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Preface

In the following pages it is our purpose to present the essentials of
the religion of the Geto-Dacians and the most important mytho-
logical traditions and folkloric creations of the Romanians. This
does not imply, necessarily and in every point, continuity between
the religious universe of the Geto-Dacians and the one that it is
possible to decipher in Romanian folk tradition. If “continuity” is
the desideratum, it must be sought on a deeper plane than the one
defined by the history of the Geto-Dacians, the Daco-Romans, and
their descendants the Romanians. For the cult of Zalmoxis, for
example. as well as the myths, symbols, and rituals that underlie
and determine Romanian religious folklore, have their distant
roots in a world of spiritual values that precedes the appearance of
the great Near Eastern and Mediterranean civilizauons. This does
not mean, however, that all the religious concepts of the Geto-
Dacians are at least “contemporaneous” with those that can be de-
ciphered in Romanian folk traditions. It is possible that one or
another agrarian custom of our day is more archaic than, for ex-
ample, the cult of Zalmoxis. It is well known that certain mythico-
ritual scenarios still current among the peasants of central and
southeastern Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century
preserved mythological fragments and rituals that had disappeared
in ancient Greece even before Homer.

This book does not pretend to be a religious history of Dacia.
Indeed, in view of the paucity of documents it is doubtful if such a
history can ever be written. In any case, archeological excavations
have not yet come to the end of their surprises. And despite much
effort, Romanian folk traditions are still inadequately known. So
long as we do not have a corpus comparable to the one provided by
Oskar Loorits in his Grundziige der estnischen Volksglaube, any at-
tempt at a synthesis will be premature.

For the time being it is only with the help of independent,
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though complementary, monographs that we can advance the
knowledge of the religious life of that area of Europe. In this vol-
ume we have assembled a series of studies dealing with the re-
ligious origins of the ethnic name of the Dacians, the cult of Zal-
moxis, the folk cosmogonic myth (that is, the only one documented
in Romanian folklore), the mythico-ritual meanings to be found in
legends concerning the founding of a state (Moldavia), and the
building of a monastery (Arges), certain folk beliefs concerning
magic and ecstasy, the mandragora and the gathering of medicinal
herbs, and, lastly, the mythologies from which the masterpieces of
Romanian epic poetry draw their vitality.

We need not say that our approach is that of the historian of
religions: we have no intention of preempting the place of the folk-
lorist, the archeologist, or the specialist in the ancient history of
Eastern Europe. We have tried to decipher the underlying mean-
ings of the documents—meanings that are often camouflaged,
debased, or forgotten. And since the meaning of a belief or a re-
ligious behavior pattern does not become manifest except in the
light of comparisons, we have not hesitated to consider our docu-
ments against the background of the general history of religions.
For example, it is only within the value universe characteristic of
hunters and warriors, and especially in the light of military initia-
tion rites, that the ethnic name of the Dacians discloses its primitive
religious meaning. So, too, the cult of Zalmoxis becomes compre-
hensible only after the initiatory meaning of the god’s occultation
and epiphany has been elucidated. The Romanian cosmogonic
myth discloses its specific characteristics when we decipher not
only the prehistory of Balkan and Central Asian “dualism” but also
the hidden meaning of “God’s weariness” after creating the Earth,
a surprising expression of a deus otiosus reinvented by folk Chris-
tianity in a desperate attempt to divorce God from the imperfec-
tions of the world and the appearance of evil.

Many more instances could be given—for example: from the
point of view of the historian of religions, the myth of the founding
of the Principality of Moldavia has its distant roots in the archaic
concept of the “ritual hunt”; the legend ol the Monastery of Arges
discloses its symbolism not only when it is connected with construc-
tion rites but especially when we discover the primordial meaning
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of a primitive type of human sacrifice; the most popular Romanian
ballad, the “Mioritza,” illustrates, together with a scarcely Chris-
tianized mythology of death, the persistence of an archaic theme
peculiar to herder and hunter cultures, namely, the oracular func-
tion of the animal; the cult of the mandragora continues, in “folk-
lorized” and debased form, the venerable belief in the herb of
Life and Death.

But it would be superfluous to enumerate all the themes dis-
cussed in the several chapters of this book. What it is important to
emphasize is the interest of such investigations for the general his-
tory of religions. These pages were written not so much to add our
contribution to the researches of historians, folklorists, or spe-
cialists in Romanian studies, as to illustrate the possibilities open
to a hermeneutics of the archaic and folk religious universes, in
other words, of religious creations that have no written expression
and, in general, no valid chronological criteria. We prepared this
book while working on certain problems concerning the religions
of the “primitive” peoples. And more than once the difficulties we
encountered were of the same order. To begin with, the documents
presented by the earliest explorers, missionaries, and ethnologists
were collected with the same ideological presuppositions as those
that characterized the earliest collections of folklore documents.
Then, too, both “primitive” societies and “folklore” traditions were
equally subjects of study that did not belong to the universe of
exemplary values incarnated in Western culture —that is, in a cul-
ture defined by creations recorded in a linear historical time.

Fortunately, the progress recently achieved in our knowledge of
“primitive” cultures offers more than one hope. These universes
of archaic spiritual values will enrich the Western world in other
ways than by adding to its vocabulary (mana, tabu, totem, etc.) or to
the history of social structures. We have elsewhere dwelt on the
possibilities opened up by this confrontation with the creations of
archaic civilizations. The historian of religions aspires to enlarge
the scope of the confrontation by questioning the folk cultures and
folk religions of Europe, Asia, and the two Americas, while waiting
for the development of a hermeneutics that will one day enable
him to comprehend the religious values of prehistoric societies less
imperfectly. Indeed, these researches and these hopes are integral
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to one of the most vigorous and most innovative projects of the
second half of the twentieth century: the cultural trend that pur-
sues the study and knowledge of all the exotic, archaic, and “folk”
worlds. Nothing is more fascinating or more stimulating for
Western consciousness than the eflort to understand the creations
of so many “prehistories” and “protohistories” (and even of the
“provincial histories” that gravitated around the margins of em-
pires and survived their fall), creations accamulated and preserved
for millennia in exotic, primitive, and “folk™ cultures.

The essays included in this volume were written at different dates
and, with the exception of chapters 2 and 8, appeared in the fol-
lowing journals: Numen (chap. 1), Revue de 'Histoire des Religions
(chap. 8), Revue des Etudes Roumaines (chaps. 4, 5), Acta Historica
(chap. 6), Zalmoxis, Revue des Etudes Religieuses (chap. 8).

MIRCEA ELIADE
THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO
July 1971



| 1
The Dacians and Wolves

RELIGIOUS MEANINGS OF ETHNIC NAMES

According to Strabo (304: 7. 3. 12), the original name of the Da-
cians was daoi (oVs ofpar Adovs xaleioBar 76 makawor). A tradition
preserved by Hesychius informs us that daos was the Phrygian word
for “wolf.” P. Kretschmer had explained daos by the root *dhau,
“to press, to squeeze, to strangle.”' Among the words derived from
this root we may note the Lydian Kandaules, the name of the Thra-
cian war god, Kandaon, the lllyrian dhaunos (wolf), the god
Daunus, and so on.? The city of Daous-dava, in Lower Moesia, be-
tween the Danube and Mount Haemus,? literally meant “village of
wolves.”*

Formerly, then, the Dacians called themselves “wolves” or “those

1. P. Kretschmer, Einleitung in die Geschichte der griechischen Sprache
(Gouingen, 1896). pp. 388, 221, 214.

2. J. Pokorny, Indogermanisches Etymologisches Wirterbuch (Berne, 1951-),
p- 235; G. Kazarow, “Zur Geographie des alten Thrakiens” (Klio 12,
N. F. 4 [1929]: 84-85), p. 84; cf. also G. Mateescu in Ephemeris Da-
coromana (Bucharest, 1923), 1: 208. On Daunus see F. Altheim, 4 History
of Roman Religion (London, 1938), pp. 206 ff. On Kandaon cf. O. Masson,
Kratylos 2 (1957): 64.

3. Pwlemy 3. 10. 6; Kazarow, Klio, p. 84.

4. For dava “‘establishment” see W. Tomaschek, Die alten Thrakern (Sit-
zungsberichte Akad. Wien, 130, 1893), 2: 2: 70. Tomaschek connected Daci,
dai with dava (ibid., 1: 101). In other words, he took the ethnic name
of the Dacians to mean “inhabitants of the davae.” In his final synthesis of
Romanian history, N. lorga accepted Tomaschek’s explanation; cf.
Histoire des Roumains (Bucharest, 1937), 1: i: 149. On the dava see E.
Lozovan, “Le ‘village' dans la toponymie et I'histoire roumaines” (Zeit-
schrift f. romanische Philologie, 1957, pp. 124-44).



2 THE DACIANS AND WOLVES

who are like wolves,” who resemble wolves.® Still according to
Strabo (7. 3. 12; 11. 508, 511, 512), certain nomadic Scythians to
the east of the Caspian Sea were also called daoi. The Latin authors
called them Dahae, and some Greek historians daai.® In all prob-
ability their ethnic name was derived from Iranian (Saka) dahae,
“wolf.”” But similar names were not unusual among the Indo-
Europeans. South of the Caspian Sea lay Hyrcania, that is, in East-
ern Iranian “Vehrkana,” in Western Iranian “Varkana,” literally
the “country of wolves” (from the Iranian root vehrka, “wolf”).
The nomadic tribes that inhabited it were called Hyrkanoi, “the
wolves,” by Greco-Latin authors.® In Phrygia there was the tribe of
the Orka (Orkoi).?

We may further cite the Lycaones of Arcadia,' and Lycaonia or
Lucaonia in Asia Minor, and especially the Arcadian Zeus Ly-
kaios' and Apollo Lykagenes; the latter surname has been ex-
plained as “he of the she-wolf,” “he born of the she-wolf,” that is,
born of Leto in the shape of a she-wolf.'* According to Heraclides
Ponticus (Fragm. Hist. Gr. 218), the name of the Samnite tribe of
the Lucani'® came from Lykos, “wolf.” Their neighbors, the Hirpini,
took their name from hirpus, the Samnite word for “wolf.”!* At

5. Altheim observes that the name daci is formed, like luperci, with an
adjectival suffix (Roman Religion, p. 212). Now see E. Lozovan, “Du nom
ethnique des Daces” (Revue Internationale d'Onomastique 13 [1961]:
27-32).

6. Cf. Tomaschek, article “Daci,” P.-W. 4: 1945-46.

7. Cf. H. Jacobsohn, Arier und Ugrofinnen (1922), pp. 154 ff.; P. Kretsch-
mer, “Zum Balkanskythischen” (Glotta 24 [1935]: 1-56), p. 17.

8. Cf. Kiessling, P.-W. 9: 454-518.

9. Cf. R. Eisler, Man into Wolf (London, 1951), p. 137.

10. Cf. Eisler, Man into Wolf, p. 133.

11. On Zeus Lykaios see A. B. Cook, Zeus 1 (Cambridge. 1914): 70 ff.
12. See the bibliography in Eisler, Man into Wolf, p. 133.

13. Spelled Lykani on Metapontine coins ca. 300 B.c.; cf. Eisler, Man
into Wolf, p. 134.

14. Servius, ad Aen. 11. 785: lupi Sabinorum lingua “hirpi” vocantur. Cf.
Strabo 5. 250; on the Hirpini see also Altheim, Roman Religion, pp. 66 ff.
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the foot of Mount Soracte lived the Hirpi Sorani, the “wolves of
Sora” (the Volscian city). According to the tradition transmitted
by Servius, an oracle had advised the Hirpi Sorani to live "like
wolves,” that is, by rapine (lupos imitarentur, i.e., rapto viverent).'®
And in fact they were exempt from taxes and from military service
(Pliny Hist. Nat. 7. 19), for their biennial rite —which consisted in
walking barefoot over burning coals—was believed to ensure the
fertlity of the country. Both this shamanic rite and their living
“like wolves™” reflect religious concepts of considerable antiquity.
There is no need to cite other examples.'® We will note only that
tribes with wolf names are documented in places as distant as Spain
(Loukentioi and Lucenses in Celtiberian Calaecia), Ireland, and
England. Nor, indeed, is the phenomenon confined to the Indo-
Europeans.

The fact that a people takes its ethnic name from the name of an
animal always has a religious meaning. More precisely, the fact
cannot be understood except as the expression of an archaic reli-
gious concept. In the case with which we are concerned, several hy-
potheses can be considered. First, we may suppose that the people
derives its name from a god or mythical ancestor in the shape of
a wolf or who manifested himself lycomorphically. The myth of a
supernatural wolf coupling with a princess, who gives birth either
to a people or a dynasty, occurs in various forms in Central Asia.
But we have no testimony to its existence among the Dacians.

A second hypothesis comes to mind: the Dacians may have taken
their name from a band of fugitives —either immigrants from other
regions, or young men at odds with the law, haunting the out-
skirts of villages like wolves or bandits and living by rapine. The
phenomenon is amply documented from earliest antiquity, and it
survived in the Middle Ages. It is necessary to distinguish among:

15. On the hirpi Sorani now see Altheim, Roman Religion, pp. 262 fT.

16. A considerable number of examples will be found in Eisler, Man into
Wolf, pp. 132-40, and Richard von Kienle, “Tier-Vélkernamen bei in-
dogermanischen Stimme” (Warter und Sachen 14 [1932], 25-67), espe-
cially pp. 32-39. On the Argians, who called themselves “wolves,” cf.
Altheim, Roman Religion, p. 211. See also P. Kretschmer, “Der Name der
Lykier und andere kleinasiatischen Vélkernamen” (Kleinasiatische For-
schungen 1 [1927]: 1-17).
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(1) adolescents who, during their initiatory probation, had to hide
far from their villages and live by rapine; (2) immigrants seeking a
new territory to settle in; (3) outlaws or fugitives seeking a place of
refuge. But all these young men behaved “like wolves,” were called
“wolves,” or enjoyed the protection of a wolf-god.

During his probation the Lacedaemonian kouros led the life of a
wolf for an entire year: hidden in the mountains, he lived on what
he could steal, taking care that no one saw him.'” Among a number
of Indo-European peoples, emigrants, exiles, and fugitives were
called “wolves.” The Hittite laws already said of a proscribed man
that he had “become a wolf.”"® And in the laws of Edward the
Confessor (ca. A.p. 1000), the proscribed man had to wear a wolf-
headed mask (wolfhede)." The wolf was the symbol of the fugitive,
and many gods who protected exiles and outlaws had wolf names
or attributes.?® Examples are Zeus Lykoreius or Apollo Lykeios.*!
Romulus and Remus, sons of the wolf-god Mars and suckled by
the she-wolf of the Capitol, had been “fugitives.”** According to

17. Cf. H. Jeanmaire, Couroi et Couretes (Lille, 1939), pp. 540 ff., on con-
cealment and lycanthropy. See also M. Eliade, Naissances mystiques (Paris,
1959), p. 229; English translation, by Willard R. Trask, Birth and Rebirth:
The Religious Meanings of Initiation in Human Cultures (New York, 1958),
p. 109.

18. Ungnad, cited by Eisler, Man into Wolf, p. 144.

19. “Lupinum enim caput a die utlagationis eius quod ab Anglis wulfes-
hened nominatur™; quoted by Eisler, Man into Wolf, p. 145. Cf. ibid., a
passage from Henry de Bracton (1185-1267), De Legibus et Consuetudinibus
Angliae (1st ed., 1569), 2: 35: “a tempore quo utlagatus est, caput gerit
lupinum ita ut ab omnibus interfici possit.” In Anglo-Saxon the gibbet was
called “the wolf’s-head tree”; cf. L. Weiser-Aal, “Zur Geschichte der alt-
germanischen Todesstrafe und Friedlosigkeit” in Archiv f. Religionswiss,
30 [1933]: 222.

20. Cf. F. Altheim, Griechische Gatter im alten Rom (Giessen, 1930), pp.
148 fI.; Altheim, Roman Religion, p. 261, referring to O. Jahn, Ber. Sdchs.
Akad. (1847), pp. 423 f.; O. Gruppe, Griech. Mythologie, pp. 918 ff.. 1296.

21. Altheim, Roman Religion, pp. 260 ff.

22. Altheim, ibid., pp. 261 ff. See also Gerhard Binder, Die Aussetzung des
Kinigskindes Kyros und Romulus (Meisenheim am Glan, 1964). On the myth
of the she-wolf with twins, and its roots in the archaic beliefs of the pas-
toral peoples of the Asian sieppe, cf. A. Alféldi, “Theriomorphe Welt-
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the legend, Romulus established a place of refuge for exiles and
outlaws on the Capitol. Servius (ad Aen. 2. 761) informs us that
this asylum was under the protection of the god Lucoris. And
Lucoris was identified with Lykoreus of Delphi, himself a wolf-
god.* Finally, a third hypothesis that may explain the name of the
Dacians centers on the ability to change into a wolf by the power of
certain rituals. Such a transformation may be connected with
lycanthropy properly speaking—an extremely widespread phe-
nomenon, but more especially documented in the Balkano-
Carpathian region—or with a ritual imitation of the behavior and
outward appearance of the wolf. Ritual imitation of the wolf is a
specific characteristic of military initiations and hence of the
Midinnerbiinde, the secret brotherhoods of warriors. There are rea-
sons to think that such rites and beliefs, bound up with a martial
ideology, are what made it possible to assimilate fugitives, exiles,
and proscribed men to wolves. To subsist, all these outlaws be-
haved like bands of young warriors, that is, like real “wolves.”

MILITARY INITIATIONS: RITUAL TRANSFORMATION
INTO A PREDATORY ANIMAL

The studies made by Lily Weiser, Otto Hofler, Stig Wikander,
G. Widengren, H. Jeanmaire, and Georges Dumézil have mark-

betrachtung in den Hochasiatischen Kulturen” (Archaeologische Anzeiger
[1931] col. 393-418), especially 393 fI.; AlfSldi, Der friihromische Reiteradel
und seine Ehrenabzeichen (Baden-Baden, 1952), pp. 88 ff.; Alf6ldi, “The
Main Aspect of Political Propaganda on the Coinage of the Roman Re-
public” (in Essays in Roman Coinage Presented to H. Mattingly [Oxford,
1956], pp. 63-95), p. 68. On the folklore theme of the “Romulus and
Remus” type cf. A. H. Krappe, “Acca Larentia” (American Journal of
Archaeology 46 [1942]): 490-99); Krappe, “Animal Children” (California
Folklore Quarterly 3 [1944]: 45-52). On Romulus and Remus and double
kingship cf. A. B. Cook, Zeus 2: 440 ff.; 3: 2: 1134. On the twins Romulus
and Remus and their counterparts in other Indo-European traditions cf.
G. Dumézil, La saga de Hadingus (Paris, 1953), pp. 114-30, 151-54;
Dumézil, Aspects de la fonction guerriere chez les Indo-Européens (Paris, 1956),
pp- 20-21; Dumézil, L'idéologie tripartie des Indo-Européens (Paris, 1958), pp.
86-88, 106.

