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Introduction

There has always been an urge to define myths, legends and fables; to separate less probable stories and tales from truthful descriptions. Many works have been done to demonstrate how myths represent the symbolic dress worn by fundamental truths, or the transpositions of cosmic forces into beings with intention. Some say that myths are euhemerisms, where personalities, vaguely historical, are elevated into the category of heroes or gods. Some have theorized about myths, seeing objective realities behind the deformation of reason. Some have investigated myths and discovered profound psychological conflicts in those projections. Such enormous undertaking task has been useful; it has helped us comprehend, laboratory-like, how new myths, in trying to win their space, struggle with old ones. This must not be understood as a sarcasm, bringing theories down to the level of myth. On the contrary, when theories are detached from the scientific environment and leave their parental nest without proof, and thus are taken as truths themselves, accepted uncritically, they have been established at the level of social belief and have earned the plastic force of images, exceedingly important as a reference and extremely decisive in orienting behaviours. And in those new irrupting images we can see the avatars of ancient myths, renewed by the changes in the landscape, geographical and social, to which responses must be given because of the demands of the times.

The system of life tensions to which a people is subjected is translated into an image, but unless this statement is thought of in rough terms—of challenge and response—it does not explain everything. It is necessary to comprehend that in all cultures, groups and individuals, there is a memory, an historical accumulation, on the basis of which the lived world is interpreted. This interpretation is, for us, what shapes a landscape which, perceived as something external, is coloured by the life tensions at a given historical moment, or tensions which have occurred a long time ago but which, residually, are part of the interpretative scheme of present reality. When we discover the basic historical tensions of a given people, we are close to comprehending their ideals, apprehensions and hopes, which, in their horizon, are not presented as cold ideas but as dynamic images, moving behaviours towards one or another direction. And, of course, certain ideas will be accepted more easily than others, if these ideas are more tightly related with the landscape in question. These ideas will be experienced with all the flavour of commitment and truth, as love and hate are experienced, because the internal register of one who experiences them is unquestionable, even if it is not objectively justified.

To illustrate. The fears of some peoples have been translated into images of a mythical future when everything will be overturned: gods, skies, the rainbow, and buildings will collapse; the air will be unbreathable and the waters poisonous; the great tree of the world, responsible for universal equilibrium, will die, and along with it animals and human beings. In crisis moments, these peoples have translated their tensions into disturbing images of pollution and exhaustion. However, the same images have also pushed them, in their best moments, to ”build” things with solidity in many fields. Other peoples have been formed with the painful register of exclusion from and abandonment of lost paradises, but this also has driven them to improve and understand tirelessly in order to reach the centre of knowledge. Some peoples seem to be marked by guilt for having killed their gods, while others feel affected by a multifaceted and changing vision; but such has brought some persons to redeem themselves through their actions, and others to a reflective search for a permanent and transcendent truth. With these fragmentary observations, we have no wish to transmit stereotypes, as these observations can not encompass the extraordinary richness of human behaviour; we only wanted to broaden the habitual view regarding myths and their psychosocial function.

Today, separate cultures are disappearings, and along with them, their mythic heritage. Deep changes are noted among the members of all the communities on earth, who receive the impact not only of information and technology, but also of fashions, customs, valuations, images, and conducts, regardless of the place of their origin. In this change, we cannot discount anguish, hopes, and proposals for solutions, expressed in rather scientific theories or formulations, which in their bosom carry myths, ancient and unknown to the citizen of the present world.

Our approach to great myths has been to revaluate peoples from a rather special point of view: the comprehension of their basic beliefs. In this work, we have not touched the beautiful stories and legends describing the desires of demigods and extraordinary mortals. We have restricted ourselves to myths whose nucleus is occupied by gods, although in the plot humanity plays an important role. As far as possible, we have not mixed questions of cult, considering that practical and everyday religion has been rather confused with the plastic images of poetic mythology. On the other hand, for our reference, we have tried to obtain the original texts of every mythology, an endeavour that has brought us several problems. Because of this, so to speak, we say that the mythological richness of Cretan and Mycenian civilizations has been subsumed under a generic chapter, ”Greco-Roman Myths”, precisely because of the absence of original texts from those cultures. The same happens to African, Oceanic and, to a certain extent, American myths. Nevertheless, the advances that anthropologists and specialists are making in comparative mythology have made us think of a future work based on their discoveries.

The title of this book, Universal Root Myths, demands some clarifications. We have considered as ”root” myth the myth that, passing from people to people, has maintained a certain enduring central argument, even if changes have been made through time in the names of the characters involved, their attributes, and the action’s setting. The central argument, which we call ”nucleus of ideation”, also undergoes changes, but at a relatively slower pace than that of the elements which we may consider accessory. Thus, as the variation of the system of secondary representation has not been taken into account, in the same manner we have not made the myth’s placement in the precise moment in which it arose a decisive element. An opposite claim could not be maintained, since the origin of a myth cannot be assigned to an exact date. Nevertheless, what accounts for a myth’s existence is documents and different historical relics, which can be assigned quite exact dates.

On the other hand, the construction of a myth apparently is not the work of a single author, but of successive generations of authors and commentators who continue the work on the basis of a material that is itself unstable and dynamic. The discoveries brought about by archeology, anthropology and philology, acting as auxiliaries of comparative mythology, show us that certain myths, which we considered originals of a culture, actually belong to earlier cultures or to contemporary cultures which influenced them.

Accordingly, we have not put a special interest in placing the myths in a chronological order, rather we have organised them according to their apparent importance in a certain culture, even if one be posterior to another with the same nucleus of ideation already acting. On the other hand, clearly the present work does not aim to be a compilation, a comparison, or a classification based on previously fixed categories, but a demonstration of nuclei of ideation enduring and acting in different places and historical moments. To this someone may object by saying that the transformation of cultural contexts also varies the expressions and their meanings. But precisely for this reason we have taken myths that have assumed great importance in a culture and moment, even if in other opportunities when they had existed they did not fulfil a relevant psychosocial function.

Regarding certain myths which, although they appear in apparently separated places, have important similarities among themselves, one must thoroughly investigate whether such historical separation actually occurred. In this field, developments are exceedingly fast, so today no one could assert, for instance, that the cultures of America are completely alien to those of Asia. One could simply say that when migrations across the Behring Straits occurred more than 20 thousand years ago, the peoples of Asia did not have developed myths yet, and that they acquired a character only after the tribes had settled. Nevertheless, the pre-mythical situation of the peoples mentioned was similar, and perhaps in that situation outlines may be found, which, although dissimilarly developed according to their different cultural situations, preserved some common patterns. As it is, this discussion has not ended, and it is premature to adhere to any of the conflicting hypotheses today. Anyway, here what concerns us is not the originality of a myth, but, as we have pointed out above, its importance in a certain culture.

We have used different fonts for the original text and the text of our authorship, so it could be appreciated in all its richness. In any work of historical reconstruction (and in a way this is one), the original is clearly distinguished from later additions, and we believe that the use of different fonts perfectly fulfills this function. In regard to our text, its conservation of the style of the original does not disturb the work; rather, we believe, it facilitates its comprehension. The quotations from the sources consulted and the accompanying notes serve the same purpose.

Mendoza (Argentina), 17 December 1990

This is the rapture of those beings whose internal nature was not comprehended, great powers who created all the known and the yet unknown.

This is the rhapsody of the outer nature of the gods, of the action that was seen and sung by humans who could adopt the vantage point of the numinous. 

This is what appeared as sign fixed in eternal time, capable of altering the order and the laws and poor sense. What mortals desired and gods made; what gods spoke through men.

I. Sumero-Akkadian Myths

Gilgamesh (Poem of the Lord of Kullab)

Gilgamesh and the creation of his double

He who knew all and who understood the heart of things. He who saw all and taught all. Who knew the countries in the world... Great was his glory. Great is your glory, divine Gilgamesh!

He built the walls of Uruk. He went on a long journey and knew all that happened before the Deluge. On his return he engraved all his exploits on a stele. For the great gods created him; two thirds of his body was of god and one third of man.

After he fought all the countries he returned to Uruk, his fatherland. But the men in Uruk murmured in anger, for Gilgamesh took the best of the youth for his exploits and ruled with an iron fist. So the people brought their complaints to the gods, and the gods to Anu. Anu elevated the complaints to Aruru, saying,1 ”You, Aruru, who created humanity, now create a copy of Gilgamesh: in due time this man will face Gilgamesh, and while they will be fighting each other, Uruk shall live in peace.” When she heard this entreaty, the goddess Aruru conceived an image of the god Anu in her mind, dipped her fingers in water, pinched off clay, modeled his shape and formed the valiant Enkidu, the august hero, the champion of the god Ninurta. His entire body is covered with hair, his locks are combed as those of women and are as thick as the barley of the fields. Dressed like the god Samuqan, he knows nothing of men or of lands. With gazelles he eats grass, with herds he goes to springs to quench his thirst. Indeed, he likes to drink with herds.”

In time a trapper met Enkidu, and when the trapper saw him, his face froze in terror. The trapper went to his father and told him what he witnessed, the exploits of the savage man. Then, the old man sent his son to Uruk to ask the help of Gilgamesh.

When Gilgamesh heard the story from the lips of the trapper, he asked him to take a beautiful servant from the temple, a woman of pleasure, bring her and put her within the reach of the intruder. ”When he sees the harlot he will be enchanted by her and he will forget his animals, and his animals will not recognise him anymore.” After the king spoke, the trapper followed his directions and on the third day arrived at the place of the encounter. Another day passed and still another day before the animals came to the spring to drink. Behind them appeared the intruder who chanced upon the seated servant. When she rose and pressed herself against him, Enkidu was trapped by her beauty. For seven days he laid with her. Then he decided to go back to his flock, but the gazelles and the beasts of the desert fled from him. Enkidu could not run, but his intelligence opened, man’s thoughts pressed in his heart.

He came back and sat beside the woman, and she told him, ”Why do you live with beasts like a savage? Come, I will guide you to Uruk, to the sanctuary of Anu and the goddess Ishtar, then to Gilgamesh the invincible”. Enkidu liked it: his heart was in search of a friend. And thus he let the youth to guide him towards fertile pastures where he saw stables and shepherds. But he used to suck milk from savage beasts, and here he was offered him bread and wine. Enkidu broke the bread, looked at it, examined it, and did not know what to do with it. The sacred slave told Enkidu: ”Eat bread, oh, Enkidu! It is the fountain of life; drink the wine, it is the custom of the land.” Then Enkidu ate the bread till he was full, drank the wine, seven goblets... A barber sheared the hair from his body, and Enkidu dabbed himself with oil, as men do, and put one man’s clothing, looking like a bridegroom. Then he took arms to hunt lions so that the shepherds could rest at night. Then one day a man came to Enkidu, opened his mouth and said: ”...Gilgamesh, king of strong-walled Uruk, drags people to cultivate! Imposed by fate, man impregnates woman, and then, death! By the will of the gods such is decreed: from the mother’s womb, our destiny is death.” Infuriated, Enkidu promised to change the order of things.

But as Gilgamesh had seen the savage in his dreams and comprehended that in combat there would be understanding between them, when his opponent blocked his way, he rushed to him with the force of a raging bull. The people thronged around watching the furious struggle and rejoiced at Enkidu’s resemblance to the king. They fought in front of the house of the Assembly. They shattered the doors and demolished the walls, and when the king threw Enkidu on the ground, Enkidu’s fury died and he praised Gilgamesh. Then Enkidu and Gilgamesh embraced and their friendship was sealed.

The forest of cedars

Gilgamesh had a dream and Enkidu said: ”The meaning of your dream is this . The father of the gods gave you the sceptre, such is your destiny, but immortality is not your destiny. He gave it to you that you may rule and liberate... but do not abuse this power. Deal justly with your servants, deal justly before Shamash.” Gilgamesh the king then turned his thoughts to the Country of Life; Gilgamesh the king remembered the Forest of Cedars. And he told Enkidu: ”I have not engraved my name on steles as my destiny decreed; therefore I will go to the country where the cedar is felled. I will set up my name in the place where the names of famous men are written.”

Enkidu sighed bitterly because as a child of the mountain he knew the paths leading to the forest. He thought: ”From the center of the forest to any of its entrance, there are ten thousand leagues in any direction. In the heart of the forest lives Humbaba (whose name means `Hugeness’). He breathes winds of fire and roars like the torrent of the storm.” But Gilgamesh had decided to go to the forest to end the evil in the world, the evil of Humbaba. As Gilgamesh was decided, Enkidu prepared to guide him, but not without warning him of the dangers. ”A great warrior who never sleeps,” he said, ”guards the entrances. Only the gods are immortal, and the man who cannot achieve immortality cannot fight against Humbaba.”

Gilgamesh entrusted himself to Shamash, the sun-god. He asked for the god’s help in his enterprise. And Gilgamesh remembered the bodies of men floating on the river when he looked over the walls of Uruk. Corpses of enemies and friends, of the known and the unknown. Then he intuited his own end, and he carried two goats, one white without spot and the other brown, to the temple, and he said to Shamash: ”Here in the city man dies, oppressed at heart man dies, man perishes with despair in his heart... Alas, it is a long journey that I must take to the mansion of Humbaba. If this enterprise is not to be accomplished, why do you move my heart, oh Shamash, with the restless desire to perform it?”... And Shamash accepted the sacrifice of his tears. Shamash, the compassionate, showed him mercy. He appointed strong allies for Gilgamesh, sons of one mother, and stationed them in the mountain caves.

Then the two friends gave orders to the craftsmen to cast their weapons, and the masters brought to them their javelins and swords, bows and axes. The weapons of each weighed ten times thirty shekels and the armour another ninety. Then the heroes departed; fifty leagues they walked in one day. In three days they had walked as much as a journey of a month and three weeks. They crossed seven mountains before they came to the gate of the forest. Then before them was the door of the forest, seventy arms high and forty and two arms wide. Before them stood the door, dazzling in beauty, and because of its beauty they did not destroy it. It was Enkidu who rushed forth, and alone he pushed it with his hands until it opened wide. Then they went down into the forest and they came to the foot of the green mountain.

They stood still and gazed at the mountain of cedars, mansion of the gods. Bushes covered the slope. They were struck dumb; for forty hours they gazed at the forest and saw the magnificent path which Humbaba used to walk to reach his abode...

There Gilgamesh dug a well before the setting sun. He poured out flour on the ground and asked for favorable dreams from the mountain. Gilgamesh sat with his chin on his knees and dreamt, and Enkidu interpreted his auspicious dreams. The next day Gilgamesh asked for favorable dreams for Enkidu, and the mountain fashioned a dream for Enkidu; it came, an ominous dream. Sleep seized Gilgamesh; and Enkidu exerted an effort to make him rise. Covered with their armours they sped as though they were carrying light garments. When they had reached the immense cedar, Gilgamesh seized the axe in his hand and felled the cedar! When Humbaba heard the noise far off he was enraged; he cried out, ”Who is this that has violated my forest and cut down my cedar?” Gilgamesh answered: ”You will not return to the city, no, you will not undo the path that has taken me to the Country of Life, without fighting with this man, if he belongs to the human race, without fighting with this god, if he is a god... The barque of death will not sail for me, no cloth in the world will be cut to make a shroud for me, my people will not know desolation, my home will not witness a funeral pyre blaze, fire will not burn my house.”

Humbaba left his mansion and fastened the eye of death on Gilgamesh. But the sun-god, Shamash, summoned terrifying hurricanes against Humbaba: cyclone, whirlwind. Eighty tempestuous winds rose up against Humbaba; he was gripped, unable to go forward or back; and Gilgamesh and Enkidu felled the cedars and stormed his lairs. Humbaba turned meek and cowered in fear before the heroes. He promised them the best of honours, and Gilgamesh was about to accept them and leave his weapons when Enkidu interrupted, ”Do not listen to him! No, my friend, evil speaks from his mouth. He must die in our hands!” Gilgamesh listened to the word of his companion. He took the axe from his hand, he drew the sword from his belt, and he struck Humbaba with a thrust of the sword to the neck, and Enkidu struck the second blow. At the third blow Humbaba fell and died. Silent and dead. Then they severed the head from the neck, and there followed confusion for this was the Guardian of the Forest of Cedars whom they had felled to the ground. Enkidu felled the trees of the forest and cleared the roots as far as the banks of Euphrates. Then he placed the head of the vanquished in a shroud he set it before the gods. When he saw the dead body of Humbaba, Enlil, lord of storm, he raged, took again from the desecrators the power and glory that had been Humbaba’s, and gave them to the lion, to the barbarian, to the desert.

Gilgamesh washed his body and threw off his bloodstained clothes and changed them for new. When Gilgamesh put on his real crown, the goddess Ishtar lifted her eyes, seeing the beauty of Gilgamesh. But Gilgamesh rejected her because she had lost all her husbands and through love she reduced them to the most abject servitude. Thus Gilgamesh said: ”You are a ruin that does not give man a shelter from the storm, you are a backdoor which keeps out neither squall of wind nor storm, you are a palace plundered by heroes, you are an ambush that hides its deceit, you are an inflamed pustule that burns whoever has it, you are a waterskin that floods the carrier with its water, you are a piece of soft stone which erodes ramparts, you are an amulet that cannot protect the wearer in enemy country, you are a sandal that trips the wearer!”

The celestial Bull, the death of Enkidu and the descent to hells

Furious, the princess Ishtar went up to her father Anu and threatened to break in the doors of Hell to discharge an army of dead outnumbering the army of the living. Then she screamed, ”If you do not send the Celestial Bull to Gilgamesh, I will do it.” Anu consented in exchange for the fertility of the fields for seven years. And immediately he created the Celestial Bull which fell over the earth. On the first assault, the beast killed three hundred men. On the second other hundreds fell. On the third it charged against Enkidu but he seized it by the horns.

The Celestial Bull foamed in his face, it brushed him furiously with the thick of its tail. Then Enkidu leaped on the beast and seized the thick of its tail. And he shouted: ”Gilgamesh, my friend, we boasted that we will leave names behind us. Now thrust in your sword between the nape and the horns.” And Gilgamesh thrust his sword between the nape and the horns and slew the Celestial Bull... They cut out the heart of the Celestial Bull and gave it to the god Shamash... But the goddess Ishtar rose up and mounted the rampart of strong-walled Uruk; she sprang on to the tower and uttered a curse, ”Woe to Gilgamesh, for he has scorned me in killing the Celestial Bull!” When Enkidu heard these words from Ishtar he tore out the parts of the Celestial Bull and tossed them in her face.

That night, Enkidu had a dream. In the dream the gods took counsel together: Anu, Enlil, Shamash and Ea. They discussed the death of Humbaba and the Celestial Bull and decreed that one of the two friends must die: Enkidu. Then he woke up and related what he saw. Then he went back to sleep, and this is what he related:

”The flute and the harp fell in the Great Mansion; Gilgamesh slid his hand into it, he could not reach them; he slid his foot, he could not reached them. Then Gilgamesh sat before the palace of the gods of the subterranean world, poured tears, and his face turned yellow. `Oh, my flute, oh, my harp! My flute whose power was irresistible! My flute, who will take it from the hells?’ His servant Enkidu told him: `My lord, why do you cry? Why does your heart grieve? Now go and look for your flute in the hells’... Enkidu can return from the hells! ...(Then) the father Ea told the valiant Nergal: `Open now the pit that leads to the hells! That the spirit of Enkidu returns from the hells and may speak with his brother’... Like a breath, the spirit of Enkidu left the hells, and Gilgamesh and Enkidu spoke. 

—Tell me my friend, tell me my friend, speak to me of the law of the subterranean world, you know it... 

—He who fell in battle, have you seen him? 

—I have seen him, his father and his mother raise their heads up high while his wife embraces him. 

—He whose cadaver had been abandoned on the plains, have you seen him? 

—I have seen him, his spirit does not rest in the hells. 

—He whose spirit is not given any offering, have you seen him? 

—I have seen him, he eats left-overs from pans and residues from plates thrown into the streets.”

Enkidu fell ill and died. Then, Gilgamesh said: ”To suffer. Life has no other meaning than to die! Am I to die like Enkidu? I must look for Utnapishtim, called `The Faraway’; I want him to explain to me how he became immortal. First I shall mourn, then I shall wear lion skin, and after invoking Sin I shall be on the road.”

After covering all the roads, Gilgamesh came to the mountains and reached the very doors of Sun. There he stopped before the men-scorpions, the terrifying guardians of the doors of Sun. He asked for Utnapishtim: ”I want to ask him about death and life.” The men-scorpions tried to dissuade him from his enterprise. ”No one who enters the mountain sees the light,” they said. But Gilgamesh asked them to open the door of the mountain, and finally they acceded. Walking for hours and hours in deep darkness he saw a light far off and reaching it he was before Sun. There was the garden of the gods. He saw a tree and walked towards it: on its lapis lazuli branches hang, as thick fruit, the ruby.

Dressed in the skins of lions and eating meat of animals, Gilgamesh wandered about the garden, not knowing the direction to take. Moved to pity, Shamash told him: ”When the gods engendered man, they reserved immortality for themselves. You will never find the life for which you are searching.” But Gilgamesh took to the shore and saw the ferryman of The Faraway. After crossing the seas, they came ashore, and seeing them, Utnapishtim ask the companion of his ferryman for explanations. Gilgamesh gave his name and explained the purpose of the voyage.

The Universal Flood

And Utnapishtim said: ”I shall reveal a great secret to you. There was an ancient city called Shurrupak, on the banks of Euphrates. It was a rich and sovereign city. Everything there multiplied; goods and human beings grew in abundance. Enlil heard the uproar, and molested by it, he complained to the gods that sleep was no longer possible and pleaded them to end the excess by unleashing the flood. In my dream, Ea revealed Enlil’s design. `Tear down your house and save your life, build a boat with a roof, of equal length and width. If the people ask you about your work, tell them that you have decided to go and live in the gulf.’ My little ones carried pitch and the big ones brought all our needs. On the fifth day the keel and the framework were finished. The planking was made fast on its ribs. The ground-space was four times ten areas, each side of the deck measured twelve times two elbows, making a square, each deck from the ground-space to the roof was twelve times ten elbows high. I built six decks below, with the ground-space, seven, and I divided them into nine sections with bulk-heads between... Then was the launching full of difficulty, there was shifting of ballast above and below till two thirds was submerged. On the seventh day the boat was completed and loaded with all that was necessary. I loaded into it my family, parents and craftsmen and then the beasts of the field both wild and tame. When the hour came, that afternoon, Enlil sent the Rider of the Storm. I boarded the boat and sealed it with pitch and asphalt, and as everything was ready I handed the tiller to the steersman Puzur-Amurri. Nergal pulled out the dams of the nether waters, and thundering the gods flattened fields and mountains. The judges of Hell, the Anunnaki, raised their torches and turned day into night. Day after day the tempest raged and gathered fury as it went. On the seventh day the flood was stilled and the sea grew calm. I opened the hatch and light fell on my face. I looked for land in vain, all was sea. I wept for the men and the living beings who turned to clay again. Then I discovered a mountain fourteen leagues away. And there, on the mountain of Nisir, the boat grounded. The mountain of Nisir held it fast... When the seventh day dawned I loosed a dove and the dove flew away, but she came back, finding no resting-place she returned. Then I loosed a swallow, and the swallow flew away, but she came back, finding no resting-place she returned. Then I loosed a raven, and the raven flew away, she saw that the waters had retreated, and she ate, she flew around, she cawed, and she did not come back. Then the gods met in a council and reproached Enlil for the harsh punishment he inflicted on the creatures, and thus Enlil came to the boat, and kneeling before my wife and me, he touched our foreheads saying: `In time past Utnapishtim was mortal, henceforth he shall be a god like us and will live in the distance at the mouth of the rivers, and his wife will accompany him forever.’ About you, Gilgamesh, why would the gods grant you immortality?”

The Return

Utnapishtim submitted Gilgamesh to a test. He must try not to sleep for six days and seven nights. But while the hero sat there resting on his haunches, a mist of sleep, like soft wool teased from the fleece, drifted over him. ”Look at him, look at him who searches for immortality!” said The Faraway to his wife. Waking up, Gilgamesh moaned bitterly about his failure: ”Where will I go? Death is in all my roads.” Upset, Utnapishtim ordered the ferryman to return the man, but not without mercy, as he decreed that his clothes would never show sign of age, so that again in his fatherland he would look splendid before mortal eyes. Bidding farewell, The Faraway whispered: ”In the depths of the waters, there is a plant, whose thorny prickles are like the thorns of a rose, so it wounds like one, it can prick your hands: but if you succeed in taking it and could hold fast to it, you will become immortal!”

Gilgamesh jumped into the waters with heavy stones tied to his feet. He got hold of the plant and set out to return, telling himself: ”I will give it for my people to eat and I will do the same and have my youth restored.” Then he walked hours and hours in the darkness of the mountain until he was before the door of the world. After these toils he saw a spring and there he bathed, but a serpent, rising from the depths, snatched the plant and swam down, far from the reach of Gilgamesh.

Thus the mortal returned with empty hands, with an empty heart. Thus he returned to strong-walled Uruk.

The destiny of Gilgamesh, decreed by Enlil, has been fulfilled... Here’s bread for Netu the Guardian of the Door. Bread for Ningizzida the god-serpent, lord of the Tree of Life. Also for Dumuzi the young shepherd that the earth fertilizes.5

He who knew all and who understood the heart of things. He who saw all and taught all. Who knew the countries in the world... Great was his glory!

He who built the walls of Uruk, who went on a long journey and who knew all that happened before the Deluge, on his return he engraved his exploits on a firm stele.

