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ABBREVIATIONS 

 

A) Languages 

 
Alb. = Albanian 

Arm. = (Classical) Armenian 

Av. = Avestan 

Croat. = Croatian 

CSl. = Church Slavic 

Eng. = English 

Gaul. = Gaulish 

Goth. = Gothic 

Gr. = Greek 

Hitt. = Hittite 

Hom. = Homeric (Greek) 

L- = Late- 

Lat. = Latin 

Latv. = Latvian 

Lith. = Lithuanian 

Luv. = (Cuneiform) Luvian 

Lyd. = Lydian 

Myc. = Mycenaean 

O- = Old- 

OCS = Old Church Slavic 

OHG = Old High German 

OIc. = Old Icelandic 

OIr. = Old Irish 

ON = Old Norse 

OPr. = Old Prussian 

ORuss. = Old Russian 

P- = Proto- 

Phryg. = Phrygian 

Pol. = Polish 

Skr. = Sanskrit 

TochA = Tocharian A 

TochB = Tocharian B 

Umbr. = Umbrian 

Ved. = Vedic 

W = Welsh 

 

B) Texts 

 
Aen. = The Aeneid (Virgil) 

AV = Atharvaveda 

CA = Canu Aneurin 

Hymn. = Homeric Hymns 



Il. = The Iliad (Homer) 

Isth. = Isthmian Odes (Pindar) 

KBo = Keilschrifttexte aus Boghaz-Kºy, Berlin 1916ff. 

KUB = Keilschrifturkunden aus Boghazkºi, Berlin 1921ff. 

LD = Latvju Dainas, ed. Barons, Rǭga 1894-1915. 

Met. = Metamorphoses (Ovid) 

Nem. = Nemean Odes (Pindar) 

Od. = The Odyssey (Homer) 

Ol. = Olympian Odes (Pindar) 

PIT = Prince Igorôs Tale (ORuss. Slovo o polku IgorevŊ) 

Pyth. = Pythian Odes (Pindar) 

RV = Rig-Veda 

Theog. = Theogony (Hesiod) 

Y = Yasna 

Yt = Yaġt 

 

  



FOREWORD 

Comparative Indo-European religion is a study of the history of religious ideas. The central 

idea of this approach is that by comparing the religious ideas of the peoples who speak (or 

spoke) Indo-European languages we can plausibly reconstruct some of the religious ideas of 

the speakers of the common Proto-Indo-European language, from which the attested 

languages are descended. As in the case of the reconstruction of the PIE phonology and 

morphology, the reconstruction of the PIE religion is not an end in itself. Rather, it is intended 

to shed some light on the earliest history of religious ideas of the early historical communities 

of speakers of IE languages. 

The approach adopted here is strictly inductive; we do not make any a priori assumptions 

about what the system of belief of Indo-Europeans may have been, nor do we posit any 

original óideologyô, or mythopoetic óstructureô. We believe we can know about the PIE 

religion only what the reconstructed fragments of PIE religious texts can teach us. Since 

óProto-Indo-Europeanô is primarily a linguistic entity, our primary data are mythological texts 

attested in different IE traditions, and all conclusions are based on their comparison. The texts 

selected here are meant not only to illustrate the common features of various IE traditions, but 

also their differences, and the multi-faceted nature of all religions.  

It should be stressed that this booklet is not in the first place about what Indo-Europeans 

believed, or how they represented their gods. It is about how they expressed their beliefs in 

words, and how they addressed their gods in their prayers, hymns, and incantations. We hope 

to reach a picture of this by a careful semantic reconstruction of the religious terminology of 

PIE, including the poetic formulas, occurring in texts dealing with religious matters. These 

formulas have been preserved thanks to the stubborn and uninterupted oral poetic tradition 

extending from PIE to the daughter languages. Much in that picture is likely to remain 

fragmentary and unclear, but a fragmentary reconstruction reached by sound methodology is 

preferable, in our opinion, to aprioristic speculations of any kind, however persuasive and 

rational they might appear to the uninformed reader. 