23. Cf. Altheim, Roman Religion, pp. 260 fl. On the name of the wolf-god
cf. Kretschmer, Der Name der Lykier, pp. 15 ff.
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cdly advanced our knowledge of the Indo-European military
brotherhoods, and especially of their religious ideology and ini-
tiatory rituals. In the Germanic world?! these brotherhoods still
existed at the end of the Vilkerwanderung. Among the Iranians
they are documented in the period of Zarathustra, but since a part
of the vocabulary typical of the Ménnerbiinde is also found in Vedic
texts, there is no doubt that associations of young warriors already
existed during the Indo-Iranian period.* G. Dumézil*® has demon-
strated the survival of certain military initiations among the Celts
and the Romans, and H. Jeanmaire has discovered vestiges of
initiatory rituals among the Lacedaemonians.?” So it appears that
the Indo-Europeans shared a common system of beliefs and rituals
pertaining to young warriors. (We shall see further on whether
there was an initiation of the entire body of young men or only of a
particular class.)

Now the essential part of the military initiation consisted in
ritually transforming the young warrior into some species of
predatory wild animal. It was not solely a matter of courage, physi-
cal strength, or endurance, but “of a magico-religious experience
that radically changed the young warrior’s mode of being. He had
to transmute his humanity by an access of aggressive and terrify-
ing fury that made him like a raging carnivore.”*® Among the
ancient Germans the predator-warriors were called berserkir,
literally “warriors in the body-covering [serkr] of a bear.” They
were also known as ulfhedhnar, “wolf-skin men.”* The bronze

24. Cf. Ouo Hofler, Kultische Geheimbunde der Germanen (Frankfurt a. M.,
1934); Jan de Vries, Altgermanische Religionsgeschichte, 2 vols. (2d ed.; Ber-
lin, 1956-57), especially 1: 453 (T., 492 if.

25. Stig Wikander, Der Arische Minnerbund (Lund, 193%8): Wikander,
Vayu 1 (Uppsala-Leipzig, 1941).

26. CI. especially Horace et les Curiaces (Paris. 1942); Dumézil, Mythes et
dieux des Germains (Paris, 1939). Now see Dumézil, Heur et malheur du guer-
rier (Paris, 1969).

27. H. Jeanmaire, Couroi et Couretes, pp. 540 fT.
28. Eliade. Naissances mystiques. p. 18 1; Birth and Rebirth, p. 84.

29. On the berserkir and the ulfhedhnar cf. Handworterbuch d. deutschen
Aberglaubens 5: 1845 ff.; O. Hofler, Kultische Geheimbiinde, pp. 170 ff.; Lily
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plaque from Torslunda shows a warrior disguised as a wolf.?
From all this, two facts emerge: (1) a young man became a re-
doubtable warrior by magically assimilating the behavior of a
carnivore, especially a wolf; (2) he ritually donned the wolf-skin,
either to share in the mode of being of a carnivore or to indicate
that he had become a “wolf.”

What is important for our investigation is the fact that the young
warrior accomplished his transformation into a wolf by the ritual
donning of a wolf-skin. an operation preceded or followed by a
radical change in behavior. As long as he was wrapped in the ani-
mal’s skin, he ceased to be a man, he was the carnivore itself: not
only was he a ferocious and invincible warrior, possessed by the
Suror heroicus, he had cast off all humanity; in short, he no longer
felt bound by the laws and customs of men. And in fact young
warriors, not satisfied with claiming the right to commit rapine and
terrorize the community during their ritual meetings, were able
to behave like carnivores in eating, for example, human flesh.
Beliefs in ritual or ecstatic lycanthropy are documented both
among the members of North American and African® secret so-
cieties and among the Germans,® the Greeks,* the Iranians, and
the Indians.?* That there were actual instances of anthropophagic
lycanthropy there is no reason whatever to doubt. The so-called

Weiser, Altgermanische Jiinglingsweihen u. Méannerbiinde (Baden, 1927), p.
44; G. Dumézil, Mythes et dieux des Germains, pp. 81 [I.; J. de Vries, Altger-
manische Relig., 1: 454 Hf.

30. J. de Vries, ibid. 1: pl. X1. Cf. also HéHer, Kultische Geheimbiinde,
pp. 56 ff.; Karl Hauch, “Herrschaftszeichen eines Wodanistischen
Konigtums” (Jahrbuch fiir Frankische Landesforschung 14 [1954]: 9-66),
pp. 47 L.

31. Cf. Elade, Naissances mystiques, pp. 140 {5 Birth and Rebirth, pp. 70 1.

32. Cf. the references in Eliade, ibid., pp. 174 ff.; Birth and Rebirth, pp.
81 (L., 156.

33. Cook, Zeus 1: 81 (f.; ]. Przyluski, “Les confréries des loups-garous
dans les sociétés indo-européennes” (Revue de I'Histoire des Religions 121
[1940]: 128-45); Eisler, Man into Wolf, pp. 141 (I.

34. Cf. E. Arbman, Rudra (Uppsala, 1922), pp. 266 fI.; G. Widengren,
Hochgottglaube im alten Iran (Uppsala-Leipzig, 1938). pp. 334 L.
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leopard societies of Africa furnish the best example.? But such
sporadic cases of “lycanthropy” cannot account for the dissemi-
nation and persistence of beliefs in “wolf-men.” On the contrary,
it is the existence of brotherhoods of young warriors, or of magi-
cians, who, whether or not they wear wolf-skins, behave like
carnivores, that explains the dissemination of beliefs in lycan-
thropy.

The Iranian texts® several times mention “two-pawed wolves,”
that is, members of the Mdnnerbiinde. The Denkart® even states
that “two-pawed wolves” are “more deadly than wolves with four
paws.”®* Other texts term them keresa, “brigands, prowlers,” who
move about at night.* The texts dwell on the fact that these
“wolves” live on corpses;*® however, without excluding the possi-
bility of actual cannibalism,*' this would seem to be more in the
nature of a stereotype used by Zarathustran polemicists against
the members of the Minnerbiinde, who, in practicing their cere-
monies, terrorized the villages* and whose way of life was so dif-
ferent from that of the Iranian peasants and herders. In any case,
mention is also made of their ecstatic orgies, that is, of the intoxi-

35. Cf. Eisler, Man into Wolf, pp. 148 ff., 160 ff.; sce also Birger Lindskog,
African Leopard Man (Uppsala, 1954).

36. Studied by Wikander, Der Arische Minnerbund, pp. 64 ff. and Widen-
gren, Hochgotiglaube, pp. 328 ., 344.

37. Widengren, ibid., p. 328.

38. Ayas, typical epithet of the Maruts, means “untamable, savage”
(Wikander, Der Arische Minnerbund, p. 43, referring to K. F. Geldner.,
Vedische Studien 1: 227 ff.). Now see Widengren, Der Feudalismus im alten
Iran (Cologne, 1969), pp. 15 ff.

39. Widengren, Hochgottglaube, p. 330.
10. Widengren, ibid., pp. 331 H.

41. Cf. the African examples cited by Widengren, ibid., pp. 322 ff. For
India cf. Arbman, Rudra, pp. 266 fI. and M. Eliade. Le Yoga. Immortalité et
Liberté (Paris, 1954), pp. 294 ff., 401-2; English translation, by Willard R.
Trask, Yoga: Immortality and Freedom (New York, 1958), pp. 296 ff.. 419.

42. On terrorizing villages cf. Widengren, Hochgotiglaube, pp. 334 ff.;

Eliade. Naissances mystiques. pp. 178 fT.; Birth and Rebirth, pp- 82 ff., 156-57,
n. 10.
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cating drink that helped them to change into wild beasts. Among
the ancestors of the Achaemenides there was also a family named
saka haumavarka. Bartholomae and Wikander* interpret the name:
“those who change themselves into wolves (varka) in the ecstasy
brought on by soma (hauma).” Now we know that down to the
nineteenth century assemblies of young men included a banquet of
food and drink stolen or obtained by force, especially alcoholic
beverages.

THE CLUB AND THE STANDARD

The insignia peculiar to the Iranian Mdnnerbiinde (mairiya) were
the “blood-stained club” and the standard (draf3a).** As Wikander
writes,* the blood-stained club was used in the distinctive ritual
of the Iranian Mdnnerbiinde as the instrument for the ceremonial
slaughter of an ox. The club became the symbol of the Iranian
“carnivore-warriors.”*® It is the typical weapon of the archaic
warrior. As is the case with implements of great antiquity, the club
retains its value as a cult instrument when its military use has been
supplanted by more modern weapons. In addition. the club con-
tinued to be the typical weapon of peasants and herders.*” In this
way it remained the weapon of the Romanian peasantry all through
the Middle Ages and down to modern times, and is still the dis-
tinctive weapon in “young men’'s games,” in which some memory
of the initiatory brotherhoods always survives.

We may note another similarity between the Iranians and the

43. Cf. Wikander, Der Arische Méinnerbund, p. 64; J. Duchesne-Guillemin,
Hommage a Georges Dumézil (Brussels, 1960), pp. 97-98. Cf. also J. Przy-
luski. “Les confréries de loups-garous dans les soci¢tés indo-européennes.™

44. Cf. Wikander. Der Arische Mannerbund, pp. 60 ff.; Wikander, Vayu. pp.
139 ff., 157 fi.; Widengren, “Stand und Aufgaben der iranischen Re-
ligionsgeschichte™ (Numen 1 [1954]: 16-83; 2 [1955]: 47-134), 1: 66.

45. Wikander, Der Arische Méannerbund, p. 99.
46. Wikander, ibid., p. 60; Wikander, Vayu, pp. 168 II.

47. Cf. Widengren, “Harlekintracht und Monchskutte, Clownhut und
Derwischmiitze” (Orientalia Suecana 2 [1953]: 40-111), pp. 93 II. See also
Maria Mariottini Spagnoli, “The Symbolic Meaning of the Club in the
Iconography of the Kusana Kings" (East and West 17 [1967]: 248-68).
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Dacians. According to the tradition transmitted by the Shahnamah,
one of the Persian standards bore the emblem of a wolf.** A mural
painting found in Turkestan represents a standard in the shape of
a wolf or a wolf-headed dragon.* During the Parthian period
the elite army corps in northwestern Iran and Armenia—which, in
fact, were the Miannerbiinde—were called “dragons” and had
dragon standards. The young warriors liked to wear a helmet with
a representation of a dragon.® Now we know that the Dacian
standard represented a wolf with the body of a dragon.?® The
spread of the standard bearing a draco into the Roman armies of
the Late Empire was in all probability due to a Parthian or Da-
cian influence.®

We should remember that the dragon also appeared on the
standards of the Germans.?® In addition, the wolf is represented
on the scepter found in the ship burial at Sutton Hoo: in all prob-
ability it represented the mythical ancestor of the royal family.>
Add that the onomastic stem Wulf-Wolf is extremely widespread

48. CI. Widengren, fHochgottglaube, p. 343.
49. Cf. F. Altheim, Attla und die Hunnen (Baden-Baden, 1951), p. 37.

50. Cf. Widengren, Numen 1: 67. See also Widengren, “Some Remarks on
Riding Costume and Articles of Dress among Iranian Peoples in Antiquity”
(Arctica, Studia Ethnographica Upsaliensia 11 [Uppsala, 1956]): 228-76).

51. Cf. Vasile Parvan, Getica, o protoistorie a Daciei (Bucharest, 1926), pp.
519 fI.

52. Fieliger, in P.-W. art. draco (p. 521), thinks of the Parthians or the
Dacians; A. J. Reinach, s. v. signum, in Daremberg-Saglio, p. 1321, be-
lieves it was the Sarmatians who introduced the draco into the Roman
army. Parvan (Getica, p. 522) thinks of the “iranized Dacians.” Parvan
finds “the typological origins of the dragon ensign” in Mesopotamia
(e.g., on a stela of Nebuchadnezzar I, ca. 1120, “the animal-headed and
snake-bodied dragon”).

53. Cf. Hauck, Herrschaftszeichen eines Wodanistischen Konigtums, p. 33.
Odin-Wodan himself was represented as an eagle, a dragon (cf. p. 38, n.
153), or a sea monster. These three types of animals, represented on the
signum, symbolize the three cosmic regions—air, earth, water —and hence
are preeminently the symbol of the Cosmocrator (cf. pp. 34 fT.).

54. CL. ibid., p. 50.
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among the Germans.®® If we take into consideration all the other
contexts in which the wolf plays an important part in the myth-
ology and rituals of the Germans (berserkir, Minnerbiinde, were-
wolves, etc.), we are justified in concluding that, if the essential
elements of this religious complex certainly seem to be Indo-
European, there is a still closer connection among its Iranian,
Thracian, and German manifestations. This is not the place to
consider the problem further,* but it was important that we refer
to it in order to avoid the impression that the parallels were con-
fined to the Thraco-Phrygian and Iranian groups.

We may add that wolf-headed standards are documented among
the Tu-kiu,% a branch of the Hiung-nu. The Tu-kiu claimed to be
descended from a mythical She-wolf.*® Each year the khan of the
tribe offered a sacrifice to the She-wolf in the cave in which she
was believed to have given birth. The members of the khan’s
bodyguard were called “wolves,” and in battle they carried a
standard surmounted by a gilded She-wolf.?* As we have already
said, the myth of descent from a male or female wolf is widespread
among the Turco-Tatars. This fact is not unimportant for an un-
derstanding of the common basis of the various religious concepts
discussed in this chapter.

55. Cf. the bibliography in ibid., p. 50, n. 223. The custom of calling
chiefs by the name of an animal is documented among all the Altaian
peoples. Cf. Haussing (in F. Altheim and Haussing, Die Hunnen in Ost
Europa, 1958), pp. 25 ff.

56. Cf. ]J. Wiesner, Fahren und Reiten in Alteuropa w. im alten Orient (Der
alte Orient 38 [1939]: 80 (I'); H. Giintert, Der arische Weltkonig und Heiland
(Halle, 1923). pp. 130 ff., Wikander, Vayu, 93 ff. Cf. also Eliade, “Le ‘dieu
lieur’ et le symbolisme des naeuds” (= Images et Symboles [1952] pp. 135 ff.).

57. See Freda Kretschmar, Hundesstammuater und Kerberos 1 (2 vols.; Stutt-

gart, 1938): 5, figs. 1-3.

58. Kretschmar, ibid. p. 6; W. Radloff, Aus Sibirien (2 vols.; Leipzig,
1893) 1:131.

59. Kretschmar, Hundesstammuater 1: 6; Radloff, Aus Sibirien, 1: 129; J. J.
M. de Groot, The Religious System of China (6 vols.; Leiden, 1892 ff.),
4: 270.
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THE “"DACIANS”—A MARTIAL BROTHERHOOD

To return to the Dacians, it seems probable that their ethnic name
derives, in the last analysis, from the ritual epithet of a martial
brotherhood. The stages of the process by which the ritual desig-
nation of a group became the name of a whole people escape us.
(Nor are we any better informed in regard to the other European
peoples with wolf-names.) But we can conceive of two alternatives:
(1) because of the heroism and ferocity of the warrior youth of a
tribe, their ritual designation —“wolves” —became the name of the
tribe as a whole; or (2) the ritual designation of a group of victorious
young immigrants was accepted by the conquered aborigines. In
the latter case we can suppose that the conquerors became the
military aristocracy and the ruling class. In the present state of our
knowledge it is difficult to choose between these two possibilities.
What is certain is that a considerable time must have elapsed before
the ritual designation of a group became the name of a people.
[f we accept the first hypothesis, the surname of a small tribe
was extended to neighboring tribes as more inclusive political or-
ganizations crystallized. In the second case, we must take into
account the symbiosis between the victorious immigrants and the
subjugated aborigines, a process which, whether more rapidly or
more slowly, inevitably ended in the assimilation of the former.
Whatever the origin of their eponym may have been—ritual
designation of the warrior youth, or surname of a group of vic-
torious immigrants—the Dacians were certainly conscious of the
connections between the wolf and war; the symbolism of their
standard proves it. At first the name “Dacians” referred to one of
the Thracian tribes in northwestern Dacia (Strabo 304: 7. 3. 12).
In general, the name “Getae™ occurs more commonly toward the
Black Sea, from the Balkans to the Dniester (where the Tyregetai
lived), whereas the name “Dacians” is more frequent in the north-
west, the west, and the south (*Dakidava in northwestern Dacia,
the Daursii in Dalmatia, the Daoi and Dioi of Rhodope, etc.%).
The namme “Dacians,” used by Latin authors, is current especially
in the period of Boerebista and Decebalus, when the unity and

60. Cf. Pirvan, Getica, p. 284.
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political organization of the country were at their height and,
according to Strabo (305: 7. 3. 13), the Dacian army could mobilize
200,000 men. The martial ritual designation triumphed at the
moment of the greatest political and military expansion of the king-
dom. It was the triumph of the young “wolves.” Julius Caesar
had well realized the danger represented by this new military
power, and he was preparing to attack the “wolves” of the Danube
when he was assassinated.

