
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receive worship by the “official” religion and are integrated with the victorious
gods. The rest of the defeated, earlier gods become a group of “demons” (Asura,
Titans, etc.) or, like the Japanese “mundane deities” (Kuni.no Kami), little more
than good or evil local spirits.**

k%%

Comparing the Eurasian and Mesoamerican schemes of four/five generations of
deities and Four/Five Ages, the question arises whether the concept of three/
four previous worlds is the original one or whetheritis a unique local development
of Mesoamerica.*** The concept may have radiated from this important agricul-
tural and political zone to some neighboring areas. Yet we have independent,
individual myths of the world’s destruction by water, fire, darkness, and cold even
with the isolated tribes of the Gran Chaco—whose mythology is not a derivate of
distant highland Inca myth—and similarly with the Fuegans.

Moreover, we can find some traces of the Mesoamerican concept of the Five
Suns even in Eurasia, though it appears in a different garb. There is the southern
Chinese (Miao/Hmong) myth of several, usually ten suns that existed once,
before they were eliminated so that only the present sun remained. The Miao and
hence the Chinese tell about these ten (the Atayal of highland Taiwan of two)
previous suns that made the world too hot; thus, all but one of them had to be
shot down by a great archer (Yi, in China).*** Obviously, there existed ideas about
previous suns, not just two or three or four but, frequently, ten.** Note that in
Maya myth, too, the hero Hunahpu shot down the earlier sun, Seven Macaw.

Apparently, the ancestors of the Mesoamericans and their original, Stone Age
Eurasian neighbors, the Miao (and hence, the Chinese), as well as the Austrone-
sians, have combined the myth of the four generations of deities and of the Four
Ages (Greece, India, Iran, Navajo, etc.) with that of the ten (or three, or two)
suns. As pointed out, Iranian myth has three previous ages before the current
one, when the sun and all living beings retreat into the cave-like fortress of Yima.
Another related trans-Laurasian feature, the color names of the Four Ages, has
already been discussed.*

Consequently, the Mesoamerican scheme of the Five Suns is just one outcome
of the widespread Laurasian scheme of isolated destructions of the world by the
Great Flood, by a great fire, by ice and snow, by being devoured by a monster,**
or even by “darkness.” These have usually, but not always—Iran differs due to its
new Zoroastrian ideology—Dbeen positioned early on in the mythical time line or
at the end of time. The Zoroastrian and Mesoamerican scheme has them in
succession, so as to lead to our current “Sun.”

XXX

As discussed earlier, within the general framework of the Laurasian Four Ages,
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— either there are increasingly negative aspects of declining “goodness/
righteousness” in each of the successive Four Ages (with the
Indo-Europeans and in the Near East/ Greece)

— or there is an increasingly positive aspect of each successive world (in
Central and South America).*

M §3.7. THE CREATION OF HUMANS

Semidivine characters such as the Indian Manu, the Greek Herakles, the Japanese
Jimmu, the Mayan heroes Hunahpu and Xbalanque, the Inca hero Huiracocha,
or the Polynesian Kumu-honua (in Hawai'i; Maori Ko-honua) represent the
beginning of humankind on earth and of their subsequent lineages. Many such
early lineages have been preserved in the ancient texts (§3.8). The divine ances-
tors of Greek, Indian, and Germanic princes are well attested.

Interestingly, many lineages trace their origins back to a sun deity, as briefly
indicated above (§2.3). This particular belt of origin tales stretches from Old
Egypt via Mesopotamia and India to China, Japan, and Polynesia and, farther, to
the American offshoot of Laurasia: the great Aztec, Maya (Popol Vuh),*® and
Inca civilizations.

Some have seen, in this distribution, a diffusion out of the ancient Near
East.®' However, this is only an artifact of literary attestation. The question,
then, would be: “when, and how?” As some of the occurrences of sun origin are
quite old (in Egypt c. 3000 BCE), Frobenius et al. assumed an Near Eastern
origin. The question remains (§2.2), however, how the spread should have taken
place, especially the assumed one via the Pacific to the Meso- and South
American cultures. Reliable evidence for early sustained trans-Pacific travel is
#2 On the contrary, in certain well-defined areas such as highland Mexico,
we can observe a gradual emergence of village chieftains and leaders of state
societies, who then took on the title of sun-derived kings.** In short, the spread
of solar origin myths is not limited to contiguous areas and those that are

slim.

connected by wide stretches of ocean, from Egypt to Peru.** Their individual
occurrence must be explained otherwise. The most obvious solution, it would
appear by now, is to assume an older Laurasian version that sees human origins
in some solar deity.

k3kk

Individual examples include the following. The Egyptian pharaoh is the son of
the solar deity Atum/Amon-Ra;** in Mesopotamia, the weather god Marduk is
the son of Ea and thus like a “cousin” of Indra.*® Likewise, the Chinese emperor,
always dressed in golden sun’s clothes, is the son of Heaven and the human rep-
resentative of the gods, just as in later Indian myth the king is a living incarnation
of the great god Visnu.*”’
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In oldest India, however, the “earlier gods” (Piirve Devah) or the primordial
god Tvastr and his wife, Aditi, have several children.*® Among them is Vivas-
vant, the “wide-shining” sun (= Iran. Vivanhuuant). He was actually aborted, in
the form of an unshaped “dead egg” (martanda). Vivasvant has one divine,
though mortal, son, Yama (Iran. Yima), and another son, Manu, who becomes
the ancestor of humans (while it is Yima in Iran).

The idea is also found in other Indo-European areas: we have, through the
Roman witness Tacitus, a western Germanic ancestor figure called Mannus, the
son of Tuisto (Twin), while Mannus’s original sibling Ymir (= Yama) is subse-
quently found in medieval Iceland, but much earlier in mythical time, as the pri-
mordial giant. The motif of “Manus and *Yemos thus is a Proto-Indo-European
one,*” though their solar origin is not that clear. A faint echo is also seen in
Rome: the mythological founder of Rome, Romulus, had a brother, Remus
(derived by alliteration from Indo-European *Yemos, “Twin”). He was subse-
quently killed, like Yima in Iran (Spitiiura sawing him up; Yt.19.46) or like the
biblical Abel by his brother Cain. Note also that Itsuse.no Mikoto, the elder
brother of the first Japanese “emperor,” Jimmu, was killed (in battle) before
Jimmu reached Yamato on his eastward march, establishing the empire of Yamato
(Kojiki148).

XXX

In Vedic India as well as in later Iran, Yama/Yima have a sister (Yami, “Twin”;
Middle Iran. Yimeh). In Iran, where close-kin incest marriage was encouraged,
she gave birth to the humans. YamT was not allowed to do so in India, where
Manu had to fashion himself a substitute wife, made of clarified butter (ghee), so
as to have children.’®

Similarly, in Greece, humans are created through a side line of the deities, via
the Titans: Ouranos and Gaia — Okeanos — Iapetos — Prometheus/
Epimetheus and Pandora — humans Deukalion and Pyrrha, who procreate with
stones, the bones of Mother Earth, after the Great Flood.

Perhaps clearest, in Old Japan, the sun deity is descended from the pri-
mordial pair, Izanagi and Izanami, who produce three children (among many
others, the Sun deity Amaterasu, the god of the ocean and storms Susa.no
Wo, and the Moon deity [who soon disappears from the tale]). However,
Amaterasu and her brother Susa.no Wo produce children not sexually but,
while standing on opposite sides of the Heavenly River, by chewing and
spitting out certain substances. As in India and Greece, some of these early
generations are not generated sexually. In India and Japan this is done so as
to avoid incest—which is another one of the several congruences (creation
of light, killing the dragon, etc.) that seem to go back to a common source in
the prehistorical Central Asian subregion of Laurasian mythology, c. 2,000
years ago.
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k3kk

Somewhat related is the Ainu myth of the origin of humans. They are the chil-
dren of the Fire goddess Chi-kisa-ni-kamuy (We make firewood [with elm]),
who was the first kamuy (deity) to descend to earth. Therefore the Fire deity is
worshipped first in all rituals.’”' Like the Indo-European and Vedic fire god, she
transports human wishes to the gods.’” Given the typical Eurasian identification
of the fire with the sun, the Ainu may have preserved another version of the Lau-
rasian myth of human origins from the Sun deity. Indeed, the Fire goddess is
thought of as representing the rays of the fire and of the sun and is depicted as
such: holding a fan with sunlight on one side and fire on the other.>”

The first man in Polynesian myth, Kumu-honua/Kohonua, also is derived
directly from the gods, through the goddess of dance, Laka, among others.***

k%%

Across the Pacific, solar origin is seen as well. With the Aztec, the Sun (Tezcatli-
poca) produces, in the form of a serpent, together with the Female Sun
(Tonacacihua), two children, a male and a female, from whom humankind
descends. With the Inca, their emperors are children of the sun, too. Their
ancestor is the Incahero Huiracocha.’* But the same is true for other Amerindian
tribes living outside these empires. The Cherokee myth about the hidden sun
ties together the (re-)creation of sunlight, the descent from solar ancestors, the
emergence of death, and the Great Flood in one long myth.** Echoes are also
found in South America, where the sun often has several brothers, which reminds
one of the Chinese myth of the ten suns.>””

XXkX

In comparing the various Laurasian versions, it seems that divine beings become
mortal one or two generations down from the solar divinity. For example, in the
(reconstructed) Indo-Iranian culture of c. 2000 BCE and therefore in both Old
India and Iran, Yama/YamI and Manu are mortal while their father, Vivasvant
(the sun), still is a god, even though he was aborted and born misshaped.

Second, the brother of the founding figure usually must die: Remus in Roman
myth, Ymir in Germanic myth, and Yama in Indo-Iranian myth. The same is true
for Abel, the brother of Cain of the Hebrew Bible, and Itsuse, the elder brother
of the first Japanese emperor, Jimmu.

k3kk

One of the two primordial Japanese deities, too, dies. However, it is not Amat-
erasu or her brother Susa.no Wo but one of their parents, their mother, Izanami,
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who dies when giving birth to the fire god Ho-musubi. Her brother, Izanagi,
then followed Izanami to the netherworld. She asked him,

“Pray do not look upon me!”... [Izanagi finally] broke off one of the large end-teeth
of the comb...lit [it as] one fire, and entered as to see. ...Izanami said “he has shamed
me!” (Kojiki 1.9-10)%°

The Nihon Shoki (1.25) is more detailed:

He said: “I have come because I sorrow for thee.” She answered and said “We are rela-
tions. Do not look on me!”...Izanagi...continued to look on her....Izanami said
“You have seen my nakedness....Now I will in turn see yours” Then Izanagi was

ashamed and went away saying: “our relation is severed.”"

This is one of the many cases where a certain motif has been moved up or down
the “family tree” of primordial deities. For example, Ymir is no longer the brother
of the western Germanic Mannus, the ancestor of humans, but has become the
primordial giant. A similar case is that of Father Heaven and the Thunder god,
the Greek Zeus, who corresponds in India to Father Heaven’s (Dyaus Pita’s)
grandchild, the Thunder god Indra, and in Germanic myth to Thor.

kkk

In some cases, claims of solar descent have been restricted, in historical times, to
the ruling lineage only (Egypt, Japan, Polynesia, Incas).*!* This is a development
conditioned by the respective evolving societies; the topic will be investigated
further later on (§3.10, §7.2, §8). In such cases, human descent from a (sun) deity
has been supplanted by the restricted descent of just the nobility from the solar
deity. This is prominent even in some Neolithic societies, such as those of Polyne-
sia, where a clear distinction existed among nobles, common men, and slaves; in
addition there are the—very prominent—priests (Haw. kahuna) as a fourth class.
They could paralyze society by declaring a certain taboo (Haw. kapu). All these
societies have myths about the solar origin of their chieftains.*' The special posi-
tion of noblemen is further accentuated by the fact that in many parts of Polynesia
only the nobles (ali’i) have permanent souls, get permanent burials, and proceed
to the otherworld after their death. When common people die, they move toward
the western end of their island and just “jump off the cliff —into nothingness.
While similar restrictions were seen in oldest Egypt, where only the pharaoh was
reborn, these were subsequently relaxed so as to allow regular people a rebirth.

kkk
There are some motifs in Gondwana myth that seem superficially related (§5).

In such cases, however, humans do not descend from a Sun deity but are heav-
enly beings (though with tails) from heaven. Or they were created through the
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agency of an otiose High God;*'* frequently a primordial human pair is found.>"?
Or, in southeastern Australia, humans were even created by a trickster-type High
God right on earth (§5.3.2). In these myths humans are normally not somatic
descendants of the High God, or only indirectly so, via his son or some other
descendant or totem (§§5-6). In all cases, however, the myth differs from the
Laurasian one, in that humans are not descendants of a Sun deity. Baumann
regards such myths, where a High God creates humans from clay, mud, wood,
fat, a jawbone, and so on, as extremely old (§5.3.5.2); on the other hand, he
thinks that the ultimate origin of the idea is “unclear; it might also have origi-
nated from another African or non-African population.”s**

However, human origin from the sun deity is not the only version found in
Laurasian mythologies either. There are a number of differing myths, most
notably involving origin from clay, from an egg/gourd, or from a tree. They will
be dealt with in more detail in the discussion of “southern” (Gondwana) mythol-
ogies (§5). However, a brief overview is given below.’'s

From earth

Stories of the creation of humans from clay are widespread: in ancient Egypt
(with the help of beer),'¢ in Mesopotamia,®'” in the Hebrew Bible, in a very sim-

18 and in the Nuristani version of
519

ilar version with the Bassari in West Africa,
ancient Indo-Iranian myth. Further, humans were created from clay in China,
with the Dayak,”* and in Polynesia with the Maori and in Hawai’i, where the
creation story seems superficially influenced by Christian motives. However, the
Maori version has old verse lines with similar motifs.**! In this version, we find a
“fallen chief” and the lying lizard Ilioha at the tree with the forbidden fruit of
Kane (Maori Tane). According to Fornander’s Hawai'ian version:

Man (Haw. Kumu-honua, Maori Ko-honua) is formed out of earth, after the image of
Kane. The Gods give him a garden in “the land that moved off;” with pig, dog, mo’ of
many sorts, and a tapu (taboo) tree: with sacred apples that cause death if eaten by
strangers, and tapu cloth that is only used by chiefs. The gods make a wife for him
from his right side. He breaks Kane’s Law, and is then called “the god who fell because
of the law” (Kane-la'a[kah]uli). The great white albatross of Kane drives both out of
the garden. Kumu-honua retreats eastwards, dies and is buried there.***

However close this maybe to the Bible, other versions are more original,**
but they, too, also have Kane molding Kumu-honua out of wet clay: he is a chief,
along with his wife, until she meets a great seabird and is seduced to eat the
sacred fruit of Kane. His wife goes mad and becomes a seabird; the bird carries
them away; the trees close in after them: therefore, their original home is the
“hidden land of Kane™—apparently the original *Savaiki. The Maori version is
quite detailed and is again given here as a specimen of local living myth in its
contemporary version:
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The time had come for the human form to be produced. Urutengangana was anxious
that the earth should be provided with the element of ira tangata [human beings]. He
encouraged his siblings to search for the female element to enable the creation of
woman. Urutengangana knew that the ira tangata needed would only come from the
earth and not just from himself or siblings as they were of ira atua [divine]....