 

      Zagreb, November 2018 

  



PART I: ELEMENTS OF PROTO-INDO-EUROPEAN RELIGION 

 

 

1. RECONSTRUCTION OF PIE RELIGIOUS VOCABULARY 

AND PHRASEOLOGY 

 

Vocabulary belonging to the sphere of the sacred is reconstructable by means of the 

comparative method just like any other set of words that form a single semantic field. The 

comparative method allows us to reconstruct not only the form of words in Proto-Indo-

European, the language from which all Indo-European languages developed, but also their 

meaning. For example, on the basis of Lat. equus, Gr. h²ppos, Skr. §Ŝvas, OE eoh, which all 

mean óhorseô, we can safely reconstruct onot only the form *h1ek'wos to PIE, but also 

attribute to it the meaning óhorseô. 

 

The meaning of words belonging to the same semantic field represents a system in which the 

exact meaning of each word depends on the meaning of all the others. PIE *h1ek'wos was 

indeed the term for óhorseô in PIE, but there were other words referring to horses, or kinds of 

horses, e.g. *kabalo- (LLat. caballus, OIr. capall, OCS kobyla ómareô), which probably 

specifically denoted work horses that first appeared in Late Antiquity, PIE *polHo- ófoalô 

(OHG folo, Gr. pǾ̼los, Lat. pullus óyoung animal (including foal)ô, dialectal *marko- óhorseô 

(W march, OE mearh ómareô), etc. To fully understand the meaning of one word, one has to 

understand its relationships with the other words with which it shares some semantic features. 

This particularly holds for the semantic fields containing abstract lexemes so that, in order to 

reconstruct the semantic content of any word relating to PIE religion, one has to reconstruct 

the whole system.  

 

The semantic reconstruction of lexical items relating to religion in PIE has to start with the 

exact meanings of lexical cognates, and these can best be revealed in their contexts. This 

means that the comparative reconstruction of the PIE religious vocabulary has to start from 

the careful philological study of religious texts in the early IE languages. It is in these texts 

that we find the earliest and the most exact meanings of lexical items on which we base our 

reconstructions. However, just as the forms of words on which we base our lexical 

reconstructions are attested in already differentiated IE languages with sometimes very 

diverging phonological systems, so the meanings of these words are often found in very 

different contexts, i.e. in texts belonging to already differentiated religious and mythological 

traditions bearing little resemblance to their assumed source. Sometimes these traditions 

underwent strong influences from religious and mythological spheres belonging to 

communities speaking non-Indo-European languages (e.g. in the case of Hurrian and Semitic 

influences on the Hittite religion), and some traditions were significantly affected by cultural 

and religious ñrevolutionsò, that disrupted the organic development of religious ideas and 

mythological conceptions (e.g. in the case of the influence of Zarathuġtraôs reforms on Iranian 

religion, or the influence of Christianization on the religious vocabulary of Germanic, Baltic 

and Slavic). This means that the evidence for the semantic reconstruction of words belonging 

to the religious sphere is often muddled and incomplete, and this has to be borne in mind 

whenever we attempt to say anything meaningful about ñthe PIE religionò. 



 

The semantic relationships of words are not only made apparent by comparing their 

meanings; sometimes, the derivational patterns of their forms are also instructive. For 

example, something about the way horses were conceptualized in PIE is revealed by the fact 

that *h1ek'wos óhorseô is derived from the same root as the adjective *h1oh1k'us óswiftô (Skr. 

ǕŜ¼-, Av. Ǖsu-, Gr. ǾkĨs, Lat. comparative Ǿcior óswifterô). Likewise, as we shall see, the 

meaning of PIE *deywos ógodô (Lat. deus, Skr. dev§-, Lith. diΒvas) can only be appreciated 

when it is taken into account that it is a derivative of PIE *dyǛw- ó(bright) skyô (Skr. dyau-, 

Lat. diȊ óby dayô, diǛs ódayô). Apparently, *deywos was not just a generic term for ógodô, but 

rather a designation of ócelestialô gods. 

 

Finally, one has to take into account that texts, just like words, have their prehistory. In 

traditional, illiterate societies texts are transmitted orally from generation to generation and, 

while many of their elements may be lost in transmission, some can be preserved remarkably 

long, including mythological motives, names of mythological beings, and fixed poetic 

formulas. Sometimes the same poetic formulas are preserved in similar contexts for 

generations, and the etymological correspondences between such formulas can still be 

recognized, although neither the original texts, nor indeed the language in which these 

formulas were originally composed, exist any longer. For example, in several early traditions, 

we find the fixed expression óswift horsesô going back to PIE *h1ek'wǾs *h1oh1k'ewes: Vedic 

§ŜvǕỠ ǕŜ§vaỠ (RV 10.78.5a), Avestan Ǖsuġca aspǾ (Yt. 13.52e) and Gr. Ǿk®es h²ppoi (Il . 