Parvan® believed that the name “Dacian” (as well as the name
“Getae”) was Scythian; in other words, it would have passed from
their Iranian conquerors to the Thracian peoples of the Car-
pathians. In our opinion, the Scythian origin of the name, though
plausible, is not proved. As we said, the root *dhau-, “to strangle,”
is found in the Phrygian word for “wolf,” daos.®* The toponomy of
Dacia has preserved a markedly Thracian character, even in the
districts occupied by the Scythians.®® Then, too, the persistence
of Thraco-Phrygian (Cimmerian) names to the north of the Black
Sea, where the Scythians settled in great numbers from the
eighth century, strikingly illustrates the phenomenon of the sur-
vival of the aboriginal element under the domination of an Iranian
military minority.% Most scholars are today inclined to reduce the
Scythian contribution to Dacian culture to rather small proportions.
Even in the Transylvanian region, where they maintained them-
selves until the fourth century B.c., the Scythians did not succeed in

61. Cf. ibid., p. 286.

62. Cf. above, n. 5, Altheim’s observation on the formation of the name
dacus. ‘This, in our view, substantiates the hypothesis that there was a
ritual transformation into a wolf, implying mystical union with a war god
capable of manifesting himself lycomorphically (like Mars, for example).

63. Cf. Parvan, Getica, pp. 285 [f., 753; Parvan, Dacia (4th ed.; Bucharest,
1967), pp. 59 ff. (and pp. 163-70, recent bibliography, by Radu Vulpe).

64. Benveniste has observed that the information transmitted by Herodo-
tus 4. 5-10 concerning the aturibution of a Greek origin to the Scythians is
onomastically Thraco-Phrygian; cf. “Traditions indo-iraniennes sur les
classes sociales” ( Journal Asiatique 230 [1938 ]: 527-50). Thracian names
persist even in the Scythian kingdom of the Cimmerian Bosphorus down
to the Greco-Roman period (cf. M. Rostovizefl, Iranians and Greeks in
South Russia, Oxford, 1922, p. 39).
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transforming the indigenous civilization.* Since the Dacians re-
membered that they were formerly called daoi, it is not impossible
that the designation is of Cimmerian origin. For the Cimmerians
had inhabited a part of Dacia, especially the Carpathian region.
The Cimmerians were a Thraco-Phrygian people with certain
Iranian elements. If we prefer to explain the name “Dacian” by
Iranian, we must think of the archaic Iranian elements docu-
mented among the Cimmerians rather than of the comparatively
recent Scythian contribution.®

MYTHICO-RITUAL SCENARIOS OF THE WOLF

In any case, the archaism of the religious complex of the wolf is
beyond doubt. The wolf is already present in the Neolithic civili-
zation of Vinca: excavations there have brought to light not only
statuettes of dogs and wolves but also some rather rudimentary
figurines that have been interpreted as representing dancers
wearing wolf-masks.%” As for the latter objects —and supposing that
this interpretation of them is correct—it is impossible to decide
if they point to martial initiatory rites (of Iranian or Germanic
type) or to seasonal ceremonies during which the young men wore
wolf-masks. Ceremonies of this kind are sull popular in the Ro-
manian Balkans, especially during the twelve days from Christmas

65. D. Berciu, “A propos de la genése de la civilisation Laténe chez les
Géto-Daces” (Dacia, N. S. 1 [1957]: 133-42), pp. 137 fi.: “The role of the
Scythian factor seems to be less important than that of the other external
factors” (ibid., p. 138). See also Radu Vulpe, “La civilisation dace et ses
problémes a la lumiére des derniéres fouilles de Poiana en Basse Mol-
davie” (Dacia, N. S. 1 [1957]: 143-64), especially pp. 157, 161.

66. CI. Franz Hancar, “Hallstadt-Kaukasus. Ein Beitrag zur Klirung des
Kimmerierproblem™ (Mitt. d. Oesterr. Gesell. f. Anthropologie, Ethnologie u.
Prahistorie 73-74 [1947]: 152 ff.); ]J. Harmatta, “Le probléme cimmérien”
(Archaeologiai Ertesité [1948]: 49 (F.); R. Pittioni, Die urgeschichtlichen
Grundlagen der europiischen Kultur (Vienna, 1949), pp. 255 ff.; R. Heine-
Geldern, “Das Tocharerproblem und die Pontische Wanderung™ (Sae-
culum 2 {1951]: 225-55), especially 245 fl. See also K. Jettmar in K. ]J.
Narr et al., Abriss der Vorgeschichte (Munich, 1957). pp. 156 fI.

67. Pia Laviosa Zambotu, I Balcani e U'ltalia nella Preistoria (Como, 1954),
figs. 13-14., 16, and pp. 184 fI.
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Eve to Epiphany.®® Originally they were ceremonies connected
with the periodic return of the dead and included all kinds of ani-
mal masks—horse, wolf. goat, bear. and so on.* This ritual sce-
nario does not belong to the religious horizon that we are studying.
So we need not discuss it here, any more than we need consider the
various aspects of the mythology and ritual of the Wolf in the an-
cient Near East. In these few pages there can be no question of
examining the extensive documentation brought together by F.
Kretschmar. Our investigation is necessarily confined to the facts
that may explain the transformation of a martial initiatory desig-
nation into an ethnic eponym.

We must distinguish not only among the various religious com-
plexes that are crystallized around a mythical Wolf, but also
among the various expressions of a single complex. In brief, the
original source of all these creations lies in the religious universe
of the primitive hunter: it is a universe dominated by the mystical
solidarity between the hunter and the game.” Most often the soli-
darity is revealed or governed by a Lord (or Mother) of the Ani-
mals. It is a religious concept of this nature that makes it possible
to understand the myths of the descent of a nomadic people from
a carnivore (wolf, lion, leopard, etc.). The carnivore is the exem-
plary hunter. Another important aspect is the initiatory ritual and
the myth that justifies it: a primordial animal slew men in order
to restore them to life initiated, that is, changed into carnivores:
the animal was finally killed, and this event is ritually reactualized
during the initiation ceremonies; but by putting on the pelt of a
wild beast the man undergoing initiation returns to life not as a

68. Kretschimar, Hundesstammuvater 2: 251: G. Dumézil, Le Probleme des
Centaures (Paris, 1929), passim; Waldemar Liungmann, Traditionswander-
ungen, Euphrat-Rhein (Helsinki, 1937-38), pp. 738, 834, 1076, and passim.

69. The documentation will be found in the studies by Dumézil and
Liungmann. Cf. also Evel Gasparini, I Riti popolari slavi (Venice, 1952),
pp- 26 fI.

70. Karl Meuli, “Griechische Oplerbriuche™ (Phyllobolia fiir Peter von
der Muhll [Basel, 1946]: 185-288), especially pp. 223 [T.; A. Friedrich,
“Die Forschung iiber das friihzeitliche Jigertum” (Paidewna 2 [1941]):
1-2; H. Findeisen, Das Tier als Gott, Dimon und Ahne (Stutigart, 1956).
Cf. below, chap. 4.
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human being but as the primordial animal, the supposed founder
of the mystery. In other words, the mythical animal returns to life
together with the initiate. Such a mythico-ritual complex is clearly
documented in the African hunting cultures,” but it is also found
elsewhere.™

A similar concept is discernible in the initiation rites of the
Kwakiutl. The boys’ initiation constitutes the repetition of a mythi-
cal event: the first possessor of the ritual was the Wolf; his brother
the Mink, coming upon the Wolf’s children in the forest one day,
killed them and, having become the possessor of the rite, took the
name “Wolf.” The door of the initiatory cabin formerly had the
shape of a wolf’s maw. In this initiatory cabin the young hamatsas—
the members of the Cannibal Society —completed their transforma-
tion into wolves: by eating corpses, they became possessed by a
kind of insane fury, during which they bit the bystanders and swal-
lowed pieces of raw flesh.” As Dumézil has already pointed out,
the behavior of the young hamatsa resembles that of the Germanic
berserkr possessed by Wut, by the furor heroicus.™

It is this phase of the magico-religious complex of the wolf that
accounts not only for the reinterpretations and re-evaluations of
the Mannerbiinde and military initiations but also for the beliefs
in lycanthropy and werewolves.™ The warrior is the preeminent
example of the hunter; like the hunter, he has his model in the
behavior of a carnivore. A man is a predator-warrior by right of
birth when he is descended from a Wolf-Ancestor (as is the case
with certain tribes or certain families of chiefs in Central Asia);
or he becomes such through initiation, through ritual transforma-

71. Cf. H. Straube, Die Tierverkleidungen der afrikanischen Naturvilker
(Wiesbaden, 1955), pp. 198 ff.

72. Cf. Eliade, Naissances mystiques, pp. 58 fI.; Birth and Rebirth, pp. 23 ff.

73. CI. the basic documentation and the bibliography in Werner Miiller,
Weltbild und Kult der Kwakiutl-Indianer (Wiesbaden, 1955), especially 65 ff.
and Eliade, Naissances mystiques, pp. 139 ff.; Birth and Rebirth, pp. 68 .

74. Dumézil, Horace et les Curiaces, pp. 42 ff.

75. The role of the wolf in the shamanism of northern Asia is an earlier
phenomenon. In general, shamanisin precedes the various forms of
martial magic.
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tion into a carnivore (the Indo-Iranian marya, the berserkir, eic.).
Among the Koryak and among some North American tribes
(Kwakiutl, etc.) wolf-dances are performed before the war party
sets out.” The members of the party are prepared for battle by
being magically changed into wolves. In this case the operation is
collective — whereas the Germanic berserkr obtained transformation
into a wild beast individually.

In short, a man shares in the mode of being of a carnivore (1)
by the mere fact that he is descended from a mythical animal,
(2) by ritually putting on the pelt of a wild beast (repetition of a
primordial event, resulting in assimilating the essence of the
animal), and (3) by experiencing shamanic or martial initiation.
Lycanthropy and the various beliefs in werewolves are similar
phenomena, but they are independent of this magico-religious
complex. According to Herodotus (4. 105), the Neuri turned into
wolves every year.”” This periodicity probably points to annual
ceremonies, during which wolf-skins and wolf-masks were worn—
whether on the occasion of the initiation of young men, or to en-
act the return of the dead. (In any case, these two ceremonies are
usually performed together.)”™ But the majority of folk beliefs
about werewolves concern individual transformation into a carni-
vore. Some cases can be explained by the survival of “spontaneous
initiations” —a backward-looking phenomenon, a sort of spontane-
ous rediscovery of outworn or completely transformed ritual sce-
narios. The parallelism between the berserkir initiations and trans-
formations into werewolves has often been pointed out.”” We may

76. Cf. Kretschmar, Hundesstammuvater 2: 257; cf. fig. p. 121, representing
the wolf-dance among the Kwakiutl.

77. On periodic transformation into a wolf in Arcadia cf. A. B. Cook,
Zeus 1. 71 f. See also M. Schuster, “Der Werwolf und die Hexen. Zwei
Schauermirchen bei Petronius” (Wiener Studien 48 [1930]: 149-78);
W. Kroll, “Etwas vom Werwolf” (ibid. 55 [1937): 168-72).

78. Cf. for example Otto Hofler, Kultische Geheimbinde der Germanen, pp.
45 ff. and passim; see also Alexander Slawik, “Kultische Geheimbiinde
der Japaner und Germanen” (Wiener Beitrige fiir Kulturgeschichte u.
Linguistik, Vienna, 1936, pp. 675-764), pp. 738 .

79. Hofler, Kultische, pp. 27 ff.; Dumézil, Mythes et Dieux des Germains,
pp. 83 ff.
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conclude that a great many legends and popular beliefs about
werewolves® can be explained by a process of folklorization, that
is, by the projection of concrete rituals, whether shamanic or of
martial initiation, into the world of the imagination.

CARNIVORES, HUNTERS, WARRIORS

The unifying element of all these beliefs lies in the magico-re-
ligious experience of solidarity with the wolf, whatever the means
used to bring it about may be: anthropophagy, furor heroicus,
imitation by putting on the pelt, ceremonial intoxication, rapine,
and so on. The discovery of such a mystical solidarity with the ex-
emplary wild beast is always a personal experience; only such an
experience produces the total change in behavior, the transforma-
tion of a human being into a carnivore. But the experience is made
possible by the origin myth, in other words, by the reactualization
of a primordial event that occurred at the beginning ol Time.
For both the lycomorphic mythical Ancestor and the mythical
Founder of the initiatory mystery, or the First Shaman, or the
First Warrior, performed certain decisive acts in illo tempore. These
acts subsequently became the paradigmatic models to be imitated.
Transformation into a wolf is accomplished to the degree to which
he who seeks it leaves himself and the present, becomes contempo-
rary with the mythical event.

Ritual recovery of the original Time is an archaic religious
pattern of behavior that has been so well illuminated by recent
studies that we need not dwell on it. Considered from this point of
view, the various religious valorizations of the mystical solidarity
between the wolf and the warrior can be explained as different ex-
pressions of one fundamental experience. The hunting of big
game, like initiation, or war, or the invasion and occupation of a
territory, are all of them activities for which there are mythical
models: in illo tempore a supernatural carnivore performed them

80. The bibliography on werewolves is immense; the essentials will be
found in W. Hertz, Der Werwolf (Stuttgart, 1862); W. Fischer. Déimonische
Wesen, Vampir u. Werwolf in Geschichte u. Sage (Stuttgart, 1906): Montague
Summers, The Werewolf (London, 1933); Kretschmar, Hundesstammuvater
2: 184 [T.; Eisler, Man into Wolf, pp. 146-47 (bibliography).
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for the first time. Hence he who would become a famous hunter,
a redoubtable warrior, a conqueror, is able to do so (0 the extent to
which he reactualizes the myth, that is, to which he imitates the
carnivore’s behavior and repeats the primordial event. Thus,
though they belong to different historical moments and represent
independent cultural expressions, we discern a structural analogy
among the collective pursuit of game, war.*" the invasion of a terri-
tory by a group of immigrants, and the behavior of fugitives and
outlaws. All who perform one of these acts behave in the manner of
wolves, because, from a certain point of view and for different
reasons, they are engaged in “founding a world.” In other words,
by imitating the mythical model, they hope to begin a paradigmatic
existence, they desire to be freed from the weakness, the im-
potence, or the misfortunes that are bound up with the human
condition.

In southeastern Europe and the Mediterranean region such
archaic rehigious ideologies were altered and finally driven under-
ground by cultural influences from the East and the Aegean. By
the time that the historical period opens, nothing is left of them in
Greece, in Italy, and in the Balkan Peninsula except mythological
fragments and some traces of initiatory rituals. The original name
of the Dacians must be classed among these mutilated relics, to-
gether with more celebrated fragments, such as the legend of
Romulus and Remus. To be sure, a part of this heritage survived in
the form of popular customs and the various creations of the folk
in those pre-eminently conservative regions, the Balkans and the
Carpathians. We are thinking not only of the beliefs in werewolves
but also of certain customs, and especially of the folklore of wolves.
Saint Sava and Saint Theodore in Yugoslavia, Saint Peter in Ro-
mania, are regarded as patrons of wolves.* A whole study remains

81. Cf. Karl Meuli, “Ein altpersischer Kriegsbrauch™ (in Westastliche Ab-
handlungen. Festschrift Rudolf Tschudi, Wiesbaden, 1954, pp. 63-86), on
the common structure of military and hunting techniques among the
[ranians and the Turco-Mongols.

82. Cf. Laviosa Zambott, I Balcani, p. 186, on the Balkan data. See also
Octavian Buhociu, “Le Folklore roumain de printemps” (typewritten the-
sis, Université de Paris, 1957), pp. 127 ff. and passim.
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to be written on the body of archaic customs and beliefs that sur-
vive in the Balkano-Carpathian region.

To conclude these observations, we will say a word about what
could be termed the mythical dimension of the history of the Da-
cians. It is significant that the only people that succeeded in defi-
nitely conquering the Dacians was the Romans—a people whose
genealogical myth crystallized around Romulus and Remus, the
sons of the wolf-god Mars, suckled and brought up by the she-wolf
of the Capitol. The result of this conquest and assimilation was
the birth of the Romanian people. In the mythical view of history,
we could say that the Romanian people was engendered under the
sign of the Wolf, that is, was predestined to wars, invasions, and emi-
grations. The Wolf appeared for the third time in the mythical
horizon of the history of the Daco-Romans and their descendants.
For the Romanian principalities were founded as the result of the
great invasions by Genghis Khan and his successors. Now the gene-
alogical myth of the Genghis-Khanides proclaims that their an-
cestor was a gray Wolf that came down from Heaven and coupled
with a doe. . . .

1959.
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Z.almoxis

HERODOTUS 4. 94-96

In a celebrated passage Herodotus tells us what he had learned
from the Greeks who lived beside the Hellespont and the Black
Sea concerning the religious beliefs of the Getae and, more par-
ticularly, concerning their god Zalmoxis. The Getae, says Herodo-
tus, are “the bravest and most law-abiding of all Thracians” (4. 93).
They “claim to be immortal, [and] this is how they show it: they
believe that they do not die, but that he who perishes goes to the
god [daimon ] Salmoxis or Gebeleizis, as some of them call him”
(4. 94; wrans. A. D. Godley, in Loeb Classical Library, vol. 11).
Herodotus next describes two rituals consecrated to Zalmoxis:
the sacrifice of a messenger, performed every five years, and the
shooting of arrows during thunderstorms. We shall examine these
rituals later. For the moment, let us read what else Herodotus had
learned from his informants.

“I have been told by the Greeks who dwell beside the Hellespont
and Pontus that this Salmoxis was a man who was once a slave in
Samos, his master being Pythagoras, son of Mnesarchus; presently,
after being freed and gaining great wealth, he returned to his own
country. Now the Thracians were a meanly-living and simple-
witted folk, but this Salmoxis knew Ionian usages and a fuller way
of life than the Thracians; for he had consorted with Greeks, and
moreover with one of the greatest Greek teachers, Pythagoras;
wherefore he made himself a hall, where he entertained and feasted
the chief among his countrymen, and taught them that neither he
nor his guests nor any of their descendants should ever die, but
that they should go to a place where they would live for ever and
have all good things. While he was doing as I have said and teach-
ing this doctrine, he was all the while making him an underground
chamber. When this was finished, he vanished from the sight of
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the Thracians, and descended into the underground chamber,
where he lived for three years, the Thracians wishing him back and
mourning him for dead; then in the fourth year he appeared to
the Thracians, and thus they came to believe what Salmoxis had
told them. Such is the Greek story about him. For myself, I neither
disbelieve nor fully believe the tale about Salmoxis and his under-
ground chamber; but I think that he lived many years before
Pythagoras; and whether there was a man called Salmoxis, or this
be the name among the Getae for a god of their country, | have
done with him” (4. 95-96; trans. A. D. Godley).