II. Assyro-Babylonian Myths

Enuma elish (Poem of Creation)1

The original chaos

When on high the sky had not been named and on low the earth had not been called by name, the waters of Abyss and Impetuousness commingled. No gods, no marshes, no reeds existed. In this chaos two serpents were begotten, and for eons they grew in size and gave rise to the horizons of the sea and the earth. They separated the spaces, they formed the boundaries of the skies and the earth. From these two limits the great gods were born, grouped together in different places in what was the world. And these divinities continued to beget, and in doing so they disturbed the great formers from the original chaos.

Then, abysmal Apsu went to his wife Tiamat, mother of the oceanic waters, and told her: ”The ways of the gods are loathsome to me, their revelry does not allow to sleep, they rouse themselves for we have not fixed any destiny.”

The gods and Marduk

Thus spoke Apsu to Tiamat, the resplendent. As soon as Tiamat heard this, she raged and screamed: ”Let us destroy those rioters that we may sleep.” And she was furious and was shaking in her raving. Then Ea, one of the gods, saw through their destructive scheme and cast a spell over the waters. With his spell he poured sleep upon Apsu (such was his desire) and fettered him. Finally, Ea slew him, rent his body and upon him established his dwelling. Ea and his wife Damkina dwelled there, and from their union Marduk was born.

The heart of Ea exulted when he saw the perfection of his son, endowed with a double godhead. The voice of the child blazed in his outbursts, while his four eyes and his four ears scanned all things. His enormous body and his incomprehensible members were bathed in an exceedingly awesome radiance as flashes of lightning whirled above him.

The war of the gods

As Marduk was growing and organising the world, some gods came to Tiamat and reproached her for her lack of valor, telling her: ”They killed your consort and you remained silent, so now we too cannot rest. Join our avenging force and we will walk by your side and go to battle.” Thus they grumbled and huddled together around Tiamat, until she, brooding over it without end, finally decided to forge arms for her gods. Angered, she created monsters-serpents with venomous claws; monsters-storms; men-scorpions; lions-demons; centaurs and flying dragons. Eleven monsters did Tiamat create and then from among her gods she elevated Kingu and appointed him chief of her army.2

She exalted Kingu and made him their chief, to lead the army, to command the troops, to carry arms and unleash the attack, leading the supreme direction in the combat. 

All these she entrusted to him, as she seated him in the assembly: ”I have cast for you the spell to raise you in the assembly of the gods, and I have given you full power to lead all the gods. You are magnificent, you are the only husband I have! May the Anunnaki exalt you above them all!”

She gave him the Tablets of Destiny and fastened them on his neck: ”Your command will not change, your word will endure!”3
After learning about the new perverse designs, Ea sought the help of other gods and proclaimed: ”Tiamat, our begetter, you loathe us. You have placed the terrible Anunnaki around you and against us. You have made half of the gods confront the other half; how can we stop it? I ask for the Igigi to hold a council and resolve it.” Thus, many generations of Igigi met, but no one could resolve the question. Time passed and no emissary or valiant one could change Tiamat’s designs; until Anshar rose and asked for Marduk. Ea came to his son and pleaded him to help the gods. But Marduk replied that in that case he would have to be elevated as chief. Marduk said it and went to the council.

(The gods)...ate festive bread and drank wine; they wetted their drinking cups with the sweet liquor. When they had drunk the strong drink their bodies swelled; as their heart rose, they started to shout, and then they fixed the destiny of Marduk, their avenger.

They erected for him a princely throne; in the presence of his fathers, he sat down, presiding...

”... Oh Marduk, indeed you are our avenger! We have granted you sovereignty over the entire universe. When you are seated in the assembly your word is supreme. Your weapons will not fail; you will smash your foes! Oh Lord, spare the life of him who trusts you; but pour out the life of the god who has seized evil!”

Having placed in their midst a piece of cloth, they addressed themselves to Marduk, their first-born: ”Lord, your destiny is first among gods! Decide but to wreck or to create, say and it shall be; open your mouth and the cloth will vanish; speak again and the cloth will be whole!” (Thus), at the word of his mouth the cloth vanished; he spoke again and the cloth was restored. When the gods, his fathers, saw the fruit of his word, joyfully they did him homage: ”Marduk is king!” They conferred on him scepter, throne, and palu; they have him matchless weapons that ward off foes: ”Go see and cut the life of Tiamat; the winds shall transport her blood to secret places!”4

The lord constructed a bow and he hung it with its quiver at his side. He made a net to enfold Tiamat therein. He raised the mace and in front of him he set the lightning; with a blazing flame he filled his body. The four winds he stationed that nothing of Tiamat might escape, but he brought forth the hurricanes and raised up the flood-storm as he mounted the storm-chariot. He yoked it to the team-of-four terrifying names, and like a ray he lined them up before Tiamat. A plant to put out poison was grasped in his hand, and the lord approached to scan the inside of Tiamat and to perceive the intentions of the Anunnaki and of Kingu.5

— Are you so important that you elevate yourself as a supreme god by my side? roared enraged Tiamat.

— You have exalted yourself haughtily and you have elevated Kingu as an illegitimate power. You hate your sons and you bear them evil. Now stand up and face me in combat! answered Tiamat, as the gods were sharpening their weapons.

Tiamat conjured and cast her spells, and the gods left for battle. Then, the Lord spread out his net, and the terrifying Tiamat opened her enormous mouth. Then he drove the hurricanes which entered her and shot the arrow which tore her belly. Then it cut through her dark insides until it extinguished her life. The horrible army was disbanded, and in the confusion the sharp weapons were destroyed. Enfolded in the net, the prisoners were thrown to the cells of the subterranean spaces. The haughty Kingu was stripped of the Tablets of Destiny, not rightfully his, and imprisoned with the Anunnaki. Thus the eleven creatures created by Tiamat were converted into statues, that the triumph of Marduk shall never be forgotten.

The creation of the world

After securing the prison of his foes and sealing and fastening the Tablets of Destiny on his breast, the Lord turned back to the body of Tiamat. Unsparingly he crushed her skull with his mace, severed the arteries of her blood, which the hurricane brought to secret places, and seeing the monstrous flesh he conceived of artistic ideas. Thus he split her cadaver in half, as though it were a fish; he raised half of it up into the sky. Up there he sealed it and posted a guardian so as not to allow waters to escape from it. Then he crossed the spaces and surveyed its regions, and midway to the abyss he established his home. Thus he created the heavens and the earth and set their limits. Then, he built houses for the gods and lighted them with stars.

After he established the year, Tiamat determined the twelve months in it, after his figures.6 He divided the month and fixed the days. He buttressed the bolts on both sides, left and right, and between them he placed the zenith. To Shamash7 he entrusted the partition of day and night, and he placed the brilliant star of his bow8 for everyone to see. To Nebiru9 he assigned the division of the two celestial sections into north and south. He assigned Sin to provide light in the midst of darkness, organising the days and the nights.

”Each month, without end, you will assume the form of a crown. At the beginning of the month, you will light up the country by showing horns to determine six days; on the seventh day you will be half crown. On the fourteenth day you will face the sun. In the middle of the month, when the sun reaches you on the base of the skies, reduce your crown and decrease the light. On the twenty-ninth day you shall put yourself opposite the sun again.”10

Then, returning to Tiamat, he scooped her saliva, and with it he formed the clouds. With her head he produced the woodlands, and from her eyes he made Tigris and Euphrates flow. Finally, from her teats he created the great mountains and punctured springs for wells to provide water.

Finally, Marduk solidified the ground and raised his luxurious dwelling and his temple, which he offered to the gods as their resting place when they would call assemblies to fix the destinies of the world. For this reason, he called these constructions ”Babylonia”, which means ”the house of the great gods”.11

The creation of the human being

After finishing his work, the Lord was exalted by the gods, and then in recognition of them he said: ”I will mass my blood and form bones. I will give rise to a man... who will look after the cult of the gods, that they might be at ease! Astutely I will transform the ways of the gods. Though worshipped alike, they shall be divided into two groups.”12

Ea answered him, speaking a word to him, to relate a scheme for the relief of the gods: ”Let but one of their brothers be handed over; he alone shall perish that humanity may be fashioned. Let the great gods be here in the assembly; let the guilty be handed over that they may endure.”13

Marduk had the captive Anunnaki taken and he asked them, on oath, who the guilty party was in the insurrection, promising life to those who would declare the truth. Then the gods accused Kingu.

”It was Kingu who contrived the uprising and made Tiamat rebel and join the battle.” They bound him and held him before Ea. They asked him to confess his guilt and they severed his blood vessels. Out of his blood they fashioned humanity. Ea imposed the service and freed the gods. Then Ea, the sage, created humanity; he imposed on it service to the gods. This work was incomprehensible.14

And thus the Lord freed the gods, and he divided them: three hundred above and three hundred below, and made them the guardians of the world. In gratitude, the Anunnaki erected a sanctuary and raised the head of Esagila high, and then, after building a tower with steps, they set up in it a new abode for Marduk.15

When the great gods had met, they exalted the destiny of Marduk, and they bent down and uttered a curse between themselves, pledging to put life in danger through water and oil.16

”...let the `black heads’ wait for their gods. As for us, though he may be called by many names, Marduk is our god! We proclaim, then, the fifty names of Marduk.”17

And the stars shone, and all the beings created by the gods rejoiced. Humanity also recognised itself in the Lord. So let there be a memory of all that happened. Let the sons learn this teaching from their fathers. Let the sages investigate the meaning of The Song of Marduk who defeated Tiamat and obtained the reign.18

III. Egyptian Myths

Ptah and the creation1

There was only an infinite sea, lifeless and in absolute silence. Then Ptah came with the forms of the abysses and the distances, of solitudes and of forces. For this reason Ptah was seeing and hearing, smelling and perceiving existence in his heart. But what he perceived he had thought of before within him. Thus he took the form of Atum, and devouring his own semen, gave birth to the wind and the humidity, which he expelled from his mouth, creating Nut, the sky, and Geb, the earth. Atum, the non-existent, was a manifestation of Ptah. Thus, before Ptah, the new fundamental forms and the universe, together with all the beings that Ptah conceived within himself, did not exist, and with his one word he made them exist. Having created everything from his mouth, he rested. Because of this, you shall be invoked until the end of time: Immense, immense Ptah, fertilising spirit of the world!2 

The forms of the gods are the forms of Ptah, and only for human convenience is Ptah worshipped by many names, and his names change and are forgotten; new gods succeed the old, but despite this, Ptah endures. He created the sky as a conductor, and he surrounded the earth with the sea; he also created the tartar to appease the dead. He fixed his course on Ra from horizon to horizon in the skies, and gave man his time and his dominion; he also did the same to the pharaoh and to every kingdom.

On his way to the skies, Ra reformed what had been established and appeased the gods who were discontented. He loved the creation and gave love to the animals, struggling against chaos that endangered their lives, that they would be happy. He set the limits of night and day and fixed the seasons. He set a rhythm to the Nile that it may flood the territory and later recede that all may live of the fruit of its waters. He subjected the forces of darkness. He who carried the light was called Amon-Ra, by those who believed that Amon was born from an egg which broke in a flash and gave rise to the stars and other lights.

But the genealogy of the gods starts with Atum, the father-mother of the gods. He begot Shu (the wind) and Tefnut (humidity), and from them were born Nut (the sky) and Geb (the earth). These brothers united and procreated Osiris, Seth, Nephthys and Isis: the divine Ennead from whom all derive.

Death and resurrection of Osiris

The parents of Osiris saw that he was strong and kind; for this reason they entrusted him to govern the fertile territories and take care of the life of plants, animals and human beings. To his brother Seth they gave the wide desert and foreign territories. All the wild and the strong, the herds and the wild beasts were under the care of Seth. Osiris and Isis formed the resplendent pair of lovers. But the mist of envy stirred up in Seth, and so he conspired, and with the help of seventy and two members of his retinue he held a feast in order to annihilate his brother. On that night came the conspirators and Osiris. Before those who were present, Seth showed a magnificent sarcophagus and promised to give it as a gift to whoever entered and best fitted in it. Then one entered it and left, then another, until it was the turn of Osiris to do the test. As soon as Osiris entered, they pulled down the lid and nailed it. Trapped, Osiris was then carried to the Nile and plunged into its waters with the intention of drowning him in its depths. But the sarcophagus floated, and reaching the sea it left Egypt. A long time passed until one day the chest reached Phoenicia,3 and the waves deposited it on the foot of a tree. The tree grew to a gigantic length, and its trunk enveloped the sarcophagus. When the king saw the specimen, he so admired it that he asked for it to be felled and its big trunk brought to his palace and set as a central column. Meanwhile, Isis had a revelation of what happened, so she left for Phoenicia and entered the service of the queen so she could be close to the body of her husband. But the queen comprehended that her servant was Isis and offered her the trunk so she could do whatever she wanted with it. Isis broke the wooden case, took the coffin and brought it with her on her return to Egypt. But Seth was informed of the event, and fearing that Isis would revive her husband, he stole the corpse. Quickly he cut the corpse into fourteen pieces and then scattered them throughout the land. This set off the voyage of Isis to collect the pieces of the cadaver.

After the death of Osiris, darkness reigned for a long time. Nobody took care of the animals, or of the plants, or of men. Dispute and death replaced harmony for ever. 

After Isis recovered the different parts of the corpse, she joined them together, adjusted them strongly with bandages, and cast her spells.4 Then she built an enormous furnace, a sacred pyramid,5 and in it she deposited the mummy. Drawing herself closer to it, she breathed her breath. She blew air into it, as a potter does, to increase the heat of the fire of life...

He woke up, he knew the mortal dream, he wanted to keep his green vegetal face.6 He wanted to keep the white crown and his plume for him to remember clearly the lands that belonged to him in the Nile.7 He also took his whip and staff for separating and reconciling, as shepherds do with their curved staff.8 But when proud Osiris saw death around him, he left his double, his Ka,9 and took charge of guarding his body so no one would come back to desecrate it. He took the cross of life, the Ankh10 of resurrection, and with it in his Ba11 he came to save and protect all those who, alone and terrified, penetrate Amenti.12 For these he went to live in the west waiting for the helpless, exiled from the kingdom of life. Through his sacrifice, nature resurrects at every time, and human beings, created by the divine potter,13 are more that just animated clay. Since then god has been invoked in many ways; since then the last exhalation is a song of hope.

”Good Osiris! Send Thoth14 that he may guide us to the sacred sycamore tree,15 to the tree of life, to the door of the Lady of the West;16 that he may make us avoid the fourteen mansions surrounded by stupor and anguish, where the perverse suffer terrifying sentences. Send Thoth, the wise ibis, the infallible scribe of human deeds written on the papyrus of indelible memory. Good Osiris! In you the victorious awaits their resurrection after the judgment, where their actions are weighed by Anubis, the just jackal.17 Good Osiris! Let our Ba board the celestial barque, and separated from Ka, let Ka be the custodian of the amulets18 in our tomb. Thus we shall sail to the regions of splendour of the new day.”

Horus, the divine vengeance19

While Isis was working for the resurrection of Osiris, she bore their son. She took the newly-born child and hid him in the reedbeds of the Nile to protect him from the fury of Seth, from Min20 and from the attackers of the desert. He was the child who appeared radiant in the lotus flower and who, worshipped as a falcon, saw through all the corners of the world. As Horus Haredontes, he was, when the time had come, the avenger of his father. He is Horus, god of all the lands, son of love and resurrection.

The child was growing and his mother prepared him to reclaim the dominions usurped by Seth, who only had the rights to the deserts and the foreign countries, but ventured into the Nile. On his voyage to the West, to the lands of Amenti who now dominated them, Osiris gave Isis the mandate to recover all of Nile for their son. Thus, before the assembly of the Ennead, the contenders met. Horus said: ”An unworthy fratricide, supported by a blind force not consecrate by the gods, usurps the rights that my father left me...” But the discourse was cut short by Seth who, in irate roars, scorned the request from a child incapable of exercising such demands. Then, throwing their weapons, they rush on each other in a single combat, and in their fight they rolled mountains and jolted waters, which overflowed from their river beds. The dispute lasted eighty long years, until Seth plucked the eyes of Horus, and Horus pulverized the vital parts of his contender. Such fury ended when, weakened, both fell on the ground. Then, Thoth cured their wounds and, in a fragile manner, reestablished peace, demanded by the neglected world.

The verdict was sought before the gods. Ra (whom Seth always helped in his struggle against the mortal Apophis21) tilted the balance against Horus, while Isis daringly defended her son. Finally, the gods restored the rights of the child, but Ra, murmuring angrily, walked out of the assembly. Thus, the gods were divided in number and power and saw no end to the discussion. Then, with her wiles, Isis made Seth pronounce a discourse in which the right belonged to him who stopped the foreigner from occupying the thrones, and because of his error Seth himself became as a foreigner to the lands he sought. Then Ra demanded a new test that would decide everything.

Transformed into strong hippopotamuses, they restarted the fight, but from the edge of the waters Isis loosed a harpoon which erroneously hit Horus. Screaming, Horus rushed to his mother and pulled out her head.22 To replace it, the gods gave Isis the head of a cow, and positioned in battle once again, Isis finally struck Seth with her harpoon, and, bloodied, Seth left the waters. Then the new test was devised, and the rest of the gods left, far from the conflict. Both of them had to navigate in barques of stone. Seth carved his barque on a rock and it sank; then Horus, only in appearance, showed his barque, conforming to everything that was agreed upon, showing his ingenuity by hiding wood under the stucco. Horus navigated and claimed his
 triumph, but Seth, as a new hippopotamus, sank the barque; and then, alone on the shore, well-deserved vengeance overtook Horus; he struck Seth with his mace and bound his members. Then he dragged him to the tribunal where the gods waited. And only before the threat of Seth’s death before the entire assembly did Ra agree that Horus was right, and, delighted, the gods crowned the child-falcon supreme lord, as Horus trampled on the neck of the vanquished, who promised in solemn obedience to end the fight and move away into his dominions in the deserts and among strangers forever. Thoth wisely organised the new responsibilities, and Horus helped Ra to destroy the perfidious serpent Apophis which until then had menaced his radiant barque.

With the blood of the ancient beast, the skies at times are tainted red, and sailing in his celestial barque, Ra clears the surge that is moving towards the west.

The antimyth of Amenhotep IV23

There was a kind and wise pharaoh who understood the origin of Ptah and the change of his names. He reestablished the principle when he saw that men oppressed other men, believing that they were the voice of the gods. One morning in the temple, he saw how a vassal was sentenced for not paying his tribute to the priests, for not paying the gods. Then he left Thebes for On,24 and there he asked the wisest theologians what true justice was. This was the answer: ”Amenhotep, your have guts and your intentions are good, but the kindest truth will be harsh for you and our people. As man you shall be the most just. As king you shall be the ruin... but your example will not be forgotten, and many centuries after you are gone, what is going to be considered today (soon) as madness will be recognised.” Coming back to Thebes, he looked at his wife as one explores the dawn; he saw her beauty; and for her and his people he sang a wonderful hymn. By the piety of the poet, Nefertiti wept and knew of his glory and his tragic future. ”Akhenaten!” she said, and then she kept quiet. At that moment his destiny came into play, accepting the just but impossible. This was the rebellion of Akhenaten and the brief respite of the children of the Nile, when in an instant a world weighed by millennia tottered. Thus was overturned the power of those who had made the gods speak the former’s own intentions.

Amenhotep launched the struggle against the functionaries and priests that dominated the empire. The lords of Upper Nile allied themselves with the hounded sectors. The people started to occupy previously reserved positions and was restoring the estranged power for themselves. The granaries were opened and the goods distributed. But the foes of the new world took to arms and made the ghost of hunger show its face. Dead Akhenaten, all his works were daring, and they wanted to erase his memory forever. Aton, however, preserved his word.

And this was the poem that sparked the fire...25

The whole earth performs its labour...for every route is opened at your appearing. You who create the fertile seed for women, you who make semen in men, you who sustain the son in mother’s womb, you who soothe him with that which stills his tears, you nurse in the very womb, give breath to sustain all that you create. When he issues from the womb to breathe on the day of his birth, you do open his mouth completely and supply his needs. When the chick in the egg cheeps inside the shell, you give it breath within it to sustain it. You have set it its appointed time in the egg to break it, that it may walk with its feet when it emerges from it. How manifold is that which you have made! Your face is unknown, oh the only god! There is no other like you. You have created the earth according to your desire, being alone; men, herds and all flocks, and all that is in the sky and flies with wings. And the foreign lands, Syria, Nubia and the land of Egypt; you have set each man in his place, supplied his needs; each his bread, and his lifetime is reckoned. Their tongues are diverse in speech, their characters and their skins likewise; you have varied the foreign peoples. And you have made a Nile in Duat and bring it forth as you desire to sustain the people, as you have made them. You, lord of them all, you weary yourself for them, oh, Aton of the day! great in dignity! And as for all distant foreign lands, you make their life; you have set a Nile in the sky that it may descend for them and that it may make waves on the mountains like the sea, and water their fields amongst their towns. How perfect are your counsels! Oh, lord of eternity! The Nile in the sky is for the foreign peoples and for all the animals that walk with their feet. But the Nile comes forth from Duat for Egypt. And your rays suckle every plant; when you do rise, they live and thrive for you. You make the seasons to nourish all that you have made; the winter to cool them, the summer because you like it. You have made the distant sky to rise in it and to see all, you, the only one, when you rise in your form as the living Aton, rising and luminous, distant and near. You make millions of forms, you, the only one; cities, towns, fields, roads, rivers, every eye sees you before it and you are Aton of the day. When you walk and each eye you have created dreams its look that it may not see you alone, and it does not see more than what you have created, you are always in my heart... The earth is in your hand as you have created it. If you rise it lives, if you hide it dies. You are lifetime yourself, and one lives through you!

IV. Hebrew Myths

The tree of Knowledge and the tree of Life

And out of the ground Jehovah God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil... And Jehovah God commanded the man, saying: You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.1

And thus Adam and Eve lived in Eden, where a river flowed out to water the garden. That current divided and became four rivers. The name of the first, which flowed around the whole land of Havillah where there is gold, was Pishon. That of the second, which flowed around the whole land of Cush, was Gihon. That of the third, hidden and shaded, which flows east of Assyria, was Hiddekel and the fourth of good and murmuring words was Euphrates. And Eden abounded in plants and animals, and because of this our fathers, the namers of all living beings, were there. How can one name the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil without knowing them, without approaching them? So, not having knowledge they desired to have one but they did not know how to have one. Disturbed by the question, one night Eve slept, and sleeping she dreamt, and dreaming she saw the tree of knowledge that shone in the darkness. Eve approached the tree and, suddenly, a disturbing winged figure appeared before her. Its bearing was beautiful, but in the darkness she could not discern its face, which was perhaps Adam’s. Moistened with dew, its locks gave off a fragrance that kindled love. And Eve wanted to see. As she gazed at the tree, the figure said: ”Oh beautiful plant of abundant fruit! Does no one dare to free you from your weight and taste your sweetness? Is knowledge scorned so? Is it perhaps envy or some unfair reserve that prohibits you from being touched? Prohibit whoever wants to be prohibited, but no one will deprive me anymore of the goods you offer; otherwise, why are you here?” After it spoke, it did not stop itself anymore; it stretched its hands and dared to pluck the fruit and taste it. Glacial horror paralysed Eve in her dream, when she saw the audacity of the disturbing figure, but suddenly it exclaimed: ”Oh divine fruit, sweet only for you, much sweeter when taken from this lot, prohibited, apparently reserved only for the gods, but, nonetheless, capable of converting men into gods! And why have they not become so? Good increases the more it is shared, and its author, far from losing it, will gain more praises. Come close, fortunate creature, beautiful and angelic Eve; share this fruit with me!”2 Eve woke up shocked and recounted the dream to her companion. Adam, then, asked: ”Does not God speak through dreams? If in the day he prohibits and in the night he invites, what incitement must I follow, I who have no sufficient knowledge? We must acquire that knowledge in order to straighten our destinies, as Jehovah God created us but he did not tell us how we must make our own selves.” Then, he told Eve about his plan to take the fruit and run with it to the tree of life, in order to become immune from the poison of knowledge. Then, they waited until Jehovah God passed the garden, in broad daylight and in his absence they went to the tree. Then, when they saw a serpent, coiled on the branches, move towards the fruits, they thought that it got its poison from that food. Because of this they doubted, and doubting time passed, and Jehovah God set out to return. Then, they believed having heard the serpent whisper: ”You will not die; God knows that when you eat it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”3 The serpent did not lie, it only wanted to stop them from eating from the other tree, the tree of life.4 As it was already very late, Adam and Eve ate the fruit and their eyes were opened, but when they wanted to go to the tree of immortality, Jehovah God blocked the way, stopping from accomplishing what they proposed to do.

And Jehovah God said: Behold, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, lest he put forth his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever. And Jehovah sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which he was taken. He drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to guard the way to the tree of life.5

Adam and Eve left Eden but their look always followed the direction of the Paradise whose path was betrayed only by the nocturnal radiance and the fume of the sword of fire. And they did not go back anymore, because they could not go back, but they started to offer Jehovah God sacrifices of fire and fume which they believed pleased him. And many peoples, as time went by, thought that the gods like high mountains and volcanoes because they are the bridge between the earth and the heavens. Thus, when the time came, Jehovah God delivered from the fire, from the mountain, the Law that men searched for in order to direct their Destiny.6

Abraham and obedience

Many generations succeeded from the first fathers to the Flood. After the Flood, Jehovah drew the rainbow in the sky to seal his pact with men, and all seeds continued to multiply. And so in Ur of Chaldea, Terah took his son Abram and his daughter-in-law Sarai and brought them to the lands of Canaan. Then, Abram and Sarai went to Egypt. Some time later they returned to Hebron. Abram’s gain and goods had grown but his heart was lonely for at his age he did not have any child.