They journeyed to Kurawaka and here they found the red clay that Papatuanuku
had spoken of. The siblings shared in the creation of woman.... After this was com-
pleted, Tanematua put the breath oflife into her mouth, nostrils and ears. The eyelids
opened, the eyes lit up, breath came from the nostrils, hot breath from the mouth,
and the living body sneezed. Tihei Mauri Ora! [Carrying heart and life!] It is impor-
tant to note that although Tanematua supplied the breath, Rehua, the head mangai of
Io, following the instructions from Io Matua, implanted the thoughts and the living

spirit (hau) into her.5*

Even in distant South America, echoes of this myth of human creation are
found.”* In the Inca myth of origin, the ancient, pre-Inca site of Tiwanaku on
Lake Titicaca was used to underline the divine nature of the Inca.*® At Tiwan-
aku, the creator deity Huiracocha formed the first people and then the Inca,
whom he then sent northward—underground—to Cuzco to found the

empire.’”’

From a tree

Further, we have a number of myths that specify the origin of humans from trees.
They are found, occasionally but widely spread, from Iceland (Askr and Embla,
licked by a cow out of the primordial ice), Greece (from ash trees), Armenia
(Vahagn, the Indo-Iranian Vrtrahan [from a reed]),’*® and Taiwan (in several
versions)* to Japan, where this motif appears only in folktales (Kaguyahime, ki.
no mata) and is not part of the official cosmogony in the Kiki.

However, the motif is much older, as we shall see later (§5.3.6; 5.4).5%° It is
prominent in Africa, Melanesia, and Australia. It also occurs in the Waq-Waq
Islands known from the Arabian Nights; and it is indeed found in the well-known
Hainuwele myth of the island of Ceram in eastern Indonesia. Hainuwele was
born from the fork of a branch and the stem of a tree.**!

From maize

A variant of the latter, agriculturally inspired motif is that of origin directly
from food products, such as with the Maya. According to the Popol Vuh,
humans were created in the present fifth generation of beings, after the deeds
of the two heroic boys, Hunahpu and Xbalanque, in the netherworld and after
their move to heaven as Sun and Moon: by the use of the new ears of yellow
and white maize.>** This is similar to the motif found in Egypt, where wheat
beer is used.
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From an egg

Reverting to the origin of the Indo-Iranian Sun deity Vivasvant, this kind of direct
or indirect human origin from an egg-shaped form or from an actual egg is wide-
spread.’® It is presaged by world origin from an egg (§3.1.6) in Egypt, India,
Tibet,** Oceania, Indonesia, and South America. Apart from this generalized
theory of origin, humans are born from an actual egg, for example, in Old China,
especially along the eastern seaboard, as well as in the origin myth of the first king
of the Shang dynasty as well as that of Koguryo.”*® We also find the origins of
humans in general from an egg, in Munda and Khasi myths.**

A variant of this motifis the origin of humans, not from the world egg floating
in the primordial ocean but more indirectly, from the “great pond.” An animal
that lays eggs, the stork, carries the new humans, as babies, toward their future
mothers. The myth is still alive among the Germanic-speaking peoples, with
their motif of the pond as the origin of babies, from where they are brought by a
stork (cf. end of §8)—as any look at cards congratulating a new birth readily
indicates. In Vedic India, this is the $aiSava (“baby” pool) in the bend of the river
Ganges. Similarly, among the Amerindians of the Northwest Coast, there is a
baby land, where unborn children play and live before birth.>

From a gourd

Another close variant of the birth from an egg is that from a similarly shaped
object, a gourd;** this is found with many agricultural peoples, for example, in
the Chinese myth of the origin of the Chou (Zhou) clan and dynasty, Chi (Qi).
The “abandoned one” or Hou Chi (Lord Millet) was born when his mother,
Lady Yuan, stepped on the big toe of a footprint left by Sheng Min,** a distant
descendant of the High God (“she trod on the big toe of the God’s footprint,
and so became pregnant”). He was abandoned but saved several times.**
Grown up, he started farming and specialized in millet, beans, and other plants;
he also was the first sacrificer.’*' In another myth the origin of human beings is
likened to that of spreading gourds:*** “Long drawn out are the stems of the
gourds when (our) people first was born” (from the poem “Mien” [Mian], from
Shih Ki [Shiji]).*®

Some late Vedic texts (TaittirTya Aranyaka 2, Katha Brahmana) contain a sim-
ilar story about the Vatarasana Rsis, who emerge, naked, from a patch of gourds.
Many stories about the origin of certain humans from gourds are also found in
the Mahabharata.>** Though this is usually very much hidden, it can be traced
back through the etymology of the words involved. These myths go back to
aboriginal Austric ones,** which are represented by Indian (Munda) myths of
northern India, the Na-Xi, Miao (Hmong) myths of southern China, and the
Kammu myths of northern Thailand.** This kind of tale is also found in the
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myths of the isolated, pastoral, Dravidian-speaking Toda tribe of the South
Indian Nilgiri Mountains. Here, Kwoto/Meilitars is born from a gourd.>*’

*%X
What do we have to make of this great variety of myths about human origins?**
For sure, they are indeed all found in Laurasian areas, though some of them merely
survive in the form of folklore and are not found in official myth collections.
The answer to this paradox will be found, just as in the case of the primordial giant
(§3.1.4), in a comparison with the non-Laurasian-type myths, the various Gond-
wana mythologies in sub-Saharan Africa and Australia (see §5).

M §3.8. DESCENT OF “NOBLE” LINEAGES

While the creation of humans in some cases seems to take place here on earth,
especially when they are made from clay, in many others their arrival on the
earth is described as a descent from heaven. This is especially clear in the many
cases where humans directly descend from the sun deity.’* This automatically
leads to the establishment of local (noble) lineages. It must be clearly under-
stood and strongly underlined, however, that this development could take place
only after the emergence of more complex societies, such as those of food pro-
ducers in Neolithic times.

One of the clearest cases is the descent of the Japanese deities from heaven, which
results in the establishment of the imperial dynasty. It is discussed here at some
length. The actual descent of Amaterasu’s children to reign on earth takes place after
the victory over the Izumo gods (§3.1.7),%° as mentioned, only in the third (Ninigi)
to the fifth generation (Emperor Jimmu)*>' after Amaterasu (her included). It hap-
pens on Mt. Takachiho in Hytiga (Kyushu), literally the country “facing the sun”
(hi-muka). Interestingly, the descent does not occur in Yamato, the heartland of the
realm. Jimmu’s progress toward Yamato is detailed in Kojiki I 47-52.5* Why the
Yamato elite had to point to Kyushu as their place of origin is an unsolved riddle of
Old Japanese mythology and history. It is further complicated by the fact that the
Kiki says that Mt. Takachiho is “opposite” of Kara (Korea). If we want to read history
into the myth, it may well be the case that cultural influences from the Japanese-
speaking Kaya states of South Korea, as well as from the para-Japanese-speaking
Koguryo realm in Manchuria and North Korea,*** are remembered here.

Similar to Japan, the descent of the Indian gods’ children to “reign” on earth takes
place only in the third generation after the sun god: Aditi’s son Vivasvant has as chil-
dren Yama (who becomes lord of Hades) and Manu, the first real man. Manu’s son
Nabhanedistha (Closest to his [Manu’s] navel) is a shadowy figure, but his grandson
Purfiravas is well known in mythology as a great fighter who is temporarily “mar-
ried” to a nymph, the Apsaras UrvasT (§3.5.2), who leaves him after three years,
having produced a son.*** Similarly, Ninigj, after his descent, marries a lovely young
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woman whom he met at Cape Kasasa; she is the daughter of O-Yama.tsu mi-no
kami, a local deity (Kuni.no Kami), a child of the primordial pair Izanagi/Izanami.

Note again the parallel: both Ninigi and Purliravas are married to non-
Olympians, a local deity or a nymph. These and other parallels in Indian and
Japanese myth are in need of deeper investigation as they point to a shared
Central Asian inheritance.’*® Thus, both marry outside their group, while their
children become the first in the local lineages. Puriiravas in fact is told that he
will ultimately go to heaven, to his ancestor, and that his son will go on to “fight
for the gods.” The son, Ayu, has become the ancestor of all future Indian kings
(@yava), of what is later called the “solar line” (siryavamsa).

Another interesting feature, apparently limited to Central Asia and Japan, is
that the deity descending to earth is rolled up in a carpet or blanket (Jpn.

fusuma), which is still used in the Japanese “coronation” ritual,*
(of the myth?) of the delivery of Cleopatra to Caesar.

The descent of the Japanese deities taking place on a mountain has been com-
pared with Korean and Altaic mythology.**” However, we should not forget that
the Indian Manu also descends from a mountain—though this takes place after
the Great Flood, as does Noah’s descent in the Bible. Manu’s “touching down
(his) boat” and the “stepping down of Manu,” as the Satapatha Brahmana and
Nilamata Purana say, take place in the Himalayas. This is still known to the Kash-
miris as having taken place on the southern mountain range of Kashmir, the Pir
Pantsal.

reminding us

The flood story seems to be missing in Japanese mythology.*** However, the
descent of Ninigi from heaven to Mt. Takachiho is quite parallel to the Manu
story. The gods, including Ninigi, travel by (stone) boat.** Ninigi touches down
on ahigh mountain and descends to earth from there. Just asin the other Japanese
myths dealt with above (hidden sun, slaying of the dragon; §3.5.1-2), there is
no question of direct Mesopotamian or Vedic Indian influence on Kofun-time
Japan. This particular motif, too, must have been transferred to a pre-Japonic
population from a common place of origin in Central Asia.*®

However, a still better case may be that of Itsu.no wo-ha-bari.no kami, who
dwells at the upper reaches of the River of Heaven, the Ame.no Yasu-Kawa, which
he dammed up, thus blocking the way of other deities. This god was sent down to
earth, like Ninigi, and his son was sent to Izumo. As mentioned, the major
Japanese deities come down to earth in (stone) boats, so it is perhaps not sur-
prising if it is put in the context of the dammed-up heavenly river,**! which can
actually be seen to touch down on earth each night and which is represented as
such in Old Indian mythology:*** as the heavenly and mundane River Sarasvati.

In sum, Ninigi coming down in a boat from heaven to Mt. Takachiho clearly
reflects the old Eurasian story of a descent of the first man, the ancestor of all
living kings (and their subjects), by boat on a high mountain: from the biblical
account of Noah to that of Manu. It is possible to add many more accounts of
this motif (§3.9, §5.7.2), such as the reemergence of humans after the flood with
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Pyrrha and Deukalion, who create humans by throwing stones over their heads
or from seeds thrown overhead after the flood.**

L3 23

In areas that do not have a heavenly descent, other methods of delivering the first
chieftain or king are found. Nevertheless they are linked to the origin of humans
from a mother deity (like the Indian Aditi) who gives birth to the Sun god. In
this tale, Aditi, the wife of an unnamed group of gods, prepared food for the “ear-
lier deities” (Plirve Devah), who in the Indian scheme of things must be either
her husbands or, more likely, their ancestors. She always ate a remnant of this
food—as Indian women must still do today as they are not allowed to eat before
their husband and male relatives. After eating the remnant, she always got preg-
nant and gave birth to several pairs of twins, the Adityas (Varuna, Mitra, Arya-
man, etc.). However, finally, she ate before handing over the food, and her new
pair of twins, Vivasvant and Indra, were more powerful than the elder brothers
and were aborted by them. Nevertheless, as they were so magically powerful —
derived as they were from untasted food—they continued to live: Indra just
stands up and walks away, but Vivasvant is born as a round “dead egg” (round
like the sun). The older gods take pity on him and carve him into human form,
hence his name, Martanda, “Stemming from a dead egg”—the Sun deity, Vivas-
vant, the father of Yama and Manu, the ancestor of humans.>**

This myth has a close parallel in China, where the ancestor of the Hsia (Xia)
dynasty, Yii, is conceived by his mother after eating some grains of Job’s tears (coix
lacryma-jobi, yi-ssu): hence the name of the Ssu clan who founded the dynasty.%%
K. C. Chang adds that these are some of the oldest domesticated crops in Eurasia.

However, Hsieh (Xie), the ancestor of another early dynasty, the Shang, was
born after his mother had become pregnant by eating an egg dropped by a dark
bird.**® Chang adds,*" correctly, that the myth of birth from an egg is widespread
in the coastal areas of China, as well as for the para-Japanese-speaking state of
Koguryo at the borders of Manchuria and Korea.*® There, it is attested in a stele
on the Yalu River, dated 414 cE, that describes the birth of the founder of the
Koguryo dynasty. We may further add that it also is prominent in South Asia
(Munda, Khasi; see above, §3.1.6).

k3kk

Any historian, however, will readily and justifiably object to the preceding descrip-
tions of the divine origin of nobles, chieftains, and kings as these did not exist in
late Paleolithic times, the setting of Laurasian mythology. At that time we can only
reckon with small bands of hunter-gatherers who made their way out of Africa.
However, their shamans may already have claimed a link with the celestial
spirits and deities—as they still do in Siberia today by experiencing an ascent to
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heaven and subsequent descent back to this world (§7.1.1). The same is repeated
in Vedic Indian ritual, where the priests moved up to the sun/sky and back.
Apart from shamans, all humans descend from the Sun deity, as, for example, in
Cherokee myth.*®

That some emerging local chieftains, from Neolithic times onward, claimed
heavenly descent solely for themselves is a development (cf. §2.5.3, §3.7) that
cannot obscure the original “ideology” of divine origins of all humans. Inciden-
tally, the concept may have had long-standing, pre-Laurasian antecedents:
descent from a remote divine figure in heaven is found both in sub-Saharan
Africa and in Australia. This point will be investigated further below (§5).

B §3.9. THE FLOOD

The motif of actual descent from heaven or from a high mountain (§3.8) is often
connected with that ofa primordial flood that wiped out nearly all early humans.*”
It is best known from the biblical story of Noah’s flood and from the ancient Mes-
opotamian Gilgamesh Epic (Utanapishtim’s tale, tablet XI),"! the oldest attested
written version in world literature.””* The early Indian version telling of the flood
of Manu is found only in a later Vedic text,*”* the Satapatha Brahmana. It is of
roughly the same time period as the composition of the biblical myth.

All these versions agree that a Great Flood covered all lands and only a few
humans survived on a boat. When the flood receded it got stuck on a certain
mountain (Ararat in the Caucasus; Mt. Nisir in eastern Mesopotamia; Nauband-
hana, “Tying up the boat,” in southern Kashmir), and the survivors stepped
down from the mountain to repopulate the earth. This congruence of tales has
led to widespread speculation, usually based on limited comparisons only. How-
ever, from the point of view of Laurasian mythology, these three tales would
merely constitute another example derived from the secondary Laurasian subre-
gion of the Greater Near East (§2.5).

The biblical version stresses the flood as punishment for an evil deed. Like-
wise, the Mesopotamian gods grew restless because of the constant noise of the
bustling humans and decided to kill them.””* The element of retribution or
revenge by a deity (or exceptional human such as a shaman-like figure)s” is
indeed a frequent and outstanding feature of this myth wherever it is found. It
may, again, be best summarized by a Polynesian version, that of the Maori (with
some Christian overtones):

Puta preached the good doctrines to the wicked tribes in the name of Tane. Mataaho
or Matheo was the most obstinate unbeliever of all the skeptical race. Puta prayed to
Rangi (heaven) to upset the earth; then the earth turned upside down and all the

people perished in the deluge. Hence the flood is called “overturning of Mataaho.”*"¢

The Polynesian Marquesas’ version of the myth is closest to that of the Bible
t00.””” However, there are various versions of the myth with other Polynesians
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and even another version with the Maori, such as the contemporary one that
follows:

Up to the present time Ranginui, the Sky, has remained separate from his wife, the
Earth. But their love has never diminished....At length, lest all the land be lost, a
party of the other children of Ranginui and Papatuanuku resolved to turn their
mother over, so that she and Ranginui should not be always seeing one another’s grief
and grieving more. This was done and is called Te Hurihanga a Mataaho....When
Papatuanuku was turned over by Mataaho, Ruaumoko was still at her breast, and he
remained there and was carried to the world below. To keep him warm there he was
given fire. He is the guardian of earthquakes, and the rumblings that disturb this land
are made by him as he walks about.”