As was only natural, this text made a great impression in the
ancient world, from Herodotus’ contemporaries to the last Neo-
Pythagoreans and Neo-Platonists. It has been minutely commented
upon and interpreted by scholars, and continues to be so in our
day. Some of these interpretations will occupy us further on.' For

1. The bibliography down to 1936, compiled by G. Kazarow, is given in
his “Thrakische Religion,” in Pauly-Wissowa, Real-Encyclopaedie der classi-
schen Altertumswissenschaft 6 A: 1. zweite Reihe, 11 Halbband (Stuttgart,
1936), especially col. 548 ff. See also Carl Clemen, “Zalmoxis” (Zalmoxis,
Revue des études religieuses 2 [Bucharest, 1939]: 53-62); Jean Coman,
“Zalmoxis. Un grand probléme géte™ (ibid., pp. 79-110); I. I. Russu,
“Religia Geto-Dacilor. Zei, credinte, practici religioase” (Anuarul Insti-
tutului de Studii Clasice 5 [Cluj, 1947]: 61-137), especially pp. 84-102
(pp. 66-74, bibliography, useful particularly for works published in
Romanian); Russu, “Zalmoxis,” Real-Encyclopaedie, zweite Reihe, 18 [1967 ]:
col. 2302-5; Friedrich Phister, “Zalmoxis” (Studies Presented to D. M.
Robinson, ed. by George Mylonas and Doris Raymond [2 vols.; Washington
University, Saint Louis, Missouri, 1953] 2: 1112-23). It would serve no
purpose to repeat here the rich bibliography on the protohistory and
history of Dacia; we will list only a few indispensable books: Vasile Parvan,
Getica. O protoistorie a Daciei (Bucharest, 1926); Parvan, Dacia. An Qutline of
the Early Ciuvilization of the Carpatho-Danubian Countries (Cambridge, 1928;
see also the Romanian translation by Radu Vulpe [4th ed.; Bucharest,
1967] with important additions and critical bibliographies by the trans-
lator, pp. 159-216); Istoria Romaniei, 1 (3 vols.; Bucharest, 1961); D.
Berciu and D. M. Pippidi, Din istoria Dobrogei 1: Geti si Greci la Dundrea-de-
jos din cele mai vechi timpuri pand la cucerirea romand (Bucharest, 1965);
Hadrian Daicovici, Dacii (Bucharest, 1965); Vulpe, Ageziri getice in Mun-
tenia (Bucharest, 1966). It should be borne in mind that Herodotus gives
us information only about the Getae and the neighboring tribes (Terizoi,
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the moment let us single out the most important elements: («)
Herodotus’ informants especially emphasized the fact that Zal-
moxis had been Pythagoras’ slave and that, after being freed, he
devoted himself to acquainting the Getae with Greek civilization
and his master’s teachings; (b) the most essential [eature of Zal-
moxis’ “Pythagorean™ doctrine was the idea of immortality, or
more precisely of a blissful postexistence; (¢) Zalmoxis set forth
this doctrine at banquets that he offered to the leading citizens
in an andreon built for the purpose; (d) during this time he had an
underground chamber built, in which he hid [or three years;
thinking him dead, the Getae mourned him, but he reappeared in
the fourth year. thus giving a starding proof that his teaching was
true. Herodotus ends his account without committing himself as
to the reality of the underground chamber and without deciding if
Zalmoxis was a man® or a divine being, but stating that, in his
opinion, he lived many years before Pythagoras.

Except for one detail that seems incomprehensible —that is, the
statement that the Getae mourned Zalmoxis after his disap-
pearance (for how should they have concluded that he was dead
if they did not find his body?)—the account is consistent: the
Hellespontine Greeks, or Herodotus himself, had integrated what
they had learned about Zalmoxis, his doctrine, and his cult into a
Pythagorean spiritual horizon. That the Hellespontine Greeks, or
Herodotus himself, had done this for patriotic reasons (how could
such a doctrine possibly have been discovered by barbarians?) is
not important. What is important is the fact that the Greeks were
struck by the similarity between Pythagoras and Zalmoxis. And
this in 1itself is enough to tell us of what type the doctrine and
religious practices of the cult of Zalmoxis were. For the interpreta-

Crobyzi) of the Pontic region. It is not until later, during the period of the
Roman Empire, that authors begin to be interested in the Dacians who
inhabited the Carpathians.

2. The historical reality of a man who claimed to be Zalmoxis, who was a
disciple of Pythagoras, and who tried to introduce “Pythagorean politics™
into Dacia is maintained by Edward L. Minar, Jr., Early Pythagorean
Politics in Practice and Theory (Baltimore, 1942), pp. 6 ff. The hypothesis
is not convincing.
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tio graeca permitted a considerable number of homologations with
Greek gods or heroes. The fact that Pythagoras was named as the
source of Zalmoxis’ religious doctrine indicates that the cult of
the Getic god involved belief in the immortality of the soul and
certain rites of the initiatory type. Through the rationalism and
the euhemerism of Herodotus, or of his informants, we divine
that the cult had the character of a mystery religion. This may be
the reason why Herodotus hesitates to give details (if —which is
not certain— his sources had informed him); his discretion in re-
gard to the Mysteries is well known. But Herodotus declares that
he does not believe in the story of Zalmoxis as the slave of Pythag-
oras; on the contrary, he is convinced that the Getic daimon was
by far the earlier of the two, and this detail is important.

THE “UNDERGROUND CHAMBER"

The andreon that Zalmoxis had built, and in which he received the
principal citizens and discoursed on immortality, is reminiscent
both of the chamber in which Pythagoras taught at Crotona® and
the rooms in which the ritual banquets of the secret religious
societies took place. Such scenes of ritual banquets are abundantly
documented later on monuments found in Thrace and in the
Danubian area.* As for the underground chamber —if it was not an
interpolation by Herodotus, who remembered a legend of Pythag-
oras® that we shall now discuss—it is clear that its function was

3. Pierre Boyancé, Le culte des muses chez les philosophes grecs (Paris, 1937),
p. 134, sees in the meals eaten together by Zalmoxis and his guests the
earliest testimony to the cult meal of the Pythagoreans.

4. The documentation will be found in G. Kazarow’s article, Real-Encyclo-
paedie 6 A: 548 fI.: see also M. P. Nilsson, Geschichte der griechischen Religion,
1 (2d ed.; Munich, 1955): 172 ff.; G. Pintea, Anuarul Institutului de Studii
Clasice 2 (Cluj, 1935): 229, n. i, lists the monuments found in Dobrudja;
see also Vulpe, Histoire ancienne de la Dobroudja (Bucharest, 1938). p. 220
and fig. 61.

5. Walter Burkert (Weisheit und Wissenschaft. Studien zu Pythagoras, Philolaus
und Platon [Niivemberg, 1962], pp. 139 ff.) suggests that the “under-
ground chamber” may be due to an influence from Pythagorean tradition.
For, as we shall see, Strabo (7. 297 f.) does not mention an “underground
chamber” but a cave on Mount Kogaionon. However this may be, sym-
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not understood. According to this legend, preserved in a satirical
narrative by Hermippus that has come down to us only incom-
pletely,® Pythagoras retires for seven years (the seven years’ period
is given by Tertullian) into an underground hiding place. Fol-
lowing his instructions, his mother writes a letter, which he learns
by heart before sealing it. When he reappears, like a dead man re-
turning from Hades, he goes before the assembly of the people
and declares that he can read the tablet without breaking the seal.
After this miracle the people of Crotona are convinced that he
had been in the underworld and believe all that he tells them about
the fate of their relatives and friends. For Pythagoras, however,
survival of the soul is only a consequence of the doctrine of
metempsychosis, and it is this doctrine that he makes every ef-
fort to inculcate.

Ever since Rohde first pointed it out, scholars have recognized
that the source of this parody is Herodotus’ account of Zalmoxis
going into hiding.” But it is possible that Hermippus used other
sources as well.® Furthermore, Iamblichus in his “Life of Pythag-
oras” repeats the same story but adds details that are not in

bolically and ritually the underground hiding place is equivalent to the
cave: both mean the “otherworld.” See also W. Aly, Volksmirchen, Sage und
Novelle bei Herodot und seinen Zeitgenossen (Gouingen, 1921), pp. 129 ff.

6. In abridged form by Diogenes Laertius 8. 41, and by Tertullian De
anima 28, and the scholiast on Electra v. 62—texts reprinted by Isidore
Lévy, Recherches sur les sources de la legende de Pythagore (Paris, 1926), pp.
37-38. Sec the discussion of this subject in Lévy, La légende de Pythagore
en Grece et en Palestine (Paris, 1927), pp. 129 f.

7. Erwin Rohde, “Die Quellen des lamblichus in seiner Biographie des
Pythagoras” (Rheinisches Museum 26 [1871]: 554-76), p. 557; Armand
Delatte, La vie de Pythagore de Diogéne Laérce (Brussels, 1922), p. 245;
Lévy, La legende de Pythagore, p. 133.

8. At least three elements are not found in Herodotus: the theme of the
letter, the detail that Pythagoras rcappears in the form of a skeleton, and
especially the presence of his mother. It is possible that this last motif
represents a rationalization of the chthonian Great Mother; cf. Burkert,
Weisheit und Wissenschaft, p. 139. In Metapontum, where Pythagoras was
believed to have died, his house was made a sanctuary of Demeter; cf.
Boyancé, Le culte des muses, p. 234.
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Herodotus.? Whatever is to be made of this, Herodotus’ ration-
alistic account, as well as the parodies handed down by Hermip-
pus and his sources, are either blind to, or deliberately distort,
the religious significance of the facts that they report. Retiring into
a hiding place or descending into an underground chamber is
ritually and symbolically equivalent to a katabasis, a descensus ad
inferos undertaken as a means of initiation. Such descents are
documented in the more or less legendary biographies of Pythag-
oras." According to Porphyry (Vita Pyth. 16-17), Pythagoras, on
a visit to Crete, was initiated into the Mysteries of Zeus in the fol-
lowing manner: he was purified by the mystae of the Dactyl Morges
by the application of a thunderstone, spent the night wrapped in
a black fleece, and went down into the cave of Ida, where he re-
mained for twenty-seven days. Diogenes Laertius (8. 3) adds that
he went down into the cave in company with Epimenedes, the
perfect type of the catharite." Finally, in the Abaris, of which
story only some fragments have come down to us, Pythagoras de-
scends into Hades accompanied by a supernatural guide.'

9. J. S. Morrison, “"Pythagoras of Samos™ (Classical Quarterly 50 [1956]:
135-56), pp. 140-41.

10. The sources for Pythagoras' descents underground have been
brought together and discussed by Paul Corssen, “Zum Abaris des
Heraklides Ponticus™ (Rheinisches Musewm 67 [1912]: 20-47). pp. 4211
ct. A. Dicterich, Nekyia (2d ed.; Leipzig-Berhn, 1913), pp. 130 fI.; Nilsson,
Geschichte der griechischen Religion, 1: 664. Now see Burkert, Weisheit und
Wissenschaft, pp. 136 IT.

I Itis after this pattern that Philostratus Vita Apolonii 8. 19 elaborates
the descent of Apollonius of Tyana into the Cave ol Trophonius. where
he remains for seven days. When he asks which is the most perfect phi-
losophy the oracle replies with a doctrine resembling the one taught by
Pythagoras.

12. CL. Lévy, La légende de Pythagore, pp. 79 fI.; cf. also pp. 46 f.. 84 f. It
should be noted that recent studies of Pythagoras and Pythagoreanism
can throw further light on our subject. if only indirectly. On the one hand
we now have better editions of the texts and rigorous textual analyses;
cf. for example Maria Timpanaro Cardini, Pitagorici: Testimonianze e
Frammenti (3 vols.; Florence, 1958-64); Holger Theslefl. An Introduc-
tion to the Pythagorean Writings of the Hellenistic Period (Acta Academiaca
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Though these legends are late, they help us to grasp the original
meaning of Zalmoxis' underground chamber. It represents an
mitiatory ritual. This does not necessarily imply that Zalmoxis was
a chthonian divinity (see further on, p. 44). Descending into Hades
means to undergo “initiatory death.” the experience of which can
establish a new mode of being. The “disappearance” (occultation)
and “reappearance” (epiphany) of a divine or semidivine being
(messianic king, prophet, magus, lawgiver) is a mythico-ritual
scenario frequently found in the world of the Mediterranean and
Asia Minor. Minos, son of Zeus, the exemplary model of the law-
giver in antiquity, retired every nine years to the mountain cave
of Zeus and emerged from it with the tables of the law (Strabo
10. 4. 8; 16. 2. 38). It is above all Dionysus who is characterized
by his periodic epiphanies and disappearances, by his “death” and
his “renascence,” and we can still discern his relation to the rhythm
of vegetation and. in general, to the eternal cycle of life, death,
and rebirth. But in the historical period this fundamental connec-
tion between the cosmic rhythms and the presence, preceded and
followed by the absence, of supernatural Beings was no longer
apparent.

RITUAL CAVES: OCCULTATION AND EPIPHANIES

A mythico-ritual scenario can be discerned in many traditions con-
cerning the periodic epiphany of a god or the enthronement of a
cosmocratic or messianic king or, finally, the appearance of a
prophet. This scenario survived comparatively late in certain
Iranian spheres and in Asia Minor. According to one legend,
Mani announces that he will ascend to Heaven, where he will

Aboensis. Humaniora 24, 3; Abo, 1961). On the other hand scholars are
increasingly inclined to auribute value to certain late-antique documents
that have been neglected or underestimated until lately. One consequence
of this new methodological approach directly concerns the historical
figure of Pythagoras: the “mystic” Pythagoras is no longer separated from
Pythagoras the “scientist.” In addition to Morrison’s article and Burkert’s
book, already cited, see C. J. De Vogel, Pythagoras and Early Pythagoreanism
(Assen, 1966), and W. K. C. Guthrie, 4 History of Greek Philosophy 1 (3
vols.; Cambridge, 1965-69): 146-81.
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remain for a year, then he retires into a cave.' Bihafarid, who
lived in the eighth century, builds a temple and, convincing his
wife that he is dying, has himself shut up in it. He reappears after
a year, declaring that he has been in Heaven, where God had
shown him Heaven and Hell and had entrusted him with a revela-
tion." G. Widengren has usefully studied this motif, relating it,
among others, to the tradition transmitted by Al-Birini: on the
eve of his enthronement the Parthian king retires into a cave and
his subjects approach and venerate him as a newborn babe, that
is, as an infant of supernatural origin.'”® Armenian traditions tell
of a cave in which Meher (i.e., Mihr, Mithra) shuts himself up and
from which he emerges once a year. And in fact the new king is
Mithra, reincarnated, born anew.'®

This Iranian theme recurs in the Christian legends of the Na-
tivity in the light-filled cave of Bethlehem. According to the
anonymous author of the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, the
Three Magi every year climbed the Mount of Victories, where
there was a cave with springs and trees, awaiting the appearance
of the Star. It appeared at last in the form of a litle child who
told them to go to Judea. The Chronicle of Zugnin, the prototype
of which—like that of the Opus imperfectum—must be earlier than
the sixth century, embroiders on this legend: The twelve “Wise
Kings” climb the mountain every month and enter the Cave of
Treasures. One day they see a pillar of ineffable light surmounted
by a Star whose brightness eclipses that of several suns. The Star

13. Mirxond, Histoire des Sassanides (Paris, 1843), p. 189; see Widengren's
commentary in his Muhammad, the Apostle of God, and His Ascension (Up-
psala, 1955), pp. 83 fl.; Widengren, Iranisch-semitische Kulturbegegnung in
parthischer Zeit (Cologne and Opladen, 1960), p. 64.

14. Cf. the texts cited by Widengren, Muhammad, the Apostle of God, p. 82;
Iranisch-semitische Kulturbegegnung, pp. 63-64.

15. Al-Birdni, India (trans. Sachau), 2: 10; Widengren, Iranisch-semitische
Kulturbegegnung, p. 62.

16. Cf. Widengren, Iranisch-semitische, p. 65; Widengren, Les religions de
l'Iran (French trans.; Paris: Payot, 1968), p. 269. See other examples in
Sven S. Hartman, Gayémart. Etude sur le syncrétisme dans l'ancien Iran (Up-
psala, 1953), p. 60, n. 2, p. 180 and n. 6.
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enters the Cave of Treasures. and a voice invites the kings to follow
it. When they enter the cave the kings are blinded by the light and
kneel down. But the light concentrates itself and soon afterward
appears in the form of a little, humble man who tells them that he
has been sent by the Heavenly Father. He advises them to go to
Galilee.'”

Here we recognize, in strongly Iranized form, the great syn-
cretistic myth of the Cosmocrator-Redeemer. As we have shown
elsewhere,' certain elements are archaic and precede the cult of
Mithra and Irano-Semitic syncretism. The important place taken
by the theme of supernatural light must not make us overlook the
fundamental symbolism of the scenario. Here, as in the examples
cited above, the cave at the summit of the mountain signifies the
most typical site of the divine epiphany, the place where, after a
period of occultation, a redeeming god, a prophet, or a cosmocra-
tor makes his appearance.

Now the cave represents the otherworld, but also the entire
Universe. It is not the immediate, “natural” valorization of the
cave as a dark—and hence subterranean — place that enables us to
perceive its symbolism and its religious function, but the ex-
perience caused by entering a place whose sacredness makes it
“total,” that is, a place that constitutes a world-in-itself. The ritual
cave sometimes imitates the night sky." In other words, it is an
imago mundi, a Universe in miniature.*® Living in a cave does not
necessarily imply going down among the shades; it can as well
imply living in a different world —a world that is vaster and more
complex because it incorporates various modes of existence (gods,
demons, souls of the dead, etc.) and hence is full of “riches” and
countless virtualities (cf. the desacralized myths of caves contain-

17. See the sources and bibliography in Mircea Eliade, Méphistophélés
et 'Androgyne (Paris, 1962), pp. 61-63.
18. Cf. Méphistophéles et I'Androgyne, pp. 63-64.

19. See A. B. Cook, Zeus 2: 2 (3 vols.; Cambridge, 1914-40): 1150; 3: 2
(1940): 1187.

90. Cf. F. K. Dorner and T. Goell, Arsameia am Nymphaios (Berlin, 1963),
pp. 129-45.
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ing treasure, etc.). It is only since the “naturalistic” interpretation
imposed by nineteenth-century scholars, who reduced religious
symbolisms to their concrete, physical expressions, that the cosmic
meaning of caves and underground cult dwellings have been re-
duced to a single value, that is, the abode of the dead and the source

of telluric fertility.!