Abram was already old when he made his servant Hagar conceive. Then Hagar and Sarai became enemies. So Hagar left and went to the desert and brought her affliction. Then, an angel appeared and told Hagar: ”You have conceived and after giving birth you shall call your son Ishmael because Jehovah has heard your cry of distress. Ishmael, therefore, means `God hears’ and he will have many descendants, and his peoples will live in deserts, who shall worship God not according to what the eye sees, but according to what the ear hears. Thus they will pray to God and God will hear them.” Much later Sarai conceived in her old age, but her descendants and those of Hagar continued the dispute that began between their mothers, although Abram was the father of all and he treated all of them as his own children.

Then God said: ”Your name will no longer be Abram but Abraham, because you will be father of a multitude and Sarai will be called Sarah, as princess of nations. Your son with Sarah you shall call him Isaac.”

Some time later God tested Abraham. ”Abraham,” he called. ”Now take your son, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and on one of the mountains that I will tell you, offer him as a sacrifice to me.” And Abraham woke up very early in the morning, loaded his donkey, and took Isaac and two servants with him; and he cut some wood for the sacrifice, and started out for the place that God told him about. On the third day Abraham raised his eyes and saw the place in the distance. Then he said to his servants: Stay here with the donkey, and the boy and I will go over there and worship, and then we will come back to you... And Abraham carried the wood for the sacrifice, and placed it over his son Isaac, and took live coals and a knife; and they walked along together. Then Isaac spoke up to Abraham his father, ”My father.” And he answered, ”I am here, my son.” And Isaac asked, ”The coals and the wood are here, but where is the lamb for the sacrifice?” And Abraham answered, ”God himself will provide the lamb for the sacrifice, my son.” And they walked on together. When they came to the place which God had told him about, Abraham built an altar, and arranged the wood on it, and tied Isaac his son, and placed him on the altar, on top of the wood. Then he picked up the knife to kill him. But the angel of Jehovah called to him from heaven, ”Abraham, Abraham.” He answered, ”Yes, here I am.” ”Don’t hurt the boy or do anything to him,” he said. ”Now I know that you fear God, because you have not kept back your son from me...” Then, Abraham looked around and saw a ram caught in a bush by its horns; and Abraham went and got it and offered it as a burnt offering instead of his son. And Abraham named that place ”Jehovah shall provide”.7

Perhaps until his death, the anguish of the terrible test stayed in Abraham’s heart. And thus, again and again, he said: ”Jehovah repudiates human sacrifice and, even more, the sacrifice of one’s son. If sacrifice is commanded, I must not respect it, because I would be disobeying his prohibition. But to reject what he commands is to sin against him. Must I obey something that my god repudiates? Yes, if he demands it. But my stupid tormented reason also revolts against the heart of a poor old man who loves that impossible one, given of late by Jehovah. Isn’t this test the devolution of the laughter that filled me when he announced the birth of my son?8 Is not laughter what Sarah hid when she heard of that prophecy?9 For some reason did Jehovah suggest the name `Isaac’ which means `laughter’. When he told us that we would have this son, my wife and I were already old, and we could not believe that such were possible. Does Jehovah play with his creatures as a child plays with sand? Or, knowing his anger and his punishment, do we overlook the fact that he also tests us and teaches us through divine jokes?”10

The man who fought against a God11

And Jacob got up that night, took his two wives, his two servants, and his eleven children, and crossed the river of Jacob. After he sent them across, he also sent across all that he owned, but he stayed behind, alone. Then a man came and wrestled with him until just before daybreak. And when the man saw that he could not win the struggle, he hit Jacob on the hip, and it was thrown out of joint while he fought with him. The man said, ”Let me go; daylight is coming.” ”I won’t, unless you bless me,” Jacob answered. ”What is your name?” the man asked. ”Jacob,” he answered. The man said, ”Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel,12 because you have fought with God and with men, and you have won.” Then Jacob said, ”Now tell me your name.” And the man answered, ”Why do you want to know my name?” Then he blessed Jacob there. Jacob said, ”I saw God face-to-face, and my soul was saved”; so he named the place Peniel.13 The sun rose as Jacob was leaving Peniel, and he was limping because of his hip.14 Even today the descendants of Israel do not eat the muscle which is on the hip joint, because it was on this muscle that Jacob was hit.15

Moses and the divine Law16

It happened that a long time before, the children of Israel settled in Egypt were growing in number and power. And joyfully they supported the changes introduced by a wise pharaoh, who wanted equality for all peoples. Then the good king died in the midst of a great uproar stirred up by his enemies. And the Israelites passed from peaceful existence to being persecuted and humiliated. When they decided to abandon those lands, the new pharaoh stopped them. Also in those gloomy years, many Egyptians, supporters of the just king, were assassinated. Others ended in prisons and quarries, condemned to spend their lives there. And it happened that among the persecuted was a youth who, as a child, was rescued by the women of the good pharaoh from the waters of the Nile. Educated in the court, he learned the language of Israel although he always spoke it with difficulty.

Moses, ”he who was rescued from the waters”, fled from the quarries and went to take refuge in the countryside, in the house of a priest of Midian. And the priest also belonged to the ranks of the persecuted and was a supporter of the just king. For this reason, the priest received Moses when he sought refuge with him and when he recounted his story of being rescued from the waters, which closely resembled the legends of Osiris and Sargon (who was saved in Babylonia, according to those who came with Abraham from Ur of Chaldea). It was here that Moses took as his wife the daughter of the priest. And, one day, while he was herding the sheep of his father-in-law, he came near Horeb, mountain of God.

And the Angel of Jehovah appeared before him in a fiery flame from the centre of a thornbush; and he looked and saw the bush afire, but it did not burn up. So Moses said, ”I will step aside right now and examine this great vision, why the thornbush is not burned up.” When Jehovah saw that Moses was coming closer, he called to him from the middle of the bush and said, ”Moses, Moses!” He answered, ”Here I am.” Then he said, ”Do not move nearer! Take your sandals off your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.” He also said, ”I am your father’s God, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses covered his face, for he was afraid to look at God. Then Jehovah said, ”I have well seen the misery of my people in Egypt and I have heard their cry under their oppressors; for I know their sorrows, and I have come down to liberate them from the Egyptians and to bring them up from there to a broad and good land, a land flowing with milk and honey...” Said Moses to God, ”When I come to the children of Israel and say to them, `The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they say to me, `What is his name?’ then what shall I tell them?” And God answered Moses, ”I AM WHO I AM. Thus you will speak to the children of Israel: I AM has sent me to you.” God said further to Moses, ”You tell the children of Israel: Jehovah the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob has sent me to you. This is my name for ever and by this I am to be remembered through all the centuries.”17

Thus Moses returned to Egypt after meeting Aaron of the priestly tribe of Levi, who had dreams about Moses receiving the divine mandate. Then, Aaron helped Moses to use the word among the Israelites and, calling on the pharaoh, he warned him by saying, ”Let my people leave Egypt.” But as the Pharaoh was remiss, Aaron, who was a priest, with his staff did great wonders before everyone’s eyes. Then the Pharaoh called on his sages and priests who also showed their power, and the Pharaoh hardened his heart. Then, Jehovah, through Moses and Aaron, turned the water of the river into red blood and the fishes died and also the frogs came from it and invaded all, but the Pharaoh did not bother about these signs. For this, plagues of lice and flies, cattle plague and plague of ulcers, plague of hail and of locusts battered men and beasts. Still the Pharaoh did not want to liberate the children of Israel, saying that the torrent of the river that had exceeded dragged along with it red slime from the high Nile and periodically provoked those disasters. And the sages of the Pharaoh also explained how the clouds of water which rose from the overflowing river darkened the sky...

Then Jehovah commanded Moses to warn the Pharaoh of the death of the first-born Egyptians if he did not free the people of Israel. And the Pharaoh did not listen, and that night the children of the Egyptians were killed by the angel of the Lord. And from then on, that month became the first of the months of the year, because the sign of the paschal lamb’s blood, with which the Israelites marked their doors, protected them from the angel of death. Then the Pharaoh yielded and allowed the departure of the people of Israel and all the persecuted Egyptians. The children of Israel, about six hundred thousand common men, without counting the children, moved from Ramses for Succoth. Also a great multitude of all kinds of people went along with them.18

The people crossed the Red Sea on dry ground, as the waters were contained on the right and on the left, in the area where Amenhotep had commanded the building of a canal. It was here that the Pharaoh dispatched his soldiers to destroy those who fled, but, then, the heavy chariots fell headlong and the army fell. And the water rolled over the persecutors and drowned them. And once again, Jehovah saved Moses from the waters and along with it saved the multitude who fled Egypt.19

And the bitter waters20 were sweetened by the tree which Moses threw into them. And Jehovah told the people to eat What-is-this.21 And for this reason the people lived and did not die in the desert, and reached the sacred mountain Sinai.

All of mount Sinai was smoking, because Jehovah came down on it in fire; its smoke went up like the smoke of a furnace, and the entire mountain shook violently. The sound of the trumpet became louder and louder; Moses spoke and God answered him with thunder. Then Jehovah came down to the top of Mount Sinai and called Moses to the mountain top, and Moses went up.22 

All the people observed the thunder and lightning, the trumpet blast and the smoking mountain; and looking, the people trembled and stood at a distance.23

And then Jehovah God gave men the Law which they sought for since their first fathers. In two tablets of stone God engraved the ten Commandments which men must observe for them to get close to him. And he also gave them laws that serve to shape them in their History. Thus Moses led Israel to the land promised by the Lord. And he went up from the camps of Moab to the Mount Nebo, to the top of Pisga, opposite Jericho. Then Moses saw. And Jehovah said to him, ”This is the land of which I swore to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, saying, `I will give it to your descendants.’ I have given you to see it with your eyes, but you shall not go over there.” Then Moses, servant of Jehovah, died there in the land of Moab as Jehovah said he world. And Jehovah buried him in a valley in the land of Moab, opposite Bethpeor; and to this day no man knows the exact place of his burial.24

There has never been a prophet in Israel like Moses, who had known Jehovah face to face; none equalled him for all the signs and wonders which Jehovah sent him to perform in the land of Egypt against the Pharaoh and all his servants and all his land, and for the mighty power and the great and terrifying things that Moses did in the sight of all.25

V. Chinese Myths

The central void1

The Tao is an empty vessel, difficult to fill. You use it and it never gets filled. So profound and unfathomable, what seems to be before all things... No one knows whose child it is. It seems to be before all gods.2 

Thirty spokes converge towards the centre of a wheel, but it is void of the centre that makes the wheel useful.3 With clay a vessel is made, but it is the space that does not contain clay that we use as receptacle. We cut doors and windows to form a house, but we can use it only through its empty spaces. Thus, things come from existence and their use from non-existence.

All was void and Pa’n Ku dreamt that inside the void he was united with what was called ”infinite depth”.4 Then he woke up. Immediately he took his axe and broke the eggshell that enclosed him. The eggshell quickly divided into myriad pieces. The lightest bits and the heaviest bits separated in different directions. To prevent them from joining again, Pa’n Ku placed himself in the central void and solidified the sky and the earth. Like a column, he balanced the creation. Then he rested and went to sleep again, until his body gave rise to many beings.5 From one of his eyes came the sun and from the other the moon. With his blood, rivers and lakes were formed. The animals came from his skin. His hair turned into grass and his bones into minerals. 

In those early times, gods, giants and monsters lived on earth. The mother goddess N�wa in her upper half looked exceedingly beautiful and in her lower half resembled a dragon. She went to visit all the places, and then she saw what was missing: beings more perfect and intelligent than the giants. Then she went to the Yellow River and with clay molded the primitive human beings. She made them resemble her, but instead of a dragon tail she placed limbs that they may walk upright. Amused by them, she decided to make more. To do this, she took a reed and launched drops of mud which, falling on the ground, were turned into women and men. Then, when they started to reproduce on their own, the celestial mother turned toward the creation of other beings.

Fushi, companion of the goddess, saw that men learned, and so he engaged himself to teach them how to make fire by rubbing woods. The he gave them ropes and told them how to protect themselves from hunger and bad weather. Finally, he taught them the art of hexagrams, which he called I Ching. In time this was known as the Book of Transformations and of divination.

Then the day came when the immortals argued among themselves and, entering into battle, they endangered the Universe. Deluges and catastrophes destroyed the earth. Finally, the god of fire prevailed over the waters. Even then, the giants wanted to dispute power with the eternal ones; then in unspeakable rage, the gods chopped off their heads, and rolled them into the bottom of the dark abysses.

The Dragon and the Phoenix6

When the waters still were not controlled and when flooding, the rivers sank towns, the mother goddess procreated beneficent descendants who succeeded in ordering the chaos of the floods. Working to control the rivers, the lakes, the sea and the clouds, the brilliant dragons sailed across the waters and the sky. With tiger paws and eagle talons, they frenziedly tore the curtains of the high, which, before the colossal attack, drizzled and let free the rains. They gave courses to the rivers, containment to the lakes and depth to the seas. They made caves from which water gushed forth, and they led the water into subterranean passages, without which sun’s clasping assault would stop them, far off to spring suddenly. They traced the lines, seen in the mountains, for the flow of the earth’s energy, balancing the health of this gigantic body. And very frequently they had to fight against the obstructions provoked by gods and men, occupied with their irresponsible urges. From their maws, like a smoke, a mist rose, vivifying and moist, creator of unreal worlds. With their scaly bodies they made the storms and the typhoons. Against their powerful horns, with their sharp teeth, no obstacle was strong enough, no tangle could endure. And they liked to appear before mortals. At times in their dreams, at times in the caverns, at times on the shore of the lakes, because they used to have their hidden dwellings of crystal there, with wonderful gardens adorned by sparkling fruits and the most precious stones.

The immortal Long, the celestial dragon, always placed his activity (his Yang) at the service of Tao, and the Tao recognized him and allowed him to be in all things, from the biggest to the smallest, from the great universe to the insignificant particle. Everything has lived through Long. Nothing has remained immutable except the unnameable Tao, because even the nameable Tao changes and transforms itself through the activity of Long. And not even those who believe in Heaven and in Hell can be sure of assure their permanence.7

But Long loves Feng, the bird Phoenix which gathers the seed of things, which contracts what Long stretches. And when Long and Feng are balanced off, the Tao shines like a pearl bathed in the purest light. Long does not fight with Feng because they love each other; they seek to make the pearl shine. To do this, the sage organises life to conform to the balance between the Dragon and the Phoenix, which are images of the sacred principles of Yang and Yin. The sage moves himself into the empty space, looking for the balance. The sage comprehends that non-action generates action and that action generates non-action. Let the heart of the living and the waters of the sea, let day and night, let winter and summer succeed each other at the rhythm which the Tao marks them with.

At the end of this age, when the universe would have reached its great extension, it will contract again like the stone that falls. All, then, will be inverted and return to the beginning. The Dragon and the Phoenix will meet once more. Yang and Yin will fuse, and their attraction will be so great that everything will be absorbed into the empty seed of the Tao. The sky is high, the earth low; with this the creative and the receptive are determined... with this the changes and transformations are revealed.8
But no one can really know how things have been or will be, and if someone were to knew it he could not explain it either.

He who knows that he does not know is the greatest; he who pretends to know but does not know has a sick mind. He who recognises a sick mind as a sick mind does not have a sick mind. The sage does not have a sick mind because he recognises a sick man as a sick mind.9

VI. Indian Myths

Fire, Torment and Exaltation1

Here are the first ones, those who later transformed into other forms; so differently that they could not be recognised. Here are Fire2 and Torment3 who direct creation. Without the Exaltation4 of the poet in whom the word lives, Fire is just fire and Torment is just wind, water and thunder.

1. — Agni, deservedly exalted by ancient singers and worthy of being so by present singers, may he meet here with the gods.5 You, oh Agni, first poet, Angiras par excellence, surround actions with the gods; omnipresent to all creatures, sage, son of two mothers, may you present yourself in various forms to man.6 Proud one, defend us from danger with your luminous sign; burn all demons. Make us stand up that we run, and live; grant us the honour to be among the gods. Scatter all the enemies in all directions with your lethal weapon and kill them all, oh god of the clamping jaw. Do not allow the enemy to seize us, our enemy, the man who sharpens his sword all through the night... Protect us from the offender, from him who wants to kill us, oh brilliant god, oh the youngest of the gods.7 May a new hymn of praise rising from within us, from our own selves, reach honey-tongued Agni, once he is born...8 With his song Gotama, desirous of richness, praises you...9 When I pondered the enormous force of the god, devourer of wood, he manifested his colour as he did to the Usij; this Agni shines joyfully with resplendent light, who having aged, becomes young suddenly. Agni, who lights up the forests eagerly, who, like water, resonates on his way, like the wheels of a chariot; glowing, joyful Agni of the black road sparkles like the sky smiling amidst the clouds. Agni, who spread out and scorched the whole wide earth, walks like an animal, free, without a shepherd; ignited, thicket-scorching Agni, god of a blackened face, has relished the earth.10

2. — Thus I want to proclaim the feats of Indra, done by the god of thunderbolt in his first term; he killed the serpent, crossed the waters, cut the entrails of the mountains. He killed the serpent that had settled in the mountain; his pealing thunderbolt was modeled by Tvastar. As the bellowing cows had scattered, the waters descended straight into the ocean. A mule in heat, he opted for Soma; he drank Soma, three pitchers full; the generous god took the dauntless weapon; he slew that serpent, the first-born of the serpents. When you, Indra, killed the first-born of the serpents, you annihilated the cunning actions of the cunning demons; so when you gave rise to the sun, the sky, the Dawn, truly you found no enemies anymore... Like a bad warrior intoxicated by pernicious drunkenness, Vrtra challenged the great warrior, the god who repulses with power, drinker of Soma; Vrtra could not resist the blows of Indra’s lethal weapons; and Vrtra, whose enemy was Indra, was annihilated, and he lost his face... Footless, armless, he had fought against Indra; and Indra struck him on his back with his thunderbolt. An ox disguised as a bull, Vrtra lay scattered into a million places. As he lay thus, a smashed ox, the waters advanced over him and drew him back. Upon the feet of those parts that Vrtra had blockaded with force, the serpent stayed since then. The force, of which Vrtra was the son, faded; on it did Indra strike his deadly weapon; above was the mother, below the son; and the demoness lay like a cow with her calf. Vrtra’s body lay hidden in the middle of the water current that never stops; waters flowed across Vrtra’s hiding place; in eternal gloom did the enemy of Indra lay. The aborigine’s water, whose guardian was the serpent, had remained still, blocked, like fenced cows. When he slew Vrtra, Indra discovered the mouth of the waters, which had been plugged...11 On the day you were born, with desire you drank from this Soma, the juice of the Soma plant, which grows in the mountain; your mother, the young begetter, first spilled it in the house of the great father. Drawing close to his mother, he asked for food; he looked at the Soma, as concentrated as an udder; the god quickly ran and frightened the others; this god of many faces did great things. Powerful, winning over the strong, of supreme force, this god has made a body according to his own desire; after having overcome and tore off Tvastar by his nature, Indra drank the Soma in the cups. We invoke Indra, the magnanimous, to prosper in this combat; the most virile god to obtain the booty; we invoke Indra, the terrible, the god who hears, for help in combats; Indra, destroyer of enemies, winner of booties.12

3. — We are directed towards you, you who are our goal day after day; oh juice of Soma, our hopes are placed in you. The daughter of the sun purifies the Soma that flows uninterruptedly through the filter of sheep hair. The ten tender women, the ten sisters in the farthest end of the sky take Soma (with their fingers) in the ritual assembly. These virgins make Soma flow, make the flute vibrate by blowing it. They make the triple-protecting liquor come out. The cows, which produces the milk for the mixture, yield that creature, Soma, for Indra to drink. Indra beats all foes in drinking this Soma, and this hero offers his generosity...13 We appease you, oh reddish god, by mixing you with cow’s milk, for the intoxication. Open the doors of richness for us. Soma has passed through as the victorious horse crosses over the signal of the race. The juice of Soma is lord among gods. Friends have sung together for Soma which rises in the wooden vessel through the filter of sheep hair. Prayers to the juice of Soma have turned into shouts of joy.14 ...The eagle in flight has surely taken you. That that all human beings may see the sun; the bird has taken this Soma, so common, which crosses the space, guardian of order. When it was sent here, help-providing, most active Soma secured Indra’s supreme power.15 ...Your forces, oh Soma, rise like the roar of river waves.16 ...Your incomparable, overflowing currents advance with the rains of the sky, to win a booty worth a thousand. Contemplating all the loved poetical works, Soma overwhelms the weapon-blandishing charger. Intensely purified by the Ayus, like a king with vassals, jealous custodian of the law, Soma has seated itself, like a captured bird, in wooden vessels. Once purified, oh juice of Soma, confer on us all the goods of the sky and the earth.17

Time and the gods

Then there was neither the existent nor the non-existent; there was no the kingdom of the sky, no kingdom of the air. What was in it, and where was it? In whose keeping? Was there water perhaps in that unfathomable depth? There was no death, there was no immortal, there was no division between day and night. Breathless, that one breathed on its own; beyond that, there was nothing... Who truly knows it? Who can say where creation was born, where creation came from? The gods come after the creation of the world. So who knows where the world came from? Perhaps he, origin of creation, formed everything, or perhaps he did not. He whose eyes control the world truly knows it, or perhaps he does not.18

But gods and men have been created and they have their time. Indeed, they have their time.

A day of the gods is equal to a year of the mortals. Thus a year of the gods lasts 360 mortal years. Now, there are four Eras (Yugas) in a Great Era (Mahayuga) of 12,000 divine years, corresponding to 4,320,000 mortal years. So a thousand of these Great Eras (Kalpa) last 4,320,000,000 ordinary years, or only a day of Brahma. But at the end of his day, the god rests, and then the Universe collapses. While Brahma sleeps over his great serpent, he begins to absorb everything. Excessive worlds clash among themselves; the entire earth melts, all liquid evaporates, all vapor turns into energy, and this energy falls under the power of the night of Brahma. And when the god wakes up he opens his great lotus, light escapes, and a new day begins. On that day, 14 rhythms (Manvantaras) succeed each other, and in these rhythms the gods and the worlds are created: the fishes, the birds, the insects, the animals and the men. For each of the 14 rhythms, about 71 series of Great Eras succeed. Each rhythm, therefore, is composed of 852,000 divine years or 306,790,000 mortal years, and in this rhythm divine energy, from his centre, continues to choose. Thus, the history of present humanity is found in a particular rhythm, and within the rhythm in one of the 71 series of Great Eras. As each Great Era is divided into 4 unequal Eras, in the first (Krita Yuga) 4,800 divine years or 1,728,000 ordinary years pass; in the second (Treta Yuga) 3,600 or 1,296,000; in the third (Dvapara Yuga) 2,400 or 864,000; and in the fourth (Kali Yuga) 1,200 or 432,000. Consequently, in this entire cycle, the human being must have 4,320,000 years. But at least 3,888,000 of his years must have passed since his creation, so he is now found in the fourth Era. Moving away from the original creation, all beings decline, and certainly the human being also follows that tendency.

Krita is the Era where justice is eternal. In this Era, the greatest of the Yugas, everything has been done (Krita); nothing is left to be done. Duties are not neglected, morals do not decline. Then, with the passage of time, this Yuga falls into an inferior state. In that Era, there were no gods; there were neither purchases nor sales, there was no effort to exert. The fruit of the earth was obtained by the mere desire for it, and justice and detachment towards the world prevailed. There was neither sickness nor decay of sense organs as years go by; there was no malice, no lamentation, no pride, no deceit; neither were there disputes, hatred, cruelty, fear, affliction, jealousy or envy. And the transcendent recourse of these perfect beings was the supreme Brahma. In that epoch all humans were alike in the object of their faith and in knowledge. Only one formula (mantra) and one rite were used. There was only one Veda. But in the next Era, in Treta Yuga, sacrifices began. Justice decreased by a quarter. Men adhered to truth and were devoted to a simple dependence on ceremonies. Sacrifices, together with sacred arts and a great variety of rites, prevailed. They began to act with tangible ends and sought rewards through rites and donations; they did not bother anymore about austerity and simple generosity. Later, in the Dvapara Yuga, justice diminished by two quarters. The Vedas quadrupled. Some studied four Vedas, other three, others two, and others not one. When the scriptures were divided thus, ceremonies were celebrated in extremely diverse forms. The people who were engrossed with the practice of austerity and donations were filled with passion. Because of their ignorance of the one Veda, the Vedas multiplied. And with the decline of the good, only a few remained loyal to the truth. When man separated himself from the good, in his fall many maladies attacked him, desires and calamities caused by destiny, for which they suffer diverse afflictions and which motivated them to practice austerities. Others pursued enjoyments and celestial happiness and offered sacrifices. Thus, man declined through his iniquity. And in Kali Yuga, justice remained only by a quarter. In this era of darkness, rites and sacrifices ended. Calamities, sickness, fatigue and sins like rage prevailed. Misery, anxiety, hunger and fear spread. The practices generated by the degradation of the Yugas frustrated the purposes of man. Such is the Kali Yuga which has existed since centuries ago.19

But the paltriness of the history of man was meaningless if Brahma was not in it. Why are the 71 series of Mahayugas—in which man is created and destroyed—just but one of the 14 Mantavaras, and all these but one Kalpa, a day of Brahma? In countless reincarnations, the human essence would continue to be purified. Retreating and advancing according to his actions, he would be preparing for his next life, following the universal law of Karma. But within each human being, in the deepest depth, lies his Atman. Thus, when man reaches the Atman, he finds that he is Brahma. But this disconcerting equivalence will be clarified only on the day when, renouncing happy Contemplation, the compassion of the liberated living one, known for centuries as the Enlightened, reaches men.20

Glory to Brahma, called by the mystical word (Om),21 eternally associated with the triune universe (earth, sky and paradise) and one with the four Vedas. Glory to Brahma, considered the greatest and mysterious cause of the intellectual principle, beyond the limits of space and time and exempt from diminution or decline... Brahma is invisible and imperishable, variable in form, invariable in substance; the first principle, self-created, he who illuminates the caverns of the heart and who is indivisible, radiant, not decadent, and multiform. May this Supreme Brahma be worshipped always!22

The forms of beauty and horror23

Why did the gods bestow their gifts through the supplication of insignificant mortals? How can such great beings be interested in the progress of brief affairs, in quarrels and sorrows, in hopes and devotions? Are such enormous powers assigned to a small region of unfathomable Universe? On each point where a star shines, do other gods—whose destinies have never been known here—dance? Thus, the closest gods go among us and transform themselves so we may see them. They also incarnate as mortals and in their thousand avatars look over existence. The ancient fathers said that through oblations and our right action, the gods increase their power. This explains why through these actions we receive favours from them, and time and time again they take part in a just cause as a payment for the force that we give them. Against this, the dark demons want to grow by feeding themselves with the twisted nature of things, and growing they try to darken the sky itself. The great powers also help the small, created luminously, because even in the small lies their own essence. It is not strange that a potion, almost unnoticed by the eye, on the one hand knocks us down if it contains poison and on the other uplifts us if contains medicine; the same happens with the potion of human actions offered to the kind gods.