The motif of a great flood is found all over the Laurasian area,*” according to S.
Thompson’s Motif Index (A1010),* from Ireland and Old Egypt to Siberia, China,**'
India,*® Indo-China,*® Indonesia, Polynesia, and the Americas: it is found with the
Inuit and North, Central, and South American tribes, including the isolated Amazon
and Fuegan tribes. It can also be found in many tribal areas of the Philippines and in
Taiwan,** whose Austronesian tribes have several versions of the flood myth. Some
of them have now been appropriated by the Christian missionaries.**

The Neolithic Selk'nam hunter-gatherers of Tierra del Fuego have trans-
mitted, among the now exterminated Yamana tribe, the myth about a flood that
covered all land,** except for five mountains (just like a Navajo tale, which iron-
ically comes from a different language group, the non-Amerindian Na-Dene). It
is an example of ultima Thule tales, which are not likely to have been transmitted
by diffusion from such centers as the Maya or Inca civilizations:**’

Once, when spring was approaching, an Ibis was seen flying over someone’s hut and
people shouted “the Ibises are flying. Spring is here”...However, the Ibis her-
self...took offense at all that shouting, and, in revenge, let it snow so hard and long
that the whole earth was blanketed. The sun came out, the snow melted, and the earth
was flooded. People hurried to their canoes, but only the very lucky reached one or
another of the five mountain peaks that remained above the waters. When the flood
subsided, these came down, rebuilt their huts along the shore, and ever since that
time, women have been ruled by men.**

Based on incomplete evidence, I have previously claimed that the myth was
missing in Africa and Australia.®* The handbooks provide almost exclusively
Laurasian entries, for example, Stith Thompson’s Motif Index (A1010); Frazer’s
large collection of flood myths seemed to indicate that it is absent in Africa and
China;*° and Dundes—Ilike most mythologists since Frazer—maintains the
same,”" while adducing one flood myth from the Sahel belt of northern Camer-
oon and one from Australia. Yet it can be shown (§5.7.2) that the few African
flood stories known to me then cannot simply be explained, as I thought, as
intrusions from the Sahel belt or from northern sections of the East African
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“North-South Highway” (§5.3.5.3-4)—that is, the savanna and steppe belt
stretching from Uganda/Kenya to South Africa. Nor are the Australian flood
myths to be derived from missionary tales, as the Aranda myth in Dundes’s book
clearly is, at least in its current form, which has Noah’s ark.**>

Instead, the flood motifis so widespread and universal that it must be very old
and must have been taken over from the original tales of the “African Eve.”** This
will be investigated below (§5.7.2).

If so, both the Laurasian and the Gondwana (African, Australian, etc.) flood
myths go back to a time well before the last Ice Age. Consequently, naturalistic
explanations must be excluded, such as a flood caused by the meltdown of the
great ice sheets or the recently popular story of the fairly quick flooding of the
Black Sea, out of the Mediterranean. It also means that we can safely exclude
diffusion from Near Eastern (Mesopotamian) origins, a theory that was
popular earlier on.’** Instead of an assumed Near Eastern areal feature, there
have been innumerable other, often quite fanciful explanations of this myth,
ranging from a diffusion of the biblical or Mesopotamian motif to such inven-
tive psychological explanations as that of A. Dundes connecting men’s wish to
give birth and the salty floods with a nightly vesical dream, an urge to

urinate.’

XXX

It now is clear that my original claim of a purely Laurasian origin of the flood
myth was not correct, based as it was on limited evidence only,**® and that we
have to rethink the problem. Importantly for the Laurasian theory, this apparent
“setback” is not as crucial as it may look initially. As will be discussed below
(§5.1.2; cf. §2.1 sqq.), like any developing theory, the present one, too, will ini-
tially contain a few items that are unimportant, insufficient to sustain the theory,
or just plain wrong. As Ragin has it,

Most interesting findings usually result from...hypothesis formation based on
preliminary data analyses. In other words, most hypotheses and concepts are
refined, often reformulated, after the data have been collected and analyzed. Initial
examinations of data usually expose the inadequacy of initial theoretical formula-
tions, and a dialogue, of sorts, develops between the investigator’s conceptual tools
for understanding the data and the data analysis itself. The interplay between con-
cept formulation and data analysis leads to progressively more refined concepts
and hypotheses. Preliminary theoretical ideas may continue to serve as guides, but
they are often refined or altered, sometimes fundamentally, in the course of the

analysis.*”’

The case of the flood myth belongs to the latter category, that of refinement of
theoretical concepts, of reformulation “after the data have been collected and
analyzed.” Though it is present in many, if not most, Laurasian mythologies as
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part of the original story line, it apparently did not originate with the ancient
Laurasian shamans. It seems to be much older, and it was artfully incorporated
as a “popular” motif that could be used to explain many things that have gone
wrong (see the biblical or Yamana myths).

However, this readjustment of the theory also means that the Laurasian
theory itself cannot be dismissed or obliterated simply by the appearance of this
African and Australian motif. The theory merely has to be fine-tuned and
amended. As the flood myth, in consequence, takes such a crucial position in
pre-Laurasian mythology, it will be treated at great length in the section dealing
with comparison with Gondwana and Pan-Gaean myth (§5.7.2).

M §3.10. HEROES

The important but extensive motif of heroes cannot be treated here at any
length.*® Let it suffice to point out that heroes often are of divine or semidivine
origin and as such overlap with trickster figures, the culture heroes of many
traditions.

Many traditions do not quite know where to put them in their scheme of the
subsequent Four Ages. As heroes have at least one divine parent, they often
appear at one of the three stages that follow primordial creation; they neces-
sarily must precede the establishment of the present oikumene that makes life
on earth possible for humans. Yet, as mythic persons who frequently have one
human parent, they can overlap with early humans, as is seen in the case of
heroes like the Greek Herakles. Greek myth, as depicted by Hesiod, puts them
in an extra age, in addition to the well-known four; Maya myth likewise inserts
its two heroes, Hunahpu and Xbalanque, at an early stage among the Five
Suns.

Typical heroes include the following: Gilgamesh, Osiris, Herakles, Achilles,
Hector, and Odysseus; the Iranian @raétaona (Firdausi’s Feridun), who is divine
in India (Indra); the Indian Rama, Krsna, and the five heroes of the Mahabharata;
the Japanese Yamato-Takeru; the Roman Aeneas; the English Beowulf; the
Nordic Sigurd (Siegfried); and the eastern Central Asian Gesar (from: Kaisar,
Caesar) in Tibet, Mongolia, and Hunza. In many cases they overlap with (semi-)
historical figures, about whom (half-)mythical tales are told. Cases in point
include the Macedonian Alexander, whose exploits have spawned a multitude of
medieval adaptations in Europe and the Near East, with echoes as far afield as
the Tibetan Gesar epic and, further, the medieval Japanese tale of the Heike and
of Benkei, the Old Turkish Dede Korkut, the Mongolian Secret History, and the
Franks’ Roland.

In some cases, hero tales are a part of current folklore, as, for example, in
Russian fairy tales. These have been subjected to detailed investigation and criti-
cism by the Russian scholar V. Propp, who distinguished 31 recurring ele-
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ments in them that, incidentally, are also found in the Indian epic Ramayana.®®
(This accounts for its continuing great popular appeal [as opposed to the
Mahabharata].) Finally, Lord Raglan has compared the figure of Jesus under this
rubric;*! one might add other moral reformers.

M §3.11. THE FINAL DESTRUCTION

As frequently discussed earlier (§2.5.2, §3.6; cf. §5.7.2), Laurasian mythology
also tells of the destruction of our world.*” It may take place as a final worldwide
conflagration—the Gotterdimmerung or Ragnarék in the Edda, Siva’s
destructive dance and fire in India;**® by molten metal in Zoroastrian myth or by
devouring the world;** or by fire and water in Maya and other Mesoamerican
myths; or as in the Old Egyptian tale of Atum’s destruction of the earth.> How-
ever, the end also takes other forms, such as ice and long-lasting winter, for
example, in the Edda, or in Iran with Yima’s underground world, or again, a
flood.®*® Many more details of such destructions appear in Mesoamerican myth,
where they are arranged, however, as the myth of the Four, or rather, Five, Ages,
discussed earlier (§2.5.1).

The final destruction is often coupled with the hope for a new and perfect
world to rise from the ashes, as in the Edda, in the Christian Bible, in Egyptian
and Zoroastrian myth,*’ and in various Mesoamerican versions.®”® Examples
include the world of the new Asir gods after the destruction, Ragnardk, in the
Edda (Voluspd), or the end of the world, judgment of humans, and emerging
paradise in Zoroastrian myth, from which the Christian belief in the “end,” the
final judgment, and paradise are derived, as seen in the last book of the Christian
Bible, Revelations.

Such “new worlds” must be kept separate from the reemergence of the
world out of the Great Flood, as found in the Bible, Mesopotamia, Greece,
Vedic India, Polynesia, and so on (§3.9, §5.7.2). Both the reemergence from
the flood and a new world after the final destruction must also be kept
separate from and contrasted with periodic re-creation in medieval Indian
)609

myth (Purdnas)®®” and similarly, the four preceding creations in Maya myth.

Aztec texts, too, presuppose the destruction of the age we live in, the “Fifth
Sun.”610

Earlier “Suns” were just trial creations in which the successive attempts at cre-
ating human beings were met with little success (§3.6). As the “end,” then, is just
intermediate in these traditions, they insert the flood or the great fire and the
repopulation of the world as one of these successive “Suns,” while the origin of
noble lineages and their exploits leading to the history of the individual popula-
tions obviously must come at the end of the process. Nevertheless, the current
Fifth Sun must end, according to the Maya calendar, with the destruction of the
world and its human populations,®'! in 2012.
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As appears from the brief survey given above, the ultimate destruction of the
world in some mythologies (Zoroastrian, Indian, Germanic, Egyptian, etc.) is
the final act of the Laurasian story line and its “novel,” while it is merely a
recurrent theme in Mesoamerican mythologies. The destruction by a flood is
built into the story line as a punishment of humans, for example, in Greece,
Mesopotamia, the Bible, and Polynesia and even in some Gondwana myths
(§5,5.7.2). In contrast, destruction is a recurrent occurrence in Mesoamerican
and later Indian myth, due to the failure of trial creations. Regular series of
destructions are also found with some ethnic groups in what is now China,'
which may hint at the ultimate Asian origin of the Amerindian versions. In
other words, we have

onetime final destruction :: cyclical destruction by various means
Eurasia :: Amerindians, later Indians

The opposition between recurrent destructions or a single one occurring
early on in mythic history indicates that the former is an old motif that preceded
the immigration into the Americas around 20 kya (§2.5.2). It also indicates that
the motif of recurrent destructions cannot have independently developed in
South Asia and in Meso- and South America while their local civilizations
evolved.®”® The model preexisted: there are various myths of destruction, by
water, fire, ice, devouring the world, darkness, and so on.

To use them for local newly invented schemes of the Four (or Five) Ages
would have involved recasting of preexisting but separate, local myths about
floods and so on and of whole mythologies involved with them: this would have
resulted in a “higher,” layered, syncretistic system of four—five successive ages
while ironing out differences between various stories of catastrophes. What
occurred, instead, was that a correlation was made of the preexisting genera-
tional scheme of the Four Ages of the gods with the motif of various world
catastrophes.®'*

For the fact remains that we have a widespread series of destructions: on the
one hand, individual mythologies put one near the very beginning of mythic
time (second creation of humans after the flood) and, on the other, the final
one takes place at the very end of the world. For other mythologies, these
two(?) destructions are just part of a larger scheme of imperfect creations
(Meso-/South America) that required repeated destructions of misshapen
worlds, so as to make room for a new trial. However, the first version (second
creation after a flood) implicitly also includes the theme of trial creation. Both
types are widespread. In other words, the germs of serial creation and destruc-
tion can be found in both Eurasia and the Americas and must go back to Laur-
asian times.'
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Therefore, it cannot be argued that the myth of the Five Suns has developed
in the great civilizations of Meso- and South America as a mere priestly layer-
ing of traditions. If it were indeed so, the new prestigious scheme would have
influenced neighboring cultures, just as the myths connected with maize agri-
culture have done in large parts of North America (§7.2). But we do not find
much of such concepts in neighboring cultures, and where they occur, such as
with the Pueblo people (Hopi etc.), they are markedly different from the
Mexican versions. Further, the occurrence of the Four(!) Ages with the Navajo
has been discussed earlier (§2.5.2): their myth exactly reflects the Greek color
scheme of golden, silver, copper-colored, and black ages.®'¢ It may go back to
early Eurasia, as the Navajo, like the other Na-Dene peoples, are late immi-
grants from the north, though heavily influenced by the Pueblo mythologies.
Similarly, the Inca scheme of Five Suns is not found influencing their neigh-
bors,” say, the Yanomami in the Amazon or the Fuegans; the Yamana, who
have both the fire and the flood myths;**® or, closer by, the Gran Chaco tribes,
who even have four destructions. The Mesoamerican and Inca schemes thus
are merely well-preserved priestly accounts of an underlying Laurasian scheme
of serial creations and destructions that is found in Eurasia as well as in the
Americas.

In the end, we have to reckon with a series of several types of destructions
(flood, fire, ice, winter, devouring, darkness, etc.), from which the local destruc-
tion myths have developed: two destructions (flood, end of the world) with
Four or sometimes Five Ages in western Eurasia, but four or more destructions
in the Americas, with Five Ages (Suns) and sometimes even more, still future
ones (as with the Hopi, Navajo).

W §3.12. SUMMARY
The multitude of creation myths that have been discussed in this chapter,

including that of humans and their early mythic “history” from all areas and
periods of Laurasian mythology, sustains the initial reconstruction of the Laur-

TABLE 3.7. Combined table of major Laurasian myths and mythemes

Creation from nothing, chaos, etc. Father Heaven/Mother Earth created

Father Heaven engenders: two generations (“Titans/Olympians’)

Four (five) generations/ages: Heaven pushed up, sun released

current gods defeat/kill predecessors: killing the dragon, use of sacred drink

Humans: somatic descendants of (sun) god; they (or a god) show hubris are punished
by a flood

Trickster deities bring culture; humans spread, (emergence of ‘nobles’)

local history begins

final destruction of the world

new heaven and earth emerge
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asian story line (§2; see Table 3.7). Their (more or less) detailed study has made
it sufficiently clear that we are indeed dealing with a widely spun web of tales that
agree with each other in content, form, and order, in spite of individual local
developments (as is clearly apparent). They form the core of Laurasian
mythology. This proposal will be tested (§5) against the remaining types of
mythology—mainly those of Africa, Melanesia, and Australia—and the unique
Laurasian features will be debated further (§6).

Some cases in Laurasian mythology that, at first impression, seem to repre-
sent doubtful instances, serious exceptions, or contradictions to the theory
have also been noted. They, too, will be discussed in detail in the next chapters
(§85-6). Some such myths will turn out to be remnants of earlier pre-Laurasian
stages (such as the motifs of the primordial giant and the flood); others reflect
human evolution and spiritual changes since the late Paleolithic period, such as
the shift from a general human descent from the Sun deity to a restricted one
only for nobles and kings (§7.2).