ZALMOXIS AND “IMMORTALIZATION"

If we now try to understand the tradition handed down by Herodo-
tus in itself, without inquiring into its origin or its authenticity, the
personage represented by Zalmoxis can be described as follows: (a)
he is a daimon or a theos who reveals an eschatological doctrine and
“founds” an initiatory cult on which the ontological order of exist-
ence after death depends; (b) in other words, Zalmoxis is not a
supernatural Being of the cosmic or institutional type, believed to
have been there from the beginning of the tradition — like the other
Thracian gods Herodotus mentions, “Ares,” “Dionysus,” “Arte-
mis,” or “Hera”; Zalmoxis makes his appearance in a religious
history that precedes him, he inaugurates a new epoch in eschato-
logical terms; (¢) the “revelation” that he brings to the Getae is
communicated through a well-known mythico-ritual scenario of
“death” (occultation) and “return to earth” (epiphany), a scenario
used by various figures engaged in founding a new era or estab-
lishing an eschatological cult; (d) the central idea of Zalmoxis’
message concerns the survival or the immortality of the soul; (e)
but since the return of Zalmoxis in the flesh does not constitute a
“proof™ of the “immortality™ of the soul, this episode would seem
to reflect a ritual unknown to us.

The belief in the immortality of the soul never ceased to interest
the Greceks of the fifth century. Herodotus found no more spec-
tacular formula to introduce the Getae than to present them as
those who “pretend to be immortal” (getas tous athanatizontas; 4. 93),
for “they believe that they do not die, but that he who perishes
goes 1o . . . Zalmoxis” (4. 94). In the Charmides, a dialogue probably

21. F. B. J. Kuiper. though he emphasizes its “infernal™ aspect. has clearly
seen the cosmic structure of the Indo-Iranian otherworld; cf. “Remarks
on “I'he Avestan Hymn 1o Mithra' ™ (Indo-Iranian_Jowrnal 5 [1961]: 36-60),
pp- 58-59.
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written some thirty years after Herodotus, Socrates speaks of a
Thracian physician he had met. “one of the physicians of the
Thracian king Zalmoxis who are said to be able even to confer
immortality™ (156 d). And in fact the verb athanatizein (cf. Herodo-
tus 5. 4) does not mean “to pretend o be immortal” but “to make
themselves immortal.”* The meaning of this “immortalization”
is indicated in the story handed down by Herodotus; when Zal-
moxis entertained his guests (“the chief among his countrymen”),
he “taught them that neither he nor [they] nor any of their de-
scendants should ever die, but that they should go to a place where
they would live forever and have all good things” (4. 95). In other
words, this happy postexistence was not general, but was to be
obtained through an initiation—a point that approximates the cult
founded by Zalmoxis to the Greek and Hellenistic Mysteries. In
his description of Zalmoxis' rite, Hellanicus, who was older than
Herodotus but who follows his account, correctly denominates it
“teletai,” thus emphasizing its initiatory nature.?

Hellanicus also refers to the Terizoi and the Krobyzi, two Thra-
cian tribes who were neighbors of the Getae in the Pontic region:
they too beheve that they do not die and affirm that those who
have passed away go to Zalmoxis. However, their sojourn with the
god is not final, for “the dead are believed to return.” This is
why. when someone dies, “they rejoice at the thought that he will
return.”* Indeed, they bring offerings and amuse themselves in
order that “the dead person may return.”® Details of the return
of the dead are found only in Photius, Suidas, and Pomponius
Mela (2. 2. 18). According to Pomponius, three beliefs concerning
the postexistence of the soul were found among the Thracians,
the first of those he reports affirming that the dead return: alii
[among the Thracians] redituras putant animas obeuntium. According

22. Cf. I. M. Linforth, Ot athanatizontes, Herodotus 1V. 93-96" (Classical
Philology 13 [1918]: 23-33).

23. F. Jacoby, Fragmente der griechischen Historiker (1923-¢t seq.), frg. 73.
The Emperor Julian repeats the same tradition; the Getae are convinced
that they do not die but are taken to Zalmoxis (De Caes. 327, D).

24. Cf. J. Coman, "Zalmoxis,” p. 108.

25. Suidas, s.v. “Zalmoxis.”
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to another opinion, souls will not return; however, they are not
extinguished but begin a happy existence (etsi non redeant, non
extingui tamen, sed ad beatiora transire). Finally, a third belief more
nearly resembles a pessimistic philosophy than a popular escha-
tology: souls die, but it is better to die than to live (emori quidem, sed
id melius esse quam vivere).

As we see, the very few sources of information available to us
apart from Herodotus make the problem even more complicated.
Let us first try to understand what could be meant by the “return
of the dead” to which the sources used by Photius, Suidas, and
Pomponius Mela refer. The affirmation nowhere implies metem-
psychosis, as has sometimes been maintained,* though an allusion
in Euripides makes it probable that there was a belief in rein-
carnation among the Thracians.?” It is possible that the statements
concerning the “return of the dead,” which in any case are late,
rest on a confused interpretation of Herodotus' text: convinced by
Zalmoxis, the Getae believed in the immortality of the soul, and
Zalmoxis reappeared after four years; hence the dead go to Zal-
moxis for a time and then return to earth. Another possible in-
terpretation would be a funerary ritual intended to bring about
the periodic return of the dead. Such rituals are documented in
the Mediterranean, Greek, and Balkan areas as well as elsewhere
(Germans. Finno-Ugrians, etc.). The detail that the Terizoi and
Krobyzi sacrifice and amuse themselves “to make the dead return”
brings to mind a number of similar customs, the most spectacular
of which is documented among the Cheremis.* It is also possible
that the “return of the dead” is a more recent innovation, the

26. Erwin Rohde, Psyche (2 vols.; 4th ed.; Tiibingen, 1907): 2: 31.

27. Rohde, ibid. Herbert S. Long, A Study of the Doctrine of Metempsychosis
in Greece from Pythagoras to Plato (Princeton, 1948), p. 8, rightly rejects
Rohde’s interpretation: Zalmoxis cannot teach metempsychosis, since he
does not reappear in another form. A similar view is maintained by J. A.
Philip, Pythagoras and Early Pythagoreanism (University of Toronto Press,
1966), p. 153. See also A. Cameron, The Pythagorean Background of the
Theary of Recollection (Wisconsin, 1938), pp. 13 fT.

28. Cf. Uno Holmberg, Die Religion der Tcheremissen, FFC, No. 61 (Porvoo,
1926), pp. 27 f.
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result of Iranian and Germanic influences, which were active in
the time of Decebalus.*

But however it is to be interpreted, the theme has nothing to
do with what Herodotus reports concerning the teaching of Zal-
moxis and what the Greeks, from the fifth century on, had learned
about the beliefs of the Getae. What had interested the Greeks
was that Zalmoxis conferred immortality and that, after death,
his disciples went to him “in a place where they would have all
good things.” Herodotus does not say that the soul, separated
from the body, will go to Zalmoxis after death. If he had not added
other details about the cult of Zalmoxis, it would have been pos-
sible to interpret his text in the light of the Homeric doctrine:
immortality is inaccessible to mankind; the few nondivine beings
who escaped death (Achilles, Menelaus, etc.) were miraculously
transported to distant and fabulous regions (Isles of the Blessed.
etc.), where they continue to live, that is, to enjoy an existence in
the flesh. The same could have been said of the initiates into the
teletai of Zalmoxis: they did not die, they would not experience the
separation of the soul from the body, they would go to be with
Zalmoxis in a paradisal country.

But Herodotus also reports (4. 94) the ritual peculiar to Zal-
moxis: the dispatch, every four years, of a messenger. The man
chosen by lot is hurled aloft and, falling, is transfixed by spear-
points. Hence it is clear that it is the messenger’s soul that goes to
Zalmoxis. Let us disregard for the moment the coexistence of such
a human sacrifice with a religious initiation that confers immor-
tality. What seems to be certain is that for the Getae, just as for
the initiates into the Eleusinian Mysteries or for the “Orphics,”
the blissful postexistence begins after death: it is only the “soul,” the
spiritual principle, that goes to Zalmoxis.

But it is precisely this autonomy of the soul, together with cer-
tain paranormal phenomena (ecstasy, cataleptic trance, etc.) al-
leged to prove the transmigration or even the immortality of the
soul, that astonished and fascinated the Greeks. And since Zal-

29. See some bibliographical references in Joseph Wiesner, Die Thraker
(Stuutgart, 1963), p. 225, n. 53.



34 ZALMOXIS

moxis figured directly in it, it will be useful to examine more
closely a certain strongly historicized mythology related to ecstasy,
death, and the peregrinations of the soul.

ECSTATICS AND THAUMATURGES

Strabo (7. 67) named Zalmoxis with Amphiaraus, Trophonius,
Orpheus, and Musaeus, that is, with personages famous for their
mantic and thaumaturgic powers and their ecstatic experiences.®
Amphiaraus was a Theban hero who was swallowed up by the
earth: Zeus made him immortal.*' Trophonius was chiefly known
for his oracle at Lebadea, of which Pausanias (9. 39) has left us a
celebrated description.* The ecstatic experiences of Orpheus,
which were “shamanic” in type, are well known: he goes down to
Hades to bring back the soul of Eurydice; he is a healer and
musician, he charms and controls wild animals; his head, cut off
by the Bacchantes and thrown into the Hebrus, floats to Lesbos,
singing. It then serves as an oracle, like the head of Mimir and the
skulls of Yukagir shamans.*® As for the mythical singer Musaeus,
Plato retells the story according to which he and his son were
guided to Hades by the gods: there they see the saints, crowned
and lying on their couches, diverting themselves and drinking—a
vulgar image of bliss, on which Plato ironically comments: “as
if the fairest meed of virtue were an everlasting drunk!” (Re-
public 2. 363 c-d.)

Then too, from antiquity on, Pythagoras —the “model” for Zal-
moxis—was connected with such figures as Aristeas, Abaris, Epi-

30. See also Rohde, Psyche 1: 121, n. 1.

31. Cf. Euripides, Suppliants 925 f.; Sophocles. Electra 833; Pausanias 9.
8. 3. Sec also Angelo Brelich, Gli Eroi Greci (Rome, 1958). s.v.; Jack Lind-
say, The Clashing Rocks (L.ondon, 1965), pp. 154 fI.

32. The myths concerning Trophonius are various and seemingly contra-
dictory. A. Brelich has made a brilliant attempt to work out an intelligible
structure for them (Gli Eroi Greci, pp. 46 fI.). Sce also Marcel Detienne,
Les maitres de vérité dans la Grece archaique (Paris, 1967), pp. 45 ff.

33. Cf. M. Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (tr. Willard
R. Trask, New York, 1964), pp. 391-92. Cf. also E. R. Dodds, The Greeks
and the Irrational (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1951), p. 147.
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menides, Phormion, and Empedocles.™ We shall later consider the
interest of such a classification. For the moment, let us recall that
Rohde compared the cults of Zalmoxis and Dionysus, emphasizing
the Thracian character of enthusiasm and belief in immortality.
Half a century after the publication of Psyche, Karl Meuli, in a
celebrated study. interpreted the legends of Aristeas and Abaris
as reflecting shamanic experiences peculiar to the Scythians who
lived north of the Black Sea.? The eminent Swiss scholar con-
cluded that Zalmoxis resembled Abaris, more particularly in being
a shaman or the mythical image of a shaman.*” W. K. C. Guthrie
and E. R. Dodds have elaborated on the researches of Rohde and
Meuli. Guthrie sees in Zalmoxis the representative of the genuine
Thracian religion, the Getic god being a “brother-god” of Diony-
sus.® For his part, Dodds considers Orpheus “a Thracian figure
of much the same kind as Zalmoxis—a mythical shaman or proto-
type of shamans.”® Finally, Walter Burkert has recently both
systematized the data on Greek shamanism and brilliantly analyzed
the traditions concerning Pythagoras, emphasizing certain sha-
manic characteristics. *

As we see, the ancient authors as well as certain modern scholars
have compared Zalmoxis to Dionysus and Orpheus on the one
hand and, on the other, to mythical or strongly mythologized

34. See the references assembled by Walter Burkert, Weisheit und Wissen-
schaft, p. 123, n. 16].

35. Rohde, Psyche 2: 27 fi.

36. Karl Meuli, “Scythica” (Hermes 70 [1953]: 121-67). especially pp.
153-64.

37. Meuli, ibid., p. 163.
38. W. K. C. Guthrie, The Greeks and Their Gods (London, 1950), p. 176.
39. E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 147.

40. Walter Burkert, “Goés. Zum griechischen ‘Schamanismus’” (Rheinisches
Museum fiir Philologie, n.s. vol. 105 [1962]: 36-55); Burkert, Weisheit und
Wissenschaft, pp. 98 ff. Cf. J. A. Philip, Pythagoras and Early Pythagoreanism,
pp. 159-62, for a critical discussion of Pythagorean “shamanism.” See
also M. Detienne, La notion de Daimén dans le pythagorisme ancien (Paris,

1963), pp. 60 ff.
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figures whose specific characteristic was a technique of ecstasy of
the shamanic type, or prophetic power, or descents to Hades
(“katabases”). Let us examine more closely the extremely rich and
complex morphology of these specialists in the sacred.

Abaris, a native of the land of the Hyperboreans and a priest of
Apollo, was endowed with oracular and magical powers (for ex-
ample, bilocation). Herodotus (4. 36) writes that he “carried his
arrow over the whole earth, fasting,” but from the time of Hera-
clides (fr. 51 c) it was said that Abaris flew on an arrow.*' Now the
arrow, which plays a certain role in the mythology and religion of
the Scythians,* is present in Siberian shamanic ceremonies.*?

It is again Herodotus (4. 14) who gives us the essentials of the
legend of Aristeas of Proconnesus (a city on an island in the Sea of
Marmara). After mentioning that Aristeas relates in an epic poem
that, “possessed by Phoebus,” he traveled to the country of the
[ssedones, where he was told of their neighbors the Arimaspians
“men who are said to have but one eye”) and the Hyperboreans
(4, 15), Herodotus relates what he had heard about him in Pro-
connesus and Cyzicus. Entering the shop of a fuller in Procon-
nesus, Aristeas died there, and the fuller, shutting up his shop,
set out to inform his relatives. The news of his death had spread
through the city, when a man from Cyzicus declared that he had
met Aristeas on his way to Cyzicus “and had talked with him.”
And in fact, when the door of the fuller’s shop was opened,
“Aristeas was not there, either dead or alive.” After seven years
he was said to have reappeared in Proconnesus and to have disap-
peared for the second time. Herodotus adds what happened to
the people of Metapontum, in Italy, “two hundred and forty years

41. The sources have recently been analyzed by Burkert, Weisheit und
Wissenschaft, pp. 126-27. Cf. also the bibliographical references in Wiesner,
Die Thraker, p. 218, n. 64.

42. Cf. Meuli, "Scythica,” pp. 161 {I.; Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational,
pp. 140 (1.

43. CF., for example, Eliade, Shamanism, p. 217; see also Eliade, “Notes
on the symbolism ol the arrow™ (in Religions in Antiquity. Essays in Memory
of E. R. Goodenough, ed. by Jacob Neusner [Leiden, 1968], {)p. 463-75),
pp. 463-65.
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after the second disappearance of Aristeas.” They affirm that
Aristeas appeared to them in person, ordered them to build an
altar to Apollo and (o erect beside it “a statue bearing the name of
Aristeas of Proconnesus; he told them that they were the only
[taliotes whom Apollo had yet visited; and that he, who was now
Aristeas, had accompanied him; in those days, when he accom-
panied the god, he was a crow. This said, he had disappeared”
(4. 14-15).* Let us note certain distinctively shamanic charac-
teristics: ecstasy with all the appearance of death, bilocation, ap-
pearance in the form of a crow.

Hermotimus of Clazomenae, whom certain authors held 1o be
an earlier incarnation of Pythagoras, had the power to leave his
body for several years. During this long ecstasy he traveled great
distances and, on his return, prophesied the future. But one day
when he was lying inanimate his enemies burned his body, and his
soul never came back.*® Epimenides of Crete had “slept” for a
long time in the cave of Zeus on Mount Ida; there he had fasted
and had learned 10 enter into prolonged ecstasies. When he left

44. On Aristeas, cf. Meuli, “Scythica,” pp. 153 fI.; Guthrie, The Greeks and
Their Gods. pp. 193 ff.; Burkert, Weisheit und Wissenschaft, pp. 124 fI. See
also Eliade, Le chamanisme. p. 306 and n. 4 (English translation, p. 388 and
n. 50). In his Aristeas of Proconnesus (Oxford, 1962) J. D. P. Bohon offers a
“historicistic™ interpretation of the legend: a devotee of Apollo “with a
fervor more commonly [elt by the initiates of Dionysus for their god,”
Aristeas decided to go to the land of the Hyperboreans, and joined an
expedition to the north of the Black Sea. He was so obsessed by this under-
taking that he had psychosomatic difficulties. These crises were inter-
preted by his fellow citizens as “death and resurrection,” and by Aristeas as
proof that he was possessed by Apollo. The journey, which was real, took
him to the land of the Scythians and the Issedones, where he learned many
legends of these peoples and their neighbors. Returning to Proconnesus
after more than six vears, Aristeas recounted his experiences in a poem
that the Greeks later named Arimaspea (Bolton, pp. 179 [f.). The hypothe-
sis is not convincing. In any case, it is not pertinent, for it is only as a fabu-
lous figure that Aristeas exists in the history of Greck culwre.