But sometimes the eyes could see the great god of All, if in truth he can be seen by body’s eyes. Thus he appeared in his august and supreme form before Arjuna...24

With many eyes and mouths, with a great number of portentous looks, with a great profusion of divine ornaments, and blandishing numerous refulgent arms; dressed in splendid collars and ostentatious vestments; perfumed by celestial scents; overflowing with wonders; divine, resplendent, infinite, with his face turned in all directions... If the dazzling light of a thousand suns rose simultaneously in the firmament, it could be compared to the refulgence of that magnanimous being. There, Arjuna gazed at the body of the God of the gods, which yoked the entire Cosmos in its immense variety of beings. Startled by stupor and amazement, his hair standing on end, Arjuna bowed his head, and clasping his hands up high he spoke to the Divinity, ”In you, oh my God, I see all the gods and the innumerable variety of beings; I see Brahma himself on his throne of lotus and all the sages and divine serpents. All around I behold your infinity; the power of your innumerable arms, the vision from your innumerable eyes, the words from your innumerable mouths, and the fire of life from your innumerable bodies. Nowhere I see a beginning or middle or end of you, oh Lord of infinite form. I see you crowned with diadems and armed with mace and discus; we see your splendour, such huge mass of light, shine every way. My sight cannot fathom your immensity, nor resist your brilliance, as you shine like the blazing fire and the radiant sun.”

But God had been changing his appearance to show his transforming aspect.

...The worlds, like me, tremble in fear before your monstrous form, with such profusion of mouths and eyes, of arms, thighs and feet, of chests and terrifying teeth. When I see you reaching the sky and burning with many colours; when I see your wide open mouths and your vast flaming eyes, my soul shakes in terror... Before your enormous jaws with terrifying and shining teeth, like the fire that devours the end of the world, I shrink and joy abandons me... The princes and lords of the Earth enter rushing into your mouths, terror-inspiring with their fearful fangs. Some are caught between them, and their heads crushed into powder. My heart overflows with joy before the marvel that until now is hidden from all human look, but at the same time it trembles in fear. Show yourself to me, then, O my Lord, in your other form... I yearn to see you again, crowned with diadems and wielding the mace and discus. Show yourself to me again in your four-armed form, O you of a thousand arms and infinite forms.

And God returned again to his human form.

...When I see you again in your attractive human figure, Krishna, my reason is stilled and calm is reborn in my chest.25

The old book Skanda Purana tells of a demon called Durg who offered sacrifices to propitiate Brahma, and thus he received Brahma’s blessing. With the power given, he ousted the gods of the sky, sent them to the forests, and there he obliged them to worship him and bow their heads before his presence. Then he abolished the religious ceremonies, and, weakened by this, the gods discussed a possible solution to the situation that trapped them in. Ganesha (son of Shiva and Parvati), sage protector of human undertakings, shook his elephant head, agitated his four arms, and suggested the need to inform parents of the problem. Immediately, he called on the monkey king Hanuman, the astute and fast conqueror of territories, to go to the Himalayas and deliver the request to the celestial couple... And there in the heights the couple meditated in harmony and peace. Hanuman explained his purposes. Moved by the difficulties suffered by the young gods, Shiva asked the delicate Parvati to look after the problem. First, Parvati calmed Hanuman and then sent The Night, in her name, to demand from the demon the reestablishment of order in the worlds. Overflowing with fury, Durg ordered the arrest of The Night. But when he shouted the order, the strength of his voice burned his own soldiers. After recovering, Durg sent his henchmen, but Night escaped and sought refuge in her protector. Burning with wrath, Durg rode his chariot of combat in pitch darkness. An army of giants, winged horses, elephants and men, stunning and ruddy, were silhouetted against the eternal snows of the Himalayas. In a ghastly uproar the impudent invasion levelled Parvati’s sacred domains, but she, in graceful movements, blandished in her four arms the deadly armours of the gods. Then the troops of the arrogant Durg shot their arrows towards the impassable figure which, on foot in the Himalayas, stood out from a great distance. The rain of darts was so dense that it resembled a curtain of water blobs in a raging storm. But she halted the attack with her invisible shields. Splitting trees and mountains, the aggressors hurled them towards the goddess... and this time she answered back! She launched one of her weapons, and a terrifying hiss was heard; the winged horses neighed as the hurricane that accompanied Parvati’s lance dragged them. Promptly the spur tore the arms of thousands of giants, and through the frightful impact quadrupeds and horsemen split apart. The goddess repulsed the arrows, cudgels, maces and pikes launched by Durg and turned them into fragments which decimated the nearest invaders. Then, assuming the form of a gigantic elephant, Durg attacked Parvati, but she lassoed the feet of the beast, and with her fingers of scimitar she cut the beast into pieces. From the blood that fell rose an abominable buffalo, which, launching an assault, was spat in Parvati’s trident. Badly wounded, Durg fled and assumed his true form, but then the goddess lifted him in the air and crashed him to the ground, and in crashing the earth rolled with the sound of thunder. Immediately Parvati sank an arm into the fauces of the demon, and through them she removed the demon’s pulsating entrails. Implacable, she crushed the body intensely and made it gush blood as the she sucked it until it was emptied. Finally, for Durg not to be reborn, she devoured his remains, and piling up his bones, she pressed her hand on them so strongly that they were reduced to powder, which she burned. And after loosening her fingers, the frozen wind of the peak simply blew, as a memory, a miniscule mote of ash. Then, she descended from the mountains, received the tributes of the gods and quickly returned to her beloved Shiva. Utterly beautiful and gentle, Parvati, together with Shiva, took shelter under the finest music and the most delicate radiance of immortality.

VII. Persian Myths

The clamour of Zarathustra1

When Zarathustra turned thirty years old he abandoned his land and went to a distant place.2 There he lived in his cavern for a long time. He only fed himself with a cheese that never diminished and drank the pure water of the mountain. At night the fire spoke to him and thus he comprehended the course of the stars. In the day the sun spoke to him and thus he comprehended the meaning of light.3 But one very early morning, the cry of the animals of the earth reach his cave... Because the cows and the flock have a soul, Zarathustra listened to that great soul, to Kine, to ask God for his blessings. Raising his lament, which was like a great moo, Kine said, ”My soul suffers, Ahura Mazda.4 For whom did you create me? According to whose image did you shape me? Grant me the good, stop the tribes of highwaymen from bringing the herd to its death. I feel that I am surrounded by ire, violence, the scourge of desolation, an audacious insolence and wrenching drive. Save my animals, O Ahura Mazda, you who supplies the green pastures!” 

Then, from the mouth of his cavern, Zarathustra looked at the day and asked Ahura Mazda: Let the Good Mind of Zarathustra guide those who till the earth that it may have good pastures and strengthen the herds; that the cows give milk and the milk cheese, and the cheese feed men who work; that nevermore does the looter ruin the people but instead converts into a friend who learns to work and share. Thus I want to thank you for your teachings and the food you have offered me. I remember the first questions which, in total candidness, I formulated some time ago, and you, benevolent one, answered them. Thus I asked you: Who was the first father? ...Who marked the invariable paths of the sun and the stars which light us every day? ...Who fixed the laws governing the waxing and waning of the moon?5 ...Who supports the Earth below and the clouds above that they do not fall? Who made the waters and the plants? Who has yoked the winds to the storm clouds that they move at great speed? Who, O great creator, inspires good thoughts within our souls?6 ...Who, as skilful artisan, has fashioned light and darkness? ...Who has been the author of dreams and delights which at times occupy the hours of vigil? ...Who gave birth to and spread dawns, noons and midnights, monitors for man and true guides of duty?7 ...Does piety increase in fact that we love the sacred order within our souls? For whom have you created the mother Kine, producer of pleasures and benefits, without which our life would be full of anguish?8 And you explained, O Lord of Light, as the father Yima was the first man who spoke with you.9 And you said: ”Thus I have spoken to him, O Zarathustra! I who am Ahura Mazda, have told him: Know me unresistingly, O handsome Yima, for you are he who must meditate and bring my law. Then the handsome Yima answered me: I cannot be the one who teaches, the one who meditates, the one who brings the law. So I told him: If you do not want to obey me, Yima, and become the one who teaches and brings the law, then watch over the worlds which are mine: make my worlds fertile again. Obey me as protector of the worlds: feed them and watch over them... Then I, Ahura Mazda, brought him the weapons of victory. A lance of gold and a knife also fashioned of gold... Then Yima was raised to the stars, towards noontime, along the course followed by the sun. And he pierced this Earth with his lance of gold. And he cleaved it with the knife. And he spoke thus: `O Spenta Armaiti, O mother Earth, first mother... Execute with love what I am going to tell you: march forward, leave and walk by the side, according to my order. You who bring in your bosom herds, animals and men.’10 And the men said: `I celebrate Ahura Mazda, the creator of pure creation. I celebrate Mithra who has a vast empire.11 I fight Indra.12 And he who gives rise to an impure and bad being, purified Haoma, does no better work than killing a thousand horses.’13 And the first sin among men is when someone speaks words contemptuous to a pure man and a man who professes another faith.”14

”I asked and you answered all my questions,” said Zarathustra. ”As the father Yima did not want to give wisdom, but to keep and extend your dominions, it is time that I do what corresponds to your teaching.”

Light and Gloom

See the primitive spirits, known and declared since ancient times, as a pair that combines their opposing efforts but in their workings each of them is independent. The two are the better and the worse in thoughts as well as in words and deeds.15 When there in the beginning of things, the two spirits come together in order to create life and the essence of life and to determine how the end of the world would have to be organised, they allotted the worst life, Hell, for the bad and the Best Mental State, Heaven, for the good.16 After each of them finished its part in the work of creation, each chose the way its kingdom would be formed, totally separated and distinct from the other. The bad chose the bad, and with it obtained the worst possible result, and the kindest spirit chose justice. The good chose what was seen to be robed in the solid stones of the sky. And it also chose what pleases him, Ahura Mazda.17 ...And because they remained deceitful, both the demons-gods and their worshippers cannot choose rightly between these two spirits. While they were formulating questions and debating in a council, the Evil Spirit personified approached them so that they would choose him and become his retinue. They made a fatal decision by choosing him. And having done so, they threw their lot to the demon of fury in order to sully, with him and his help, the life of mortals.18 ...And the creations of the Good and the Evil was given a stable body, permanent and always fit and tough ...And when the great battle had been fought, which started when for the first time the Daevas19 took the Demon of Wrath as an ally; and when just vengeance against the wretched had been exacted, then, O Mazda! your holy mind already ruling within your people, the kingdom had been won for you.20 ...Of the two first spirits of the world, the kindest said to the baleful: ”Neither our thoughts, nor our demands, nor our intelligence, nor our beliefs, nor our works, nor our conscience, nor our souls agree on anything!”21

The angels and the Saviour. End of the world, resurrection and judgment.

But now the Light of Ormuzd (Ahura Mazda) and the Darkness of Ahriman (The Spirit of the Lie) fight in everything. Hence, all beings have a good part and an impure part. So it is the duty of the saint (in whom light predominates) to illuminate men in order to make darkness withdraw. But at the end of the world, evil will feign triumph to confuse minds. The good ones will be persecuted and they will be blamed for all the defects suffered by the perverse, who will pretend great righteousness. But at that moment, Ormuzd will send his son Saoshyant in order to save the world.22 He will supported by the allied spirits of Light, the angels and archangels, while the dark will be assisted by the hierarchies of demons. All will be lined up for the last battle, and then in a Universal cataclysm, Ormuzd will destroy Ahriman. And from the empire of Ormuzd will arise a new, pure world. The dead, putting on a glorious body, will resurrect. The angels and archangels will stretch a bridge... And it will be equally triumphant in the true Bridge of Judgment, for doubtless the consciousness of the just man will crush the spirit of the wicked, and the soul of the wicked, full of despair, will be rejected and will suffer on the open bridge of Kinvat, while trying in vain, through foul deeds and words, to reach and contaminate the paths of Asha, to which loyal souls arrive.23 The bridge will be firm and splendid for the passage of the just, but it will start to close off before the passage of the damned, who will then fall off the bridge. The souls of those who died in sin will get together with those of the wicked, who serve equally wicked rulers, against whom they speak foul words and against whom they house wicked consciences inside themselves. Such souls will go to Hell where they will be welcome with spoilt food. And their dwelling will always be found in the mansion of Lie.24 ...On the other hand, here lies the compensation that Zarathustra announced before all his friends, those who sought advice from Asha and are fit for the cause: Ahura Mazda will come, first to his Mansion of Songs, Garodm n, and then the Good Mind that lies within each one will shower you with gifts and his blessings.25

VIII. Greco-Roman Myths1

The struggle of the generations of immortals

From the eternal Uranus (Sky) and the mother Gaea (Earth) were born six titans who, with their titan sisters, begot a generation of gods. But it was only after the great Cronus (Time), the youngest titan, that everything started to flow accordingly, such that the next follows the previous. Before him, times ran by fits and starts and in all directions: the past succeeded the future and, at times, all instants come thronging in confusion. In fact, mortals cannot speak of something before the beginning of things (for this reason, some tried to derive from Cronus all that can be thought of).

...And of all the children ever born to Gaea and Uranus, the most terrifying ones were irritated with by their parents from the beginning, for every time each of them was beginning to come out, Uranus would push it back again, deep inside Gaea, and would not let it into the light, and he exulted in his wicked work. But giant Gaea groaned within for pressure of pain and she thought of an evil, treacherous attack. Presently creating the element of gray flint she made of it a great sickle, and explained it to her children, and spoke, in the disturbance of her heart, to encourage them: ”My sons, born to me of a criminal father, if you are willing to obey me, we can punish your father for the brutal treatment he put upon you, for he was first to think of shameful dealing.” So she spoke, but fear took hold of all, nor did one of them speak, but then great devious-devising Cronus took courage and spoke in return, and gave his gracious mother an answer: ”My mother, I will promise to undertake to accomplish this act, and for our father, him of the evil name, I care nothing, for he was the first to think of shameful dealing.” So he spoke, and giant Gaea rejoiced greatly in her heart and took and hid him in a secret ambush, and put into his hands the sickle, edged like teeth, and told him all her treachery. And huge Uranus came on bringing night with him, and desiring love he embraced Gaea and lay over her stretched out complete. And from his hiding place his son reached with his left hand and seized him, and holding in his right the enormous sickle with its long blade edged like teeth, he swung it sharply, and lopped the genitals of his own father, and threw them behind him.2

Thus Cronus replaced his father as ruler of the Universe. Then he united with his sister Rhea and with her he began to sire children, but as each of these children came from the sacred womb of its mother to her knees, he swallowed it down, with the intention that no other of the proud children of the line of Uranus should ever hold the king’s position among the immortals. For he had heard, from Gaea and from starry Uranus, that it had been ordained for him, as his fate, to die in the hands of his son. Therefore he kept watch, and did not sleep, but waited for his children, and swallowed them, and Rheia’s sorrow was beyond forgetting. But when she was about to bear Zeus, the father of mortals and gods, she entreated her parents (her own, Gaea and starry Uranus) to help her in her plan by which, when she gave birth to her son, the Erinyes3 of her father (and of the children whom great Cronus of sharp mind) will come.4

They listened gladly to their beloved daughter, and consented, and explained to her all that had been appointed to happen concerning the king Cronus and his valiant son, and sent her to Lyktos, in the fertile countryside of Crete, at that time when she was to bring forth the youngest of her children, great Zeus. And gigantic Gaea took Zeus in wide Crete, there to keep him alive and raise him. There she arrived through the running black night, carrying him, and came first to Lyktos, and holding him in her arms, hid him in a cave in a cliff, deep under the secret places of earth, in Mount Aigaion which is covered with forest. She wrapped a great stone in baby-clothes, and this she presented to the high lord, son of Uranus, ruler of the first gods. And he took it then in his hands and crammed it down in his belly, hard wretch! and he did not see in his own mind how there had been left him, instead of the stone, a son, invincible and unshakable for the days to come, who soon, defeating him through the violence of his hands, must drive him from his title, and then be lord among the immortals. Rapidly the glorious limbs and the power of the lord, Zeus, grew great, and when the moment struck, fooled by the resourceful promptings of Gaea, Cronus vomited up his children. First he brought up the stone, which last he had swallowed. This Zeus took and planted in place, on earth of the wide ways, at holy Pytho, in the hollow ravines under Parnassos, to be a symbol and a wonder to mortal men thereafter.5

The inevitable struggle rose between the band of Zeus, his brothers and allies, and the band of Cronus and the titans. Now Zeus no longer held in his strength, but here his heart filled deep with fury, and now he showed his violence entire and indiscriminately. Out of the sky and off Olympus he moved flashing his fires incessantly, and the thunderbolts, the crashing of them and the blaze together came flying, one after another, from his ponderous hand, and spinning whirls of holy flame.6

And with it the earth, the giver of life, cried out aloud as she burned, and the vast forests in the fire screamed; all earth was boiling with it, and the courses of the Ocean and the barren sea. The steam and the heat of it was engulfing the chthonic Titans, while the flames went up in the divine air, and the blaze and the glare of thunder and lightning blinded the eyes of the Titans, for all they were mighty.7 Thus continued the formidable struggle until the gods, taking the Titans... drove them underneath the wide-wayed earth, and fastened them there in painful bondage, for now they had beaten the Titan gods with their hands.8 There the Titan gods live buried under the darkness and the mists, and this is by the decree of Zeus the cloud-gatherer, in a moldy place, at the uttermost edges of monstrous earth.9

Prometheus and the awakening of the mortals

I saved the mortals from the Deluge when I advised Endymion and Pyrrha to build a barque, and then I explained to them how to reestablish what was devastated, when the ship descended gently in the mountains of Thessaly. Friend of knowledge and peace, I am about to fulfil my objective; for this I have benefitted mortals with wisdom. Often this knowledge is debased by dreams of power which the gods instils in men to ruin them, bringing them back to the dark epochs from which I saved them. But have faith in progress! And when sides confront each other, repeat with me this scornful invocation which, being vulgar, is not less certain: ”Make war, mortal imbeciles. Destroy the towns and the cities. Violate the temples, the tombs, and torture the beaten. If you do, you will blow up everything!”10 And may this warning be of service you for something.

Thus, like Zeus, I, Prometheus, am a son of Titans. He never looked with good eyes, and in divine struggles I stayed on the side. And so it was. Not that the titans were vicious, but Zeus was better in his designs and haughtiness. When the Olympians finally empowered themselves to rule the world, they wanted to maintain their tyrannical power, and in their cruelty they mutilated the body and the mind of the fragile humans, seeing them as future enemies. They covered them with superstition and ignominy, and until today the lie of that tribe of immortal oppressors is respected. Why, who else but I assigned to these new gods their honours, first and last? All that you know, I’ll not speak of. What I did for men in their misery, hear now. At first mindless, I gave them mind and reason. What I say is not in censure of mankind, but to show you how all my gifts to them were guided by goodwill. In those days they had eyes, but sight was meaningless; heard sounds, but could not listen. They passed like shapes in dreams, confused and purposeless. Of brick-built, sun-warmed houses, or of carpentry, they had no notion; lived in holes, like swarms of ants, or deep in sunless caverns; knew no certain way to mark off winter, or flowery spring, or fruitful summer. Their every act was without knowledge, till I came. I taught them the intricate rising and setting of the stars. Number, the primary science, I invented for them, and how to set down words in writing, and memory, mother of the muses, universal maker. I was the first to harness beasts under a yoke with trace or saddle as man’s slave, to take man’s place under the heaviest burdens. And I put the horse to the chariot, made him obey the rein, and be an ornament to wealth and greatness. No one before me discovered the sailor’s wagon, flax-winged craft that roam the seas.11 With men, everything passed them by because, lacking knowledge, they had no possibility of choosing. And if a man fell ill? He had no remedy, solid or liquid medicine, or ointment, but for lack of drug they pined away; until I showed them how to mix mild healing herbs and so protect themselves against all maladies... Such was my work. Next the treasures of the earth, the bronze, iron, silver, gold hidden deep down—who else but I can claim to have found them first? No one, unless he talks like a fool. So, here’s the whole truth in one word: all human arts was Prometheus’ gift.12 And certainly I will leave some humans, in their obsequiousness to the Olympians, to tell, even today, their false history...

”It was when gods, and mortal men, took their separate positions at Mekone, and Prometheus, eager to try their wits, cut up a great ox, and set it before Zeus, to see if he could outguess him. He took the meaty parts and the inwards thick with fat, and set them before men, hiding them away in an ox’s stomach, but the white bone of the ox he arranged, with careful deception, inside a concealing fold of white fat, and set it before Zeus. At last the father of gods and men spoke to him, saying: `Son of Iapetus,13 conspicuous among all Kings, old friend, oh how prejudicially you divided the portions.’ So Zeus, who knows imperishable counsels, spoke in displeasure, but Prometheus the devious-deviser, lightly smiling, answered him again, quite well aware of his artful deception: `Zeus most high, most honoured among the gods everlasting, choose whichever of these the heart within would have you.’ He spoke, with intent to deceive, and Zeus, who knows imperishable counsels, saw it; the trick did not escape him; he imagined evils for mortal men in his mind, and meant to fulfil them. In both his hands he took up the portion of the white fat. Anger rose up about his heart and the spite mounted in his spirit when he saw the white bones of the ox in deceptive arrangement. Ever since that time the races of mortal men on earth have burned the white bones to the immortals on the smoky altars. Then Zeus the cloud gatherer in great vexation said to him: `Son of Iapetos, versed in planning beyond all others, old friend, so, after all, you did not forget your treachery.’ So Zeus, who knows imperishable counsels, spoke in his anger, and ever remembering this deception thereafter, he would not give the force of weariless fire to the ash-tree people, not to the mortals who inhabit the earth. But Prometheus outwitted him and stole the far-seen glory of weariless fire, hiding it in the hollow fennel stalk. This bit deep into the feeling of Zeus who thunders on high, and it galled the heart inside him when he saw the far-seen glory of fire among mortal people. And next, for the price of the fire, he made an evil thing for mankind... So it is not possible to hide from the mind of Zeus, nor escape it; for not even the son of Iapetos, the benefactor Prometheus, was able to elude that heavy anger, but, for all his wisdom, the force of a mighty chain confined him.”14

”And in ineluctable, painful bonds Zeus fastened Prometheus of the subtle mind, for he drove a stanchion through his middle. Also he let loose on him the wing-spread eagle, and it was feeding on his imperishable liver, which by night would grow back to size from what the spread-winged bird had eaten in the daytime.”15 A mortal, Herakles struck the ravenous eagle with his arrow. Then, recognising the deed, Zeus resigned that I would carry part of the chain and the rock, pulled with the help of the hero. Clumsily, Zeus did not want to hear the conditions which I had in mind for the benefit of both parts. Only, when I warned him of his future, he saw danger, and reluctantly he paid with my freedom the counsel which he needed from me. Still obstinate, he thought that, though freed, my time was used up since immortality had not been conferred on me. But Chiron, good friend and educator of mortals, exchanged his fate with me, and choosing to descend to Hades, he left eternity in my hands. Now, after penury and fatigue, ever instilling hope, I appeal to men that they too may conquer freedom and their immortal fate.