The ultimate value of the comparison made in this chapter, however, does not
lie in the specific reconstructions. They are proposed heuristically and can be
expected to be modified somewhat by future empirical findings. Their value
rather lies in the novel means proposed here for reconstructing protomyths in
general, which is, I believe, firmly established.

In addition, other disciplines and the natural sciences provide further support.
For once the general Laurasian framework and some of its constituent features
have been established and sustained by a multitude of examples, conversely,
ways and means can be sought that either confirm or contradict the theory. Like
any other theory, that of Laurasian mythology must be subjected to rigorous
tests: we must investigate whether the theory can be contradicted, demolished,
and obliterated or not.

The following chapters (§§4-6) will be devoted to this task. In chapter 4,
the data and theories available in linguistics and in the natural sciences will
be evaluated. Not unexpectedly, perhaps, these sciences are historical in the
sense that they deal with data from several subsequent time levels. Linguis-
tics, physical anthropology, population genetics, and archaeology all present
a history of events. As far as the present work is concerned, they all deal with
the development of humans along a time line beginning with the emergence
of Homo sapiens sapiens. They also employ both long-range and close
comparison, just as does the present undertaking, and so does stemmatic phi-
lology (now enhanced by biological computer models). In sum, these sci-
ences use the same stemmatic and cladistic approach as historical comparative
mythology.

In chapter S the evidence from other, non-Laurasian (Gondwana) mythol-
ogies will be compared and considered. As will be seen, the data in both chapters
sustain the Laurasian theory.
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In chapter 6, the nextlogical step that suggestsitselfwill be taken: a comparison
ofboth Laurasian and non-Laurasian mythologies. The result is the albeit sketchy
reconstruction of some fragments of a still earlier mythology. It precedes both
Laurasian and Gondwana types. Likely, it was that of the “African Eve” and her
relatives, including male shamans.

We begin, however, with the materials available for testing both in the
humanities and in the natural sciences.
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4 The Contributions of Other
m— Sciences: Comparison of
Language, Physical Anthropology,
Genetics, and Archaeology

If the reconstruction of Laurasian (and some Pan-Gaean) myths as proposed in
the preceding chapters is valid, it must be reflected in some other traits of humans,
whether physical or psychical. Given that all myths are told by humans using a
particular language, the most obvious area to look for comparative evidence is
language itself. One can expect that the traditional telling of myths within any
population group—be it an extended family, a clan, a tribe, or a people—would
reflect a certain style, a manner of telling, or recitation, using a more or less ancient
segment of the language employed to tell the myths in question.

In other words, myths—just as poems, epics, or fairy tales—form a large part
of the traditional oral literature of the population in question. As such they are
intrinsically linked to the history of the language used in telling them. It is a
well-known fact that certain types of prose tales or poems are preserved in older
or archaic forms of the language, whose older stages are commonly compared by
linguists. During the past 200 years, they have arrived at the reconstruction of
the earliest stage of the language in question and of that of their close relatives in
other languages.

In addition to language, the material output of artifacts, in implements or art,
of a certain population can be studied over time. A constant danger, however, is
to conflate such material culture with a population, their language, or in our case,
their mythology. People everywhere use the computer now, or have been using
the printing press, the plow, or the bow for more or less long periods of time, but
they do not agree in their cultures, religions, and mythologies. One clearly must
avoid reification of such data, though this still is commonly done by profes-
sionals in the fields involved as well as lay writers.

Archaeologists have extensively investigated cultural and human remains
of particular sites and cultures for nearly two centuries and have established links
with other cultures. Many of the representations in ancient art, thus recovered,
can be linked to mythology. Similarly, the relationship between the bearers of a
mythological tradition, their particular language, and the physical traits they
embody can be investigated, whether these are overtly, somatically visible in
their phenotype (bones, teeth, skin; §4.2) or are hidden in their genes (§4.3).

187
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However, an automatic correlation between cultural products and various
human somatic features is fraught with difficulties. Obviously, speaking a certain
language does not necessarily make one adhere either to a particular archaeolog-
ical culture or to a particular phenotype or certain genetic makeup. A look at
current “multiracial” or multilingual societies found within a larger area (North
America, India) or a smaller space (Switzerland) is enough to convince of the
opposite. Similarly, spiritual and physical culture obviously are independent of
somatic features. Again, it is very dangerous to reify such data, as has been done
with the greatest damage with regard to somatic phenotype features, so-called
race (§4.2).

All such features overlap only to a certain degree and for certain distinctive
periods of time, especially in the early Stone Age, when humanity existed only in
small bands of hunter-gatherers that carried their particular set of language,
myths, genes, and artifacts with them. The most obvious, convincing cases of
such overlap are the initial immigration into the Americas and into Polynesia
and, though more difficult to establish, the migration out of Africa along the
northern shores of the Indian Ocean. In all these cases, genes, language, and
culture went together. In later times, given the constant crisscrossing of the con-
tinents by migrations and subsequent domination by certain populations, such
relationships are much harder to disentangle. Nevertheless a beginning has been
made by one of the pioneers of human population genetics, L. L. Cavalli-Sforza,'
who worked closely with one of the more daring comparative linguists, M.
Ruhlen.” It is now time to evaluate such early results and to take a closer look at
the parameters that should be used.

M §4.1. LINGUISTICS

The link between a given mythology and a certain language can be much closer
than those covered by the other sciences just addressed, for the simple reason
that a myth must be told in a particular language, normally that of one’s own
group. Undoubtedly, certain myths and even complete mythologies may have
been transmitted by speakers belonging to several languages.* However, in late
Paleolithic and Mesolithic times, among more or less isolated bands of hunt-
er-gatherers, the overlap between tribal language and tribal mythology will have
been much closer than what we can occasionally still obverse today (e.g., in New
Guinea or Australia).*

In other words, certainly not every one of the c. 6,000 languages that are still
spoken today has its own mythology. However, before the large number of pop-
ulations that began to adhere to one or the other of the major religions today, the
overlap must necessarily have been much closer in the past. Ancient records,
such as those of the first few great Near Eastern civilizations, some 5,000 years
ago, the Greco-Roman ones, and the classical Indian and Chinese authors indi-
cate the same. Based on this plausible assumption, we can take a closer look at
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the languages involved and subsequently compare and correlate language and
mythology.

The question of the origin of human language has been on the mind of people
for millennia. Leaving aside the well-known myth of the Tower of Babel,’ one of
the earliest instances of this quest is the case of the Egyptian pharaoh
Psammeticus, who, according to Herodotus II 2, isolated two children from the
time of birth and concluded from the first word (bekos, “bread”) they spoke to
each other that the original language of all humans was Phrygian, an Anatolian
language.

Significant advances in comparing languages could be made only when the
structural analysis of Sanskrit made by the great Indian grammarian Panini
(c. 350 BCE) was used in the analysis and comparative study of the various lan-
guages of Europe, Iran, and India. Franz Bopp,° following the initial though over-
stated announcement of a close relationship of these languages made by Lord
Monboddo at c. 1770 and William Jones in 1786, actually proved the case. Most
of these languages go back to a common source, originally termed Indo-
Germanic or, later on, (Proto-)Indo-European (PIE), which is used here at
length as a model for comparative historical linguistics and, by extension,
mythology.

The comparative method relies on the—almost always—regular changes that
occur in all languages over time. If two or more languages are related, certain sets
of such regular sound changes (lautgesetze) occur in a particular word of the
same meaning in each of the related languages involved. One of the first securely
established items of Indo-European mythology, “Father Heaven,” is a good case
in point (nominative and accusative):

Sanskrit dyaus pita(r) pitaram
Greek zéus patér paterem
Latin iu-ppiter patrem
Germanic tiu (+ Goth. fadar), Engl. Tues-(day), (+ father)

Thus, in reconstructed Indo-European we have:’
PIE *dieus ph ter *ph.terem

Here certain sounds of Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, and Germanic are found in a reg-
ular relationship (p/f, e/a, etc.) that is normally met in (nearly) all other words
of the languages involved.

Superficial similarity of words does not constitute proof at all. On the surface,
Armenian hair, Irish athir, and English father have fairly little in common when
compared with the more “regular” Latin pater (French pére), Greek pater,
Sanskrit pita(r), and Tocharian pacar/pacer, but they are closely related by reg-
ular sound correspondences. Conversely, two similar-looking words such as
English heart and Sanskrit hrd (heart), or Greek theos and Aztec teo (god), or
German kaufen and Japanese ka(h)u (to buy) are historically unrelated. It has
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often been said that one can find 50 words in any two languages of the world that
look somewhat similar and have a similar meaning,

In any such comparison, the meaning of the words compared should be the
same or must be semantically closely related, such as seen in English dog ::
German dogge (bloodhound)® or in English queen :: Gothic quino (woman).
However, if two reconstructed words differ more orless in meaning, this must be
explained plausibly (as in queen :: quino); otherwise, the two words are not
related.’

Exceptions from regular correspondences in sound and close ones in mean-
ing can often be explained by borrowing from dialects, analogies, or some
particular development in one of the languages involved, such as the —pp- in
Latin Iuppiter.'®

Next to regular sound change, another principle is the regular structure of the
ancestral grammar. For example, in the case of PIE father, the nominative case
has no ending, but the accusative has —m. Building on these two principles, by
thelate 19th century, the structure and much of the vocabulary of Indo-European
had been reconstructed. Obviously these initial steps in reconstructing the par-
ent language are parallel to those taken in comparing mythemes, motifs, and
(ancient) collections of mythology (§2).

Although doubts have occasionally been voiced as to the possibility, correct-
ness, and reality of such reconstructions, the simple observation of some cases,
such as the particular grammatical pattern of the present tense of “to be” that
remains in use today, should remove such doubts. This PIE verb''—and many
others of its class—has a marked difference between the singular forms (h es-)
and the vowelless plural forms (h s-):

“he/she/it is” “they are”

Indo-Eur. *h és-ti *h s-énti
Sanskrit ds-ti s-dnti
Greek es-ti —(eisin)
Latin es-t s-unt
French es-t s-ont
German is-t s-ind
English is —(are)

In addition, many of the early reconstructions have been subsequently recon-
firmed, for example, the laryngeal (h,) in ph ter (father), by the discovery of a
previously undeciphered language, Hittite, where this “lost” sound is actually
written; there are other cases in recently deciphered Mycenaean Greek that have
preserved some pre-Homeric sounds. The result of systematic comparison is the
establishment of the ancestral Proto-Indo-European vocabulary and grammar.

As the mythologies of individual Indo-European-speaking peoples overlap
with Laurasian mythology, the reconstruction of Proto-Indo-European is of
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significance: first, it allows us to push back certain myths and mythemes to a
specific Bronze Age culture, estimated at c. 3000 BCE. Second, the Indo-European
pattern has become, by and large, the template for the establishment of other
language families.

L33

Employing the same method, similar reconstructions have been made for a
number of other language families that were established during the past two
centuries: Afro-Asiatic (including Semitic), Uralic (Finno-Ugrian), Altaic,
Austronesian (Malayo-Polynesian), Austro-Asiatic, Sino-Tibetan (Tibeto-
Burman), and Bantu and in the Americas, a whole slate of families ranging
from Eskimo-Aleutto Uto-Aztecan, Caribbean, Ge,and Guarani. Establishing
a family relationship for language groups without old written records, such
as for the Amerindian and African languages, has been more difficult, and
the same is true for languages with few or no apparent affixes (prefixes, suf-
fixes, etc.), such as Chinese. Procedures thus slightly differ in these individual
subdisciplines, but the underlying principle of regularity of sound changes
over time (lautgesetze) and of a common core of grammatical elements is
undisputed. With the establishment of these principles in the late 19th
century, many earlier, unsystematic attempts at comparison have been ren-
dered fruitless: they turned out to be random listings based on superficial
similarity.

In order to link language families, reconstructed for c. 3000-5000 BCE, with
early Laurasian mythology, we have to undertake the next logical step, that is,
progressing further back in time and comparing the reconstructed families with
each other. The reworked, well-established language families included, by the
mid-20th century,

« Indo-European in Europe, Armenia, Iran, North India, and Sri Lanka'?

« Hamito-Semitic (now: “Afro-Asiatic, Afrasian”) in the northern half of
Africa and the Near East'

« Uralic (including Finno-Ugrian) in northern Europe and Siberia'*

« Altaic (Turkish, Mongolian, Manchu, and Ewenki, including now also
Korean and Japanese)'®

+ Sino-Tibetan (Tibeto-Burmese/Burman and Chinese)'¢

o Austric, including Austro-Asiatic,'” in Central and East India, the
Nicobar Islands, Burma, Malaya, Cambodia, and Vietnam; as well as
Malayo-Polynesian/Austronesian in Taiwan, the Philippines, Indonesia,
Madagascar, and the Pacific;'® and, in addition according to some, Tai-
Kadai or Austro-Tai

« Papuan (with some 700 largely still unexplored languages in New
Guinea) and Melanesian'
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« Australian®
« Nilo-Saharan (in the Sahel and Sahara belt of North Africa)*!
« Niger-Congo (including Bantu in Central, East, and South Africa)*

These also include a host of a priori mutually unrelated language families in West
Africa and a multitude of languages in the Americas. In West Africa these are
Wolof, Aka, Yoruba, Mande, and so on, and in the Americas these are Na-Dene
(Athapascan, Navajo/Apache), Uto-Aztecan, Andean, Caribe, Guarani, Ge,
Quechua, Fuegan, and so forth. Only a few languages remained totally isolated,
such as Basque, the extinct Etruscan, and the various Caucasian languages
(Georgian, Cherkes, Chechen, etc.) in Europe; Burushaski, Kusunda, and Nahali
in the hills and mountains of South Asia; Ket in central Siberia; Ainu in Japan
and Sakhalin; Khoi-San (Bushmen) in South Africa; Inuit (Eskimo) in North
America; and so on.

This family scheme was known, by and large, already by the end of the 19th
century. Occasionally, scholars have tried to compare individual language fam-
ilies with each other, such as Semitic and Indo-European (Méller) or Uralic and
Indo-European (Collinder, Joki). Such efforts usually were discarded by special-
ists, classified as “too early to try,” or dismissed as “trying the impossible: the
time depth involved is to big”: or they were simply classified, like many ama-
teurish efforts, as “omnicomparativist.”

Interfamily comparison, thus, was at an impasse, and the field of compara-
tive linguistics then would be entirely useless for Laurasian mythology. While
important and often detailed work had been carried out for the individual lan-
guage families, the possible interrelationship between the families had been
largely neglected. The last few decades, however, have seen important advances,
first of all, the recent Russian effort of establishing a Nostratic superfamily. Due
to the large number of language families represented in the territory of the
former Soviet Union, some Russian linguists, such as V. M. Illich-Svitych,
A. Dolgopolski, V. A. Dybo, and V. Sheveroshkin, have systematically studied
the relationships between a number of Eurasian language families. Illich-
Svitych, following up on an earlier idea of H. Pedersen, developed the concept
of an ancestral Nostratic family (“our [language]”). It includes Indo-European,
Afro-Asiatic (in North and East Africa, Near East),® part of Caucasian
(Kartvelian, such as Georgian, in the South Caucasus Mountains), Uralic
(Finnish, Estonian, Hungarian, Samoyed, etc.), Dravidian (in South India),
and Altaic (Turkic, Mongolian, Tungus, Korean, Japanese). In short, Nostratic
is a superfamily that covers most of Europe and northern Africa, as well as west-
ern, southern, northern, and northeastern Asia. One might just as well have
called it Eurasian or SaharAsian.**

The method used by the Russian scholars is the classical “Indo-European”
one: comparing words, establishing the rules of regular sound changes, and find-
ing common grammatical features. In other words, the reconstruction is based
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on the same kind of principles as those used in all “traditional” comparative lin-
guistics. Even the casual observer can establish some such grammatical relation-
ships, for example, a close relationship between the root of the first-person
singular (m) in pronominal and verbal morphology and the possessive case
marker () and the accusative marker (m) in Indo-European, Uralian, and Altaic,
resulting in such forms as Engl. mi-ne, Finnish mi-nd, Mongolian bi-n, and Old
Japanese wa-né.