5.257, 10.474 etc.) are directly superimposable on each other etymologically and attest to the 

existence of a PIE figura etymologica meaning óswift horsesô. If this is accepted, one may 

further suppose that this expression has been transformed, during centuries of oral tradition, 

into poetic phrases meaning óswift horsesô found in several Indo-European languages, e.g. are 

found in other IE traditions, e.g. in Germanic (OE swifta mearh, Beowulf 2264), Old Russian 

(brʲzyi komoni, PIT 83) and Welsh (Rhagorai feirch rhagfuan yn nhrin óHe ran before swift 

horses in battleô, CA 830). All of these are formulas with the same meaning, but expressed 

with etymologically unrelated words, unlike the pair §ŜvǕỠ ǕŜ§vaỠ and Ǿk®es h²ppoi discussed 

above. Of course, one cannot exclude the possibility that such semantic correspondences are 

accidental, but once we have proved that at least some etymologically related formulas are 

inherited, the accumulation of evidence will increase the likelihood that they are not 

accidental.  

 

In the next section, we will therefore compare not only individual words belonging to the 

religious vocabulary of different IE languages, but also syntagms and poetic phrases 

(formulas) that share the meaning and, often, are etymologically related. Two examples must 

suffice here: firstly, in several early IE mythological traditions, we find the figure of ófather 

Skyô at the top of the pantheon. In Greek, Ze¼s is regularly called patỒr ófatherô (e.g. Od. 

4.341, Il . 1.503, etc.), and the Latin name of Juppiter is actually a compound meaning ófather 

Skyô. The Vedic sky-god, Dya¼s, likewise bears the standing epithet pitǕ͕ (e.g. RV 1.90.7c, 

6.51.5a, etc.), and all of these syntagms go back to the PIE poetic and mythological phrase 

*dyǛws ph2tǛr ófather Skyô. The likelihood that the correspondences on which this 

reconstruction is based are accidental is minimal, so we can conclude that the speakers of the 

PIE language regularly called the Sky god ófatherô in their sacral poetry, and that the reflexes 

of this formula are preserved in Greek, Latin and Vedic. In some languages, the reflexes of 

the word *ph2tǛr were replaced by a different word for ófatherô, so in Luvian we find tǕtiġ 
d
Tiwaz ófather Sun-godô (KBo IX 143 iii 10) and in Hittite attaġ nepiġanza ófather Skyô (KUB 

XV 34 iv 32), and one of the chief pagan gods of the Irish pantheon is called Dagdae oll-athir 

lit. óthe good (day-)god, the father of allô. Such non-etymological semantic parallels are 



acceptable as evidence for a mythological motive (or a mythopoetical phrase) in PIE only 

when etymological cognates can be established independently. 

 

It is particularly significant when the reflexes of such PIE poetic formulas occur in similar, or 

identical mythological contexts. This is the case of the formula *g
hw

ent h3eg
wh
im óhe slew the 

serpentô, the reflexes of which are regularly used in dragon-slaying myths of different IE 

peoples. In the Rig-Veda, the formula §hann §him óhe slew the serpentô is regularly used of 

Indra, the Thunderer (e.g. RV 5.29.2c, cf. also y§d §hiἄ h§n ówho slew the serpentô, RV 

2.15.1d, also of Indra), while Aeschylus (Eumenides 181-184) sings of óa winged flashing 

snake (·phin)...(with) clots of blood (ph·nou)ô where Gr. ·phis ósnakeô and ph·nos óslaying, 

murder, bloodô are etymological cognates of Ved. §hann §him. In the Hittite myth about the 

slaying of the dragon Illuyankaġ, we read the reflex of a similar formula, 
d
IM-aġ 

MUĠ
illuya[nkan] Ē DUMU-ĠU kuenta óthe storm-god killed the serpent Illuyanka and its 

childrenô (KBo III 7 iii 31f). It is important to note that, although the myths of dragon-slaying 

can be found in different IE traditions as a result of pure chance, it is  a priori unlikely that the 

reflexes of the roots *g
wh

en- óslayô and *h3eg
wh

i- ósnakeô are consistently found in this context 

in various myths, and that the snake- or dragon-slayer is usually the god of thunder. 

 

This brief introduction serves to show on which methodological principles our reconstruction 

of the PIE religious vocabulary and phraseology is based. Needless to say, not all 

reconstructions are equally well established, and each individual proposal must be judged on 

its own merit. 