45. Rhode, Psyche 2: 94 [f., with the sources (especially Pliny Naturalis
Historia 7. 174). Cf. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 141 and n. 39,
with other examples ol disappearance and reappearance, for example
Sophocles (Electra 62 II.), who, under the inlluence of his friend Herod-
otus, rationalizes a mythical tradition.
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the cave, having mastered “enthusiastic wisdom,” that is, a cer-
tain technique of ecstasy, he traveled everywhere, foretelling the
future, explaining the hidden meaning of the past, and purifying
cities from the miasmas brought on by their crimes.*® Burkert also
cites the legends of Phormion and Leonymus. Phormion was
cured of a wound after an ecstatic journey to a strange land be-
longing to “mystical geography.” And it was also to cure a wound
that the Delphic oracle advised Leonymus to go to the “White Is-
land” that is the abode of Achilles and Ajax. Leonymus traveled
to the “White Island” —later localized in the Black Sea, but origi-
nally identical with the “White Rocks” of the otherworld —and re-
turned cured. In both cases we have an ecstatic journey of the
shamanic type, later explained by certain authors (Tertullian, Her-
mias) as a journey made in dream.*

THE SHAMAN-PHILOSOPHERS

To this list of fabulous personages in whose gesta the recollection
of shamanic powers has been discerned, some scholars have added
the names of Parmenides, Empedocles, and Pythagoras. H. Diels
had already compared the mystical journey described by Par-
menides in his poem to the ecstatic journeys of Siberian shamans.
Meuli returned to the subject and likened Parmenides’ vision to
shamanic poetry.* More recently still, and with different argu-
ments, Morrison, Burkert, and Guthrie have compared Parmenides
to a shaman.®

As for Empedocles, Dodds writes that his fragments represent

46. See the sources cited by Rohde, Psyche 2: 96 f.; Guthrie, The Greeks
and Their Gods, p. 197, n. 1; Burkert, Weisheit und Wissenschaft, p. 128. Cf.
also Marcel Detienne, Les maitres de vérité, pp. 129 ff.

47. Sources and bibliography in Burkert, Weisheit und Wissenschaft, p. 129.
48. H. Dichls, Parmenides’ L.ehrgedicht (Berlin, 1897), pp. 14 fI.
49. Meuli, “Scythica,” pp. 171 fI.

50. J. S. Morrison, “Parmenides and Er" ( Journal of Hellenic Studies 75
[1955]: 59-68), especially p. 59; Burkert, Weisheit und Wissenschaft. pp.
256 fi.; W. K. Guthrie, A History of Greek Philosophy 2 (Cambridge, 1965):
11 fI. See also M. Detienne, Les maitres de vérité, pp. 139 H. and the bibliog-
raphy given in n. 114.
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“the one first-hand source from which we can still form some no-
tion of what a Greek shaman was really like; he is the last belated
example of a species which with his death becamme extinct in the
Greek world, though it still flourished elsewhere” (The Greeks and
the Irrational, p. 145). This interpretation has been rejected by
Charles H. Kahn: “Empedocles’ soul does not leave his body like
that of Hermotimus and Epimenides. He does not ride on an ar-
row like Abaris, or appear in the form of a raven like Aristeas. He
is never seen in two places at the same time, and he does not even
descend to the Underworld like Orpheus and Pythagoras.”"
Dodds considers Pythagoras “a greater Greek shaman,” who no
doubt had drawn theoretical conclusions from his ecstatic ex-
periences and consequently believed in metempsychosis (The
Greeks and the Irrational, pp. 143 f.). But it is especially Burkert who
has subjected all the sources for the legend of Pythagoras to a
rigorous analysis, and so has shown that the principal traditions
can be fitted into the same mythico-ritual scenario that is charac-
teristic of the fabulous figures we have just examined.*> And in fact
the legends of Pythagoras refer to his relations with gods and
spirits, his mastery over animals (Burkert, Weisheit, pp. 118 ff.),
his presence in several places at the same time (ibid., p. 133). Bur-
kert explains Pythagoras' famous “golden shoulder” by comparing
it to an initiation of the shamanic type (ibid., p. 134). For itis known
that during their initiation Siberian shamans are believed to have
their organs renewed and their bones sometimes joined together
with iron.>* Pythagoras’ peregrinations relate him to Epimenides
and Empedocles, in whom Burkert also sees quasi-shamans
(p. 135). Finally, Pythagoras’ catabasis (see above, pp. 24-25) is an-

51. Charles H. Kahn. “Religion and Natural Philosophy in Empedocles’
Doctrine of the Soul” (Archiv fiir Geschichte der Philosophie 42 [1960 ]: 3-35),
particularly pp. 30 fI. (“Empedocles among the Shamans™).

52. Cf. Burkert, Weisheit und Wissenschaft, pp. 118 II., the list of miraculous
legends concerning Pythagoras, with their sources and the recent bibli-

ography.
53. Cf. the documentation in Burkert, ibid., pp. 118 {f.; see also pp. 163 If.

54. Cf. Eliade, Shamanism, p. 30.
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other shamanic element (ibid., pp. 136 ff.). Hieronymus of Rhodes
relates that Pythagoras went down to Hades and there saw the souls
of Homer and Hesiod atoning for all the evil they had spoken of
the gods.®

GREEK SHAMANISM

We have elsewhere discussed the problem of Greek shamanism.>
For our present purpose, it is enough to recall that some authors
(and first of all Dodds) explain the dissemination of shamanic tech-
niques and mythologies by contact between the Greek colonies on
the Hellespont and the Black Sea and the Iranian peoples (i.e.,
the Scythians). But Karl Meuli, who had been the first to point
out the shamanic structure of certain Scythian customs, and had
shown their reflection in Greek traditions, had also identified
shamanic elements in Greek epic poetry.®” Burkert considers the
goes the authentic Greek shaman, since he is connected with the
cult of the dead.*® Finally, E. H. S. Butterworth has recently sought
to find shamanism in archaic Greece: he is of the opinion that at
least three of the most important clan cults of continental Greece
in the fourteenth-thirteenth centuries have their origin in “sha-
manism.”

One of the difficulties of the problem lies in the various mean-
ings that scholars choose to give to the terms “shaman” and

55. Fr. 42 (ed. Wehrli); cf. Burkert, Weisheit und Wissenschaft, p. 82, n. 32,
and p. 136.

56. See M. Eliade, Shamanism, pp. 387 ff.; cf. M. Detienne, La notion
de Daimon, pp. 81 ff.; Alois Closs, “Der Schamanismus bei den, Indo-
curopdern” (Studien zur Sprachuwissenschaft und Kulturkunde, Gedenken-
schnft fiir Wilheln Brandenstein [Innsbruck, 1968], pp. 289-302), es-
pecially pp. 296-97.

57. Meuli, “Scythica,” pp. 164 ff.; contra, Dodds, The Greeks and the Ir-
rational, p. 164, n. 47.

58. Burkert, “Goés. Zum griechischen ‘Schamanismus,’” pp. 43 ff.

59. E. A. S. Butterworth, Some Traces of the Pre-Olympian World in Greek
Literature and Myth (Berlin, 1966), pp. 135-73; Jack Lindsay, The Clashing
Rocks, pp. 247 ff. We have examined the most recent literature on shaman-
ism in an article soon to appear in History of Religions.



Greek Shamanism 4]

“shamanism.” Stricto sensu, shamanism is preeminently a Siberian
and Central Asian religious phenomenon, but it is also documented
elsewhere (North and South America, Indonesia, Oceania, etc.).
It is out of the question even to sunumarize the materials and
analyses of our Shamanism here. 1t will be enough if we remind the
reader that shamanic initiation includes dividing the body into
fragments, renewal of the organs and viscera, and ritual death
followed by resurrection, experienced by the future shaman as a
descent to the Underworld (sometimes accompanied by an ascent
to the sky). The shaman is above all an ecstatic. Now, on the plane
of archaic and traditional religions, ecstasy signifies the flight of
the soul to heaven, or its wandering over the earth, or, finally, its
descent to the subterranean regions, among the dead.

The shaman undertakes such ecstatic journeys: (1) to meet the
Celestial God face to face and present him with an offering on be-
half of the community; (2) to seek the soul of a sick person, which
is believed to have wandered from his body or to have been car-
ried off by demons; (3) to accompany the soul of a dead person to
its new abode; (4) finally, to enrich his knowledge by conversing
with higher Beings. To prepare himself for his ecstatic journeys,
the shaman must put on his ritual costume and beat his drum (or
play some other designated instrument). During his ecstasy he is
able to change into a wild beast and in that form to fight with other
shamans. In consequence of his ability to travel in supernatural
worlds and see superhuman beings (gods, demons, spirits of the
dead, etc.), the shaman has contributed decisively to the knowledge
of death. 1t is probable that a great many features of “funerary
geography,” as well as some themes of the mythology of death, are
the result of the ecstatic experiences of shamans. It is equally
probable that a large number of epic “subjects” or motifs are, in
the last analysis, of ecstatic origin, in the sense that they were
drawn from the accounts of shamans narrating their journeys and
adventures in the superhuman worlds.

In the light of these few facts it is obvious that some of the more
or less fabulous personages whom we have just passed in review —
Orpheus, Abaris, Aristeas, Hermotimus, even Pythagoras and
Parmenides —exhibit unmistakably shamanic characteristics. But
what Herodotus tells us about Zalmoxis is foreign to the system
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of shamanic or shamanizing mythologies, beliefs, and techniques.
On the contrary, as we saw above (p. 30), the most characteristic
features of his cult (andreon and banquets, occultation in an “under-
ground chamber” and epiphany after four years, “immortali-
zation” of the soul, and the doctrine of a blissful existence in an-
other world) relate Zalmoxis to the Mysteries.

ZALMOXIS, ECSTASY, AND IMMORTALITY

However, this does not imply the absence of shamanic ideas,
techniques, or patterns of behavior among the Geto-Dacians. Like
all the Thracians, the Getae too were acquainted with ecstasy.
Strabo (7. 3. 3) reports, after Posidonius, that the Mysians, in obe-
dience to their religion, abstain from all flesh food, contenting
themselves with honey, milk, and cheese, and for this reason they
are called both “those who fear God” (theosebeis) and “those who
walk in smoke” (kapnobatai).®® The same information is probably
valid for the Getae t00. As for the terms theosebeis and kapnobatai,
they in all likelihood designate certain religious personages and not
the whole people (see further on, p. 61). Itis probable that the ex-
pression “walkers in simoke” refers to an ecstasy induced by the
smoke of hemp, a technique known to the Scythians®' and the
Thracians (if we interpret a passage in Pomponius Mela in this
sense).% If this is so, the kapnobatai would be Mysian and Getic
dancers and sorcerers (“shamans”) who used the smoke of hemp to
induce ecstatic trances.

We will return to these specialists in the sacred, who are docu-
mented in Dacia (further on, p. 64). But the kapnobatai are not
mentioned in connection with Zalmoxis, and nothing warrants our
supposing that such a “shamanizing™ technique formed a part of
his cult. From the time of Rohde and Meuli many scholars have
commented on an account by Polyaenus (Stratagemata 7. 22) con-

60. Parvan, Getica, p. 162, had wanslated Kapnobatai as “those who walk
in the clouds,” but the meaning is “walkers in smoke”; cf. also Coman,
“Zalmoxis,” p. 106.

61. Herodotus 4. 73 f.; Mculi, “Scythica.” pp. 122 (I.; Eliade. Le chaman-
wsme. pp. 310 T, (English transladon, pp. 394 (7).

62. Pomponius Mecla 2. 21; ¢f. Rohde, Psyche 2: 17 and n. 1.
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cerning Cosingas, king of the Thracian tribes of the Cebrenoi and
Sycaiboai, who was at the same time the high priest of Hera:
when his subjects became recalcitrant, Cosingas threatened to
climb up to the goddess by means of a wooden ladder, to com-
plain of their conduct.®® Ritual ascent to heaven by stairs is typi-
cally shamanic, but the symbolism of the ladder is also documented
in other religions of the ancient Near East and the Mediterra-
nean.** However, the information Polyaenus furnishes is also
valuable for other reasons. As we shall see, according to Strabo,
Zalmoxis—presented as a sort of high priest— persuaded the king
to accept him as an associate in the government, thus establishing
an institution that survived in Dacia. (As for the high priest Co-
mosicus, he became king himself on the sovereign’s death, thus
exercising the two offices together.) But according to Suidas, Hera
was the Greek variant of Zalmoxis,® and in late antiquity the
goddess Hera was interpreted as the personification of the atmos-
phere.®® Coman sees in this an argument for the celestial concep-
tion of Zalmoxis.’” What is beyond doubt is that in the strongly
rationalized episode in Polyaenus we can detect an ancient Thra-
cian ritual of ecstatic (“shamanic”?) ascent to heaven.

To conclude, the examples we have briefly analyzed do not
justify our putting Zalmoxis in the class of “shamans.” But our
investigation has not been fruitless. For a number of ancient au-
thors constantly compared Zalmoxis to historic or fabulous figures
all of whom are characterized by certain special accomplishments
or powers: descent to Hades, initiation, ecstasy, shamanic trance,
eschatological doctrines related to “immortality” or metempsy-
chosis, and so on. It is certainly to this religious and cultural milieu,
peculiar especially to the Thracians and the related Balkan and

63. See other examples in Cook, Zeus 2: 129 {I.
64. CI. Eliade, Shamanism, pp. 487 [I.

65. Suidas, s.v. “Zalmoxis.” Diodorus (1. 94) writes that Zalmoxis claimed
to be in communication with Hestia.

66. Sallust and Firmicus Maternus, cited by Coman, “Zalmoxis,” p. 95,
n.:2;

67. Coman, ibid., p. 95.
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Carpatho-Danubian peoples, that Zalmoxis belongs. There was
something true in the stereotypes, so popular in Greece from the
time of Herodotus, that set Zalmoxis beside Pythagoras, Orpheus,
Musaeus, and later beside Zoroaster, the “Egyptian sages,” or the
Druids. All these figures were believed to have had ecstatic ex-
periences and to have revealed “mysteries” concerning the human
soul and its survival. Even the statement of Mnasias of Patrae, the
pupil of Eratosthenes, to the effect that the Getae worship Cronus
and call him Zalmoxis can be interpreted in the same sense. For
Cronus is the sovereign of the Isles of the Blessed, to which only
the pious are admitted.®® In other words, it is always a question of
a blissful postexistence in an “otherworld” that does not belong to
profane geography but that is not one of the underground in-
fernos to which the shades of the uninitiated go. Even these frag-
mentary and to some extent contradictory accounts enable us to
discern that the cult instituted by Zalmoxis was centered upon an
experience that can be termed “eschatological” since it assures the
initiate of a blissful postexistence in a paradisal beyond.

But the fact that Zalmoxis was compared to Cronus or to certain
specialists in ecstasy (ecstasy being considered a temporary death,
for the soul was believed to leave the body) had prepared the way
for the modern interpretation of Zalmoxis as a god of the dead.

ETYMOLOGIES AND HISTORY OF RELIGIONS

If Zalmoxis has been interpreted as a chthonico-funerary god, it
is above all because of the “underground chamber” to which he
retired, and also because, still according to Herodotus, the Getae
went to be with him after death. Even the etymology of his name
appeared to confirm such a chthonico-funerary function. For
antiquity, besides the form Zalmoxis (Herodotus, Plato, Diodorus,
Apuleius, Jordanes, Porphyry, etc.), also recognized the variant
Zamolxis (Lucian, Diogenes Laertius, etc.).? Obviously, one of
these forms derives from the other by metathesis. Porphyry
(Vita Pyth. 14) had tried to explain the variant Zalmoxis by Thra-
cian zalmos, “skin, fur,” which was consistent with an anecdote

68. Cf. Pleister, “Zalmoxis,” p. 1116. Already in Pindar Olymp. 2. 68 f.
Cf. Diogenes Laertius 8. 1. 2.

69. G. 1. Kazarow, “Zalmoxis” (Klio 12 [1912]: 355-64), pp. 363-64;
Russu, “Zalmoxis,” p. 86.
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according to which a bearskin was thrown over Zalmoxis at his
birth.” Some authors (Rohde, Deubner, Kazarow, etc.) had de-
duced from this etymology that Zalmoxis was originally a “Biren-
gott.” The hypothesis has recently been revived by Rhys Car-
penter, who classes the Getic god among other “sleeping bears.””

The other etymology interpreted the name from the stem zamol,
for which M. Praetorius (1688) had already proposed the meaning
“earth.” In 1852 Cless compared Zalmoxis to the Lithuanian god
of the earth, Zameluks (Ziameluks).” But it is P. Kretschmer who,
in 1935, elaborated the linguistic proof by comparing Zemelo (in
the Greco-Phrygian funerary inscriptions from Asia Minor) with
its analogues, the Thracian zemelen (“earth”) and Semele (the
“Earth goddess,” mother of Dionysus), all of which terms are de-
rived from the Indo-European root *g'hemel- “earth, soil, belonging
to the earth” (cf. also Avestan zam, “earth,” Lithuanian Zzémé,
Lettish zeme, Old Prussian same, semme, Old Slavic zemlja, “earth,
country”).™ Kretschmer interprets the terminal element of the

70. After recalling that at Cyzicus, near the Hellespont, the infant Zeus's
nurses were said to have been changed into she-bears, just as had hap-
pened in Crete (Zeus 1: 112, n. 3 and n. 5), Cook concludes that Zal-
moxis was the Thracian appellative of the newborn Zeus (ibid., 2: part 1:
230).

71. Cf. the references in Clemen, “Zalmoxis." pp. 56 fI.; Russu, “Zal-
moxis,” p. 88.

72. Rhys Carpenter, Folk-tale, Fiction and Saga in the Homeric Epics (Berke-
ley and Los Angeles, 1946), pp. 113 fl. Cf. also E. Roux, Le probleme des
Argonautes (Paris, 1949). p. 255.

73. Cf. Russu, “Religia Geto-Dacilor,” p. 88, citing the views of Cless,
Rhousopolous, Bessell, and "Tomaschek. On Zemcluks, Zemininka,
Zemyna, and other names of Lithuanian divinities, cf. H. Usener, Gtter-
namen (Leipzig, 1920), pp. 104 fI.

74. P. Kretschmer, “Zum Balkanskythischen™ (Glotta 24 [1935]: 1-506),
pp. 45 fl.; cf. Russu, “Religia Geto-Dacilor,” pp. 88 ff.; Russu, Limba
Traco-Dacilor (2d ed.; Bucharest, 1967), p. 128; see also Alfons Nehring,
“Studien zur indogermanischen Kultur und Urheimat™ (Die Indogermanen-
und Germanenfrage = Wiener Beitrige zur Kulturgeschichte und Linguistik 4
[Salzburg-Leipzig, 1936]: 7-229), pp. 214 fI.; F. R. Schroeder, “Sinfjotli”
(Hommage & Georges Dumezil [Brussels, 1960 ]: 192-200), pp. 195 fI. (where
Schroeder maintains that Zalmoxis is the Thracian name of the god who
arrived in Greece under the name of Dionysus).
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name (Zamol)-xis (which also appears in the names of the kings
Lipoxais, Arpoxais, and Colaxais; Herodotus 4. 5-6) by Scythian
-xais, “lord, prince, king.” Accordingly, “Zalmoxis” would mean
“King, Master of Men.”