Yet the Nostratic theory has not been accepted by most traditional linguists,
as they claim that we cannot reconstruct languages beyond a—completely arbi-
trarily set—Ilimit of 6,000 years before the present. Other arguments include
that Indo-European, Uralic, and Semitic linguistics work with actually attested
languages, while Nostratic often takes a shortcut and starts out from the recon-
structed forms of the individual language families, which increases the rate of
uncertainty. A tacit reason, however, is that few linguists can handle all the lan-
guages involved, from ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian (Akkadian) to the
classical Indo-European languages, Old Tamil, Old Turkic, Old Japanese, and
Georgian.

k3kk

Once we accept the reconstruction of Nostratic, we can establish the natural
habitat, the material culture, and the Weltanschauung and mythology of the
Nostratic population by employing linguistic archaeology,* as has been done for
PIE. It then appears that the Nostratic-speaking tribes lived in an area that had
mountains and rocks, snow and hoarfrost; the area was close to a sea or another
large water tract and had swamps. Of the flora we know of the ash tree, perhaps
the poplar, and the willow. The animals known include the wolf/dog: the two
species are not yet distinguished. Thus, Nostratic seems to be older than the
domestication period of c. 15,000 years ago.** Notable too is the absence of
(domesticated) cows, sheep, and horses, though the word for “cattle,” *peks, is
attested in Indo-European and Altaic, as well as that for “sheep,” both of which
still referred to the wild forms. Other animals known are the jackal, marten, fox,
antelope, and bees and their product, honey. Just as in the later Indo-European,
many of these animals are those of a temperate climate: the lion and tiger do not
make an appearance. The words used for animals and for “herd” indicate still
undomesticated animals and the prevalence of hunting. There was no agriculture
or horticulture yet, but there is a word for (autumn) gathering, collecting, and
harvesting, apparently of wild grasses and the like. As far as material possessions
are concerned there is a word for some kind of “building,” but the word seems to
have been taken from “fastening” or from “arranging” and thus seems to indicate
a tentlike structure; some kind of settlement is indeed well attested. Among the
implements and products we find words for “vessel” and “weaving.” Words for
killing, violence, and some simple weapons are well attested. We thus obtain a
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glimpse of Nostratic nature, flora, fauna, and material culture in the late Paleolithic
or Mesolithic period.””

However, as far as abstract concepts are concerned, we find only a few so
far, such as “name.” There definitely was a word for “spirit,” and this allows us
to speculate on the prevalence of shamanism at the time, a supposition that is
supported by archaeological and pictorial evidence (see §4.4, §7.1). In
addition, it is clear that fire was regarded as a male deity in Indo-European and
Japanese, and probably in Nostratic (Nostr. *Henka > Sanskrit agni, Latin ignis;
*p.iywa > Jpn. hi/ho), and that water was thought to be female (*yaka > Latin
aqua; German Ache, Aa; Skt. ap). However, the “elements” fire and water are
clearly marked in PIE by an innovative Indo-European device, the heteroclitic
neuter endings in —r/n, such as in *weta > Engl. water, Greek hiidor, Skt.
udan/udr-, and Hittite watar/weten—. This PIE suflix is still missing in Altaic
and so on.”®

Interestingly, the words for “sun,” *dila, and “fire,” *dula, may ultimately be
related, derived from a protoform, **dvlv. This does not surprise in view of the
widespread identification in Eurasian myth and ritual of the two entities. The
same may apply to other words for “fire” and “water”: *Henka and *yaka <
**hank/haka, again two entities often seen in close connection.” This kind of
relationship is not as strange as it may seem. In Australian languages, for example,
words expressing opposite concepts often are freely substituted because of
taboos. Similar substitution patterns are known from Black English (bad for
good) and London Cockney (bread for money). That taboo actually was at work
in PIE as well as in Nostratic can be noticed by a close study of words such as
those for “tongue” and “bear,” which was a highly regarded animal, an incarna-
tion of a god in wide stretches of northern Eurasia (§7.1.2).

k%%

It has been noted (§2.3) that some of the language families (such as Nostratic)
overlap with the post-exodus regional centers established for post-Laurasian
mythologies, for example, the early hunter cultures of Eurasia and of North
America and those of the Bronze Age ancient Near East and of Mesoamerica.
Comparative linguistics helps in distinguishing between the Laurasian features
typical for a particular local mythology and a regional one; it also does so for the
extensive areas (such as the Americas) that have transmitted mythologies that
evolved from the Proto-Laurasian scheme at two well-defined points in time,
c.20,000-10,000 years ago.

A curious feature related to the Nostratic reconstruction is the large array of
Asian areal linguistic features that unite northern, northeastern, western, and
southern Asia.*® This area forms a clear, large subset of the Nostratic family.
There even is an additional connection between South Asia and Ethiopia, which
establishes a link with a part of the Afroasiatic (Southern Semitic) subfamily of
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Nostratic, which moved into East Africa at a comparatively late date. At present,
it is unclear, however, exactly how old these areal features actually are.*’ They go
back at least several thousand years (§4.3) but must be very deep and persistent,
as they transgress many language boundaries and even several linguistic families:
Uralic, Altaic (including Japanese and Korean), Indo-Aryan—but much less so
Iranian—Dravidian, and highland Ethiopian. In other words, we seem to per-
ceive a reflection of the language(s) of some early group(s) that moved out of
Africa (§4.3, 4.4) around 65,000 years ago and then moved northward after an
earlier ice age, around 40,000 years ago. It is notable that Andamanese shares a
few characteristics as well.*> Most of the same area is dominated by the genetic
features of mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) haplogroup M, as opposed to N in
other parts of Asia (§4.3). This theory should be tested by a comparison of
Papuan and Australian languages, which seem to have other characteristics.
However, while a connection of this regional linguistic phenomenon, or part
of it, with areas of Gondwana mythology can be made, the comparison mainly
applies to large areas with Laurasian mythology, which developed out of
Gondwana mythology (§6). If correct, the largely Nostratic, pan-Asian linguistic
area would reflect the language (Figure 4.1) and mythology of some of the early
speakers of the second “Laurasian” exodus northward, c. 40 kya, from southern
regions along the shores of the Indian Ocean, as well as their genetic data.

XXX

Be that as it may, in many cases certain myths and motifs or (parts of) a
mythology can “jump” the language barriers and move from one culture to the
next. This is well known with respect to the ancient Near East, and it has been
demonstrated for early Central Asia (see immediately below; cf. §2.5.1).%

Just as certain isolated remnants (archaisms) seen in comparative linguistics
go back to more ancient systems, so do Laurasian motifs that have been trans-
mitted in individual languages or language families but do not make sense in
isolation. Some of them match, some transgress language families. The latter
situation is a good indicator for cultural transfer, such as the one between the
(western) Central Asian steppe cultures and early Japan (§2.5.1, §3.5.1). In such
situations, certain words connected with a particular myth have been taken over
as well, as is well known for the transfer from the Near East of certain Greek
mythological names.

However, in other cases we might discover the same mytheme or even the
same epithet, though they are not linguistically related (such as Japan and west-
ern Central Asia).** Comparative linguistics greatly helps to clarify such details.
For example, in the historically unconnected mythologies of Old Japan (Kojiki)
and earliest India (Rgveda), the male deity who opens the primordial cave is
described as or even named by the same (though linguistically unrelated)
semantic terms. He is called “arm-strong”: Old Japanese ta-jikara, Vedic Skt.
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Domain of second causatives

e e oo oo (first causatives only)
-------- Adjective+Noun order
Ooooo Past Gerunds

0 Explicator - Compound Verbs
A A & A & Dative - Subject construction

OV word order

Figure 4.1. Some Pan-Asian grammatical features (after Masica 1976). They suggest
the spread of speakers of Nostratic languages, including Semitic in Ethiopia. Note the
absence of these features in China, Southeast Asia, and New Guinea.

tuvi-grabha, ugra-bahu (Indra).’* Further, in both mythologies the deities of
fire are male and those of water are female (and grammatically so in Indo-
European).*

Other incidental, isolated, and unexpected details and poetic motifs may be
adduced, such as the congruence of the Vedic Indian fire god Matari-$van
(Growing inside the mother; Rgveda 3.20.11), whose name has remained unex-
plained so far, and the archaic Japanese fire god Ho-musubi (Growing [as] fire
[inside his mother]), who at birth burned his mother, Izanami, so severely that
she died. Then, there are such isolated motifs as that of the Vedic deity Usas
exposing her breasts as a greeting to her close friends (the poets),*’ a feature also
found with the historically unrelated Gilyak of the Siberian Amur region. Finally,
there is the isolated name RodasT of “Father Heaven” and “Mother Earth” in the
Veda. It has been explained as the “Two faces/crying ones(?).” The name may
easily be explained by taking recourse to the Maori myth, already mentioned
(§3.3), that describes Heaven as constantly crying because of his forceful
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separation from Earth after theyhad been stemmed apart by the toko. Sometimes,
however, such correspondences are the clear result of areal influences, such as
that of the mythology of the Pueblo peoples on that of the latecomers from the
Athapascan north, the Navajo and the Apache—or that of Near Eastern
mythology on the Greeks, Greek mythology on the Etruscans, and Etruscan
mythology on the Romans.

k%%

It is obvious that the items just discussed transgress what we can establish by
straightforward linguistic comparisons, and evaluation comes down to a
comparison or straightforward translation of motifs and mythemes. It is also evi-
dent that the more we go back in time trying to reconstruct the mythology of the
Nostratic or Eurasian periods, the less we can depend on direct linguistic rela-
tionship. Even the reconstructed Proto-Nostratic yields few items, so far, as we
have just seen.

While Nostratic seems to be a good candidate for a late Paleolithic hunter and
gatherer society that may have overlapped with a large part of the area of Eurasian
or Laurasian mythology, the problem of establishing other earlier linguistic
superfamilies involved in Laurasian mythology has much less prospect. The var-
ious “Laurasian” languages involved have diverged very far from each other over
the many millennia after the initial exodus from Africa some 65,000 years ago.
They include (mostly) the language families of northern Africa, Eurasia,
Polynesia, and the Americas. These are, on the surface, completely unrelated lan-
guages and language families.

k%%

The linguistic investigation would be left at this inconclusive stage were it not for
some important recent developments: enter the late Joseph Greenberg (1915-
2001). Looking at the multitude of language families in Africa, and comparing
their vocabulary across the board, by mass comparison, he established just two
superfamilies: Nilo-Saharan and Niger-Congo, which includes all West African
and the Bantu languages. After some initial resistance, his ordering was accepted
by Africanists some decades ago.

Next, he tried to unite the languages of New Guinea and the surrounding
Melanesian areas with those of the Andaman Islands and Tasmania.*® He called
this family Indo-Pacific. The proposal has received much less attention but was
recently highlighted when Whitehouse and Usher added Kusunda, an isolated
language in the Nepalese Himalayas.*

In the nineties Greenberg proceeded to establish a superfamily for the
Americas. Instead of some accepted 150 language families—a priori, a bizarre
situation for populations that arrived only some 10,000-20,000 years ago—he
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reconstructed only three: first, Inuit-Aleut (Eskimo); second, Na-Dene
(Athapascan in Alaska/Yukon, Navajo/Apache); and third, the large Amerindian
family covering the rest of the American continents.* Like his African proposal
initially, the current one still is under intense discussion and has received severe
if often petty criticism from specialists.

Greenberg’s last work, on Eurasiatic,* unites most languages of Europe and
northern Asia, including the Paleo-Siberian languages Eskimo-Aleut, Chukotian
(Chukchi, Kamchadal), and Nivkh (Gilyak) but also Korean-Japanese-Ainu,
Altaic, Uralic-Yukaghir, Indo-European, and Etruscan in one superfamily,
Eurasian.” However, different from Nostratic, it excludes Dravidian and there-
fore only partially overlaps with the Nostratic proposal.

In sum, Greenberg has singlehandedly established some major superfamilies,
though some of his proposals are decried by traditional linguistics. Nevertheless
they have heuristic value and can be used as long as they have not been sup-
planted by better-founded theories. As will be seen, they fit in with much of the
genetic and mythological data.

The problem with most African and American languages is, as indicated, that
they hardly have records that are older than a few hundred years, so time depth,
so important in the reconstruction of Indo-European and Semitic, is altogether
lacking. In the latter two cases, we have records, “archaeological” layers of lan-
guage that date back up to c. 3000 BCE. Thus, it is easily observable that the earlier
aword or grammatical form is actually attested, the closer it is to the reconstruc-
tion. For example, the Indo-European laryngeal (h with the varieties &, h,, h,)
was purely a reconstruction until, early in the 20th century, one of them (h,) was
discovered as written in the newly deciphered Hittite records of c. 1600 BCE. In
his reconstructions of most African and the American languages, however,
Greenberg had to rely not on such archaeological layers but on the “surface” finds
of these languages as they present themselves now (or in the very recent past).

Yet the establishment of most of Greenberg’s large superfamilies may be taken
heuristically, just as the initial establishment of the Indo-European, Semitic, and
Polynesian families was readily accepted once it was proposed. The many diff-
cult (and tedious) details of reconstruction will follow, and the ultimate shape
and content of the new superfamilies will only resemble to some 50-70 percent,
ashashappened with Indo-European, ever since 1816, justas Ragin has described
all newly developing theories.* Such superfamilies should be welcome in our
undertaking, as, just like the Nostratic one, they would allow us to access the
Stone Age spiritual world embodied by the vocabulary of the language super-
family in question.

What Greenberg did was not different, in principle, from what Bopp and
others had originally set out to do for Indo-European: to compare some words
that looked similar and had the same or closely related meanings and only then
proceed to correspondences in sounds and grammar. Indeed, Greenberg
achieved his classifications by mass lexical comparison, which means merely a
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comparison of similar words (with the same or closely related meanings) across
the broad regions he studied. As indicated, this is certainly legitimate as a first
step in setting up a new language family. However, it can only be a first step, a
broad, sweeping look at similarities in sound and meaning. The discovery of reg-
ular sound correspondences and of identical grammatical features had to follow
to validate the investigation in the same way that Indo-European, Semitic, and
Uralic were validated.

Greenberg thus committed, in the eyes of the traditional historical linguists
(mostly Indo-Europeanists), two cardinal sins: he did not establish, or hardly
utilize, regular sound correspondences between the various languages
involved, and his method does not involve historical reconstruction of pro-
tostages and uses little of common ancestral grammar. Greenberg’s method
therefore cannot directly be compared with that of the Nostraticists. This does
not entail that he is wrong, it is just that many of the actual internal relation-
ships still have to be worked out and proved. At the present moment, we only
know that Amerindian languages are somehow closely related as opposed to
Eskimo or Na-Dene or Ainu or Sino-Tibetan. For that reason, his results indi-
cate macro-level relationships, which are very useful for the study of the early
stages of human expansion, in Paleolithic and Mesolithic times—including
comparative historical mythology.