Demeter and Persephone. Death and resurrection of nature16

To Demeter I sing, to her and her daughter Persephone, abducted in the meadows when she picked flowers. A hundred buds sprouted from the same root, and she extended her arms to pluck the beautiful toy; but then the wide-wayed earth opened, and the king Hades rose, on immortal steeds. And snatching her against her will into the chariot of gold, he carried her away, as she wept and screamed in a sharp voice. But none of the immortals or of the mortal men heard her voice... Against her will, then, through the counsel of Zeus she was carried by her paternal uncle on the immortal horses. Demeter searched for her daughter, and for nine days and nights, not once did she taste the ambrosia or the delicate nectar of the gods. In all parts she followed her trail, but no one could inform her of anything, till Sun told her: ”None of the immortals is guilty but Zeus, the cloud-gatherer, who gave her to Hades, his brother, to have her as his flowering wife; and abducting her, Hades carried her in his chariot into gloomy darkness, while she gave out loud screams. But, oh goddess, stop crying: there is no need to feel your insatiable anger without reason, as he is not a son-in-law unworthy of you.” Burned in fury, the goddess abandoned the agora of the gods and vast Olympus and descended to the cities and the towns of men, changing her appearance that they may not recognise her. But in her mood the goods that Demeter distributed became restricted, and so nothing grew nor bore fruits. Then Zeus sent for the offended goddess; but she refused, desirous as she was of finding her daughter. So the father of the gods sent Hermes, of the winged-feet, to speak with infernal Hades, and Hermes said: ”Hades of cerulean hair, who reign over the dead! Father Zeus sent me to get from your domains divine Persephone, that her mother, seeing her, leaves her anger against the immortals. Because she plots this serious intention: to destroy the weak race of terrigenous men, hiding the seed inside the earth and thus finishing off the honours of the immortals. And, fired in terrible anger, she does not join with the gods.” Hades recommended the place where Persephone was to depart. She jumped of joy; but Hades, attracted to her, gave her some sweet pomegranate seeds to eat, that she would not always stay there, close to the venerated Demeter. Then, Hades gave his chariot to Hermes, and he, accompanied by Persephone, set out to return. The meeting of the mother with her daughter moved the gods, and the foresighted Zeus sent the mother Rhea to them, and in their meeting she said: ”Come here, child! Light-hearted Zeus calls on you to go to the families of deities; he promised to give you the honours that you wanted among the immortal gods; and in his head he agreed that, during the year, your daughter spends one third of the time in the gloomy darkness and the rest of the year with you and with the rest of the immortals. Thus he said that it will be fulfilled and he will ratify it with a movement of his head. See, my child, and obey. Do not get overly irritated, and work for the fruit trees, by which men live, to grow rapidly.” Thus she said; and Demeter, the beautiful crown, did not disobey, who immediately made the fruit come out in the fertile fields. All the wide earth was filled with leaves and flowers, and the goddess showed the kings, who administer justice, the mystery of sacred things; and to all she explained the venerable mysteries, which are unlawful to neglect, or to investigate, or to reveal, for great respect to the gods cuts the voice. Among terrestrial men, fortunate is he who has contemplated them; as he who is not initiated in these mysteries, he who does not participate in them never reaches in the gloomy darkness a fate like the fate of the initiate, not even after death. And after the divine among the deities made all these things known, the two set off for Olympus, to join the rest of the gods.

Dionysus, the divine madness

Not one of us know anything; not even whether we know or we do not know, nor whether we know that we know or that we do not know; nor whether, all in all, there is something or there is nothing. Because things are what one believes of them.17 Therefore, reason must move and must open another horizon so that the gods may speak.

I begin by singing to the riotous Dionysus, crowned with ivy, illustrious son of Zeus and of the glorious Semele, who raised the nymphs of beautiful tresses, after receiving him in her bosom from the hands of the sovereign father; and by the will of his father he grew in a perfumed cave, figuring among the number of immortals. Raised by the gods, the object of many hymns, Dionysus, crowned with ivy and laurel, usually frequented wooded rough tracks; the nymphs followed him and he guided them; and noise filled the immense forest. Thus, save him, oh Dionysus, of many clusters!18

Semele doubted that her lover was Zeus himself, so asked him to manifest himself in all his power. When the Olympian yielded to her, his appearance was so great and terrifying that she was killed by lightning. Her unborn child was pulled from her womb by the god, and as it lacked more time in gestation, Zeus cut his thigh and, after inserting it there, he stitched up the wound. At the proper time, his father pulled it alive; for this he was called ”Dionysus”, ”Young Zeus”, or also ”the twice-born”. But Hera, jealous of Zeus for his affairs with Semele, sought to destroy the newborn child. So Dionysus had to be brought to Egypt and educated in deep caves, and for great security, the father Zeus transformed him into a goat. He was already in his youth when Dionysus produced the wine of the vine. There vengeful Hera found him, and driving him mad, she made him wander many peoples, until the Asian Cybele, Great Mother of many peoples, purified him, restoring his reason by means of mysterious procedures. Surrounded by bacchantes, he was carrying the vine from people to people. Reaching India, he subjected the people with his rapture and his rites, and later he returned to Greece. There his cult was resisted by another ruler, who, consequently, was torn in pieces by women taken by the Bacchic delirium. Travelling from one place to another, he wanted to reach the Greek islands, and so he stayed on the shores, waiting for the passage of a ship. Finally, a ship anchored, but the idea of the sailors was to get him as a prisoner and to sell him as a slave. As it sailed on, the crew saw vines growing on the entire ship while jets of wine poured out from the deck, and Dionysus, turned into a lion, roared threateningly. Driven mad, they jumped into the sea and were turned into dolphins, which until today surround ships, ever trying to explain their confused destiny to sailors. But Dionysus continued his missionary work... Meeting the Cretan Ariadne (who, with her thread, was able to unravel the labyrinths of the Minotaur), he ransomed her, his amorous pain. The god continued onward in his chariot driven by panthers, encircling his face with vine tendrils and ivy, taking in his hand the divine thyrsus. In each of the places he reach, he instituted his cult, and at night, with the fire of torches, his enraptured devotees danced to the sound of tambourines, horns and flutes. In divine ecstasy, the bacchantes demolished reason’s pretensions, and taking up their good sense again, they doubted what is seen before and after. Because of this, when celebrating the dark Dionysus with the bright Apollo, in the fusion of their teachings the human soul yields up the ferocity of its wild instinct, and distant reason goes down towards the comprehension of its depths. And thus, when vindictive Hera recognised the merit of Dionysus, he was able to return to Olympus. Before he went up, however, Dionysus descended to hell, and from hell he rescued the sad shadow of his mother Semele for life.

IX. Nordic Myths1

Yggdrasil, the tree of the world

In the horizons of ice, in the cold winters of the Great North, what can one have that is dearer than the tree, seed of fire, warm skin and protector of the warring horde, body of serpent that brings us into the Viking incursion, instrument of the fertile plains, testament of commitment which we celebrate before it! We love the plant, and though the sun be of gold, we feel it as vegetal. For this we have always dreamt that the end of this world will come when the Wolf devours the sun, when a dark cape cloaks the earth, when plants die. We are descended from Ask (”ash tree”) and Embla (”elm tree”), two fallen beautiful trunks, which were transformed into life as human beings by the will of the gods, of the forming Ases. 

Then from the throng did three come forth,

from the home of the gods, the mighty and gracious;

two without faith on the land they found,

Ask and Embla, empty of might.

Soul they had not, sense they had not,

heat nor motion, nor goodly hue;

Soul gave Odin, sense gave Honir,

Heat gave Lodur and goodly hue.2

Ases and Asinias also love the tree, so there they meet and deliberate. But it is better if they who know how, speak about these things themselves:

Then Gangleri said: ”What is the main city or the place sacred to the gods.” Har answered: ”It is the ash tree Yggdrasil; there they hold their tribunal every day.” Then Gangleri said: ”What can you tell of that place?” The Jafnhar said: ”This ash tree is the greatest and the best of all plants: its branches spreads throughout all the worlds and reach beyond the sky. Three roots, which extends spaciously, hold the tree down: one reaches the Ases,3 and another the frost giants, where in ancient times Ginnungagap was;4 and the third is above Niflheim,5 and under this root lies Hvergelmir;6 N¡dhogg7 gnaws at the roots. And under the root that goes towards the frost giants lies the fountain of Mimir,8 and in the fountain wisdom and knowledge are hidden; the owner of this fountain is called Mimir, and the fountain is full of knowledge because Gjallarhorn drinks from it. Allfodr (Odin) went there and ask them to let him drink from the fountain, but he did not manage to do it till he left his eye as a token.9 Some say that Odin, great voyager, ever searching for wisdom, went to other countries. There he descended to the depths of mines, and, empowered by the dwarf Alberico (they say), he handed over the helmet that makes the wearer invisible, and the ring, possessor of the great secret of the gold of the Rhine which the gnome has stolen from their ondine custodians. One with his skull broken fell lifeless, and the other, converted into a dragon, lived to defend the treasure of the Nibelungen; until Siegfried (our Sigurd) killed him and seized the ring, creator of many evils, evils which continued and in the end annihilated all those who got hold of it. For only Odin’s wisdom can manage those forces. How could Odin, who sometimes consults hanged men and sets upon all undertakings through the ”thirst” that invades him, not have gone to the Norns to drink the water of knowledge?

”Odin pleaded with the three Norns to allow him to drink the water in that spring. The Norns ridiculed: no spring water until he gives them one of his eyes, symbol of lucidity. Fascinated by the spring, Odin accepted the bargain. Wicked were the three women who punctured his face to pluck his eye.”10

The third root of the ash tree is in the sky, and under the root is a very sacred spring called spring of Urd: there the gods hold their tribunal. There, everyday the gods ride crossing the Bifr”st, also called bridge of the Ases. The horses of the Ases are more than ten. Balder’s horse was burned with him. Of all these... Sleipner is the best: it is Odin’s and it has four legs.

Then Gangleri said: ”Is there a fire burning in Bifr”st?” Har said: ”What you see raging in the rainbow is a fire; the frost giants and the mountain giants would climb up the sky if those who want to do so could cross the Bifr”st. In the sky are many beautiful places, and they enjoy divine protection. There, under the ash is a beautiful hall, beside the spring, and from those places come three maidens: Urd,11 Verdandi,12 and Skuld;13 these maidens fashions the days of men, and we call them Norns; but there are other norns who come to each newborn child, in order to fashion its days, and they are descended from a divine lineage; others are descended from the lineage of elves, and three from the lineage of gnomes...” They are then very distinct in their origin; some come from the Ases, others from elves, others from gnomes, and, as we know, others are from men.

Then Gangleri said: ”If the norns fix men’s destinies, they do so in an extremely unequal manner, because some have good and prosperous lives, others are poor or not famous, others have long lives and others brief.” Har says: ”The good norns, who come from a good lineage, fashion good life. On the other hand, the evil norns fix the evil destinies of men.”
The Gangleri said: ”What other wonders can you say of the ash?” Har says: ”There are many things to say. An eagle perches on the branches of the ash, and it is very wise; between its eyes perches a hawk called Vedrf”lnir. A squirrel, called Ratatosk, runs up and down the ash and brings gossips... And four deers—D inn, Dvalinn, Duneyr, Durathr¢r—run along the branches of the ash and gnaws at the borage... It is also said that the norns living in the spring of Urd drink water from the spring all day, and the mud around the spring, and sprinkle the ash so that its branches would not dry up or rot. But the water is so sacred that everything that reaches the spring becomes as white as that which we call egg white, inside the eggshell. The dew that drops from into to the ground is called, by men, honeydew, and bees feed on it. Two birds, called Cisnes, drink from the spring of Urd, and from these birds come the species of birds that are called as such.”14

Thor, the Valkyries and Valhalla. The warrior and his Sky.

Of all the Ases, Thor is the strongest. In his kingdom lies the widest dwelling that is known. The god travels in his chariot, driven by two great goats, and he brings along with him his three powers: the hammer Mjollnir, which is like thunder and which is very well known by the skulls of frost trolls and mountain giants. His other power resides in his belt, which increases his strength when it leaves him. Finally, with the power of his iron gloves, he takes his hammer, and with these gloves the handle does not escape his grip when he strikes his frenzied blows. Mighty is the thrust of Thor, and he is not alone in the fields of battle. When battle begins, the Valkyries ride and choose those who are destined to die with valour. They carry off the heroes and bring them to Valhalla.15 And they open the enormous doors and rooms built with shields; there are tables and jars there; and there they eat wild boar and drink.16 Everyday, when they have dressed up, they take their weapons and go to the fields and fight and knock each other down; such is their entertainment. And when it is time to eat, they mount their horses and ride to Valhalla and sit down to drink. They join their arms together in a large chain, and as if moved by the wind of the sky and the waves of the sea, they sway right and left as they sing uproariously. Then, together as friends, they eat.

Ragnarok, the Destiny of the gods17

The winter called Terrible Winter will come. It will snow in all directions. Great will be the hoarfrost and strong the winds, no light will fall from the sun. Three winters will succeed each other and between them no summer will enter. There will be three other winters before those, and all over the earth there will be great wars. At that time, brothers, moved by greed, will kill brothers, and in the slaughter and in the incest the names of father and child will be forgotten.18

And shutting her eyes, the old Wise-Woman said in her song, in her Voluspa: ”Now the dog, guardian of hell, howls loud, the fetters will burst, and the wolf will run free; much do I know, and farther do I see: the fatal hour of the mighty gods.19 Brothers shall fight and fell each other, close relatives shall suffer discords; a time of horrors, of much adultery, of axes, of swords, of winds, of wolves shall be the sign of the collapse of the world.”20

Great things will happen then: the Wolf will devour the sun, and this will be a great evil for men. The other Wolf will devour the moon, and this will bring in its train great evils. No stars will stay in the sky. These news will be fulfilled too: the entire earth, and boulders, will tremble, so trees will be uprooted from the earth and boulders will fall, and all bonds and chains will be broken. From its tethers will jump the wolf Fenris. The sea will flood the earth because the Serpent that Rings the Earth will agitate the sea and advance with the fury of a giant over the earth. The ship Naglfar too will reach the sea. (The ship with that name is built with the nails of the dead. Because of this, it is good to warn that if someone dies and his nails are not cut, materials for the construction of Naglfar—which gods and men want to delay—are added. On high water Naglfar will set sail. The giant who directs the ship is called Hrymir. The wolf Fenris will rush with its fauces open, and its lower jaw will rip the earth and its upper jaw will tear the sky. It will open its jaws even more if there were still a place. It will shoot fire from its eyes and from its nose. The Serpent that Rings the Earth will spit out poison which will infest the entire earth and all waters, and it will be terrifying, and it will be by the side of the wolf. In that uproar, the sky will split apart, and the sons of M£spell will come here riding... Odin will ride to the well of Mimir and will take counsel from Mimir about him and his army. The ash Yggdrasil will shake, and no one in the sky or on earth will be exempt from fear. The Ases and all warriors will wear their armours and will rush to the field. First rides Odin with his helmet of gold and a beautiful armour and the lance called Gungnir. He will rush against the wolf Fenris, and Thor is by his side, but he cannot be of service to him because his hands are tied in his fight with the Serpent... Thor will kill the Serpent and walk nine steps from that place. Then he will die because of the poison shot in him by the Serpent. The Wolf will devour Odin, and this will be his end. At once, Vitharr will rush and step on the jaws of the wolf. With one hand he will pull the upper jaw of the Wolf and tear off its palate, and this will be the death of the Wolf. Loki will fight with Heimdallr, and they will kill each other. At once, Surtr will throw fire on the ground and it will burn the entire world.21

What then will remain of the sky and of the earth? What of the gods? I, Wise-Woman, say: the images of the gods and of the earth and of ancient people will have to evaporate as a hallucination, like what Thor suffered from when he believed that they would win over him. The illusion of a world and of the gods corresponding to that world will have to evaporate. Then, the men who were hidden will have the dew in the morning for their food. The earth will be beautiful and green; it will bear fruit without sowing, and it will have aerial palaces. Everybody will meet and converse and remember their ancient wisdom and speak of the deeds that happened, of the Serpent that Rings the Earth and of the Wolf Fenrir. In the fields they will also find those pieces of gold with which the Ases played on their boards. Humanity will be ready to learn, and because of this they will begin to walk among the gods. But right now, I have nothing more to add, because these things still have not been fulfilled. I, Wise-Woman, pass over in silence of the times coming, and in my silence I comprehend what the last Viking feels...

The voice was heard from Haki, as his long serpent was sliding towards the sea. From Haki were the sentences heard, which he advised to his child, as the mist like a dense cloak closed off his shoulders. A red glow burned the fog, and the roar of the waves nuzzled the buzzing of his words:

”Do not confuse those fables with those which we tell in order to simplify the knowledge which we have received. Because now they will to reach foreign peoples, intolerant peoples who erase the memory of other peoples. They will want to hear how Yggdrasil would wither after Odin cut one of its branches to make his lance. They will click their tongue with delight because Odin lost an eye. They will rejoice because our sky falls in a dreadful grinding, and for them such presages their dawning. Thus we have told our things, but they know nothing... And Yggdrasil rises immense and at night it shines; the entire sky rotates around the axis of its Great North, while its apex connects with the fixed star, and the sun turns around northward in the frozen horizons. They will celebrate their most important day with our snow-covered tree and on top of it the fixed star will rest, and on that night we shall send them gifts coming from the sky in a golden sleigh driven by reindeers. Their dreams and stories will be inhabited by our goblins, trolls, giants and enchanted rings. Our forests will call them, and when they turn their head rapidly they will see an elf; they will hear the song of the ondine in the murmuring brooks, and they will search for the vessel of gold left by the gnomes behind the rainbow... But let us go now! In our blizzards and glaciers erupts the volcano, and the geyser shoots its heat. Adjust your hand on the helm, child and friend! We have already left the known fjords. In the aurora borealis the dancing gods change colours, while down here we ride the waves of the furious sea.”22

X. American Myths

Popol Vuh (Book of the Quich‚ People)1

The lost history

The Popol Vuh, thus called, is not seen anymore, where the coming of the other side of the sea,2 the narration of our darkness, and life is seen clearly. This book is the first book, painted long time ago,3 but today its face is hidden from the one who sees: the thinker. Great were the description and the tale about how all the entire sky and earth was formed, how it was formed and divided into four parts, how it was signalled; and the sky was measured and the measuring rope was taken and was stretched in three squares: that of the sky, that of the earth and that of the subterranean world.

The human generations: the animal man, the man of clay, the man of wood and the man of corn.

1.— While working, the Formers thought that when light would be made, there must be a being who shall invoke them; and to do this it must know to speak, to name. And it must eat, drink and breath. For the future being, they created an adequate world which has earth, water, air, plants and animals. After the creation, they said to the animals: ”Speak and praise us!” But they could not be made to speak like men; they only howled, cackled and squawked; they did not manifest the form of their language, and each of the animals shrieked differently. When the Creator and the Former saw that they could not speak, between them they said: ”They cannot speak our name, the name of their creators and formers. This is not fine at all, said the Progenitors among themselves.” So they told them: ”You shall be changed because we have not succeeded in making you speak. We have changed our mind: you will keep your food, your pastures; your habitation and your nests will be the ravines and the forests, because you can neither worship nor invoke us... You will accept your destiny: your flesh will be torn.” And the animals became food for each other.

2.— Then, when dawn drew near they told themselves to hurry and try again. From earth, from clay they made man’s flesh. But they saw that it would come to nothing, because it fell to pieces, was soft, did not move, did not have strength, it fell, melted, did not move its head, the face turned to one side, its sight is veiled, it could not see behind. Initially it spoke, but it did not understand. Quickly it got wet in the water and could not last. So they undid their work, held council and discussed.

3.— They decided to make a man of wood and proceeded. Instantly wooden figures were made. They looked like men, spoke like men, and populated the earth. They existed and multiplied; the wooden figures bore daughters, bore sons; but they had no souls, no understanding, did not remember their Creator, their Former; they walked without direction and walked on all fours. They no longer remembered the Heart of the Sky, and because of this they fell in disgrace. It was simply an exercise, an intent to make men. Initially they spoke, but their faces were blank; their feet and their hands were weak; they had no blood, no substance, no moisture, no fat; their cheeks were dry, and so were their feet and their hands... At once the wooden figures were annihilated, destroyed and undone, and died. A flood was loosed by the Heart of the Sky; a great deluge was formed, which fell on the heads of the wooden figures... Then came the small animals, the big animals, and the woods; and the stones smashed their faces. Everything spoke out; their jars, their plates, their pots, their dogs, their grinding stones, everything rose against them and knocked their faces. ”You harmed us a lot; you have eaten us, and now we will bite you,” said the birds and the dogs that were kept to be eaten... Then their pots spoke. ”Pain and suffering you have caused us. Our mouths and our faces were blackened with soot, we were always placed on the fire, and you burned us as if we felt no pain. Now try it, we shall burn you,” said the pots. Desperate, they ran hither and thither; they tried to climb to the tops of the houses, but the houses tossed them from their backs; they tried to climb trees, but the trees threw them down; they tried to enter caverns, but the caverns closed their mouths before them. Thus was the ruin of the men that had been created and formed, of the men made to be destroyed and annihilated; all their mouths and their faces were destroyed. And it is said that their descendants are the monkeys who live in the forests today... And that is why monkeys look like men; they are a specimen of a generation of created men, of formed men who were only figures and made only of wood.

4. The Formers talked and decided to place food and drink inside the human beings, and so from white and yellow corn they formed their flesh and prepared liquids with which the Formers made their blood, producing their fat and vigour. And as they looked like men, men they were; they spoke, conversed, saw and heard, walked, grasped things; they were good and beautiful men. They were gifted with intelligence; they saw and at once their sight was extended; they were able to see, able to know everything that is in the world... Things hidden by distance, these they saw without having to move themselves first; at once they had seen the world; from the place where they were, they had seen the world... Instantly they saw the myriad things in the world. Later they thanked the Creator and the Former: ”Really we must give you thanks two and three times! We have been created, you have given us a mouth and a face, we speak, hear, think and move; we feel perfectly and we know what is far and what is near. We also see the great and the small in the sky and on earth...” They had just known everything and examined the four corners and four points of the vault of the sky and the face of the earth. But the Creator and the Former did not hear this with liking. ”What our creatures, our works say is not good at all; they say that they know everything, the great and the small.” And so the progenitors held council again: ”What are we going to do with them? That their sight may reach only what is near, that they may only see a small part of the earth? Must they be gods too? And if they do not procreate and multiply themselves at dawn, when would the sun rise? And if they do not propagate?” Thus they spoke... Thus they spoke and at once they changed the nature of their works, of their creatures. Then the Heart of the Sky sent forth a vapour over their eyes, which blurred them as when one breathes on the moon on a mirror. Their eyes kept watch, but they could only see what was close, only what was near was clear for them. Thus was their wisdom destroyed, and all the knowledge of men, origin and beginning of the Quich‚ race... There, when they woke up, they found their wives, and instantly they were filled with joy because of their spouses.4

Destruction of the false Principal Guacamayo in the hands of Master Wizard and Sorcerer5

Then, there was nothing but a confused light on the surface of the earth; there was no sun. One called Chief Guacamayo was swollen with pride. In the beginning was the sky, the earth, but hidden were the faces of the sun, of the moon. Then, he said: ”In truth, the future of these drowned men is extraordinary.”

Principal Guacamayo said this because there had been great deluges of water and also of a dark substance like resin that fell from the skies.6 For a long time, men had to walk across unknown places fleeing from the cold and looking for food.7 They used fire, but when it had been put off, they had to make it again by rubbing woods. In the beginning they encountered the sea, and walking over it in the immense cold they reached other lands. They had not seen the sun and the moon. All throughout their sojourn, the tribes had not been so separated yet, as when a group meets another and it could not understand the other. At that time, they were looking for the sun which warms and the forests and the animals. There were no houses; only the skins of some wild beasts kept them warm. But when the first settlers reached the lands filled with forests and rivers and volcanoes, Chief Guacamayo still wanted to believe that he was the sun and riches.

”I am, thus, great, above the constructed man, the formed man. I am the sun, I am the light, I am the moon. That is so. Great is my light. Because of me, men move, walk. Made of precious metals, of gems, of green emeralds, my eyes sparkle. My enamelled teeth shine like the face of the sky. My nose from a distance glistens like the moon...” Thus spoke Principal Guacamayo, but in truth Principal Guacamayo was not the sun.

Two gods, two begotten ones, called Master Wizard and Sorcerer, spotted Principal Guacamayo when he climbed a tree in order to eat its fruits. Then, Principal Guacamayo was shot with a blowpipe by Master Wizard, who planted the pellet of the blowpipe in his jaw; and he fell screaming from the top of the tree. Master Wizard ran with the intent of killing him, but when he reached him, Principal Guacamayo took hold of him, thrashed him, grabbed his arm and ripped it off from his shoulders. Then the two begotten ones left to look for their grandfather Great Pig of Alba and their grandmother Great Tapir of Alba, and with them they plotted a stratagem. Converted into two children, the begotten ones accompanied their grandparents to the house of Principal Guacamayo. Coming to the place, the Principal Guacamayo was terribly weakened by the pain in his jaw which he blamed on the foreigners. ”What do you do? What do you cure?” asked the chief. ”We remove animals from teeth, cure eyes and set bones, Your Chief,” they answered. ”Very well. Cure me at once, I beg you, I truly suffer from my teeth. Day and night, because of my teeth and my eyes, I cannot rest, I cannot sleep. It began when two tricksters shot me with their blowpipes. I haven’t felt well after that. So have pity on my face, everything moves, my jaw, my teeth.” ”Very well, You, Chief. An animal makes you suffer. Nothing else can be done but to pull your teeth, You.” ”It will be good to pull my teeth? But they, my teeth and my eyes, are chief, they are my ornaments.” ”We will instantly replace them with bones pure and clean.” But then those bones pure and clean were nothing but white corn. ”Very well. Remove them then and come to my help,” he answered. Then they pulled the teeth of Principal Guacamayo; they replaced them with white corn; and instantly the corn glistened in his mouth. His face instantly sagged; he did not look like a chief anymore. They removed the rest of his teeth of brilliant precious stones which ornamented his mouth. Then they delivered the cure for the eyes of Principal Guacamayo; they gouged his eyes and removed the rest of his precious metals. He could not feel anything anymore; he only looked on while all the things he was so proud of were taken by Master Wizard, Sorcerer. Thus Principal Guacamayo died when Master Wizard came to retrieve his arm... The arm was joined; back in place, it worked as well as before. They did not want to do more than that in order to kill Principal Guacamayo; they considered it evil to get swollen with pride. Having carried out the Word of the Spirits of the Sky, the two begotten ones left at once. Later, the begotten ones set out to accomplish the mandate granted to them by the powers of the Sky, the Words of the Sky, namely: Master Giant (Lightning), Track of Lightning, Splendour of Lightning. And they had been ordered also to destroy the descendants of Principal Guacamayo: a son called Wise Fish-Earth and another son called Giant of the Earth. They laid waste to life and were killed by the begotten ones. Thus, many were their deeds of the begotten ones, but evil stayed to engulf their territory because it had spread throughout the land and mixed in all things.