But the juxtaposition of a Scythian stem with a Thracian word is
scarcely admissible. In addition, it has been rightly pointed out
that the terminal element of Zalmoxis cannot be a radical x(-a)is
but must be merely a derivative suffix z-(x), “the value or particular
meaning of which cannot be accurately determined.”” At the same
time that he rejects Kretschmer’s interpretation — “King, Master of
Men"”—Russu also rejects Rohde’s hypothesis (adopted, among
others, by Clemen™) that Zalmoxis was originally the Lord of the
Dead. For the learned Thracianist, the semantic value of the stem
zamol- 1s “earth” and “the power of the earth,” and Zalmoxis can
only be the “earth god,” personification of the source of life and
the maternal womb to which men return.™

But, whatever we may think of this etymology. we may well
ask how far it helps us to perceive the structure of the god. No
ancient source mentions chthonico-funerary ceremonies i honor
of Zalmoxis.™ The documents at our disposal emphasize the
role of Zalmoxis in making it possible to obtain the “immortaliza-
tion” of the soul. It is true that initiates are believed to go to Zal-

75. Russu, “Religia Geto-Dacilor,” p. 92. Cf. also D. Detschew, Die
Thrakischen Sprachreste (Vienna, 1957), s.v. Zalmoxis. On the language of
the Thracians see, in addition o the works by Deéev and Russu already
cited, D. Dedev, Charakteristik der thrakischen Sprache (Sophia. 1952),
German text, pp. 63-119; V. Pisani, "Libri recenti sulla lingua dei Traci”
(Paideia 16 [1961]: 238-58): cf. the reply by L. I. Russu, Limba Traco-
Dacilor, pp. 223-30) and the critical analyses by E. Lozovan, “*Onomastique
roumaine et balkanique™ (Revue Internationale d'Onomastique 17 [1965]:
225-306), especially pp. 230 IT.

76. Clemen, “Zalmoxis,” p. 58.
77. Russu, “Religia,” p. 93.

78. Clemen, “Zalmoxis™ (p. 60) compared the sacrifice of the messenger to
sacrifices for the benefit of crops. We shall see farther on (p. 48) why the
comparison is not convincing. Tomaschek had already interpreted Zal-
moxis’ disappearance and reappearance in an “agricultural” sense; cf.
“Die alten Thraker” 2 (Sitzungsbericht, Akad. Wien 130 [1893]: 2: 1-70),
pp- 63, 67.
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moxis after their death, but this does not mean that the god is the
Sovereign of the Dead. Zalmoxis’ disappearance, his “death,” is
equivalent to a descensus ad inferos as a means of initiation (cf. above,
p. 27). By imitating the divine model, the neophyte undergoes a
ritual “death™ precisely in order to obtain the non-death, the
“immortality” which the sources emphasize.

This is true, furthermore, of the other Greco-Oriental Mysteries;
their possible chthonico-agricultural or funerary “origins” do not
explain the structure of the initiation properly speaking. We must
carefully distinguish between the divinities of the Mysteries and
the divinities of the dead. The gods and goddesses of the dead
reign over the whole nation of the dead, whereas the divinities of
the Mysteries admit only initiates into their realm. In addition, we
are confronted with two different eschatological geographies: the
glorious land that awaits initiates into the Mysteries is not the same
as the subterranean infernos to which the mass of the dead repair.

ZALLMOXIS AND FREYR

From the time of Jacob Grimm down to Neckel and Jan de Vries,
a number of Germanists have compared the occultation of Zal-
moxis to the death of Freyr, god of fertility.” According to the
Ynglinga Saga, Freyr was the king of Sweden; he died of an illness,
and was buried under a mound. But his death was kept secret.
Three openings were made in the mound, into which gold, silver,
and iron were poured for three years. Saxo (Gesta Danorum 5. 142)
relates a similar episode in connection with the Danish king Frotho:
when he died he was embalmed, put into a chariot, and driven
about the country for three years, so that the people should not
learn the news. Now Frotho is only another name of Freyr.*

Neckel saw in this legend the influence of the Thracian myth of
Zalmoxis on the northern Germans, transmitted through the
Goths. Jan de Vries concludes that the case is, rather, one of ideas

79. Cf. Jacob Grimm, Ueber lornandes und die Geten (Berlin, 1846); G.
Neckel, Die Ueberlieferungen vom Golte Balder (Dortmund, 1920), p. 119;
F. R. Schrioder, Germanentum und Hellenismus (Heidelberg, 1924), p. 64;
Jan de Vries, Aligermanische Religionsgeschichte (2d ed.; Berlin, 1956-57),
2: 182 fI.

80. De Vries. ibid., 2: 185 {f.
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common to the Thracians and the Germans, the ultimate source
of which lies in mythology and the mystique of agriculture.®

The comparison is not convincing: it could be proposed only be-
cause Zalmoxis was considered to be the god of the earth and of
agriculture, and hence analogous to Freyr. But the Scandinavian
documents concern a mythical king whose body is hidden and his
death kept secret for three years for political and economic rea-
sons; they say nothing about his “return™ to earth; whereas the
occultation of Zalmoxis has as its purpose the founding of a Mys-
tery and, as we have seen, belongs to an entirely different mythico-
ritual scenario.

Neither the hypotheses supported by certain etymologies nor the
comparisons with divinities of the type of Freyr succeed in estab-
tishing chthonico-funerary or agricultural values. Whatever his
prehistory may have been, Zalmoxis as he was worshiped by the
Geto-Dacians was neither an earth god, nor a god of agricultural
fertility, nor a god of the dead.

THE SACRIFICE OF THE MESSENGER

A chthonico-funerary and agricultural interpretation has also
been proposed for the human sacrifice of which Herodotus—and,
incidentally, he alone—gives an account (4. 94). Yet the text is
sufficiently clear. “Once in every five years they choose by lot one
of their people and send him as a messenger to Salmoxis, charged
to tell of their needs; and this is their manner of sending: Three
lances are held by men thereto appointed; others seize the mes-
senger to Salmoxis by his hands and feet, and swing and hurl him
aloft on to the spear-point. If he be killed by the cast, they believe
that the god regards them with favour; but if he be not killed, they
blame the messenger himself, deeming him a bad man, and send
another messenger in place of him whom they blame. It is while
the man yet lives that they charge him with the message” (trans.
A. D. Godley [slightly altered]).

Human sacrifice is documented in the history of religions both
among the paleocultivators and among certain peoples whose
civilization is more complex (for example, the Mesopotamians,
the Indo-Europeans, the Aztecs, etc.). Such sacrifices are offered

81. De Vries, ibid., p. 183.
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for a great variety of reasons: to assure the fertility of the soil (cf.
the well-known example of the Khonds in India); to strengthen
the life of the gods (as among the Aztecs); to re-establish contact
with the mythical Ancestors or with recently dead relatives; or to
repeat the primordial sacrifice of which the myths tell, and hence
to assure the continuity of life and the society (cf. the example of
Hainuwele). In another chapter of this book we shall have occasion
to study the sacrifices offered 1o “animate” a building (or, in gen-
eral, a "work”): in this case the sacrifice brings about the transfer
of the victim’s life and still untapped virtualities into another
“body” (see chap. 5).

It is clear that the sacrifice Herodotus describes does not belong
to any of these types. Its essential element is the sending of a
messenger designated by lot and charged with communicating
“their needs” to Zalmoxis. In essence, the sacrifice makes possible
the sending of a message, in other words, it reactualizes direct re-
lations between the Getae and their god.

This type of sacrifice is especially prevalent in Southeast Asia
and the regions adjoining the Pacific, where slaves are immolated
to inform the Ancestor of his descendants’ desires. In the form
that it assumes in southern Asia and in the Pacific region, the
sacrifice of the slave-messenger does not represent one of the most
archaic phases. Behind this mythico-ritual scenario we discern an
earlier idea and one much more widely disseminated throughout
the world, that is, the hope of being able to reactualize the pri-
mordial (i.e., mythical) situation when men could communicate,
directly and in concreto, with their gods. According to the myths,
this situation came to an end after a certain event, which obliged
the gods to withdraw to Heaven and break off concrete communi-
cations with the Earth and men (the Cosmic Mountain was flat-
tened, the Tree or Vine connecting Earth and Heaven was cut,
etG:). %

It is in this category of rituals that we must put the sacrifice of
the Getic messenger. He is not a slave or a prisoner of war, as is

82. On this mythical motif see Eliade, “La nostalgie du Paradis dans les
traditions primitives” (Mythes, réves et mysteres [Paris, 1957], pp. 80-98);
Eliade, “Australian Religion: An Introduction. Part 11" (History of Re-
ligions 6 [1967]: 208-35), pp. 210 ff.; Eliade, The Quest (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1969), pp. 82 ff.
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the case in Asia and Oceania, but a free man, and, if our interpre-
tation is correct, an “initiate” into the “"Mysteries” established by
Zalmoxis. Classical antiquity provides other examples of the custom
of sending messengers or letters to the gods.*® A still more striking
parallel is the Altaic shaman's ecstatic journey to the seventh or
ninth heaven, to carry the prayers of the tribe to Bai Ulgin and
receive the god's blessings and the assurance that he will take
thought for the well-being of his worshipers.* The journey to
heaven is made in “ecstasy,” that is, in the spirit: it is only the
shaman'’s soul that undertakes the celestial ascent. But according
to certain mythological traditions, in the beginning, in illo tempore,
the meeting with the god took place in the flesh.

Every five years the Getae sent Zalmoxis the “soul” of a messen-
ger, in order (o re-establish contact with the god and to inform him
of their “needs.” This ritual renewal of a relationship that was
formerly concrete between Zalmoxis and his worshipers is equiva-
lent to the symbolic or sacramental presence of certain Mystery
divinities at cult banquets. In both cases the original situation—
that is, the time when the cult was established —is recovered. The
worshipers can again communicate, as a group, with their god. The
fact that a messenger is sent every five years clearly shows that the
sacrifice 1s related to the years of Zalmoxis' occultation in his
“underground chamber.” The reappearance of the god in the
myth corresponds to the re-establishment, in the ritual, of concrete
communications (personal “needs”) between Zalmoxis and his
worshipers. ‘T'he sacrifice and sending of the messenger in some
sort constitute a symbolic (because ritual) repetition of the estab-
lishment of the culg; in other words, Zalmoxis’ epiphany after three
years of occultation is reactualized with all that it implfes. espe-
cially the assurance of the soul's immortality and bliss. (Even
though, as we pointed out earlier, the ritual scenario as Herodotus
has transmitted it to us is certainly incomplete;* cf. p. 24.)

83. Phster, "Zalmoxis,” pp. 1114 fI.

84. Eliade, Le chamanisme (2d ed.. 1968), pp. 160 ff. (English translation,
pp- 190 11).

85. Parvan regarded the fact that the messenger was sacriticed in the air
as an additional proot” of Zalmoxis’ celestial structure (cf. Getica, PpP-
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GEBELEIZIS

After first citing the name of the god (daimon) Zalmoxis, Herodotus
adds: “or Gebeleizis, as some of them [i.e., the Getae] call him”
(4. 94). This is the frst—and the last—time that the name of this
god appears in the literature. No other author after Herodotus
mentioned Gebeleizis. Tomaschek® had already seen in the name
a parallel to the southern Thracian god Zbelsurdos, Zbeltiurdos,*”
and it is possible that the original Getic form was *Zebeleizis.®® It
was Tomaschek, again, who identified in Zbelsurdos the stem
*2())bel and the Indo-European root *gheib, “light, lightning.”™
The second part of the name. -surdos, he derived {rom the root
*suer, “bellow, hum.” Hence both Zbelsurdos and *Zebeleizis
(Gebeleizis) would be gods of the storm, comparable to Donar,
Taranis, Perkinas, Perunu, and Parjaniya.”®

Starting from Herodotus’ statement, Kretschmer?! tries to con-
nect Zalmoxis and Gebeleizis etymologically on the basis of the
equivalence between the stems zemele/gebele, which implies the
equivalence of the bases zamol- and gebel. In the last analysis
Kretschmer saw in Gebeleizis the Thracian name, and in Zalmoxis

151 {I%). The argument has a certain value. In the Arctic and central Asian
religions in which sacrifices to the celestial and the chthonian divinities
arc found, the former are performed on high places and the offerings
arc left in wees; cf. Eliade, Traité d’histoire des religions (new ed., 1968),
p- 63. So too in the cult of the Olympians the ancient Greeks sacrified the
animal with its throat raised and on an altar of some height.

86. Tomaschek, “Die alten Thraker,” 2: 62.
87. On Zbeltiurdos cf. G. Seure, “Les images thraces de Zeus Keraunos:
Zbelsurdos, Gebeleizis, Zalmoxis™ (Revue des études grecques 26 [1913]:

225-61); A. B. Cook, Zeus 2: 1: 817-24; Kazarow, Real-Encyclopaedie 6, A
(1936): 516-17; ct. also Russu, "Religia Geto-Dacilor,” p. 107, n. 1.

88. CI. Russu, “Religia Geto-Dacilor,” p. 106.

89. Tomaschek, “Die alten Thraker,” p. 61; cf. Decev. Charakteristik der
thrakischen Sprache, pp. 73, 81.

90. Russu, “Religia Geto-Dacilor,” p. 109; cf. Eliade, Traité dhistoire des
religions, pp. 79 fI., 107-11 (bibliographies).

91. Kretschmer, “Zum Balkanskythischen.” pp. 47 Il
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the hybrid Scytho-Thracian name, of the same god.” Kretschmer’s
etymology was rejected by Russu® and other scholars, but it had
the advantage of explaining Herodotus’ statement that the Getae
believed in a single god, whom some called Zalmoxis and others
Gebeleizis. The eminent archeologist Vasile Parvan did not doubt
the truth of Herodotus' assertion, and Jean Coman even discussed
a Daco-Getic monotheism.* And in fact, after describing the
sacrifice of a messenger to Zalmoxis, Herodotus adds: “Moreover
when there is thunder and lightning these same Thracians shoot
arrows skyward as a threat to the god, believing in no other god
but their own” (4. 94; trans. A. D. Godley).

This passage, which unfortunately is vague, has given rise (o
lengthy discussions. C. Daicoviciu understands it as follows: “these
same Thracians, when it thunders and lightens, shoot arrows to-
ward the sky, threatening the god, for they think that (the god who
thunders and lightens) is none other than theirs,” that is, Ge-
beleizis.

Despite Herodotus’ statement (expressed, it is true, with aston-
ishing grammatical and stylistic carelessness), it is difficult to regard
Zalmoxis and Gebeleizis as one and the same god.*® Their struc-
tures are different, their cults are not alike. Gebeleizis is a god of

92. Kretschmer, ibid., p. 48.
93. Cf. Russu, “Religia Geto-Dacilor,” pp. 108 fT.

94. Parvan, Getica, pp. 151 fi.; Coman, “Zalmoxis,” p. 85 (“premono-
theism”); Coman, “Zalmoxis et Orphée” (Serta Kazaroviana 1 [Sofa, 1950],
p. 183); cf. R. Pettazzoni, "1l ‘monoteismo’ dei Geti” (Studia in honorem
Acad. D. Detev [Sofia, 1958], pp. 649-55). The problem of “Geto-Dacian
monotheism™ belongs to the history of ideas in modern Romania, not to
the history of religions (see below, p. 74). In any case it must not be for-
gotten that Mars was extremely popular among the Getae (cf. Virgil
Aeneid 3. 35; Ovid Tristia 5. 3. 22, etc.).

95. C. Daicoviciu, “Herodot si pretinsul monotheism al Getilor™ (4pu-
lum 2 [Alba-Tulia, 1944-45]: 90-93).

96. As is maintained, for example, by Seure, “Les images thraces,” p. 255,
and Kazarow, “Zalmoxis,” p. 356. For Kazarow, Zalmoxis was a god of the
underworld (ibid., p. 357).
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the storm, or, rather, an ancient sky god (if we follow Walde-
Pokorny and Decev, who derive his name from the Indo-European
root *g“er, “to shine”)."” The only rite known to us, the shooting of
arrows during a thunderstorm, is found among primitive peoples
such as the Semang of Malacca or the Yurakare of Bolivia, as well
as in Asia. But the meaning of such rituals is not always the same.
On the most archaic plane on which this kind of shooting is docu-
mented —the Yurakare, the Semang, the Sakai—the arrows are
aimed at the god of storm and threaten him.*™ In Asia it is no
longer the gods of the sky or the atmosphere who are threatened,
but the demons. regarded as responsible for storms. In ancient
China, oo, when an eclipse occurred arrows were shot at the
celestial Wolf in order to reconstitute the ritual space and re-
establish the order of the world, threatened by the darkness.*
On certain monuments Mithra is represented as shooting arrows
at the clouds,'® just as Indra did,'" and similar rites are docu-
mented among the Caunians (Herodotus 1. 172) and survive in
modern Bulgaria.'®

In the light of these parallels, we may ask if Herodotus had
rightly understood the meaning of the ritual. In all probability
it was not the god (Gebeleizis) who was threatened, but the de-
monic powers manifested in the clouds. In other words, what we
have here is a positive ritual act: the god of lightning is imitated,
and indirectly helped, by the shooting of arrows at the demons
of darkness.

97. A. Walde-]. Pokorny, Vergleichendes Worterbuch der indogermanischen
Sprachen (3 vols.; Berlin, 1927-32) 1: 643; Dedev, Charakteristik, pp. 73,
81.

98. Cf. Eliade, “Notes on the symbolism of the arrow.” pp. 465-66.

99. Marcel Granet, Danses et légendes de la Chine ancienne (Paris, 1926)
1: 233, n. 1; cf. 390 note 2:538 ff.

100. F. Saxl, Mithras (Berlin, 1931), p. 76; Widengren, Die Religionen
Irans, pp. 44 ff. (French trans. Les Religions de l'Iran, pp. 62 fI.).