While the macro-families discussed above are variously accepted or (fre-
quently) disregarded by linguists, as the case may be, some scholars have tried to
advance even beyond these large macro-families and have proceeded to estab-
lish several levels of hyperfamilies. Notably, J. Bengtson has tried to establish
some wide-ranging relationships, beginning with Basque, North Caucasian, and
Burushaski (Macro-Caucasian),* which he and colleagues have linked with Ket
(central Siberia), Chinese, and Na-Dene (in North America), in a superfamily
called Dene-Caucasian.* J. Bengtson and M. Ruhlen even compare the dozen
resulting hyperfamilies to arrive at 27 words of the original “Proto-World” lan-
guage,*® or Pan-Gaean, as I would call it. It was spoken by our Homo sapiens
sapiens ancestors, for example, by the mitochondrial Eve reconstructed by genet-
icists, a language of c. 130,000 BCE.

Much less than Nostratic, the few fragments of a reconstructed “Proto-
World” language can (yet) provide clear-cut materials about the designations
of deities, creation, and other myths and motifs. It is here that comparative
mythology can help out, precisely because it is independent of reconstructed
language families and thus transcends language comparison and linguistic
archaeology.

Asmentioned, the Nostratic group of languages would partly cover a large part
of the area and many of the populations that have transmitted Laurasian
mythology. It remains to be seen, however, whether populations speaking non-
Nostratic languages and still adhering to Laurasian mythology can be linked geo-
graphically and by “family descent” with the mythology of the Nostratic-speaking
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areas. Candidates would include the Dene-Caucasian group comprising Macro-
Caucasian, Ket, Chinese, and Na-Dene.*” The question to be answered by mythol-
ogists is whether the Dene-Caucasian group originally reflected Laurasian
mythology or whether its speakers accepted it only later on. Solving the question
would involve extensive study of the few remnants of Basque, North Caucasian
myths and so forth, which cannot be undertaken here. The problem, however,
should be kept in mind (§4.3). In addition, the still controversial Austric super-
family,* that is, the Austronesian (Malayo-Polynesian) group along with its
Southeast and South Asian relatives (Austro-Asiatic), must have formed part of
the Laurasian group (§4.3.5),* as well as, not to forget, the Amerind languages.

It is precisely while trying to answer this question and those of long-range,
Pan-Gaean comparativist linguistics that Laurasian mythology, archaeology, and
genetic studies can step in, involving the most recent methods, and aid in estab-
lishing the exact relationships between these and other language families and
early populations (see Figure 4.2).%
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If the relationship of the major language families referred to above can indeed be
convincingly demonstrated eventually, the Laurasian theory will find a close
parallel in their dispersal all over Eurasia and the Americas. However, many of
the macro-families mentioned in this section have not (yet) been accepted by
mainstream linguists working on individual language families. Further, some of
the proposed macro-families may change in nature and extent, once more com-
prehensive and systematic comparisons have been made; this will involve the
establishment of regular sound changes and of corresponding grammatical fea-
tures. Such work is plainly not progressing much due to strong resistance from
mainstream linguists and because of the small number of scholars working in
this field (not to mention the lack of funds)—all in spite of the promising vista
that sustained investigation offers.

At this moment, therefore, the very tentative linguistic reconstructions avail-
able for the late Paleolithic and Mesolithic period do not yet allow us to achieve
a clear view of the contents of their vocabularies,* and less so their religious and
mythological terms. Yet the spatial distribution of the various language families
involved provides important indications for the spread of their original speakers
and about the relative age of their spread.

The typical pattern, worldwide, is that of the sweeping advance of a particular
language group, religion, or archaeological culture, just like that of certain plant
and animal species. Such spread is contrasted by pockets of survival of earlier
populations, languages, and so on, which allow us to reconstruct an earlier
pattern disturbed by the new arrivals. A typical example would be Basque, North
Caucasian, and Burushaski, which are spoken in the Pyrenees, Caucasus, and
Pamir mountains. The spread of this Macro-Caucasian family probably goes
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Figure 4.2. Parallelism between language families and early genetic classification (after Cavalli-Sforza and Ruhlen 1988).
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back to the northward expansion at c. 52-4S kya, after an earlier ice age.”
Incidentally, this scenario is echoed by genetic evidence (§4.3),% and there are
indications of shared early mythology as well (discussion in §5.6.1). In similar
fashion, other linguistic data will serve as supplementary evidence for the spread
of Laurasian mythology—especially once its homeland can be determined more
securely than is possible at this instance.

For the time being, however, it is tantalizing to observe the recent develop-
ments in the field, which—hopefully—are progressing to include regular sound
correspondences and analyses of grammatical (morphological) features.>*
Correspondingly, it will be very fascinating to see whether Afro-Australian
(Gondwana) mythology can be matched by a closer relationship between the
African, Andamanese, Papuan, and Australian languages as well. However, as
pointed out, genes, languages, and mythologies may very well, but not neces-
sarily, have spread together even in those early times.

As R. McMahon put it recently:

We are at a particularly important point in understanding the relationships between
languages, genes and populations; we are close to being able to provide “a unified
reconstruction of the history of human populations”...but to get there will require a
good deal of interaction between linguists and geneticists in the design and imple-

mentation of future research strategies.*®

The same applies to their mutual relationship with mythology.

The combination of well-tested linguistic methodology with modern techno-
logical means (such as a maximum number of comparisons by supercomputer)
willlead to clear and convincing results**—and to the rejection of some previous
proposals. If pursued well, the results will establish whether we can (ever) ascer-
tain the remnants of a one-world ur-language (Pan-Gaean). This will be of
immediate interest for theories regarding the development of early mythology,
for comparisons of the genetic distribution, and for the evolution of paleonto-
logical and archaeological records. These data will be discussed in the next sec-
tions and evaluated with regard to the Laurasian theory.

M §4.2. PHYSICAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Moving on from a somato-cultural product, language, to our very physical
nature, we will now take a brieflook at physical anthropology, paleontology, and
in a more detailed fashion, our genetic makeup (§4.3), in order to determine
how far such data overlap with the proposed mythological theory. Skeletal and
other somatic records, especially anthropometric data derived from the shape of
the head, facial features, and skin color, have frequently been used and abused
over the past two centuries to establish the so-called racial features. But all such
features are rather superficial and recent; they do not allow us to divide human-



§4 The Contributions of Other Sciences = 203

kind into separate “races” for whose existence no scientifically acceptable set of
criteria can be established (see below).

These types of data must be clearly distinguished from genetically encoded
ones, such as blood groups, proteins, mtDNA, and so on.”” As Cavalli-Sforza
puts it in his great summary:

External body features, such as skin color, and body size and shape, are highly subject
to the influence of natural selection due to climate. ... [I]tis risky to use these features
to study genetic history, because they reveal much about the geography of climates in
which populations lived in the last millennia and little about the history of fissions of
apopulation. ... [I]t will not tell us when the people separated, nor from which preex-
isting peoples they descended.*®

Many somatic features in the narrow sense thus are dependent on the compara-
tively recent history of their bearers.”” In sum, “the genetic tree...can tell us
more about the history of descent, i.e. of common ancestry, while the anthropo-
metric data [tell] us about climate.”*

In other words, we all are “African under the skin,” but we look quite dif-
ferent from each other now. For example, “white” skin color is a rather recent
development, a genetic mutation that has occurred twice independently, in
Europe and in East Asia.%" Restricting the current focus to human anthropology
inits narrower sense of body features, it is nevertheless possible to take advantage
of some recent studies. They include the study of various features of the skel-
eton, especially that of the skull and teeth, which have been subjected to multi-
variate analysis.

Multivariate measurements considerably improve on the old method of
measuring just one or two items of the human skull,> such as just its breadth and
length. This kind of measurement resulted in a doliocephalic or longer head and a
broader, brachycephalic shape, with an index of at least four-fifths breadth as
against the length of the skull. A much larger number of measurements are now
employed,®® coming from a sizable sample of a population. They include such
items as teeth shape, which seems to be a rather good indicator of relationships,
and fingerprint patterns (see below).

Present-day anthropologists seem to agree that the results of such measure-
ments are reasonably correct,* bearing in mind, however, that they reflect fairly
recent responses to climatic conditions, not ultimate origins. For example,
rounder heads with smaller noses are believed to be more adapted to colder cli-
mates, as they preserve body warmth more easily than longer-shaped ones with
larger noses. This would throw some interesting light on and point toward the
Ice Age location of early East Asians and their trans-Pacific descendants as com-
pared with early Europeans.

Even restricted multivariate data, taken only from the human head or just the
teeth,® can deliver several sets of data that can be mapped. Kennedy’s and
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Sergent’s South Asia— and Europe-centered tables, when plotted in a single dia-
gram (Table 4.1), result in a good representation of some characteristics. Not
surprisingly they agree, by and large, with the respectively northern or southern
locations of the populations involved as they reflect data that are ultimately
based on the adjustment to local climate. (Sergent, however, takes them as abso-
lute, and he stresses, for example, the close association of Vedda, Dravidian, and
Bronze Age Indus data, where the Sri Lankan Veddas are situated between the
Tamils and the Indus people.)

The table only tells us that the people who lived in the area of the Indus civi-
lization (2600-1900 BCE), and thus “typical” South Asians, fall somewhere in
the middle between “Africans” and “Europeans.” Given what we now know from
genetics (§4.3), this is not very astonishing, as the Africans would by necessity
constitute one pole from which the first emigrants, moving along the shore of
the Indian Ocean, have diverged to some extent. Some of their descendants are
the “Indus people.” Further, the late immigrants northward, the Europeans, have

TABLE 4.1. Some major anthropometric features in Africa and Asia, after B. Sergent,
Geneése de I'Inde, 1997: 42 (br.= Bronze Age, V. = Vedda)

<N >S >
(skull: smaller > larger, 15% variance: breadth and length, dolio-, brachy-cephalic)
.GBbr.
4
.Greece br. 3 .S Afr.
*EUR
2
.Dogon
.Cypros br.
.TURK. 1
* sub-Sah. AFR
6 PR S 2 4 6
PMed.
LEGY*
“NUBIAN W. Afr.
TAMIL**V.  |*INDUS (br. age)
UEGY* 1
.Abydos 2 .Ashanti
3
. Aby-
dos |4
(royal tombs)




§4 The Contributions of Other Sciences = 205

diverged even more. It is not surprising, then, that the Nubians and “Dravidians,”
both geographically close to the East African area of origin of all non-African
humans, occupy similar positions in the chart. At the same time, this example
shows that such charts can only produce relative positions, not detailed answers:
they cannot indicate that, say, the Dravidians originated from the area of or from
the “Nubians” and so on. The rest of the individual data reflect this in more
detail. The influence of climate is also visible (see immediately below).

Purely on the basis of paleoanthropological data, it is difficult to establish the
track, number, and importance of the human movements into South Asia and
beyond, to the rest of Asia and Europe.”” W. W. Howells’s statistical data indicate
that Table 4.1 merely reflects a general north-south gradient,® that is, the
influence of climate.®” As for the Dravidians, it is important to note that, in recent
history, the speakers of Dravidian languages shared a geographical location
closer to that of the Proto-Mediterraneans, Nubians, Upper Egyptians, and
Somali-Galla, rather than to the West Africans, including the famous Dogon of
Burkina Faso. This underlines the close, still very enigmatic relationship of areal
linguistic features that exists between South Asia and highland Ethiopia.”

Further multivariate measurements of human skeletons, especially those of
the skull, reveal a number of interesting specifications. For example, for the vexed
question of an influx of Indo-Aryan (that is Indo-Iranian, late eastern Indo-
European)-speaking populations into South Asia, physical anthropology can
add an interesting sidelight, the absence of “Indo-Aryan bones.””* That is something
that linguists and textual scholars have long assumed, as the impact of Indo-
Aryans was mostly cultural, not necessarily strongly somatic.”” However, such
scenarios, when purely based on paleontology, are difficult to sustain even for
the relatively late period presently under discussion. In addition, it must be
noted that the Indus sample is very restricted—a few hundred skeletons that
were all taken from a very limited area of this widespread civilization. Any lucky
find of the remains of an immigrating pastoral community would seriously
change this “unified” picture. The same kind of scenario is by now obvious in
another area of Eurasia, in Yayoi/Kofun-period Japan (1000 BCE-400 cE), which
saw the influx of a continental Iron Age culture, along with a (small?) horse-
riding population, both of which exercised an immense influence on early Japan
and its culture. The cases of ancient Greece and early England are similar.” All of
this has nothing to do with “race,” though this has been maintained perpetually
in such discussions.

As the powerful, but faulty, concept of “race” has consistently been brought
into any discussion of human spread and differences over the past 150 years or
so, abrief discussion isin order. As mentioned, any scientific basis for the concept
has been rejected over the past decades. The reason is that “the classification into
races has proved to be a futile exercise.... Humans races are still extremely
unstable entities in the hands of modern taxonomists, who define from 3 to 60
or more races.”’*
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Cavalli-Sforza sums up that the differences between humans are very small.
However, as we are accustomed to noticing variations in skin color or facial
structure, we usually assume that the actual differences between us, whether
Europeans, Africans, or Asians, are significant. However, these differences in us
result from genes that have reacted to climate and thus

influence external features.... [W]e automatically assume that differences of similar mag-
nitude exist below the surface, in the rest of our genetic makeup. This is simply not so: the
remainder of our genetic makeup hardly differs at all.”

The traditional definition of race, however, wrongly insists on these features as
being constant and thus transmittable—we should now add “genetically.” But

for almost all hereditary features, the differences found between individuals are much
greater than those between racial groups....In short, the level of constancy is not
high enough to support the current definition of race. ... Each classification is equally
arbitrary.”®

Though the term is still much used (e.g., unfortunately in official American
census documents and in the press), the definitions of the perceived races are
very vague, and the differences within one “race” are greater than those between
any two races. The old classifications of groups such as the “Australoid” or
“Negrito” races as “primitive,” in the sense of the development of modern
humans, have long been given up in favor of a staggered migration from the
homeland of all present-day humans (Homo sapiens sapiens) inside Africa and
out of East Africa, and in favor of a subsequent adjustment to local surroundings.
Afterall, humans of all races mutually reproduce with fertile offspring, something
that is not the case even between the various apes or the equids (horse, ass,
hemione, and zebra).

In sum, our present differences are often due to adaptation to colder or to
more tropical climates. The original African and Asian emigrants, for example,
the European Cr6 Magnons, seem to have been darker than their present-day
descendants. The change was due, just as in the parallel development in northern
East Asia, to mutation of a gene responsible for skin color.”” In view of such data,
any correlation between “race” and mythologies is clearly ruled out. There is no
“black” or “white” mythology—except in politically inspired modern myths
about the “white race” or négritude and the “Black Athena.”