The game of pelota in hells: descent, death, resurrection and ascent of Master Wizard and Sorcerer

The kingdom of Xibalb is a subterranean world where dwell all the damages suffered by humanity. From it rise illness, bitterness and fratricidal wars. And into it only those who have done evil are dragged down, because before Master Wizard, Sorcerer went down to Xibalb , all humans, not only the evil, were carried there. There was a time when the fathers of Master Wizard and of Sorcerer, called Supreme Master Wizard, Chief Wizard, went on the surface of the world. Those of Xibalb were exceedingly offended when Supreme Master Wizard and Chief Wizard took their leather shields, their rings, their gloves, their crowns, their baskets, and their ball. And when, playing the pelota, they shook the earth beneath their feet, all of Xibalb was angered. Then one day, those-down-below sent their ambassadors to arrange for a pelota match. But those of Xibalb betrayed the two and sacrificed them. And thus such outrage against the Sky had not been avenged.

Now then, Master Wizard and Sorcerer happily went to play the pelota. They were not playing yet; they started by clearing the pelota game field of their fathers. Then the chiefs of Xibalb heard them. ”Who are these people who are starting to play above our heads, who are not ashamed to shake the earth? Could it be that Supreme Master Wizard and Chief Master Wizard, who swelled with pride before our face, are not dead? Go, then, and call them,” said Supreme Death, Chief Death, to all the chiefs. The chiefs sent their messengers, telling them, ”Go and tell them to come. We want to play the pelota with them here; in seven days we shall play.” 

Receiving the message, Master Wizard, Sorcerer recalled the treachery of those of Xibalb against Supreme Master Wizard, Chief Master Wizard. Then, accepting the challenge, they set out for the subterranean world. They went down the hanging chute and passed the enchanted rivers and the ravines; they reached the evil crossroads and went where those of Xibalb were. The chiefs replaced themselves with wooden figures so no one could see their true face (and also hid their names for them to be more effective). But the visitors knew all of them and said: ”Hello, Supreme Death. Hello, Chief Death. Hello, Widespread Paralytic. Hello, Gathered Blood. Hello, He of Abscess. Hello, He of Jaundice. Hello, Rod of Bones. Hello, Rod of Skull. Hello, Quillon of Blood. Hello, Bloodstained Teeth. Hello, Bloodstained Claws.” They uncovered all their faces, they named all their names; not one name was left unmentioned.

Growling, the chiefs asked them to sit on a bench, but they refused because it was a burning stone. Then they of Xibalb offered them to sleep in the Mansion of Gloom, and they gave them burning pine for their light and tobacco to smoke. The following day, they went out to look for them to play the pelota, and the begotten ones won against those of Xibalb . The chiefs then sent them to rest in the Mansion of Obsidian, plagued with warriors, but came out unscathed and ready for a new pelota match, and once again they won. Then they were offered rest in the Mansion of incalculable Cold, where dense hail was added as a homage. Coming from it they passed the Mansion of Jaguars, from where ferocious beasts, terrified, flee. And then they passed the Mansion of Fire, then the Mansion of Bats, to play the pelota again, and ended the game with the defeat of Xibalb . Then, the chiefs ordered the building of a burning stone for roasting, and they asked the begotten ones to show their power by throwing themselves on it. They went and burned themselves, were scorched, and left their white bones. Then, they of Xibalb shouted, ”We have won!” Later they ground the bones and went to scatter the powder into the river. 

The following day, the begotten ones returned in the form of destitute men and danced by the door of Xibalb . Brought before the chiefs, the beggars demonstrated many wonders: they burned something and later restored it, destroyed something and later restored it, and, excited by the magic, the chiefs asked, ”Kill a man and then revive him!” And they did so. Then they asked him, ”Now cut up yourselves and join your parts!” And they did so. Then Supreme Death, chief Death said these words, ”Do the same to us, sacrifice us!” Thus spoke Supreme Death, Chief Death to Master Wizard, Sorcerer. ”Very well. Your hearts will revive. Does death exist for you? Oh chiefs, we, your children, your begotten must rejoice” they answered the chiefs. Then they sacrificed, first the supreme chief called Supreme Death, chief of Xibalb . After killing Supreme Death, they took Principal Death and immolated him but did not revive his face. Then, seeing their chiefs dead, cut up, the Xibalb ns fled. Instantly they were cut up, by twos, as a punishment for their faces... All their children, their offsprings plunged down into a great ravine and filled the great abyss with only one block. There they were piled up... Thus was the government of Xibalb vanquished; only the marvels of the begotten ones, only their metamorphosis did this. The begotten ones revealed their true names and upheld the vengeance of their fathers Supreme Master Wizard and Chief Master Wizard: ”Because your glory is not great yet, because your power does not exist yet, and even without a great right to piety, still your blood will dominate somewhat... You will not have all the children of Alba, the offspring of Alba; only the great gossipers will submit themselves to you. Those of Evil, Those of War, Those of Loneliness, Those of Misery, you who did evil, weep for them. You will not take hold of all men suddenly anymore, as you did before.” And they told their parents, who at other times were sacrificed in Xibalb : ”We are the avengers of your death, of the torments that you suffered.” Such was the settlement with those whom they had vanquished, with all Xibalb . Then, at once the begotten ones, surrounded with light, were elevated; suddenly they were lifted to the skies. One became the sun, the other the moon; and they lighted the dome of the sky, the face of the earth.

Notes

I. Sumero-Akkadian Myths

1. The text in boldface corresponds to the Assyrian Tablets XII, compilations of other previous Akkadian tablets, in turn derived from the Sumerians, as demonstrated by most recent discoveries. The Spanish translation was done on the basis of translations of the original materials by R. Campbell Thompson (The Epic of Gilgamesh, Oxford University Press, 1930) and by G. Contenu (L'Artisan du Livre, Paris, 1939). The works by Speiser and Bauer also contributed to the task. The last fragments were translated by Kramer, Heidel, Langdom, Schott and Ungnad. The source of the text we have used is G. Blanco (Cantar de Gilgamesh, Ed. Galerna, Buenos Aires, 1978).

2 It has been supposed that the poem of Gilgamesh was composed between the end of the third millennium and the beginning of the second, on the basis of much older materials. We agree with this hypothesis on the basis of the development of pottery. In fact, a few years earlier before its writing, the first potter's wheel was invented in Uruk (h. 3500 BC). The instrument was a ceramic wheel, 90 centimeters in diameter and 12 centimeters thick, which is turned with the left hand while working the earthenware pot with the right. Given the weight of the flywheel, this continues to rotate for some minutes, thus allowing the work to be perfected with the two hands free. Later, (also in Mesopotamia) the foot wheel was invented. In the poem, however, the goddess Aruru created the man of clay with nothing but her moist hands. This detail is not unimportant if this creation of man is compared with the Egyptian myth; in the Egyptian myth, the god Khnum gives shape to the body of clay in a potter's wheel (an instrument which appeared in the Nile in the dynastic epoch). The Sumerian poem alludes to the creation of the hero Enkidu as a ”double”, as a copy of Gilgamesh, after Aruru concentrates within himself the image of Anu. Possibly this refers to the technique of fabrication of ceramic human figures, where copies are made from a mold ("within itself") shaped on the basis of a previously made original. That Enkidu was born hairy ("His entire body is hairy, his locks.. are as dense as the barley in the fields") may refer to the visible presence of anti-plastics (skin of grains, straw, etc.), added to clay to avoid cracking, as what is done, in some places, with clay in preparing bricks. Such remark corresponds to a stage before that of earthenware production and the use of the potter's wheel. Therefore, the story would be before the epoch of Al'Ubaid and much earlier than the appearance of the myth of Marduk, where the latter wants to create man from his blood and his bones, although later he decides to make it with the blood of his enemy Kingu. In the latter case, we are already in the presence of ceramic enamelwork or smelting, of which they are numerous samples in the Babylonia at that time. Moreover, the British Museum preserves a tablet on which is engraved a formula for smelting based on lead and copper, given by the master Babylonian Liballit, possibly contemporaneous with the writing of the myth of Marduk. One may object to this by pointing out that the Hebrew Genesis as well as the Quich‚ Popol Vuh does not make any allusion to the wheel when such existed at that time. In the Genesis, God made Adam from mud and later Eve from Adam's rib (like the case of the man made by Marduk, from blood and bone) and breathed life into Adam with his breath. There is no allusion to the wheel, but the breath is suggestive because the breath already belongs to the ceramic epoch of the blower, use for raising high temperatures in baking, which otherwise did not exceed 800 degrees centigrade, depending on the calorie of the wood according to the resins contained according to the region. One may also say that the invention of ascending firing kiln allowed to raise temperatures close to 1000 degrees centigrade, but the injection of air results from a later technology. In the Quich‚ myth, the first man was made by gods from clay but this was deformed in time (pre-ceramic stage of the hardened clay); later the gods made the man of wood, but still it did not work and was destroyed; finally, the human being of corn was formed. This denotes that the myth had stayed in the Neolithic tool stage (stone, bone and wood), before the ceramic revolution. On the other hand, in America both the kiln and the potter's wheel were unknown, and so there is no allusion to these tools. Certainly, in the three translations of the Popol Vuh (Arciniegas, Recinos and Ch vez), descriptions of instruments and ceramic pottery coexist with the myth of the creation of man, but, apparently, this is anterior to the textual setting. In synthesis, on the creation of man by a potter god, the most ancient is the Sumerian myth. Nonetheless, one may object to some affirmation about the antiquity of certain ceramics, on the basis of the baking temperatures. Fortunately, many problems of this kind have been resolved by the works of Wedgwood on Etruscan vases. The pyrometer designed by this investigator (notwithstanding the imperfection of his scale) could already determine the quantity of heat absorbed by clay. Knowing the clay's composition and subjecting a replica to controlled baking, one may observe its contraction according to the parameters established in the scale. The criterion used was that of great heat, great contraction, which otherwise remains fixed once the body cools off. Another method consists of subjecting a piece of the sample to an increasing temperature until a contraction is produced. At this moment the point in which the original heating was left is fixed. But today the precision of pyrometric analysis is such that one may reach determinations to the decimal degree.

3 ”The fragments `Death of Gilgamesh' and `The Descent to Hell' come from Sumerian tablets found in Nippur, dated in the first half of the second millennium BC. They do not follow the present structure of the Poem, although the second is found translated literally in the Assyrian Tablet XII, the last of this version.” Cantar de Gilgamesh (O.C. p. 95). In the introduction by A. Schott, the test that appears, referred to the conversation of Enkidu with Gilgamesh, is this: --Look at my body which you embrace with tenderness, vermin gnaw on it as though it were an old garment. Indeed, my body which you touch joyfully, is rotting, is filled with dust! ....--Him who died burnt in combat have you seen? --I have seen: He lay in a night of silence upon a night couch and drank pure water. --Him who was killed in battle have you seen him? --I have seen: His father and his mother raised up their head, and his wife bowed over him. --Him whose corpse was cast out upon the steppe have you seen? --Woe to me! I have also seen: his shadow finds no rest on earth! --Him whose soul has no one to tend it have you seen? --I have seen it: he eats lees of the pot and offals of the street.... H. Schmokel, El pa¡s de los sumerios, Ed. Eudeba, Buenos Aires, 1984, p. 210.

4 The vision of bejewelled Paradise is usually related with wisdom and sometimes with eternal life. Often its guardians are serpents. In the Cretan myth cited by Appolodorus, the serpents possess the herb of immortality. In the myth of Gilgamesh, the serpent steals the plant of life which the hero had secured. On this theme, Graves says: ”Celestial paradise is enjoyed in a schizophrenic trance induced by asceticism, glandular disturbance and the use of hallucinogenic drugs. It not always possible to judge which of these causes produced the mystical visions of, for example, Exequiel, `Enoch', Jacob Boehme, Thomas Traherne and William Blake. But the bejewelled gardens of delight are commonly related in myth with the eating of an ambrosia prohibited to mortals; and this indicates a hallucinogenic drug reserved for a small circle of adepts and which gives them sensations of glory and divine wisdom. The reference of Gilgamesh to the deerlike thorn must be a disguise, however, thus the deerlike thorn is eaten by ancient mystics not as an illuminating but a purgative preliminary.... All gardens of delight are governed originally by gods; when matriarchy passed to patriarchy the male gods usurped them.... The paradise of Gilgamesh belonged to Siduri, goddess of wisdom, who had designated the god Sun Shamash as its guardian; in later versions of the epic, Shamash degraded Siduri and converted her into a mere barwoman.” R. Graves and R. Patai, Hebrew Myths, Alianza, Madrid, 1988,p. 73. On the relation between immortality, serpents and the act of stealing, Wilkins in his Hindu Mythology observes that when Garuda took some amrita (ambrosia) from the Moon for the Nagas or serpent deities, as a price to pay to free his wife from slavery, Indra tried to persuade him to give him the amrita in order to stop the Nagas from becoming immortal. But Garuda continued with his project and delivered the substance (in a vessel) to the sequesterers. While the Nagas were bathing, Indra stole it. Believing that the ambrosia must have dropped onto the herb (Poa Cynosuroides), the Nagas chewed it. The sharp prickle of the herb tore their tongues; henceforth, serpents have bifurcated tongues.

5 From a fragment called ”Death of Gilgamesh”.

II Assyro-Babylonian Myths

1 The poem, written in Babylonia on the basis of a Sumerian material, was later found in the actual library of Assurbanipal (7th Century BC).

2 The eleven monsters, plus their chief Kingu, are the eleven zodiacal constellations which, as statues (fixed images), would be placed by Marduk in the sky.

3 The text in boldface corresponds to the poem. It comes from Tablet I of Enuma Elish (When on High), v. 147-157. E. L. Peinado and M. G. Cordero, Babylonian Poem of Creation, Ed. Nacional,Madrid, 1981, p. 98.

4 Tablet III, v. 134-138. Tablet IV, v. 1-32.

5 The plant associated with Tiamat and Kingu may have been an aquatic species of poisonous properties, which in small doses are curative (the ”blood” of Kingu as giver of life). Such idea, apparently contradictory, is not strange. Thus we read in Pausanias VIII, 17, 6 ss., that the water of Styx had pernicious properties, which melt iron, metals and ceramics. Inversely, these waters possessed qualities of elixir of life, such as in the case of the invulnerability of Achilles, obtained by his immersion in them. We recall in Hesiod: ”In truth the gods took their oath by the ancient immortal water of Styx which runs across a steep region.” (Theogony, v. 805).

6 The Zodiac.

7 The Sun.

8 The star Sirius.

9 The planet Jupiter.

10 Tablet V. v. 14-22.

11 Bab-El means ”Door of God”.

12 Tablet VI, v. 5-10. The Igigi and the Anunnaki, entities of the heavens and the infernal depths, respectively.

13 Tablet VI, v. 11-16.

14 Tablet VI, v. 29-37. The sacrifice of Kingu allows the gods to secure his blood. In that way the gods stay clear of guilt, and they could then transmit life to humanity. The phrase ”This work is incomprehensible” perhaps reveals the perplexity of the Babylonian poet, or the lack of evidence, before an insatisfactory explanation which, possibly in a more complete context, the Sumerians (from whom this myth was derived) have worked on powerfully. In the Cladean tradition, Marduk and Aruru were the progenitors of man. This goddess, in the poem of Gilgamesh, is the one who creates man and later the king's double, Enkidu, moistening her hands and modelling him with clay. Another version (transmitted by the priest Beroso) signals that humanity was modeled with clay, to which the blood of a god was mixed.

15 It deals with a truncated pyramid (ziggurat), in whose cusp was always a temple which was also a place for astronomical observation. The complex of Esagila included other towers, residences and fortified walls. The steps were often substituted by ramps. In the subterranean spaces of the pyramid were found funerary or ritual chambers, in which, for the festivity of New Year (Akitu), Marduk ”rested or ”died". Posteriorly, he was rescued from ”the mountain of the dead”, and before complex ceremonies, the destinies of the New Year were fixed. Of course, the myth of the death and resurrection had already taken form much earlier in Sumer. On this respect, Schm”kel comments: ”We know today that the problematic of life, death and resurrection, expressed in the mystery of Inanna and Dumuzi, was a concentrated question of ancient Sumerian religion... goes to question if the sombre description of the far beyond in the epic of Gilgamesh would not have to be considered as a reaction against overly effusive hopes in this sense. Whoever is delivered integrally to faith in Inanna as giver of all life and to her lover Dumuzi<197>who annually in autumn descends to winter, accompanied by man's lamentations, being received with jubilation on his return in the following spring<197>could participate perhaps in that return, and become himself a link in eternal chain of death and birth... And we have already seen that, at least in the first dynasty of Ur, the belief in the king converted to Dumuzi produced strange results: whole groups of men drank hemlock in the tomb of the extinct sovereign or the dead priest, to accompnay thus his god and live with him again. We overlook the question regarding the degree of spontaneity in each case; the fact that these men and women ended their lives without any visible coercion seems sure.” The Country of the Sumerians. O.C., p. 211.

16 Tablet VI, v. 95-98. It seems to deal with a reference to the Deluge.

17 Tablet VI, v. 120-123. ”Black heads” is a designation for human beings. On the other hand, the reduction of numerous names of gods for Marduk shows the montheistic face of the Babylonian religion after its local divinity expanded to lower and upper Mesopotamia, Asia Minor and eastern Mediterranean. The Assyrians did the same with Assur.

18 Tablet VII, v. 161-162. The are the last words of the Enuma Elish.

III. Egyptian Myths

1 The format that we are giving to the myth of creation corresponds with Memphitic mythology and agrees with the inscription engraved on basalt stone by the pharaoh Shabaka, towards 700 BC. This in turn is a transcription of papyrus, considerably older. In the Old Empire, Atum was the principal god who at times was related with Ra, the solar disc, and in the New Empire Ra occupied the central place at the expense of Atum and other gods. The source that concerns us shows Ptah as the creator of all existents.
 In Egyptian mythology it is always difficult to follow a divine entity's process of transformation. Very frequently, a god, totally unknown in one epoch, starts to arise timidly in the historical scene of later epochs. Then, his figure takes shape and sometimes threatens to by absorbing all religious or mythical life for a long period. On this account the case of Egypt is exemplary, given the length of time in which this culture has developed. According to Aigyptiaka (mentioned by Flavius Josefo), the first dynasty started towards 3000 AD (epoch tinita). Until the time of Persian, Greek, and Roman domination, Egypt continues to be active and, therefore, in frank transformation. In fact, even in the epoch of the Ptolemies, mythology continues to develop new forms which in that time influence the Hellenistic world as it did before in the rudiments of Greek culture. We are therefore speaking of 3000 years of continuous development and clearly in similar period the appearance and transformation of myths provokes disconcertation through excess. On this account, a divinity may assume characteristics different (and sometimes opposite) from itself when a millenium or more time has passed.

2 The bold text, in this case, is the First Act, Scene II of Aida, according to the libretto of Antonio Ghislanzoni. The parliament of the sumo priest is this: ”Immenso, immenso Ptah, del mondo spirito fecondator, ah!...ah! Noi t'invochiamo!”

3 A legend specifically mentions Byblos. Phoenicia was a region of Anterior Asia in the western coast of Syria and which between Libya and the Mediterranean reached Mount Carmel in the south. Its principal cities were: Byblos, Beirut, Sidon, Tyre, and Acca. During the Roman domination was added the territory of Celesiria or Phoenicia of Libya, designated as Maritime Phoenicia by the old nation. We have used ”Phoenicia” in the tale in order to punctuate the same root of ”Phoenix”, a fabulous bird that would die in a blaze and would be reborn from its ashes. In any case, we do not ignore the fact that ”Phoenicia” is derived from the Greek Phoenika or ”country of palms” and its inhabitants called themselves ”Canaanites” and ”Phoenicians”.

4 Allusion to the preparation of the mummy, according to the commentary of Herodotus (Histories, II, LXXXVI and following).

5 It has aimed to derive the word ”pyramid” from a Greek term which signifies ”flour paste”, since Egyptians and Greeks give that shape to certain pastries (derived, perhaps, from others that served theophagic and ceremonial practices). There are some who opine that it dealt with simple amusingly adorned foods. Pyramid, from the Greek puramis, has the same root as pyre, fire. ”Pyre” has been used as ”furnace” where the body of the dead or the bodies of the ritual sacrifice are burned. We do not have the word in the ancient Egyptian language that exactly refers to the pyramid in its geometrical sense. In any case, the Greek name for that body and the initial mathematical studies on it may rather come from Egyptian teaching as commented in Timaeus by Plato, in which the latter mentions that the first scientific knowledge of his people originated from Egypt. These considerations allow us to make a play of words where the pyramid in question becomes identified with the furnace of the potter. On his part, Herodotus (Ibid, II, C and CI) recounts a story about the motive for the building of the pyramids which he related to the Osirian theme. Recalling, moreover, the antiquity of the myth proper to a primitive ceramic culture (where the birth of man is engendered by the god-potter), such fact has allowed us to acceptably reconstruct the paragraph commented on, despite the license of the case. On the other hand, the Mesopotamian pyramid (ziggurats) also get us close to a conception according to which those constructions were not only temples and places for astronmical observation but ”sacred mountains” in which Marduk was buried and later recovered. About the step and covered or semi-coated pyramids of Mexico and Central America (Xochicalco, Chichen Itza, Cholula, Teotihuacan, for example), we do not have the elements for asserting that apart from being buildings for the cult and astronomical observation they had a sepulchral function. And regarding its historical development, the pyramids of Egypt evolved from the mastabas which in the Third Dynasty was linked to the cult of the Sun in Heliopolis.

6 According to what is observable, for example, in the Papyrus of Ani (Brit. Mus. N. 10,470, sheets 3 and 4).

7 The white and high crown of the upper Nile and the red and barge of lower Nile represented the procedence of the pharaoh and his power over those regions. Both crowns were combined, sometimes, to form the double crown. In the times of the New Empire the blue crown of war began to be used. Often around it was placed the ureus, the sacred cobra, which represented power over two lands; or rather, the ostrich feathers which combined with the high crown. In the case of Osiris, the crown assumed sacerdotal characteristics as a tiara as happens with the papal headdress (but in it the three-step crown is noted). In this case, the pontifical tiara is derived from the mitre of bishops, but its style is rather Egyptian.

8 The whip and the staff or stick often appear crossing on the chest of the pharaohs. In the representations of Osiris they fulfil a sacerdotal function, as does the staff of Christian bishops.

9 Ka was not the spirit but the vehicle that visited the mummified body. It had some physical characteristics and it was represented as ”double”. Thus it appears in different times in the Book of the Dead. When the Ka of the pharaoh was represented two identical figures taken by the hand were usually painted or sculpted.

10 The cross of identical arms was the symbol of Anu, of the Chaldeo-Babylonians. The Ankh cross or ansata was a Tau with a circle and handle, symbol of the triumph over death and the attribute of Sekhet. This cross was later adopted by the Coptic Christians.

11 Ba was the spirit that was not affected by material vicissitudes. It was usually represented as a bird with a human face.

12 Amenti was hell, the king of the dead. 

13 Khnum, often represented with a human body and the head of a ram, was the principal divinity of the triad of Elephantine of Upper Egypt. This divinity made the body of humans with clay and shaped them in his potter's wheel. Rotating, the latter assumed the characteristics of the wheel of fortune which fixed the fate of persons from their birth. Beltz, citing E. Naville, The Temple of Deir al Bahri, II, tables 47-52, puts in the mouth of Khnum these words when he created an important queen: ”I want to lavish you with the body of a goddess. You shall be perfect as all the gods and you shall receive my felicity and health and the crowns of both worlds and you shall be at the pinnacle of all living beings when you will be queen of Upper and Lower Egypt.” W. Beltz, Los Mitos Egipcios, Losada, pp. 97 and 98, Buenos Aires, 1986.

14 Thoth, god of Hermopolis. He was represented with human body and the head of ibis. He was the creator of culture. He also assumed the role of conductor of souls to Amenti. His identity with the Greek Hermes gave place to the figure of Hermes-Thoth. Posteriorly, towards the 3rd Century AD, the Neoplatonists and other Gnostic sects produced the book Hermetic Books (Poimandres, The Key, Asclepius, The Emerald Table, etc.), which they attributed to a legendary Hermes Trismegistus (the ”thrice great”) creator of science, arts and laws.

15 The sycamore was a species of fig tree with an extremely durable wood used for the making of sarchopagi. Also alluded here is the tree Djed, a dead trunk from which spring shoots and which represented the resurrection of Osiris.