 

  



2. BASIC RELIGIOUS TERMINOLOGY OF PIE 

 

GOD 

Since we have been living in a monotheist society for centuries, the very meaning of ógodô in 

our modern languages has evolved: ógodô is the all-powerful being who is in charge of, 

ultimately, everything (or so many of us like to think). In societies unaffected by monotheist 

way of thinking, this definition will obviously not do. For our purposes, we can consider as 

gods all beings capable of entering into a religious bond with humans, so that they can be 

addressed in prayers and expected to assist humans, provided that appropriate rites are 

performed. It follows that it is not necessary to have a cover term for such a being, and 

indeed, there is little reason to believe that there was an all-inclusive term for ógodô in PIE. 

What we have is rather a list of terms covering various aspects of divine beings: 

 

PIE *deywo- ócaelestial godô: Lat. dǭvus, Skr. dev§s, Lith. dieᶅvas, OE Tǭw, OIr. dia; this word 

denotes the deity as a celestial being, in opposition to the earth-bound humans, the name of 

which is derived from óearthô in PIE (cf. Lat. homo ómanô < d
h
g'

h
om-on- vs. humus óearthô < 

*d
h
g'

h
om-o-, OIr. duine < *d

h
g'

h
om-yo-). Its meaning probably does not include chthonic 

deities (Lat. di inferi), or deities belonging to the social sphere rather than to the cosmic 

sphere of existence. 

 

PIE *d
h
eh1s / *d

h
h1sos ódivinely inspired beingô: Gr. the·s ógodô, Arm. di-k

c
 ógodsô, Lat. 

fǕnum óconsecrated placeô < *fasnom <*d
h
h1s-no-, fǛriae óreligious festivalô < *d

h
eh1s-, Skr. 

dhiἨǕ ówith impetuosityô; this word did not necessarily refer to gods, but rather to any divinely 

inspired being, or (according to some etymologists), a religious rite or oblation. In Greek, 

the·s took on the general meaning of ógodô, while another word, da²mǾn, took the original 

semantic sphere of *d
h
eh1s- (óa divine power that may seize an individualô). In origin, da²mǾn 

is a derivative of da²omai ódivide, shareô (< PIE *deh2i-, Ved. d§yate cf. the similar semantic 

development of Slavic bogʲ below). In principle, it would be possible to interpret *d
h
eh1s- as 

an s-stem built to the root *d
h
eh1- óto do, put, makeô (Lat. facio, OCS dŊti, etc.) in the sense 

óthat which is established (by religious observance)ô, but the semantic connection is weak. 

 

*h2nsu- > Hitt. haġġu- ókingô, OIc. §ss óa kind of godô, Skr. §sura- óa kind of godô, Av. ahu- 

ólordô; I believe this word originally referred to divine beings in their social aspect. In the Rig-

Veda, the Asuras (Bhaga, Mitra, Varuna, Aryaman) are notably the deities belonging to the 

social sphere of existence (in contradistinction to the ócosmicô devas). In the later layers of the 

Vedas, they become demons, opposed to caelestial gods, the devas. It is possible that the 

meaning ógodô developed independently in Germanic and Indo-Aryan, and that the original 

meaning is preserved in Avestan (ólordô). Some linguists derive these words from the root 

*h2ens- óto begetô (Hitt. hǕġi óbegetsô, LIV 239), but this is quite uncertain. 

 

*b
h
h2eg- (or *b

h
ag-) > Skr. bh§ga- (one of the Asuras), Av. baɔa- ógodô, OCS bogʲ. Some 

linguists think that the Slavic word is an Iranian loanword, but I find that it is more probably 

inherited. The old derivative OCS ubogʲ ópoorô testifies that the original meaning in Slavic 

was óshare, lotô, as in Indo-Aryan. A further cognate might lie in Gr. ph§gos óa gluttonô, but 

this is difficult for semantic reasons. 

 

For the Germanic word for ógodô see below. 



 

Gods are often represented as óbestowers of wealthô: Gr. Hom. dot®res e§Ǿn, e.g. Od. 8.335, 

Ved. dǕtǕ͕ v§sȊnǕm RV 8. 51. 5 (cf. OCS daģdʴbogʲ, Russ. daģbog). The PIE expression 

would have been *deh3tores h1weswom. 