101. H. Oldenberg, Die Religion des Veda (3d ed.; Berlin, 1923), pp. 491,
494.

102. Kazarow, “Zalmoxis.” pp. 356 If.
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However this may be. we must resign ourselves: we cannot re-
constitute the structure, the function, and the “history™ of Ge-
beleizis with the help of an etymology and on the basis of a single
document. The fact that Gebeleizis is not referred to again after
Herodotus does not necessarily imply his disappearance from the
cult. It would be fruitless to lament the poverty of documents. but
we must not lose sight of the fact that the statements of authors
concerning the religious ideas and practices of the Geto-Dacians
are fragmentary and often inaccurate. The few reliable documents
handed down by ancient authors refer only to certain aspects of
the religion, excluding the rest—and we are reduced to imagining
what that mysterious “rest” may be. To return to Gebeleizis.
and taking into consideration the ftate of gods of the sky and of
storm, we can suggest various hypotheses to explain the silence of
our sources. First, it is possible that Gebeleizis underwent the proc-
ess well known in the history of religions: from a celestial god of
the type of Dyaus, he may have become a storm god and. conse-
quently, also a god of fertility, like Zeus or Ba'al. For the fact is
that, with very few exceptions, a celestial god becomes a deus
otiosus, and ends by vanishing from the cult. if he is not “reactu-
alized™ by being transformed into a storm god. which would ap-
pear to have been the case with Gebeleizis. But since storm gods
play a considerable role both among the Indo-Europeans and in
the religions of Asia Minor and the Mediterranean region. it is
not necessary to suppose that Gebeleizis disappeared. We can
imagine either his coalescence with another divinity. or his survival
under another name. The fact that the mythological folklore of
the prophet Elijah contains a number of elements proper to a
storm god at least proves that Gebeleizis was still active when Dacia
was converted to Christianity, whatever his name may have been
at that period.

Another tenable hypothesis is that, at least from a certain time
on, a religious syncretism encouraged by the high priest and the
sacerdotal class ended by confusing Gebeleizis with Zalmoxis.
However this may be, it is important to remember that the Dacian
sanctuaries of Sarmizegetuza and Cotesti had no roofs. and that
the very large round sanctuary of Sarmizegetuza was dominated
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by celestial symbolism; in addition, the admirable “stone sun”
from the sacred enclosure of Sarmizegetuza confirms the urano-
solar character of the Geto-Dacian religion in Roman times. %
We do not know what god, or gods, was worshiped in these sanc-
tuaries, but since the classic authors mention only Zalmoxis we
may conclude that, in the Roman period, a Zalmoxis-Gebeleizis
syncretism existed. If, as we think, Gebeleizis represents the an-
cient celestial god of the Geto-Dacians, patron of the aristocratic
and military class, the tarabostes (whose name includes the element
-bostes, from the Indo-European root *bhé-s, “shining, lumi-
nous”),'™ and if, again, Zalmoxis was the “God of the Mysteries,”
the master of initiation, he who bestows immortality, syncretism
between these two gods was the work of the sacerdotal class.

ZALMOXIS AND THE HEALER-PRIESTS

We possess only a very few documents concerning the Geto-
Dacian healer-magicians, but Plato already mentions them, and his
testimony is important. After relating his meeting with one of the
physicians of the “Thracian king Zalmoxis who are said to be able
even to give immortality,” Socrates goes on: the Thracian physician
told him what he had learned about “our king, who is also a god”;
Zalmoxis, he said, teaches that “as you ought not to attempt to
cure the eyes without the head, or the head without the body, so
neither ought you to attempt to cure the body without the soul.”
And this is the reason, the Thracian healer added, why “the cure of
many diseases is unknown to the physicians of Hellas, because they
disregard the whole” (Charmides 156 d). Through the literary
stereotype that the “wisdom of the barbarians” is superior to the
science of the Greeks, we discern a doctrine analogous to Hippo-

103. C. D. Daicoviciu. “Le probléme de I'état et de la culture des Daces
4 la lumiére des nouvelles recherches” (in Nowvelles Etudes d'Histoire, pré-
sentées au X“ Congres des sciences historiques [ Bucharest, 1955], pp. 121-37),
pp. 126 fl.; Hadrian Daicoviciu, “1l Tempio-Calendario dacico de Sar-
mizegetusa” (Dacia, N. Sr. 4 [Bucharest, 1960]: 231-54); Daicoviciu,
Dacii (Bucharest, 1968), pp. 194 (f., 210 .

104. Walde-Pokorny, 2: 122; Russu, Limba traco-dacilor. p. 96.
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cratic integralism.!®® We must not forget that the reputation of
the Geto-Dacian physicians was real and that it survived for
centuries.'%

But Plato furnishes some details of great value: the importance
accorded to the “soul” by Zalmoxis, who is at once god, king, and
healer; the functional relationship between health preserved by a
“total method,” in which the soul plays the decisive part, and the
acquisition of immortality. Insofar as these details, even through
a certain fictionalization, reflect genuine information regarding
the “wisdom of the Getae,” they confirm and complete Herodotus’
testimony: in short, Zalmoxis is the healer-god who is concerned
above all with the human “soul” and its destiny.

Plato introduces this new element: Zalmoxis is at once god and
king. The tradition is documented elsewhere among the Thra-
cians: Rhesus, king and priest, was worshiped as a god by the ini-
tiates into his mysteries.'” Here we can discern three principal
expressions of a religious system whose roots probably go back to

105. Itis impossible to draw any conclusions concerning the possible rela-
tions between Hippocrates and Thracian traditions. Though the ancient
biographers agree that Hippocrates lived for a time in northern Thrace,
and certain modern authors observe that Books 1 and 3 of the Epidemics
appear to have been written in a “Thracian Greek,” there is not a single
reference to Thracian traditions in the Hippocratic corpus; cf. G. Bra-
tescu, Hipocratismul de-a lungul secolelor (Bucharest, 1968), pp. 55 IT.

106. Indeed, there was a certain tradition of Zalmoxis iatros (¢cf. Toma-
schek, “Die alten Thraker,” 2: 1: 64 ff.), and, as Parvan points out (Getica.
p. 145), it is perhaps not by chance that Dioscorides, a Greek physician of
the [irst century A.p., ook the trouble to collect and record a great num-
ber of Daco-Getic names of medicinal plants (cf. Tomaschek, “Die alten
Thraker,” pp. 22 fT.; the more recent studies of Dioscorides are discussed
by Russu, Limba traco-dacilor. pp. 43-47). On the medical knowledge and
techniques of the Geto-Dacians see also 1. H. Crisan, "O trusi medicali
descoperita la Gradistea Muncelului” (in Istoria Medicinii. Studii si Cer-
cetari [Bucharest, 1957]. pp. 45-56).

107. The famous lines in which the Muse announces the destiny of her
son in Euripides’ Rhesus (970-73) have been interpreted by some authors
as relerring to Zalmoxis; ¢f. A. D. Nock, “The End of the Rhesus” (The
Classical Review 40 [1926]: 184-86); see also Ivan M. Linforth, The Arts
of Orpheus (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1941), pp. 60 fT.; Jack Lindsay,
The Clashing Rocks, p. 375.
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the prehistory of the Indo-Europeans: (1) identification, homolo-
gation, or confusion among god, king, and high priest; (2) the
tendency to “deify” kings; (3) the importance of the high priest,
whose authority, theoretically less than that of the king, sometimes
proves to be greater. We have a classic example of the first cate-
gory in Strabo’s presentation of the religious history of the Da-
cians (see below, p. 58). As for the “deification” of kings, the prob-
lem is too complex to enter into here.' It will suffice to cite a
few Celtic parallels. According to Tacitus (Hist. 5. c. 61), Mariccus,
king of the Boii, assumed the appellative deus, just like Conchobar,
king of Ulster, who had the title dia talmaide. Examples of Celtic
kings bearing the names of gods are also documented.'® Finally,
the importance of the high priest and his political and social role
in respect to the king seem to be characteristic of the Thraco-
Phrygians''? and the Celts (among whom the druid was sometimes
considered superior to the king),'""' but the institution is also
documented in archaic Greece,'” and it certainly existed in the
protohistory of the Indo-Europeans.!*?

ZALMOXIS AND DECAENEUS

These relations among god, king, and high priest are set forth
at length by Strabo, who, as we know, follows Posidonius. Accord-

108. See the account of progress in the field in La Regalita Sacra (VIII*
Congrés International d’Histoire des Religions, Leiden, 1959).

109. Jan de Vries, La religion des Celtes, trans. L. Jospin (Paris, 1963),
pp. 245 fi. On the Getic “king” Zalmodegikos, who in the third century
B.c. had relations with the Greek colony of Histria, cf. D. M. Pippidi,
Contributii la istoria veche @ Roméniei (Bucharest, 1967), pp. 172 . (French
summary pp. 554-55).

110. Cf. R. Hennig, Symbolae ad Asiae Minoris reges-sacerdotes (1893);
Charles Picard, Ephese et Claros (Paris, 1922), pp. 274 [f. On Vologaesus
(Bulogaises), high priest and king of the Bessi, see Dio Cassius 54. 34. 5.
111. De Vries, La religion des Celtes, pp. 217, 244.

112. Cf. Ingrid Lofller, Die Melampodie. Versuch einer Rekonstruktion des
Inhalts (Beitrige zur klassischen Philologie, Heft 7, Meisenheim am Glan,
1963).

113. See the studies of Georges Dumézil, especially Mitra-Varuna (2d ed..
Paris, 1948), and L'idéologie tripartie des Indo-Européens (Brusscls, 1958).
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ing to the author of the Geography (7. 3. 5), Zalmoxis was the slave
of Pythagoras, from whom he had learned “certain things about
the heavenly bodies.” Zalmoxis traveled to Egypt, and he also
learned “certain things” from the Egyptians. When he returned
to his country, Zalmoxis was sought out by the nobles and the
people “because he could make predictions from the celestial
signs.” Finally he persuaded the king to give him a share in the
government, since he was able to report the will of the gods. Al-
though at first he was only made “a priest of the god most honored
in their country,” Zalmoxis later came to be considered a god
himself. “After going to live in a certain cavernous place, inac-
cessible to others, he spent his life there, rarely seeing people from
the outer world, except the king and his own servants. The king
co-operated with him, because he had observed that the people
paid more attention to him than formerly, believing that the de-
crees he promulgated were in accordance with the counsel of the
gods. This practice has persisted to our days, for some man of
this character has always been found who, though really only a
counsellor to the king, was called a god among the Getae. And the
people ended by believing that the mountain [i.e., the “cavernous
place”] was sacred, and that is what they call it, though its name is
Kogaionon, like the name of the river that flows near the same
mountain.”

Strabo adds that “when Boerebista ruled over the Getae, this
office was held by Decaeneus, and that in one way or another the
Pythagorean command to abstain from eating living beings still
existed as it had been taught by Zalmoxis.”

In another passage (7. 3. 11) Strabo returns to the history of the
Getae of his own day, especially presenting the career of Boere-
bista. This Getan, he writes, “having obtained authority over the
tribe, restored the people, who had been reduced to a disastrous
condition by numerous wars. By education, sobriety, and obedi-
ence, he raised men to such a height that in a few years he estab-
lished a great empire and subjected most of the neighboring tribes
to the Getae. He began to become a threat even to the Romans, for
he crossed the Danube without opposition and pillaged Thrace as
far as Macedonia and the Illyrian region [. . .]. To help him obtain
the complete obedience of his people he had the help of Decae-
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neus, a magician (goes), a man who had not only traveled in Egypt
but had also thoroughly learned certain signs through which he
claimed to know the divine will, and in a short time had come to be
considered a god (as I said when I related the history of Zalmoxis).”

As proof of the complete obedience of the Getae, Strabo relates
that they were persuaded to destroy their vineyards and live with-
out wine. However, some of them rose against Boerebista, and he
was deposed before the Romans sent an expedition against him. '

As we see. Strabo repeats some details of the tradition trans-
mitted by Herodotus, but he alters them and adds other informa-
tion to them. Zalmoxis is presented as the slave of Pythagoras;
however, it is not the doctrine of the immortality of the soul that
he is said to have learned from his master, but “certain things about
the heavenly bodies,” that is, the science of predicting future
events in accordance with the celestial signs. To this Strabo adds a
journey to Egypt, preeminently the country of magic. It is because
of his astronomical knowledge and his magical and prophetic
powers that Zalmoxis induces the king to associate him with the
government. High priest and prophet of “the god most honored in
their country,” Zalmoxis retired to a cave on the summit of Ko-
gaionon, where he received only the king and his own servants, and
later “he was addressed as a god.” According to Strabo, the same
scenario was repeated with the high priest Decaeneus — which, for
the author of the Geography, explains the survival of the “Py-
thagorean doctrine,” vegetarianism, among the Getae.

It is clear that Strabo (or, more precisely, Posidonius) had access
to other information than that transmitted by Herodotus. Prob-
ably some of his sources refer more particularly to the Dacians of
the Carpathians, well known in the Roman world after Boere-
bista’s surprising victories, whereas Herodotus’ information chiefly
concerned the Getae of the Pontico-Danubian region. But it is

114. On Boerebista see E. Condurachi, “Burebista §i orasele pontice”
(Studii i Cercetari de Istorie Veche 4[1953 ]: 515-23); M. Macrea, “Burebista
si Celtii de la Dunarea de mijloc” (Studii §i Cercetari 7 [1956]: 119-36);
Radu Vulpe, “Les Gétes de la rive gauche de Bas-Danube et les Romains”
(Dacia, NS, 4 [1960]: 309-32), especially pp. 310-15; H. Daicovicu, Dacii,
pp. 85-119.
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equally probable that the cult of Zalmoxis had itself undergone
certain transformations in the course of the preceding {our cen-
turies. What seems to have impressed Strabo is the exceptional
position and power ol the high priest, at once a prophet and as-
sociated with the throne, living in an inaccessible solitude at the
summit of the sacred mountain, and deified. For Strabo, another
detail is equally important: that Zalmoxis in his day —just like the
recently notorious Decaeneus — had succeeded in such a prodigious
career almost entirely because of his astronomical knowledge and
prophetic powers. The insistence on a knowledge of the celestial
bodies may reflect authentic information. For the temples of Sar-
mizegetuza and Costesti, whose urano-solar symbolism is obvious,
appear also to have a calendrical functuon.'™ And we shall later
analyze the information supplied by Jordanes in regard to the
astronomical knowledge of the Dacian priests (see p. 65). As for
the “sacred mountain,” Kogaionon, its name, documented only in
Strabo, is suspect and does not seem to belong to the Thraco-
Dacian vocabulary.' But there is no plausible reason to doubt the
authenticity of the information concerning the high priest’'s place
of residence. In the immense Carpatho-Danubian and Balkan
area, as well as elsewhere (Asia Minor, Iran, India, etc.), from the
most ancient times down to the beginning of our century, moun-
tain summits and caves have been the favorite retreat of ascetics,
monks, and contemplatives of every description.

In the new stage of the Dacian religion that Strabo (or Posi-
donius) presents, the character of Zalmoxis proves to have changed
markedly. First, there is the identification between the god Zal-
moxis and his kigh priest, who ends by being deified under the same
name. This aspect of the cult of Zalmoxis is unknown to Herodo-
tus. This does not necessarily mean that it is a recent innovation;
for, as we have seen (p. 57), the importance of the high priest is
characteristic of the Thraco-Phrygians. It is. however, possible
that we here have either a Celtic influence or a process that may

115, See the references cited in n. 103, especially H. Daicoviciu, “II
Tempio-Calendario dacico.”

116, Cf Russu, “Religia Geto-Dacilor,” p. 94 n. Cf. ibid., pp. 93 f., on
some recent hypotheses regarding the location of Kogaionon.
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have taken place during the preceding two or three centuries,
when the high priest of Zalmoxis had acquired enough prestige
to be considered the representative of the god and, finally, a god
himself.

But—even more strikingly —we do not find in Strabo-Posidonius
the slightest reference to a cult of the same structure as the Mys-
teries, such as Herodotus described. Zalmoxis no longer appears
as “the slave of Pythagoras™ who reveals the doctrine of the immor-
tality of the soul to the Geto-Dacians, but as “the slave of Py-
thagoras™ who learns the art of reading the future in the course of
the heavenly bodies and, returned to his country, becomes the
king's right hand, high priest, and, while still alive, ends by being
deified. For Strabo, the best proof of the continuity between Zal-
moxis, the slave of Pythagoras, and Decaeneus lies in the vege-
tarianism of the Daco-Getae, a detail unknown to Herodotus. In
short, for Strabo the cult of Zalmoxis is dominated by a high priest
who lives alone at the top of a mountain, at the same time being
associated with the king as his principal counselor; and this cult
is “Pythagorean™ because it forbids flesh food.

Certainly Strabo did not set out to repeat the celebrated story of
Zalmoxis, which everyone who could read in his time knew from
Herodotus; his intention was to present what other and more re-
cent sources furnished that was new. Most probably the new infor-
mation especially concerned the role and the exalted position of the
high priest. and the “Pythagorean” type of asceticism practiced
by the Dacians. We do not know to what extent the initiatory and
eschatological structure of Zalmoxis’ “mystery,” as it can be dis-
cerned in Herodotus’ account, survived in Strabo’s day. But there
can be no doubt that it is among the “specialists in the sacred”
and in the ambience of the high priest that we must look for data
from which we can deduce the esoteric aspects of the cult.

SOLITARIES AND SAGES

We have already (above, p. 42) touched upon what Strabo has (o
say about the theosebeis and the kapnobatai of the Mysians, who in-
habited the right bank of the Danube. These ascetics and con-
templatives were vegetarians and lived on honey, milk, and cheese.
Strabo adds that among the Thracians too there are pious solitaries
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who live apart from women and are known as ktista. They are re-
vered because they consecrate themselves to the gods and live
“freed from every fear” (7. 3. 3). According to Flavius Josephus
( Jewish Antiquities 18. 2), among the Dacians these ascetics and con-
templatives were called pleistoi, a word for which Scaliger proposed
the reading polistai.

These names have given rise to controversies. Parvan saw in
ktistai the Greek term ktistes, “founder,” and, adopt