Kk

The somatic, “racial” theory was that of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, but
it has altogether been given up since. Biologists now maintain, instead, that “our
skeletal series does not sort into ‘types’ along biological, linguistic, or cultural
lines because we are looking at adaptive processes to stresses in different ecolog-
ical settings over time.”’® That means, they responded to the same “stresses in dif-
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ferent ecological settings over time” and reacted with adaptive processes. All of
which has little to do with the development of culture and language. Early South
Asians, for example, simply took over Indo-Aryan pastoralism and its culture
(language, poetry, and religion) in order to survive under worsened ecological
and changed social conditions of the northwest of the Indian Subcontinent.
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In comparison with archaeological, linguistic, and mythological data, the evi-
dence from somatic features such as bones, skin, hair, and so on is rather
meager—perhaps with the exception of tooth shapes, such as the typical
Sundadont shape in Southeast Asia and the Sinodont in East Asia. Again, most
of these data point to recent adaptations to local climate. Therefore, the use of
such data for a comparison with mythological ones seems rather limited.
Undoubtedly, one can make use of some data coming from fairly recent immi-
grants into a certain area that do not agree with those of an older population.
Suchresults will reinforce, rather than independently indicate, important cultural
movements brought about by migrations.

Apart from the general problem of linking somatic features to language, texts,
or mythology, paleontology thus retains an auxiliary role, at best, with regard to
the establishment of Laurasian mythology and can largely be disregarded for the
present purpose. The situation is much more promising, however, with regard to
the study of inherited human genetic traits. They can be used for comparisons
with the linguistic and mythological data found with a given population. Unlike
the paleontological data, they can be tied much more closely to the parameters
of temporal and spatial spread and therefore to the development of both the
Laurasian and Gondwana mythologies.

M §4.3. GENETICS

Most of human DNA that encompasses the information of our genetic inheri-
tance is found in 23 pairs of chromosomes totaling 46 chromosomes of the
nucleus of each cell. Gender is dictated by the apportionment of males having
one Y chromosome they inherit from their father and one X from their mother.
Females have two X chromosomes since they inherit one from each parent. The
rest of the heritable information is located on the remaining 22 pairs, the nonsex
autosomal chromosomes. Within each human reproductive gamete (egg and
sperm), only half of the genetic complement (23 chromosomes) is present,
allowing a fertilized egg to be reconstituted with 46 chromosomes.

With the exception of most of the Y chromosome, during reproduction this
information gets recombined and scrambled when the two half-complements
of chromosomes provided by the parents join and get copied, leading to the
uniqueness of each human individual. The consequences of recombination in
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reproduction depend onwhethera certain trait within the autosomal constitution
inherited is dominant or recessive or neutral, typically resulting in the kind of
outcomes first discovered by Gregor Mendel in 1866.

§4.3.1. Recent advances in human population genetics

There is abundant information found on the male sex Y chromosome in the cell
nucleus. Such nuclear DNA is comparatively frequent,”® with some 25,000 genes,
and it offers much material for comparative study.*® The reason is that the Y
chromosome is inherited unchanged by the male offspring, as it does not recom-
bine with the female gene: in short, it is nonrecombinant. It is transmitted in a
manner similar to the way surnames are passed from generation to generation.
Still, occasional copying changes can occur during reproduction at incidental
locations on the chromosome.*! They lead to small unnoticed or to marked
changes in male offspring. If these changes do not reduce reproductive fitness,
then the changed nonrecombinant Y (NRY) version is transmitted intact, as
such, to all future male generations, eventually creating a “family tree” (gene phy-
logeny) of mutations. Due to the low rate of nuclear mutation, each mutation
traces its occurrence to a single unique event (molecular ancestor), creating a
robust phylogeny. Improved phylogenetic resolution within the NRY phylogeny
that is often closely correlated with geography can provide reliable information
on the movement in time and space of multiple genes (i.e., populations).*?

XXX

A similar process is seen in females. However, it does not involve the cell nucleus
and its female X chromosome but, rather, the mtDNA that is found in all cells
outside the cell nucleus. Mitochondria carry their own genetic information in
their DNA. They have their own nonrecombining chromosomal genome, with
just 37 genes; it differs markedly from the nuclear one. It is smaller, circular, and
very compact, and it has a high number of copies in each cell, about 1,000 times
more than the nuclear one.

Mitochondrial DNA is inherited just from the mother and is not affected by
scrambling as in autosomal gene reproduction. Thus, all children (female and
male) of a particular woman (and her female siblings and immediate relatives)
carry her mtDNA, barring mutations. However, only daughters can transmit it
to succeeding generations. Again, over time certain copying mistakes occur and
are then inherited by subsequent generations. This, again, leads to a family tree of
mtDNA variations. Their mutation rate is five to ten times that of nuclear genes,
occurring at a certain rate over time.* This allows us to estimate the date of our
ultimate common female ancestor (popularly called “African Eve”), some 130
kya. It is only her genetic material, not that of other females then alive, that is



§4 The Contributions of Other Sciences m 209

present in all living humans. All surviving female human lineages of today carry
her mtDNA, while her neighbors’ offspring has died out. These two haploploid
nonrecombining systems, mtDNA transmitted only through the female line and
its counterpart NRY in males, provide unique insights as to gender-specific roles
in human evolution.

Compared with the large number of autosomal recombining genes, the nonre-
combinant mtDNA and NRY genes are comparatively fewer and very sensitive to
incidental changes, drift, and results from (repeated) founder effects and bottle-
necks. As in all other investigations involving “family trees” (paleontology, lan-
guages, manuscripts) we have to reckon with the disappearance of certain lineages
over time, so that the reconstruction remains lacuneous just like those in linguis-
tics, archaeology, and so on.* Nevertheless, the two family trees, that of NRY and
mtDNA, can be compared in their structure, origin, and development, thus even-
tually leading back to our ultimate ancestors and providing the background for the
populations that have transmitted the Gondwana and Laurasian mythologies.
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Generally speaking, populations living in a certain well-circumscribed area have
evolved certain typical, local characteristics that are due to a network of frequent
intermarriages. Nontypical features are derived from incidental local changes
(“drift”), especially in isolated populations, or they are due to import of genetic
features from outside, such as by incidental movement of males in trade, migra-
tion, conquest, and so on (“gene flow”). Similar processes occur when females
marry outside their area, as is the custom with many patrilineal societies.

In addition to the geographic feature of location and development over time,
a third parameter, that of climate, plays a great role, as explored in more detail
below (§4.4.). People moved south during the last two ice ages (52-45 and
25-15 kya) or adapted locally in certain refuge areas,* which eventually led to
further genetic changes. During each ice age, populations were isolated from one
another in refugia, where they continued to diverge (drift) genetically. Following
subsequent climatic improvement there was a spurt of range expansion to areas
that became habitable or farther north or away from inhabitable areas, such as in
the expanding great deserts.

Finally, the appearance of food production (especially cereals) since c. 10,000 BCE
increased reproduction rates enormously, which has led to further genetic diver-
sification as rare variants are often preserved (rising tide raises all boats). In some
cases it has led to demic expansion and impetus for migration.

Itis obvious that the development of mythology parallels that of other human
developments and dispersals. A closer look into genetic inheritance therefore
will provide useful data that can be compared with those of mythology, linguis-
tics, archaeology, and so on.
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Opver the past two decades, it has become well known that anatomically modern
humans (Homo sapiens sapiens) can be traced back to a single woman in Africa
who lived well over 100,000 years ago. We all share derivatives of her mitochon-
drial genetic features (mtDNA), while that of her female contemporaries has
been lost. The date of our ultimate common female ancestor can be estimated at
some 130,000 years ago.

Two derivative versions of her mtDNA endure in two major types (haplo-
groups L1a and L1b) in Africa,* while all other humans descend from the East
African subgroup, L3. These people departed Africa around 65,000 BCE,*
crossed the then much narrower Strait of Aden, moved eastward along the Indian
Ocean shore (the “southern route”),* and reached Southeast Asia and Australia
within a few thousand years. Based on studies of bottlenecks in the gene pool, it
is believed that initially only some 10,000 or even as few as 2,000 migrants were
involved. Over the next 40,000 years, these hunter-gatherer and beachcombing
groups continued to spread from their outposts along the shores of southern
Eurasia all across the rest of the world, as will be discussed later.

The early migrants surely brought with them their version(s) of an original
African language and mythology. However, as indicated in the preceding chap-
ters, Laurasian mythology is not identical with that exported from Africa, and
it is limited to groups other than those now speaking Australian, Melanesian
(Papuan etc.), and Andamanese languages with populations that are descen-
dants of the earliest migrants.*” Genetically speaking, too, the DNA of the
Sahul Land populations (New Guinea and Australia)® and of refuge areas,
such as the Andamans,” differs markedly from that in the rest of Eurasia,
where later derivates predominate.”” These are by and large restricted to
Eurasian and American populations speaking Nostratic, Sino-Tibetan, Austric,
and Amerindian languages, while their DNA is limited to populations with the
early derivatives of the L3 mtDNA haplogroup, M and N, which are dated at
c. 54 kya and probably belong to the same demic migration.”® As for the parallel
male Y chromosome (NRY), these are haplogroups C, F, and so on (further
details below).

This brief overview of the Paleolithic period indicates that human population
genetics, like linguistics, can provide a template for the emergence and spread of
Laurasian mythology. Obviously, there are no inherent and automatic links
among genetic features, languages, and mythology: both language and beliefs
are acquired by children from their parents and surroundings, and those condi-
tions can drastically change even over a few generations. However, only a small
number of Paleolithic humans moved out of Africa, and still relatively few
Eurasian and Sahul people lived around 65,000-40,000 years ago. This allows
one to assume still close links between, on the one hand, their particular genetic
features and, on the other, the languages and mythological texts that they brought
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along. In other words, for this early period—the Paleolithic—the results of
genetics, archaeology,’ and comparative mythology,” as well as comparative
(Long-Range) linguistics, make a good fit.”

It should, however, be observed that the absolute dates calculated for these
early genetic data have error bars of quite a few thousand years.” While the abso-
lute dates thus are imprecise, their relative age provides a reliable temporal frame-
work (again, just as in comparative linguistics). This feature is not as crucial for
the Paleolithic period as for more recent periods: we are still only dealing with
just a number of small bands of hunter-gatherers gradually moving along the
shores of the Indian Ocean—apparently at a rate of a kilometer per year—and
not yet with the major populations shifts of the Stone Age and (proto)historic
periods.

*%x

De facto close connections among languages, genes, and mythology can indeed
be observed under certain conditions. There are indications that relatively
minute mythological developments in Siberia are closely echoed and reflected
in the genetic setup of certain populations.”® This is no doubt due to the seclu-
sion of the group in question, which has transmitted both their genes and their
myths in relative isolation. On a wider scale, close overlaps among languages,
genetics, and myths can be observed in the typical cases of the peopling of
Australia, the Americas, and Polynesia (below, §4.3.3).

It is nearly impossible to observe such scenarios in later times, due to frequent
remixing of populations and therefore of genes, myths, and certain traits of lan-
guages. However, more secure genetic results for these later periods will be attain-
able through a newly developed method that allows us to test ancient DNA
extracted from buried human remains (even though there are only relatively few
preserved early samples).”” Some tests have already shown that Neanderthals are
not closely genetically related to modern humans and that their genes apparently
do not survive in ours, if interbreeding had indeed taken place.'® More genetic
research will further differentiate the subcategories mentioned above, and it will
facilitate mythological analysis relying on the broad patterns plotted earlier (§4.1-
2). At this instant, it is important to note that the transmitters of Laurasian mythol-
ogies stem from certain descendants of the ex-Africa language families and from
certain derivates of the above mentioned genetic subclades, both of which differ
from Sahul and Andaman derivatives of the early migrants from Africa.'”

Already in 1991, that is, at the onset of the rapid development of human
population genetics, L. Cavalli-Sforza and M. Ruhlen noticed certain overlaps in
the genetic pedigrees and the linguistic ones resulting from wide-ranging com-
parisons of the major human language families.'”> Ruhlen was then engaged in
reclassifying all human languages and in investigating their linguistic families
and macro-families. His study resulted in some 15 major families (§4.1).1%
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Ruhlen’s and Cavalli-Sforza’s discussions at Stanford persuaded the latter to
posit a close relationship between his genetic classifications and the linguistic
ones made by Ruhlen, resulting in the heuristic tables in Figure 4.3. They show
the perceived correspondences between language families and genetic sub-
groupings of humans.'” As mentioned, during the Paleolithic, humans, lan-
guage, and genes could still spread in tandem, as this involved only small bands
of people. Several of the major language families and a number of isolated lan-
guages are remnants of such early movements.'” Importantly, several later move-
ments of language families have overlaid much of the early ex-Africa languages
(Figure 4.4; cf. Figures 4.18, 4.13).

Importantly, even at this early stage in the comparison of population genetics
and Long-Range linguistics, a trend toward an all-encompassing scheme was
established that will ultimately unite the “family trees” of genetics, linguistics,
mythology, and archaeological cultures in one “superpedigree” By 1990, the
new insights appeared even in journals appealing to the general public.'®
However, conclusions for mythology were not drawn then and in fact, have not
been drawn even now. In the meantime, the picture of human population
genetics has become much more involved: a brief overview is necessary.

§4.3.2. Overview of recent developments

In human genetic studies, various items of the cell structure are investigated.'””
Early in the 20th century, only such studies as that of blood groups (A, B, AB, O)
and, subsequently, of the Rh factor were possible.'” Over the past few decades,
the investigation of proteins and enzymes followed, and recent technological
advances have allowed studying the genes themselves,'” including that of
mtDNA and the male (Y) chromosome.'"°

As mentioned, mitochondrial DNA indicates a unilocal origin of more recent
humans (Homo sapiens sapiens) in Africa some 130,000 years ago. The origina-
tors of this theory include W. M. Brown,'"! Allan C. Wilson, Mark Stoneking,
and Rebecca E. Cann. Already in 1987, they studied the mtDNA of 147 people
from all continents and found 133 types, with the greatest diversity of mtDNA
in sub-Saharan populations. According to this early scenario, mtDNA changes at
a rate of 0.57 percent,'" resulting in our common ancestor, the “African Eve,”
living between 140,000 and 290,000 years ago.'”* Since then, mtDNA studies
have taken great strides.'**

The mtDNA scenario was subsequently expanded considerably by the
study of male genes, taken from the cell nucleus, in other words, from the non-
recombinant Y chromosome. In 1995, Robert L. Dorit of Yale, investigating
the Y chromosomes of 38 males from all continents, originally calculated that
a single male ancestor of all living humans had lived some 270,000-27,000
years ago, which indicates the problem involved with the assumed rate of
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Genetic Tree Populations Linguistic Families
Mbuti Pygmy Oroginal language unknown
‘,_E WAfrlcan;'_ Niger-Kordofanian
Bantu
Nilotic —————————— Nilo-Saharam
_|: San (Bushmen) Khoisan
Ethiopian
Berber, N. African —— Afro-Asiatic =========== :;;
S. W. Asian I
E Iranian —— ::
European — Indo-European ——r==== -::
L Sardinian P ]
Indian ::
S.E.Indian ——— Dravidian ======== A gj: JI: %
h ]SJ:Eliyed 4’— Uralic-Yukaghir —::3; %ﬂii §
Mongol E -3
Tibetan ———— Sino-Tibetan 8 :: E
T Korean ——— Iz
Japanese Altaic ==== =I: g
Ainu :
N. Turkic l
Eskimo —— Eskimo-Aleut ——— :
Chukchi —————— Chukchi-Kamchatkan — :
S. Amerind 1
C. Amerind — Amerind - - ---------—-- !
N. Amerind
] N.W. Amerind —— Na-Dene
S. Chinese ———— Sino-Tibetan
Mon-Khmer ——— Austroasiatic
Thai Daic
Indonesian Austric
Malaysian
Philippine ————— Austronesian
Polynesian
Micronesian
Melanesian .
New Guinear:'_ Indo-Pacific
Australian ———— Australian

Figure 4.3. Language families before the European expansion (after Ruhlen 1987).

mutation, the “chromosome clock.” However, he could not yet convincingly
establish where his “Adam” could have lived. Since various parts of the Y
chromosome mutate at different speeds, this question has subsequently been
addressed at great length.