16 ”Lady of the West”, the name taken in the mortuary invocations by the mother goddess Hathor, who lived in the western region of Libya where the kingdom of the dead is located.

17 Anubis, with human body and the body of a jackal, was the accuser in the judgment of the dead. At times he was known as ”The Embalmer” or ”The Guardian of the Tombs”. He was attributed to have helped in the embalming of Osiris. He also appeared as ”He who is over his mountain”, that is, in charge of the funerary pyramid.

18 The amulets (ushabtis or ”those that answer”) were clay figurines placed in tombs to accompany the dead to the land of Amenti, where it they would grow in size and assume human characteristics, replacing the dead in works requiring more effort.

19 Horus with his parents Osiris and Isis formed part of the trinity of Abydos. He was represented with the head of a falcon and a solar disc on his forehead. He was considered in his newly-born solar aspect.

20 He was a local god of Coptos, Panapolis and certain desert regions. He was represented as Priupus was with an erect phallus. He was a regenerating divinity of the royal court of Seth. He was called ”Bull of his mother”, son and husband of a divinity that presided over the East. He may have been a permutation of Seth, as some legends present him as black bull killing Osiris. On the other hand, a close relation may exist between this rather ancient Min and the legendary Minos of Crete, also represented as a bull.

21ÿApophis was a monstrous serpent that spied on the barque of the Sun. In time it was identified with Seth in his demonic aspect. In some Book of the Dead invocations were made so the barque on which the dead sailed would not be seized by that serpent.

22 The loss of the head among gods does not mean their death but rather a replacement of attributes. Many divinities, on the other hand, may be identified easily because they bring in their head the totem of the people or the place from where they came from.

23 It has seemed to us important to annotate the history of Akhenaten under a subtitle referred to ”antimyth”. In truth it deals with another root myth: the myth of the one god which as a system of thought enters into strong collision with overpopulated pantheons. If already in Mesopotamia some monotheistic proposals were seen, it is in Egypt and with Akhenaten (1364-1347 BC) that such religious form acquired vigour. The reform of Akhenaten lasts as long as his reign. According to Belz, the sacerdotal castes that conceded to the clergy of Amon of Thebes an honorific primacy often undertood themselves as the treasure-house and the keeper of national traditions. Their successful resistance against the reforms of Akhenaten took on not only a religious but also a national characterictic. After they annulled the reforms of this sovereign heretic, his influence and force came back stronger than ever. ”The temples were turned into the greatest economic power of the country. The kings of the Twentieth Dynasty were marionettes in the hands of the Theban high priests who functions were, since long ago, hereditary.” (Tokarev) Opposed to what happened with Christianity and Islam which progressed through alliance with new political forces, the Egyptian religion regressed towards autochthonous forms. If the political and religious reform of Akhenaten had progressed, probably a universal religion with a lot more precedence that those known today would have arisen. Nevertheless, even if the trails of the heresy were erased its influence transcended Egypt.

24 Heliopolis.

25 There are a number of translations of the Hymn of Aton. On our part we have resorted to fragment the translation of Stele Two Saints based on Storia delle leterattura egiziani by Donadoni.

III. Hebrew Myths

1 Genesis 2, 9 and 2, 16-17.

2 Based on Book V of Paradise Lost by J. Milton.

3 Genesis 3, 4-5.

4 In this story, the serpent is interested that man acquires science but stops him from achieving immortality, following the tone of the myth of Gilgamesh ”the one who knew all”, but who returned to die in Uruk.

5 Genesis 3, 22-24.

6 Announcement of the Mosaic Law.

7 Genesis 22, 1-14.

8 ”God also said to Abraham, `You must no longer call your wife Sarai; from now on her name is Sarah. I will bless her, and I will give a son by her. I will bless her, and she will become the mother of nations, and there will be kings among her descendants. Then Abraham bowed down with his face the ground, and began to laugh, and in his heart he said, `Can a hundred-year-old man have a child? Can Sarah conceive a child at ninety?'” Ibid, 17, 15-18.

9 ”Then he said, `Surely I will return to you, and in her lifetime, your wife Sarah will have a son.' Sarah was behind him, at the door of the tent, listening. Abraham and Sarah were very old, and Sarah had stopped having her monthly periods. So Sarah laughed to herself and said, `Now that I am old and worn out, can I still enjoy sex? And besides, my husband is old too.' Then Jehovah asked Abraham, `Why did Sarah laugh and say, Can I really have a child when I am so old? Is anything too difficult for God?At the assigned time I will return and in her lifetime Sarah will have a son.' Because she was afraid, she denied. `I didn't laugh,' she said. And he said, `Yes, you did. You laughed.'” Ibid, 18, 10-16.

10 The theme of Abraham was dealt with dramatically by Kierkegaard in Fear and Trembling. In one of the possible scripts on the theme of the sacrifice, he says: ”It was very early; Abraham rose, embraced Sarah, companion in his old age, and Sarah kissed Isaac, whom she protected against taunts, and was her pride and hope for posterity. They left in silence; the look of Abraham stayed fixed on the ground until the fourth day; then raising his eyes he saw on the horizon the mountains of Moriah; and then he lowered his glance again. In silence, he prepared the sacrifice and tied Isaac; in silence he picked up the knife; then, he saw the ram that God provided. He sacrificed it and returned... From that day, Abraham grew old; he could not forget what God exacted from him. Isaac continued to grow; but the eyes of Abraham had been beclouded; he could not see joy anymore.” (O. C., p. 15. Buenos Aires. 1979.) On our part, instead of insisting on guilt as a motive of existence, we have stressed certain retributive aspects of the myth, as the divine joke at which one laughs out of unbelief.

11 This is the theme of Jacob, but Moses also struggled with God. Thus it tells us: ”And it happened on the way, at a camping place Jehovah met Moses and tried to kill him.” Exodus, 4, 24.

12 Israel is ”he who struggles against God”, or ”God struggles”.

13 Peniel is ”the face of God”.

14 ”The Arab lexicographers explain that the nature of the limping produced by lesion in the femoral tendon of the articulation of the hip obliges the person to move over the tip of fingers. This dislocation of the hip is common among wrestlers, first described by Harpocrates. The displacement of the head of the femur lengthens the thigh, tightens the tendons of the hip and produces spasms in the muscles, which forces the person to walk in swaggers, with heel constantly raised, like the limping that Homer attributes to Hephaestus. The belief in which the contacts with the jinns would take a consequence a form of feeble moving and, as disjointed, is encountered among Arabs, perhaps in memory of the limping dance that the devotees danced, who are believed to be divinely possessed, like the prophets of Baal in Mount Carmel (Kings XVIII. 26). Beth Hoglah, near Jericho, may have been called so for this reason, because `hajala' in Arabic means `to limp or to jump over', and Jerome as well as Eusebie call Beth Hoglah `the place of the ring dance'. The Tyreans danced that dance in honor of Hercules Melkart. It is possible that, as a consequence, the myth of Peniel is originally explained by a limping ceremony that commemorated the triumphant entrance of Jacob into Canaan after the struggle with a rival.” Hebrew Myths, op. cit., p. 200, note 7.

15 The theme of divine limping is very extensive in universal mythology. From the lame Hephaestus, the daring figure of Olympus, to the Tyrenian natives and those of Vancouver. The Ute of Whiterocks in Utah practiced ”limping dances”, also read from the Talmudic text that refers to the limping dances celebrated towards the 2nd Century BC to bring in rains. This idea of divine limping also appears in ancient China. The founder of the Yin, T'ang Dynasty, who struggled against drought and Yu the Great, founder of the Chang Dynasty, were hemiplegic and limping. On this particular point, we find commentaries in Frazer (The Golden Bough, 4, Vol. 7) and in C. Levi-Strauss (Mythologies II, From Honey to Ashes, F.C.E. Mexico, 1972, pp. 383-386). On this point, limping dances or lameness done in order to promote rains, we opine that the officiant or officiants of the ritual simulate the discomfort of some persons who when experiencing the torments complain of arthritic pains. In such case, it deals with to ”trick” the heaven and, within that logic, if one limps it is because rain is coming, therefore, it has no other thing to do than to produce itself. In the case of Jacob, his fight and emreging lameness, we believe that although it deal with a rite, this does not refer to theme of rains but to the change of stage of the protagonist, confirmed by the permutation of his name, nothing less than to Israel. We remember that in the other case of struggle against Jehovah, Moses does turn lame but immediately circumcision was produced, and all this occurred on his way to return to Egypt, following the command of God to rescue his people from the prison of the Pharaoh. Therefore, the ”the intent” of Jehovah to ”kill” Moses also reflects a possible ceremony of change of stage.

16 We can not but transcribe some paragraphs from the curious study by Freud on Moses and monotheism. Although not all of his reasonings are supported by historical certainty, they are worth taking into account in certain ways. Thus we shall not reproduce here the psychoanalytic themes of the thesis. The well-known work, entitled Moses and Monotheism (O. C. Volume XXIII, Amorrortu, Buenos Aires, 1980) aims to demonstrate, in the first chapter, that Moses was an Egyptian, and to prove it he cites a document from Sargon of Agade (founder of Babylonia, h. 2800 BC) in which the legend of the recover of the waters that circulated in the entire cultural world of Mesopotamia appears and therefore was known by Semites born in Babylonia or, like Abraham, in Ur of Chaldea. The writing says: ”I am Sargon, the powerful king, the king of Agade. My mother was a vestal virgin; I did not know my father, because my father's brother died in the mountain. In my city, Azupirani, situated in the valley of Euphrates, my mother, vestal virgin, stayed in my embrace. She gave birth to me in hiding. She placed me in reed basket, sealed the holes with bitumen and abandoned me to the river current, which did not drown me. The river brought me to Akki, the water-taker. Akki, the water-taker, in the kindness of her heart took me. Akki, the water-taker, raised me as if I were her own son....” Farther (Third Part, p. 57 and following), Freud says: ”...the religion of Aton was abolished, and the residence of the pharaoh, accused of heresy, was victim of destruction and sacking. Towards the year 1350 BC the 18th Dynasty was extinguished. The reform of Akhenaten seemed to be an episode to be forgotten. Until here is proven history; what follows is our historical continuation. Among the close to Akhenaten was a man perhaps called Thutmos, as many were called at that time; the name does not matter much, but only that the second component must have been `mose'. He occupied a high position, was a follower of Aton, but, in opposition to the brooding king, was an energetic and passionate man. For him, the end of Akhenaten and apostasy of his religion signified the end of his expectations... In the pressure of disillusionment and loneliness he returned to the foreigners, searched from them the repayment of his losses. He chose them as his people, intented to realise his ideals in them. Then, accompanied by the people in his retinue, with them he abandoned Egypt, he sanctified them through the sign of circumcision, he gave them laws, he introduced them to the doctrines of the religion of Aton which the Egyptians had abolished.” Up to here, Freud. Regarding circumcision, we know that it was already established before Moses, and of its use by diverse peoples, including the Egyptians, it could be proven historically without having to derive it exclusively from the inhabitants of the Nile. Moses may have been an Egyptian, that for us seems to be of special importance. The theme of interest is that the Egyptian cultural influence has been felt in that part of the Jewish people settled in the land of the pharaohs. The events unfolded by Akhenaten were very close to the time of the Exodus, and the religious theses sustained by Moses also coincided with those by the Egyptian reformer. Regarding the historical interest experienced by Freud, we must remember that towards 1934 numerous hypotheses about the Egyptian origin of Moses circulated, among others those by Breasted and Eduard Meyer which our author often cites, echoing the discussion proposed. Of course, Freud was not indifferent to the theme of religious foundation, since his Totem and Taboo in 1913. When in Moses and Monotheism he concludes that Moses was assassinated by a group of his followers, all the antecedents of the case and specially the relation father-child could not be overlooked, at least within the psychoanalytical logic or the anthropological tradition represented by J. G. Frazer, of which Freud was a tributary. There he sustained that the assassination of leaders was a marked or undercover tendency, but existing in all societies. On the other hand, just as leaders know or intuit this, the people must also watch them and guard against them ("He must not only be guarded, he must also be guarded against").

17 Exodus 3, 2-16. See also Exodus 6, 2-3.

18 Ibid, 12, 37-38.

19 According to Eusebius and Julius Africanus, Amenhotep commanded the building of a canal in the Nile above Coptos, below Thebes, penetrated by Cossier in the Red Sea. This canal was withdrawn during the invasion of Cambyses. On the other hand, Aristotle comments that Rameses II or Sesostris opened a canal by the isthmus. The works were interrupted and later continued by Necus until Darius completed it. The canal started in Patmos over the Red Sea and ended in Nile towards Bubasto. The Ptolemies improved it and Estrabon recounted of having seen in its activity. It was conserved by the Romans until a century and half later after the Arabic conquest. Apparently, the canal was withdrawn and reconstructed by Omar, making it navigable again until 765 AD, when Almanzor decided not to use it to avoid that Mohammad-bin-Abdullah receive provisions from his rebelling companions. For more details regarding the history of Egyptian canals, see Breaking of the Isthmus of Suez by Cyprian S. Montesinos. Regarding the passage of the Israelites on dry ground of the Red Sea, everything points to the fact that, indeed, a system of sluices existed in a branch line connected with the Nile, or rather (as historical data on this regard are missing) that there were two sections, providing canals on dry ground, which later had to be united by the water. If this were the case, the walls in the way of provisional containing dams allowed the works of canal-construction to be completed. Probably through one of those walls, the team that was pursued by the Egyptians moved and then may have produced a strong collapse. If this explanation becomes less believable, we should remember the project of indirect design of the Suez canal, according to Stephenson, Negrelli amd Paulin Talabot. According to that plan, known as Linant-Bey, it aimed to realise 24 sluices connecting the Red Sea to the Nile. On the other hand, in the official inauguration of the Suez on November 17, 1869, numerous sections reached encasedly 22-meter in thickness and the depth was 8.5 and 9 meters. We are not speaking, then, of such gigantic sections or of very high sluices.

20 ”And they arrived at Marah, but they could not drink the waters of Marah, for they were bitter; for that reason they named it Marah.” Exodus 15, 23.

21 ”The house of Israel named it manna; it was white like coriander seed and it tasted like honey cakes.” Ibid, 16, 31. Here ”manna” means ”What is this?” in reference to the surprise shown by the Israelites when they ate the seeds offered them by Moses.

22 Exodus 19, 18-21.

23 Ibid. 20, 18.

24 Deuteronomy 33, 4-7.

V. Chinese Myths

1 The doctrine of Tao came much earlier than Lao Tzu and Confucius (both lived in 6th Century BC). The rudiments of these ideas exist at the start of the Hwang Ho culture. On the other hand, in I Ching or Book of Transformations (possibly before the 10th Century BC) could be found elements that later would be an important antecedent in the elaboration of Confucianism and the Tao Te Ching. I Ching was composed by the legendary Fu Jtsi or Vem, forbear of the Chou Dynasty, or a succession of authors and editors, what is certain is that its influence has been great in the formation of numerous schools of thought, giving place also to a series of divinatory techniques and other superstitions that reach until our days.

2 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, Chapter IV. 

3 Ibid, Chapter XI. In the translation by Lin Yutang from Chinese to English (from which the Spanish translation derived through the work of A. Whitelow), one reads: ”Thirty spokes unite around the hub; from its non-existence comes the usefulness of the wheel....” The Wisdom of China, p. 35, Nueva, Buenos Aires, 1945.

4 ”Depth is an interpretation of the Chinese word hsuan which means the `infinitely small of the Universe not discovered by man' (literally `a small thing covered by a man'). `Infinite depth' in Chinese literally signifies `depth of depth' or `the infinite minuteness of the infinite minuteness'.” (Tao Te Ching, footnote 4 from the translator of Chapter I).

5 In this free version the return to sleep signifies the contraction or the cooling down of all things after the first expansion. The great whirlwind continues to amplify, according to Taoism, but in each thing the contraction that equilibrates the universal wave starts. 

6 Yin has been interpreted as a passive force, complementary to Yang. But Yang appears as a force succeeding Yin. This has elicited not a few anthropological discussions in which, by associating Yin to the feminine and Yang to the masculine, it has been claimed that the precedence of such force (Yin) is historical and not conceptual. The conclusions derived from this is that it has dealt with the feminine primacy in the matriarchal epoch, later displaced by patriarchy, where Yang imposes its activity, as what appears in the Emperor Dragon (Yang) and in the Empress Feng (Yin).

7 Allusion to the myths of afterlife. In the fragment we have, some of these popular beliefs, even if they belong to different epochs, are reflected, as in the case of the Eight Immortals who appear recently in the 13th Century AD (during the Yuan Dynasty), beside the figures that were feared and venerated from the 11th to the 2nd Century BC (the classical period of the Chou Dynasty). At any rate, it is a meritorious work which also provide ritual guidelines. ”`Do you know what you have in you?' asked Cheng-Kuang, looking at him attentively. `They will skin you alive, they will uproot your nails, teeth and eyes, they will strip you of flesh and throw your meat to vultures. Then dogs will chew your bones. And after one hundred and five days of the solstice of Yin, your relatives could not go to your grave to offer you sacrifices during the feast of the dead. Boys in your village will fly their kites, illustrated with the legends of the eight Immortal Sages, in the air, and they will hang on them their bells and their lanterns. Millions of lantersn will light that day in China, but not one of them will light you... You will neither burn sulphur nor leaves of artemisa in the middle of the courtyard for expelling the demons. Ching, the great demon that brings the register of Life and of Death, would have already inscribed your name on the door of Hell, over the Great Ocean, on the path that to the Yellow Fountains, where the dead dwells... Sung-Ti, the Infernal Majesty that dwells in the Abode of Black Steams, and the Lord of Seven Hells, and the fearsome YenLo and the implacable Ping-Tang, Lord of Hells, will make you go over their torture chambers, one by one, in an infinite wheel of torments. You will not go to the Paradise Kwng Sung, where the Mother Queen of the West will stroll about her peach trees, neither will you see no more the sun, Father Yang, handsome Raven of Gold.” A. Quiroga, The Flower of Tao, C rcamo, pp. 13 and ss. of the biligual edition, Madrid, 1982. About Chinese legends, one may consult some of the sources given by Tao Tao Liu Danders, at the end of his book Dragons, Gods and Spirits, Anaya, Madrid, 1984.

8 I Ching. Dissertation of Ta Chuan. Translated by A. Martinez, B. Ed. Tao, Quindio, Colombia, 1974.

9 Tao Te Ching, op. cit., LXXI.

VI Indian Myths

1 The mystical literature of India is, certainly, the most extensive in the world. On the other hand, in it are found scientific, philosophical and artistic conceptions of great interest. Frequently one has wanted to organise in a simple way such enormous production. Following an elementary scheme, we can say that the Vedas (four in total) have been followed by works of exegesis, such as the Brahmanas, Aranyakas and Upanishads. The oldest substratum of the Vedas can be placed towards the 15th Century BC; the Brahmanas towards the 6th Century BC, and many of the outlines of the Aranyakas, more recent in general, are almost contemporaneous to the Brahmanas. The Upanishads are the last writings which, at the close of the Vedic cycle, assume the name ”Vedanta”. The Vedic cycle was written in the language brought by India's invaders, known as ”Indo-Europeans”, or ”Indo-Aryans”. This language became unrecognizable as time passed, until the form of expression which we know as Sanskrit was systematized, and although today it is out of use, it constitutes for Easterners something like what ancient Greek does for Westerners. According to Max M�ller, the Vedaswere produced between 1200 to 800 BC; the Brahmanas from 800 to 600, and the rest from 600 to 200 BC, but what is certain is that nothing in those texts indicates the date of their writing and, on the other hand, their transmission was, during many centuries, made orally. Regarding modern Hindu mythology, we can mention the two great epics (Ramayana and Mahabharata), the Puranas (traditional stories, eighteen in number) and the Tantras (about five important ones). In the first heading which we called ”Fire, Torment and Exaltation”, we have not limited ourselves to transcribing some of the hymns dedicated to the three most important divinities of the Rig Veda. Authors like Yaska, possibly one of the oldest authorities in the commentary on the Vedas, considers that Agni, Indra and Surya (the sun) constitute the fundamental trilogy of the literary monument that occupies us. It seems to us, however, that the supplanting of Soma in that trilogy corresponds to an important change in the mythical perspective of the posterior authors, with respect to the original Vedic stage.

2 Fire as the figure of Agni. In Agni are recognized distinct types of fire: that of the earth (conflagration, domestic fire and sacrificial); that of the air (ray and ligthning); and that of the firmament (sun). He is usually called ”eater of wood” and of ”oil”, the latter as an illusion to the sacrificial oil that is poured on him. He is born of the rubbing of two sacred sticks, and he does not have feet, hands, or head; on the other hand, he has many tongues and a head of flames. His voice crackles. More than two hundred hymns of the Rig Veda are dedicated to him. He was also worshipped by the Aryan branch that moved to Iran. there he became an outstanding god in the religion anterior to Zarathustra, continued after the reformer, and reached up to the actual cult of the Parsees (the latter, after the Muslim attack, stay at a reduced number of thirty thousand in Iran, as a group, today representing the majority in that religion, had emigrated to Bombay). Apparently, many of the attributes of Agni ended by being absorbed by Indra, but in his scarificial characteristics he continues to inlvolve the major part of Hindu divinities.

3 Torment as figure of Indra. Strictly speaking, the image of Indra is the ray, but here he appears as conductor of the waters, after having freed them with his victory over Vrta, demon-woman who had them as prisoners. Vrta may have been a god of the natives against whom the Aryans fought, during their invasion of India, which they penetrated by way of Punjab. The settlers, who were displaced towards the south, possibly canalizes the water towards their cultivation fields, finding themselves in a more adnaced stage of civilization than the foreigners, but they did not count on iron arms which the invading hordes bore. The natives are called ”Dasyu” in Rig Veda, referring certainly to Dravidian groups. In Indra is also seen the god who fights against drought and who frees the benficent waters of the sky. About two hundred fifty hymns of the Rig Veda (one fourth of the total) are dedicated to this god, which shows the importance that he occupied in these epochs. Posteriorly, he lost force and many of his attributes ended by being absorbed by other gods.

4 Exaltation as figure of the intoxicating god Soma. This drink corresponds to the Haoma of the Aryans who invaded Iran. Until today the characteristics of the plant that produces Soma are being discussed. It seems possible that the drink was, in the passage of time, obtained from different plants, which accounts for the confusion surrounding the theme. According to W. Wilkins in his Hindu Mythology, the plant in question is the Asclepias acid of Roxburgh. It grows in the hills of Punjab, in the Bolan Pass, around Poona, etc. But already during the time when the Vishnu Purana was written, the intoxicants were strictly prohibited, so that Soma was not exalted as such. In any case, there it was related diffusedly with the moon. Hence, the trail is lost almost completely. Acoording to other authors, the plant is nothing but a variety of Zygophyllaceae. It may have been the seeds of the plant known as ”Assyrian rue” (Pegorum harmala) which was used by Mesopotamians, who burned it in their sacrificial incenses. Others have seen in Soma a fermented drink like beer, as drunk by Indo-Europeans. But the most interesting theory has come from A. Hofmann. This scholar (dicoverer of LSD) affirms that it is a fungus: Amanita muscaria. According to him, what was an ethnobotanical enigma for more than two million years had been unveiled in 1968. In Plants of the Gods (in collaboration with R. Evans, F. C. E. Mexico, 1982), Hofmann comments that Amanita has been known as a hallucinogen since 1730 through the communication of a Swedish prisoner in Siberia. He reported that shamans dessicated it, later adding reindeer milk to it, and they proceeded to ingest it, showing the same symptoms that have been observed among the natives of Lake Superior Lake, of North and Central America, effects of the same practices. Laboratory experiments have proven that the active principle was not muscarina as has been thought, but it is achieved by isolating botanic acid and, finally, the biochemist Takamoto obtained the alkaloid called ”muscimole”. In all these investigations, it was supposed that in the dessication process of the fungus occurs all the transformation and the acid is converted into muscimole. Another important observation was also given by the official we have mentioned before. Apparently, the Siberian shamans proceeded later to drink urine and showed effects similar to those previously shown. The authors of Plants of the Gods comment that this was possible because the psycho-active principles passed to the urine without being metabolized, or rather in a form of metabolics which although had activity, it is less usual in relation to the hallucinogenic compounds of the plants. On the other hand, the Vedas mention that the urine of some of those present in the ceremony of Soma was collected in special containers, a fact with which curious relations can be established. Presently in India urotherapy<197>by drinking, in fasting, one's own urine<197>is known. This is not exactly the described farther above, but this custom could very well have very distant roots in the Vedic times of the ”medicine” of Soma. In relation to Amanita, a Roman fresco of the chapel of Plaincourault (end of the 12th Century) is shown as the tree of Eden, and coiling around it is the famous serpent. Regarding the toxic substances used in religious ceremonies, the Assyrians already knew of cannabis in the first millenium BC, which, of course, was also used in Tibet and India with identical ends. Marco Polo tells, in his travels, of the case of Al-Hasan ibn-al-Sabha, known as ”the old man of the mountain” who used hashish (from which comes ”ashissim” or ”asesin”, which was turned into ”assassin”), relating that Al-Hasan subjected a group of youths through the toxin and later he launched them against his enemies. Surely, many incenses have their origin in the breathing of the smoke of hallucinogenic plants, burned for ritual purposes. Given the toxicity observed, it is possible that, with time, such plants were replaced by resins, today used in the practices of many religions, and they are as follows: incense, myrrh and storax, in addition to aromatic wood like sandalwood. A similar clue can be followed in certain perfumes which, with time, were disappearing. Regarding to the extent of use, we say that of the enormous quantity of terrestial vegetal species, only one hundred and fifty have been employed for their hallucinating properties. Of these, about twenty in the east and about one hundred thirty in the Western hemisphere, and an important quantity corresponding to Central and North America. In the origin of the universal religions are observed some characteristics that do not but suggest the presence of hallucinogenic substances. Soma, because of the abundant reference that the Rig Veda (about one hundred twenty hymns) to it, is presented to us as the third important god of India in the Vedic epoch, but we can not ignore that in distinct times and places, numerous religious manifestations have been related with the action of toxins. Regarding the abnormalities of perception and representation, see our Contributions to Thought (Psychology of Image, Variations of the Space of Representation in Altered States of Consciousness, Planeta, Buenos Aires, 1990).