John Armour then detected that the great diversity of sub-Saharan mtDNA is
paralleled by an even greater diversity of male NRY DNA. As is the case with
mtDNA, all non-African male DNA is only a subset of a much greater pool of
lineages inside Africa. The split between African and non-African NRY was orig-
inally estimated to have occurred only some 770 generations ago, much too late
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Figure 4.4. Some late movements of language families (general direction, not exact
route, is indicated):

« Amerind: languages of North, Central, and South America

+ Dene-Caucasian: Macro-Caucasian (Basque [Ba], North Caucasian [NC],
Burushaski), Yeneseian (Ye: Ket), Na-Dene (ND: Athapascan, Apache, Navajo)

« Austronesian, c. 4000 BCE-100 CE

+ Indo-European (IE), c. 3500 BCE

« Altaic: Turkic, Mongolic, Tunguse, Korean, Japanese

for all other comparative models based on language, archaeology, and so on.
However, here, too, much progress has been made since. As mentioned, some
47,000-year-old nonhuman DNA has been analyzed, and in recent years
Neanderthal DNA has been extracted.''s

As in mtDNA, NRY cladistic family trees thus go back to Africa, and by
now many secondary movements have been documented, based on the
changes in the various (sub)branches of the cladistic arrangement. The cur-
rently available information on our NRY ancestry, the main features of its
cladistic “family tree” (phylogeny), is by now well established globally.!®
Future work will have to concentrate on sublevels, the subcladistic geo-
graphic diversification patterns that led to the current distribution of NRY
types worldwide.'"” This allows us to trace certain populations, among which
a particular trait is prominent, back in time to their probable location and
ancestor. As indicated earlier, geographical features are typically involved in
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the NRY landscape. In future work, the discovery of new subclades and
research in the fast-changing microsatellite (“short tandem repeats”) will
lead to further insights. A comprehensive comparison of mtDNA and NRY
phylogenetic trees that indicates the several subsequent levels of genetic
changes since c. 65 kya has recently been published by Underhill and
Kivisild."®

k%%

In the early stages of genetic comparisons, classical, mitochondrial, and many
other genetic data were analyzed by a complicated mathematical procedure,
principal component analysis. This

allows to summarize large quantities of data...and discover the trends and patterns
common to many genes that are the outcome of events influencing their geographic
distribution....[R]andom oscillations [are] overcome by calculating averages from a
large number of observations.'?

Cavalli-Sforza’s calculations resulted in a high percentage of the most common
group of genes (the “first principle component,” PC) found in a certain area and
lesser amounts farther away from that center. Other clusters of genes (the sec-
ond, third, etc. PCs) are increasingly less frequent in percentage even in their
very center of clustering. After the fifth or sixth PC, they are of limited value. It
must be underlined that concentration in a particular area does not necessarily
mean that this was an area of origin or original expansion; it also can be one of
implosion, of a remnant group surrounded by newer traits, a feature Cavalli-
Sforza calls impansion.'*® Such remnant groups are often found in relatively inac-
cessible areas, such as the high mountain chains (Pyrenees, Alps, Caucasus,
Himalaya, New Guinea, etc.). The situation is very similar to that of isolated lan-
guages, such as Basque or Burushaski, whose earlier, much more widely spread
traces across Eurasia can still be detected in place-names.'*!

Comparison of the various PCs showed that there is a split between Africa
and the rest of the world, which has subsequently been confirmed by mtDNA
and male chromosome analysis.'** Several of the PCs are linked to geographi-
cally conditioned influences of climate, especially the second and also the sixth.
This is also the case with the first climatic PC (due to maximum temperatures)
and the fourth PC with the second climatic PC (due to humidity). Skin color as
an adaptation to local climate is clearly linked to geographical latitude;'** it is
darkest in sub-Saharan Africa, East and South India, Papua, and Australia, while
the relatively recent immigrants to tropical climates, the Amerindians, have not
yet reached these levels, even in equatorial America.'**

The much more detailed discussion of genetic traits that is to follow will
include the major results based on the study of mitochondrial DNA and male Y
chromosomes.'” However, the establishment of the spread of a single mtDNA
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(or NRY) trait does not indicate the descent of the population in question or,
worse, its adherence to a particular so-called race, such as the “Mediterranean,”
“Caucasian”, “Nordic,” “Australoid,” “Veddoid,” “Mongoloid,” and so on or
whatever these old-fashioned but sometimes still persistent designations have
been. By now, more than a decade after Cavalli-Sforza’s pioneering summary
based on classical genetic data, the ongoing work on mtDNA and NRY
chromosomes has largely refined the scenario of early Homo sapiens and pro-
vides an excellent background for historical comparative mythology in general
and for the development of Gondwana and its derivative, Laurasian mythology

in particular.
§4.3.3. Out of Africa

The data derived from both the female mtDNA and the male NRY point at a
spread out of Africa around 65,000 BCE."*® The exact absolute date depends on
the rate of mutations, discussed above. It can, however, be confirmed by the dis-
covery of ancient bones of modern Homo sapiens sapiens outside Africa. The ear-
liest are found in Australia and dated around 40,000 BCE or by some even at
65,000 BCE. Indeed, already Cavalli-Sforza summed up the evidence then avail-
able as seen in Table 4.2.'*

These early general results have been generally held up by more recent
mtDNA and NRY studies. The ultimate background of the migrations seems to
have been the following:'** The ancient Homo sapiens sapiens spread to the
Levant (where they partially overlapped with Neanderthals) was only of a tem-
porary nature. This occupation disappeared with deteriorating climatic condi-
tions after 90,000 BCE (§4.4). However, it is now clear that there were two major
stages in the expansion of humans from Africa. First, there was the original “Out
of Africa” exodus and the subsequent migration trailing the shores of the Indian
Ocean.” Second, after the waning of an earlier ice age (52,000-45,000 BCE),
there was a second migration into the central and northern parts of Eurasia,'*’
including East Asia, the Near East, and Europe.'*!

The initial migration out of Africa to the Levant still presents a problem, as far
as the coexistence with Neanderthal populations in that region is concerned."*
The rather late evidence of Homo sapiens outside Africa and the Levant is
intriguing.'*> As mentioned, the population emigrating from Africa eastward to

TABLE 4.2. Overview of the genetic distance between the continents
(Cavalli-Sforza et al. 1994)

Separation of peoples Date Genetic Distance
Africa and rest of world 100,000 years ago 100
Southeast Asia and Australia 55-65,000 years ago 62
Asia and Europe 35-40,000 years ago 48

Northeast Asia and America 15-35,000 years ago 30
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South Arabia must have been a rather small group that descended from a
population that itself was fairly restricted when compared with earlier evidence
for modern humans in Africa. As C. Stringer and R. McKie have it: “Our mito-
chondrial DNA’s remarkable uniformity [is] a certain sign of a recent bottle-
neck.... [T Jhisnumerical compression occurred about 100,000 years ago. ... Our
African recovery seems to have begun first, perhaps 60,000 years ago.”** It is
now indeed generally assumed that the move out of Africa took place some
60,000 years ago.'** At the present state of research, modern humans are not
attested along the emigration path in South Asia by skeletons or, indirectly, by
contemporary stone tools before c. 30 kya,'* as their route is now covered by the
Indian Ocean. On the other hand, anatomically modern humans had already
entered Australia at about 50 kya (or even earlier).'¥

The Negritos (Andamanese, Semang in Malaya, Negrito in the Philippines,
etc.)'*® might be remnants of the early exodus. However, they all speak, like the
Central African pygmies,'** various languages adopted from their neighbors.
The only exception are the Andamanese.'*® They have, in Cavalli-Sforza’s
view,'*! less intermixture with other populations and may represent remnants
of groups on the track of beachcombers eastward out of Africa. This opinion
has recently been confirmed by two genetic studies.'** Importantly, all these
remnant groups have or show signs of the original Gondwana mythology
($5).

This exodus from Africa at c. 65,000 years ago was thus followed by a quick
spread to Sunda Land (insular Southeast Asia) and onward to Sahul Land
(Australia, New Guinea) as well as to South China (Figure 4.5). It led to strong
regional variation (West Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia/East Asia, Australia,
New Guinea), creating new autochthonous branches.'* However, even today,
certain sections of the initial populations, left behind intermittently along the
exodus path, do not show close links with later genetic traits and have, instead,
preserved major elements of the original Gondwana mythologies.'**

As for the other populations, for example, in South Asia, their maternal lines
(mtDNA) go back, by and large, to the initial immigration out of Africa, around
65,000 BCE: mostly, but not universally, haplogroup M2, from which they devel-
oped further. This is true both for North Indians speaking Indo-Aryan languages
and for Dravidian-speaking South Indians. The picture thus is fairly static,'* just
as in other regions, such as Southeast Asia, New Guinea, and Australia that were
settled during the first expansion. There, other derivative haplogroups dominate
or are found as well: N, R, P, Q, and so on.

The picture is, however, markedly different when it comes to male lineages.
The seminal papers by Semino et al. and Underhill established ten paternal non-
recombinant Y chromosome lines (I-X)'* that have by now been expanded and
renamed as A-R." For individual areas, the situation is very complex, for
example, for Europe or for South Asia:'* not just the initial Out of Africa line-
ages (haplogroups IV, V = D, C) are represented, but many others are as well,
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Figure 4.5. Spread of anatomically modern humans along the initial southern (coastal)
route out of Africa, c. 75-65 kya. Only by c. 40 kya had anatomically modern humans
moved farther north into the Eurasian inland during a warm period. For Eurasia/
Australia the coastlines of the colder period of c. 75-65 kya are indicated.

such as III (E), VI (F, K, prominently found in North Asia, North Africa, and
Europe), and X (P, R , which is typical for the Americas) and even some of the
East Asian haplogroups (VII = O etc.).

Over the past few years, thus, both the mtDNA and NRY scenarios have
become much more sophisticated and complex. Whether we have to reckon
with a second, much later post-exodus expansion eastward is a moot question. If
it really occurred, it would coincide with the spread of Laurasian mythology
(54.3.5).

Asmentioned, the dates for recent movements of people still have error bands
that are too wide, for example, the one into South Asia around 10 kya that is
probably due to West Asian farmers and is reflected by recent haplogroups.'*
These error margins are typically as wide as some 3,000 years plus/minus, on
either side (thus giving possible dates at 13 kya or as late as 7 kya). Thus, they are
not of any immediate use for studies of absolute dates in recent population his-
tory, during the (pre)historical period. However, they provide reasonable relative
dates, such as those for pre- and post-exodus, the subsequent migration into
Sahul Land, Europe, or the Americas. Along the same lines, the Rlal-M17/
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M198 marker that was originally quoted as the one pertaining to the Indo-Aryan
immigration into India occurs both in South Indian tribes and with Indo-European

150 some

speakers. It has by now been split into several subgroups, some early,
later, some of South Asian origin, some not."' However, the picture of R1al in
South Asia is still too vague (though it is most prominently found in the
northwest), and Rlal must first be further resolved in order to indicate

population movement(s) out of or back into India or both.'?
The current picture: mtDNA

The current picture of mtDNA indicates that all non-African people descend
from the African mtDNA haplogroup L3 with the prominent branches M and N
and their descendants R, B, U, and so on."** This indicates a quick spread of
humans to South, Southeast, and East Asia and to Australia/New Guinea (Sahul
Land)'** that overlaps with the spread of the oldest forms of Gondwana
mythology. During the opening stages of human movement out of Africa, the
earliest offshoots of haplogroups M and N were rapidly segregated into several
regional variants:

West Asian: e.g, R—>JT,R->U

South Asian: e.g., M2, N5, RS, U2a, b, ¢

East Asian: e.g, M —> D, M7, M8, N9,R9 -> F,R -> B

and further into the

Australasia-specific ones (Sahul): N —> S, O; R —> P, M —> Q'

These became the sources for the autochthonous, local mtDNA diversification
in their respective regions, with Gondwana mythologies. However, admixture
among the four basic Asian mtDNA domains has been surprisingly limited ever
since. It is important to note that Central Asia appears as the largest admixture
zone (Figure 4.6),'¢ where the mtDNA pools of West and East Asia, and to a
very much lesser extent of South Asia, met and mixed."’

The development of Asian mtDNA, following Metspalu as well as Underhill
and Kivisild,"*® can be summed up as seen in Tables 4.3-4.4. From the point of view
of Laurasian and Gondwana mythology, the scheme shown here corresponds well
to the original spread of Gondwana mythologies out of Africa via South Asia to
Sahul Land; however, it cannot yet easily explain the spread of Laurasian mythology
that developed some tens of thousands of years later as an offshoot of Gondwana
myth and thus, of mtDNA haplogroups M, N/R. But which later descendant hap-
logroups exactly? Given the relatively stable status of female DNA, it is more advan-
tageous to take a closer look at the evidence from the male chromosome (NRY), as
men always have been more mobile and tend to intermarry with preexisting local
populations. In addition, much of mythology has been transmitted by men;'* and
the link between NRY and available myth texts can tell more about the early stages
of mythology than the few fragments of truly “female” myths.
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Figure 4.6. Spread of early mtDNA haplogroups out of Africa: L3, M, N, R, and their
derivatives (based on Metspalu et al. 2006, http://www.springerlink.com/content/
h007402m82331750/ fulltext.p df ) .

The current picture: NRY

Studies of the male nonrecombinant Y chromosome often allow for more refined
evaluations. They agree, however, with the general outline provided by mtDNA.
A few years ago, Semino et al. and Underhill counted ten original male lineages
(I-X);'% not all of them, obviously, developed at the same time. These lineages

TABLE 4.3. MtDNA lineage Major genetic groupings (mtDNA) after the Out of Africa
movement (Note that the divergence of R is early)

MtDNA
SW. Asia S. Asia SE. Asia E. Asia Sahul Land
75/65kya  55/42kya 42kya 50/45 kya
N MN (Rs) MN MN,(Rs) MR NS

| subgroups some |
R diversified subgroups QP

in situ not transmitted

& M1 €€ to E.Asia
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TABLE 4.4. Female mtDNA ancestor (‘Eve’) and her descendants, simplified (after Kivisild

& Underhill 2007)
Africa Out of Africa
female
ancestor
(“African Eve”)
LO/L1
L2 L3 (c.65kya)

—
_|R

SW/S. Asia > rest of Eurasia/Sahul Land (c. S0 kya);
northward expansion (c.4S kya);

finally to the Americas (c. 20 kya), and
Polynesia/Madagascar (2000-1200 BCE)

|

Current worldwide distribution of MtDNA lineages

have now been renamed by the Y Chromosome Consortium,'*" amplified, and
further subdivided as the NRY haplogroups A-R.'*> A summary has been given
by M. A. Jobling and C. Tyler-Smith as well as by Underhill and Kivisild.'®®

Of these lineages, only NRY haplogroups I and II (= A, B) have remained in
Africa; the haplogroupsIII/E, IV/D, and V/C moved out to South and Southeast
Asia early on. The haplogroups VI-X (F/K) and out of these, successively, P, O,
N, R, Q, N, M, and L developed only later on. See Table 4.5 and Figures 4.7-4.8
for a summary.

TABLE 4.5. The 18 Y chromosome haplogroups (A — R) have evolved from a common male
ancestor (an “African Adam”) via just two branches: from M91 to haplogroup A (1), and from
M42 to t