5 Rig Veda I, 1, 2. Translation by F. Villar Li‚bana, Ed. Nacional, Madrid, 1975. 

6 Ibid. I, 31, 2.

7 Ibid. I, 36, 14 and ss.

8 Ibid. I, 60, 3.

9 Ibid. I, 78, 2. Possibly from a branch of the family of these Gotama descend the historical Buddha. The Rig Veda mentions the Rah�ganas as belonging to that group (I, 78, 5).

10 Ibid. II. 4, 5 and ss.

11 Ibid. I, 32, 1 and ss.

12 Ibid. III, 48, 1 and ss.

13 Ibid. IX, 1, 5 and ss.

14 Ibid. IX, 45, 3 and ss.

15 Ibid. IX, 48, 3 and ss.

16 Ibid. IX, 50, 1.

17 Ibid. IX, 57, 1 and ss.

18 Ibid. X, 129, 1 and ss. From the English translation by R. Griffith.

19 Based on the translation of Mahabharata by W. Wilkins. Hindu Mythology, Vision, Barcelona, 1980.

20 Allusion to the teaching of the Buddha (500 AD). According to that doctrine, the human being can be liberated from the wheel of reincarnations and reach Nirvana, a kind of dissolution from the point of view of the sensible characteristics what configure the I. The Buddhist doctrine (strictly speaking, a philosophy and not a religion) was gradually converted into a religious belief, giving place, in turn, to a large mythology. 

21 Often, ”Om” is pronounced at the beginning of prayers and religious ceremonies. Originally, the letters that formed this word (a, u, m) represented the Vedas. With the passage of time, it began to denote the three principal deitiesof the Puranic cycle, namely, Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.

22 The prayer is taken from Vishnu Purana. Regarding the name of Brahma, Monier Willians says: ”Only a few hymns of the Veda seem to contain the simple conception of the existence of a divine and omnipresent being. In them, moreover, the idea of a god present in all of nature is rather diffused and indefinite. In the Purusha Sukta of the Rig Veda, the one spirit is called Purusha. Already in the posterior system, the most common name is Brahman, a neuter (nominative, Brahma) derived from the root brih, `to expand itself', and denotes the unity of the expansive essence, or the universally diffused substance of the universe... Brahma is the neuter, being the `simple' infinite being (the only real and eternal essence) which when it passing to the manifested essence is called Brahma; when it develops itself in the world it is called Vishnu, and when again it dissolves by itself into a unique being it is called Shiva; all the rest and the innumerable gods and demigods are also new manifestations of the neutral Brahman, which is eternal.” Indian Wisdom, p. 12. Cited by Wilkins, O. C., p. 106).

23 The title of this paragraph, ”The forms of beauty and horror”, synthesizes that contradictory sensation which is often presented by divinities in their double beneficent and sinister face. The first case presented is the transformation of Krishna before the hero Arjuna. The second is that of the radiant Parvati who, capable of triturating a monster, sucking his blood and devouring the remains, returns to his loved Shiva with his characteristic beauty and gentleness. Moved by this contradictory state provoked by his lover, Baudelaire wrote his Hymn to Beauty which could well be dedicated to these ambivalent gods: ”Are you risen from black abyss or are you descended from stars? Like a dog, Fate, charmed, hangs on your petticoats; you sow joy and disasters at random, and reign above everything but answer to nothing. Beauty, you tread on the dead, who matters not to you; among your jewels, Horror is not the least charming.... Matters not whether you come from heaven or from hell, O Beauty! towering monster, terrifying, cunning! For me, may your eye, your smile, your foot open the door of an Infinity I love and have never known?”

24 Arjuna, one of the heroes of the epic Mahabharata.

25 From Bhagavad Gita. In the translation by J. Roviralta Borrell, Canto XI, Diana, M‚xico, 1974. Bhagavad Gita is an episode of Mahabharata, written in the 3rd Century AD.

VII Persian Myths

1 Zarathustra or Zoroaster lived approximately between 660 and 580 BC. His preaching started in a remote district in eastern Iran. From the religious point of view, his figure is one of the most important ones as his personal existence, like that of Muhammad for example, is fully proven, unlike that of many other founders. Even if he counted on Indo-Iranian and other primitive elements, the prophet inaugurated a new universal religion that exerts strong influence in others. His cosmology and his cosmogony, his apocalyptic vision and his ideas of salvation began a religious cycle which, together with Isaiah, Malachi and Daniel (in the Bible), would exert an enormous influence in vast regions of the East and the West. Much later, Zoroastrianism converted to Mithraism would advance anew, this time towards the Roman Empire. Competing strongly with Christianity, Zoroastrianism would influence it, and even if this new religion imposed an alliance with the Roman political power, the seeds of Mithraism grew in its bosom until it expressed itself as serious heresies. The same would occur in Iran where the Muslim invasion ended by eradicating Zoroastrianism almost totally, but many of its ideas produced the Shi'ite heresy in Islam. In the 19th Century, Ba' and the Bahai faith constituted a new transformation of the teaching of Zarathustra. In the doctrinal aspect, the writing of the Avesta or Zend-Avesta is attributed to Zarathustra, but apparently Zarathustra write only the Yasna (perhaps only 17 of its hymns or Gathas). The Avesta is constituted by the Yasna (72 chapters of the Parsee liturgy); the Vispered (24 chapters of invocations); the Vendidad (another 22 chapters); the Yashts (22 chapters with invocations of angels and which constitute the Avesta, properly sacerdotal) and the Khordah Avesta or Little Avesta (book of priestly and private devotions). For our citations of the Avesta, we have taken only the Gathas and and the so-called Vendidad-Sade. The Gathas were written in Avestin, which was the language of ancient Bactria, but the original texts suffered numerous viscissitudes since Alexander's passage through Persia. Thus the material has reached us in the Pehlevi language, with big gaps and, certainly, interpolations of all kinds. Regarding certain divinities or spirits common, in their origin, among the Aryan branches that separated into India and Iran, we must bear in mind that they assume opposed characteristics probably due to the wars or disputes they had with those primitive tribes. Thus, Indra and the Devas are worthy of devotion in the Indian Vedas, but assume sinister characteristics in the Avesta. The same happens with the legendary Yima of the Avesta ("Djimchid, chief of peoples and herds" for Anquetil-Duperron, according to Berg£a's citation), who in the Vedas appears as Yama, divinity of death (Rig Veda 1, 38, 5). But Haoma (Soma for the Vedas) and Mithra (Vedic Mitra) remain with beneficent characteristics.

2 Allusion to the beginning of Thus Spoke Zarathustra. ”When Zarathustra was thirty years old he left his home and the lake of his home and went into the mountains.” F. Nietzsche, p. 9, Penguins Books, New York, 1966. Apparently, Nietzsche's preoccupation with the Persian prophet started when in his youth he saw him in his dreams. In his correspondence with his sister Elizabeth and with Lou Andreas Salom‚, beside his to commentaries Peter Gast and E. Rhode, Nietzsche describes Zarathustra as one who is capable of founding a new moral and, therefore, as a destroyer or transmuter of the established values.

3 A reference to the cosmological and cosmogonic system of Zarathustra, developed by Persian magi.

4 Kine, soul of living beings and particularly of livestock. Ahura Mazda, divinity of light, also called Ormuzd.

5 Yasna XLIV, 3, The Avesta. Translation by J. Berg£a, Berg£a, Madrid, 1974.

6 Ibid. XLIV, 4.

7 Ibid. XLIV, 5.

8 Ibid. XLIV, 6.

9 Second Fargard, 2 and ss. The Vendidad-Sade. Op. Cit.

10 Ibid. Second Fargard, 7 and ss.

11 Ibid. Nineteenth Fargard, 52.

12 Ibid. Tenth Fargard, 17.

13 Ibid. Eighteenth Fargard, 29 and 31.

14 Ibid. Fifteenth Fargard 5 and 6.

15 Yasna XXX, 3.

16ÿIbid. XXX, 4.

17 Ibid. XXX. 5.

18 Ibid. XXX. 6.

19ÿIbid. XXX. 8. It refers to the alliance of the Deva spirits with Ahriman, god of Darkness and Evil.

20 Ibid. XXX, 8 

21 Ibid. XLV, 2.

22 Ibid. LIII, 2.

23 Ibid. LI, 13.

24 Ibid. XLIX, 11.

25 Ibid. LI, 15.

VIII Greco-Roman Myths

1 Under this title, we put all together a number of myths, not only of the Greeks and the Romans, but also those of Creto-Mycenean world which, of course, would demand a separate treatment. It will be observed that the subjects treated bear Greek, not Roman, names, as the children of Romulus absorbed their most prominent myths from Greek culture, with the sole expedient of changing names and places where some events developed. We are not saying, however, that Roman culture did not give rise to their legends and myths, as the successive waves of invaders of those lands had to confront a more ancient people, and these people, of course, had mythical and religious forms that were more or less differentiated from the new contributions. On the other hand, Greek cultural influence over the Roman is not the only the factor that plays, since many ”histories” derive from the Egyptians, Phrygians, Hitites, etc. If we examine the case, in Greek mythology itself are found many names of gods of alien origin. On the other hand, one thing is the collection (and in many cases transformation) of legends and myths penned by ancient myth-writers, and another is the role that gods, demigods and other entities played in personal and collective cults. In fact, it is there where one must look for the real importance of myths, related with the system of beliefs mor than the simple poetic, plastic and sometimes philosophical expression, as in the case of Plato, creator of ”myths” (The Symposium, Phaedo, Phaedrus, The Republic, etc.), through which he explains his doctrine. On our part, we have used the texts of Homer, Pindar, Euripides, Sophocles and Aeschylus because of their great expressive beauty and, of course, the Theogony and Works and Days by Hesiod, which, althought without the poetic flight of the works of those authors, constitute true pieces of compilation and ”classification”. Historically, the myths that occupy us circulated among countries of the Greek language from the 10th Century BC up to, approximately, the 4th Century of the present era. In this sense, works like those by Hecateus, written in 4th Century AD had been of inestimable value, but, unfortunately, had reached us as doubtful fragments in their four books of Genealogy. Nevertheless, the author's work seems to have decisively influenced Pherecides who writes about the first Athenian myths. Certainly, the posterior authors are not scorned (and this is also true of the Roman authors), but as time passes, the information mess increases so that it tends to confuse the original source with the recent creation. The most important beings mentioned in the chapter ”Greco-Roman Myths” are the following: Cronus = Roman Saturn; Zeus = Jupiter; Hera = Juno; Rhea = Cybeles; Hermes = Mercury; Demeter = Ceres; Persephone = Proserpine; Dionysus = Bacchus; and Heracles = Hercules.

2 Hesiod, Theogony, v. 154-181, Alianza, Madrid, 1986. Hesiod of Ascra, first half of the 7th Century BC (?).

3 The Erinnyes are three: Tisiphone ("avenging destruction"); Alecto ("repugnant, hostile") and Meg‘ra ("grumbler"). According to A. Garibay, they are personifications of the idea of reparation of the order destroyed by crime. They have, among other missions, the mandate of quelling the rebellion of the youth against the old. They live in Erebus and came before Zeus. For A. Bartra, they are spirits of punishment and blood vengeance. Finally, P. Grimal consider them to have been born of drops of blood which impregnated the earthn during the castration of Uranus. They were also called ”Eumenides”, and ”Furies” by Romans.

4 Theogony. v. 460-474.

5 Ibid. v. 470-501.

6 Ibid. v. 686-692.

7 Ibid. v. 693-699.

8 Ibid. v. 717-720.

9 Ibid. v. 730-732.

10 Euripides, The Trojans. End of the Scene XI in the adaptation by Jean-Paul Sartre, Losada, Buenos Aires, 1967. All the citations in boldface corresponds to the speech of Poseidon, we put it in the mouth of Prometheus, as it fits perfectly with his character and the general context in which Titan develops his tale. In any case, the surprise elicited by the turn of phrase in the introduction, such as ”Make war, mortal imbeciles” or ”By doing so you will blow up everything!”, can be explained because it breaks the epic and grave style through a comical, almost vulgar, dissonance proper to the 20th Century. On the other hand, the turns of phrase mentioned are not found in the original texts of Euripides, but correspond to the Sartrean adaptation. Regarding Euripides, he was born in Salamis in 480 and dies in 406 BC.

11 Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, Episode II, Losada, Buenos Aires, 1984. Aeschylus was born in Eleusis in 525 and died in 456 BC.

12 Ibid. Episode II, after the first Chorus.

13 ”Iapetitos”, son of Iapetos. Iapetus, in turn, is the son of Uranus and Gaia, and brother of Cronus and the other Titans (Oceanus, Coeus, Hyperion, and Crius) and the Titanesses (Thetis, Rhea, Themis, Mnemosyne, Phoebe, Dione and Theia). The Titans and Titanesses pertain to the first generation of gods (called ”Titan gods”). From the line of Iapetos and Clymene came Atalanta, and from Iapetus and one of the daughters of Oceanus came Prometheus and Epimetheus; from the line of Cronus and Rhea came Hestia, Demeter, Hera, Hades, Poseidon and Zeus. But it is the line of Cronus (called ”Cronusians”) what is imposed. Epimetheus, brother of Prometheus (and his opposite, given his clumsiness and lack of wit), accepts a gift from Pandora what serves Zeus to ruin men once again. Epimetheus and Pandora bore Pyrrha and from Prometheus and Clymene was born Deucalion. Pyrrha and Deucalion was the couple who populated the world after the Deluge, which Zeus sent as a new punishment. It is through the intervention of Prometheus that the human being saved himself. In fact, Prometheus instructed Deucalion and Pyrrha to build the Ark. Later, the survivors of the catastrophe made men rise again, throwing stones behind (over their shoulder), while they walk across the fields. As a product of that ”sowing”, women and men continue to be born. In the previous arose the line of the Iapetosians as promoter of human propagation.

14 Theogony. v. 535-570 and 615-618.

15 Ibid. v. 521-525.

16 Homeric Hymns, II, To Demeter, (in Iliad II), Losada, Buenos Aires, 1982. The boldfaced letters in this paragraph corresponds to different passages from the same hymn.

17 Metrodorus de Chios, On Nature, I and II.

IX Nordic Myths

1 About the antecedents of Nordic literature related to myths, F. Durand makes the following historical review: ”In 1643, the Irish bishop of Sk lholt discovered a manuscript which he presented to the king of Denmark, Frederick III. The Codex Regius contained the transcription which, at the beginning of the 13th Century, was made by Snorri from a group of very ancient poems, which he called by the generic title Edda. Later, the manuscript, where the same works figured, of the other erudite, Saemund, was found, which explains the plural: Eddas. These poems were conceived in a preliterary epoch; the major part would seem to date from the 7th and 8th Centuries, but certain philologists tend to place the most archaic poems in the 6th Century. Evidently these poems started to be recited in Norway and were also transmitted from generation to generation until the colonizers brought them to the island of ”fire and ice" and the medieval writers saved them from oblivion by recording them on vellum. The rest of Scandinavia also contributed in the preparation of this work. Thus, in the Gesta Danorum de Saxo Grammaticus figures a Latin translation of poems which can qualify as proto-Eddas. The great Danish poem of the 10th Century, Bjarkem l, which Olaf sang before the men in formation in Stiklestad, hardly differed from certain Eddic strophes." The Vikings, pp. 108-109, Eudeba, Buenos Aires, 1975. In this way, a tradition is restored which strated in the epoch of migrations (between the 3rd and the 4th Centuries) which was extended throughout the Germanic world. But mythical literature was restricted to the Scandinavian environment. If we speak of groups of legends or Norse writings, more or less epic, we can find productions in England as well as in Germany and other countries. But here we are referring to a type of literature that is concentrated preferably in Iceland. This is so due to complex situations wherein the geographical factor also plays. From the discovery and colonization of Iceland by the Norwegians (towards 874) up to the first generation of Christian Icelanders (about 1020) occurred numerous phenomena throughout the Scandinavian world which coincides with the ”Viking cycle”. The turbulent epoch, of expansion and continuous conflict, suffers setbacks through the advance of Continental powers and Christianity. In this period, valuable documents are destroyed or lost in Sweden, Norway and Denmark. In Iceland, however, an enormous production is conserved and, moreover, continues until the 13th Century; such is the case of the Great Edda from which we take the cantos with mythological themes, leaving out the epic themes. Fortunately, in writing rose the colossal figure of Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241) who composed numerous sagas and restored Norse mythology, particularly in his Gylfaginning (The Wiles of Gylfi) and, in some way, in his Skaldskaparmal (Discourse for the Training of Poets). The Greater Edda in verse, and the so-called Lesser edda (or Edda in Prose, or the Edda of Snorri) constitute the surest sources on Norse mythology through the Icelanders.

2 Greater Edda, V”l (a, Madrid, 1986.

3 Generic form of addressing the gods. To refer to a particular, Asinia is used.

4 Space full of energy. This place was filled and collapsed through the weight of ice when it stopped flowing but later, when ice and volcanic clashed, the hoarfrost of glaciers melted and drops started to form Ymir, the first ice giant who has within him the volcanic fire and some of the energy of Ginnunggagap.

5 It is the place of ice of the north opposite M£spel, mythical warm region of the south. Here lives a giant who defends the place, blandishing a sword of fire, and who will leave it at the end of times in order the set the world on fire.

6 A spring.

7 The serpent that gnaws on roots.

8 One of the Ases.

9 All the citation is from Gylfaginning (The Wiles of Gylfi), Mythological Texts of the Edda, Snorri Sturluson, XV, Miraguano, Madrid, 1987. The loss of an eye and its replacement with a better one also appears to be reflected in other legends and stories like the following, which, moreover, illustrates the bellicose behaviour of the Vikings: ”When he reach the dwelling where Arm¢d, his wife and his daighter slept, Egil opened the door and went to the ned of Arm¢d. He took the sword and with his other hand he pulled the Arm¢d's beard and pushed to the edge of the bed. But Arm¢d's wife and daughter rose quickly and asked Egil not to kill Arm¢d. Egil says that he will do it for them `but he is merciful to the person he kills'. Thus, Egil cut the beard from the chin; then he plucked the eye with his finger, and left it hanging on the cheek; then Egil and his companions left.” Snorri Sturluson, Saga of Egil Skallagrimsson, pp. 270-271, Miraguano, Madrid, 1988.

10 C. Mettra, The Song of the Nibelungen, p. 29, F. C. E., Mexico, 1986.

11 The entity of the past. The norns engraving on their tablets must be considered, that is, engraving their magic runes in which they fix the destiny of the people. They do not refer to ”spinners” in the style of Roman Parcae or Greek Moiras.

12 The entity of the present.

13 The entity of the future.

14 The citations correspond to Gylfaginning, Op. Cit. XV and XVI.

15 The mansion of heroes. The Valkyries choose the brave who died but also decide the battles. These women warriors slightly recall the amazons, but their action is rather indirect. With count on an historical clue in which the women of primitive Germany already ”participated” and sometimes contributed in deciding the battles. It is possible that those customs contributed posteriorly toward the mythification of the Viking Valkyries. Tacitus (55-120 AD), in his Of the Customs, Place and Peoples of Germany, tells us: ”And on entering the battle they have their most precious jewellery close to them, so they can hear the shrieks of women and the shouts of children; and these are the loyal testomonies of their deeds, and those that they boasted of and extolled. When they are wounded, they they are going to show the wounds to their mothers and their wives, and they do not dread to count them or to suck them, and in the midst of battles they bring them refreshments and cheer them up. And so, one day, according to their story, they have restored women in almost lost, to return in pile the squadrons who were inclined to flee, through the firmness of their entreaties, and with their breasts out and representing them the close captivity that would follow from here, which they fear a lot more impatiently because of the women, so that they could have more confidence of the cities which will have among their captives are some noble maidens. Because even if they are persuaded that there are among the women some holiness and prudence, and for this reason they do not undervalue their counsels, nor estimate a little their responses.” Included in Histories by Caius Cornelius Tacitus, pp. 335-336, Sucesores de Hernando, Madrid, 1913.

16 Tacitus (Op. cit, p. 346), referring to an intoxicating drink (beer) and the food habits of the primitive Germans, he says: ”They make a drink of barley and wheat which wants to look like wine. Those who live near the Rhine river buy this. Their food is simple: wild apples, fresh deer and cottage cheese. Without much fuss, curiosity or gift they satisfy hunger; but they do not use the same frugality with thirst. And if they are left to drink what they want, it won't be easier to win against them with wine than with arms.” The Eddas speak of hidromiel which a drink of the gods and which must not be confused with beer even if sometimes, figuratively, they are identical.

17 The translation which has been given of ”Ragnar”k” from Wagner later in ”Twilight of the Gods”. The more correct one, however, is ”Fate of the Gods”, which we have used to call the entire scene.

18 Snorri Sturluson, The Hallucination of Gylfi, p. 51, In a translation by J. L. Borges, Alianza, Buenos Aires, 1984.

19 V”lusp , 58. Op. Cit. 

20 Ibid. 45.

21 The Hallucination of Gylfi. Op. Cit. 51.

22 This last speech of Haki recalls somewhat the description of Snorri in Ynglingasaga on the root of the battle of Fyrisvellir (where Haki was badly wounded). ”... Then he commanded to pull his ship, load it with dead men and his armoury, to set sail, point the helm towards the sea and hoist the sails and light a pyre of dry wood on the deck. The wind blew from the earth. Haki was in agony or already dead when he was placed on the pyre. The ship in flames then disappear on the horizon, and for a long time this was engraved in the memory.” In the words that we put in the mouth of Haki is reflected the bitterness of a world that dies. Haki is not a Viking who is converted to Christianity, on the contrary. Rather he makes us understand that defeat before a religion that advances (that of ”alien peoples”) is in fact a parenthesis in which numerous images and Nordic myths invade the winner.

X. American Myths

1 The book of the Quich‚s of Guatemala has been translated with different names: ”Popol Vuh, The Ancient Stories of the Quich‚” for A. Recinos (published by F. C. E. Mexico. In our hands is the sixth printing in 1970, although it was written in 1947); ”Popol Vuh or Book of the Council of the Quich‚ Indians” for M. Asturias and J. M. Gonz lez of Mendoza (published by Losada, Buenos Aires. In our hands is the second edition of 1969, although it was written in 1927); ”Pop Wuj. Mytho-historical K¡-ch‚ Poem ” for Adri n. I. Ch vez (published by Centro Editorial Vile, Quetzaltenango, Guatemala; we have the first edition of 1981, although it was written in 1979). The translation of Recinos is based on the manuscript entitled Art of the Three Languages, composed at the beginning of the 18th Century by Fray Franzisco Xim‚nez. The source document passed to the Brasseur collection and later to A. Pinart, who in turn sold it to E. Aller, and from there it reached the Newberry Library, from which Recinos had a photostatic copy made. The work of Arciniegas was translated to Spanish from the French version of P. Reynaud entitled Les dieux, les h‚ros, et les hommes de l'ancien Guatemala d'apr‚s le Livre du Conseil. Reynaud used the Xim‚nez manuscript. Finally, the translation of Ch vez was also based on the Xim‚nez manuscript, but with precaution in considering the two columns that the priest had composed. Xim‚nez placed, on the first column,the Hispanised Quich‚ transcription and, on the second, the Spanish translation. Ch vez updated the original Quich‚ transcribed by Xim‚nez, and this material was what upset the Spanish. In 1927 a translation, based on the French text by Brasseur, by Villacorta and Rodas was published in Guatemala in 1927. In all the cases, the source document is that of Xim‚nez. Between 1701 and 1703, a manuscript written in the Quich‚ language but represented in Latin characters reached under the real patronage of the town of Santo Tom s (today, Chichicastenango). The document was dated approximately the middle of the 14th Century. Unfortunately, the original was misplaced, but Xim‚nez took care of copying it despite some alterations.

2 Ch vez considers that the phrase alludes to the step of the settlers of North America from Asia, that is, from the West for them.

3 Ch vez affirms that the ”paintings” were real books or tablets joined together in bound form and not simply isolated engravings on stones, bones and wood. Sustaining his point of view, he cites the Relation of Things in Yucat n by the friar Diego of Landa, in which he writes: ”We discover a great number of books by them, writings, and because they did not have something that had no superstition and falsity of the demon, we burn them all, which they felt marvel and they suffered much pain.”

4 The in bolface italics belongs so far to the translation by Resinos (Op. Cit.).

5 From here up to the end, the translation that we have used is the one by Arciniegas (Op. Cit.).

6 Ch vez opines that it deals with a sort of oil due to a cosmic cataclysm. But perhaps it may be due to the expulsion of petroleum burned by the rupture of some napa after a volcanic explosion.

7 It alludes to a long voyage, ”descending” from extremely cold regions to reach places of more permanent township.
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