 

In many traditions, we hear about ómany-namedô gods, PIE *polh1-h3nomn-o- > Skr. 

puruἈǕ͕man-, Gr. polyἔnymos (RV 8. 93. 17, AV 6. 99. 1, of Indra; Hymn. Dem. 18 and 32, of 

Hades; Hymn. Ap. 82, of Apollo). Gods have many names, but the correct name must be used 

in prayer, otherwise the prayer is void. The god's names may be secret (devǕ͕nǕm g¼hyǕ 

n§mǕni, RV 5. 5. 10) and Rome, according to legends, had a secret name known only to the 

initiated. A similar conception of many names of god is found in Islam. 

 

The gods have their own language, different from the language of men, a conception found in 

the Sanskrit Taittiriya-SaἄhitǕ 5.25.5.2, in Homer (Il . 1.403f., Od. 10.305), etc., and the 

Norse Alv²ssm§l (9-34). A Roman prayer invokes Jupiter Optimus Maximus sive quo alio 

nomine te appelari volueris óor by whatever other name you wish to be addressedô (Servius, 

Aen. II, 351). The gods are often called óthe greatestô, or the highestô, cf. e.g. Ze¾ kĨdiste,  

m®giste  óZeus, most glorious and greatestô (Il . 2.412), óIndra, the highest oneô (uttam§-, RV 

10.159.4), and Juppiter's standing epithets optimus maximus óthe best and the greatestô. 

 

The gods are represented as a breed, or a race (PIE * g'enh1os > Gr. genus, Skr. j§nas), and 

the breed of gods (*deywǾm gôenh1os) is often contrasted to the breed of humans, or mortals 

(*mrtwǾm g'enh1os), e.g. RV 1.70 6b: devǕ͕nǕm j§nma m§rtǕmŜ ca ñthe breed of gods and of 

mortalsò, Pindar, Nem. 6.1 h®n androᶅn, h®n theoᶅn g®nos ñOne is the race of men, another of 

godsò, cf. also Virgilôs opposition between hominum genus and di immortales in Aeneid 

1.542. 

 

Finally, in contrast to us mortals, the gods are, of course, óimmortalô, PIE *n-mrtǾs deywǾs > 

Skr. devǕ͕ amr͕͗tǕs RV 3. 4. 11, 5. 69. 4; Gr. ath§natoi (Il . 1.520). In this case it is probable that 

Gr. ath§natoi replaced the original epithet *§mbrotoi, which was etymologically cognate with 

Skr. amr͕͗tǕs. 

 

The proper seat of the gods is exactly that, PIE *sedos, derived from *sed- óto sitô (Lat. sedeo, 

OCS sŊsti, Eng. sit, etc.): in Homerôs Iliad (5.360, 367) the Olympus is called athan§tǾn 

h®dos óseat of immortalsô, and the same expression is used in Hesiod's Theogony (128) of the 

sky (ouran·s); in RV 3. 54. 5 we read that the gods abide in óseatsô (s§dǕἄsi), and in 10. 96. 2 

a heavenly (or divine) seat is mentioned (diviy§m s§das). The Old Irish word for the mounds 

or hills where the ancient pagan gods live is s²d, from PIE *sǛdos- (apparently with the 

lengthened grade of the root). 

 

It has been argued by George Dum®zil and others (see Dum®zil 1958a, Littleton 1982) that 

Indo-European gods were organized in a system of triads, to reflect the ótripartite ideologyô of 

Indo-Europeans. According to this óideologyô, society is ideally divided into three groups, or 

social ófunctionsô: the priests, the warriors and the agriculturalists (or craftsmen). In India, 

these social functions evolved into a rigid caste system, consisting of kἨatriyas (warriors), 

priests (brahman-), and free craftsmen (vaiŜyas), but, in Dum®zilôs opinion, there are traces of 

this kind of social organization in other early IE societies as well: in Rome, the three original 

tribes (according to a legend preserved by Titus Livius) were Ramnes, Luceres and Titienses. 

The first of those were Romulusô Latin companions, and they represented the priests 

(Romulus himself was a rex-augur). The second group, the Luceres, were warriors brought by 



Lucumon, while the Titienses were the Sabines brought by Titus Tatius; they represent the 

agricultural fertility and opes, or aboundance (they brought with them to Rome not just their 

agricultural skills, but also women, abducted by Romans). Dum®zil saw a similar tripartite 

organization of society reflected in the traditional division of Ionians into four tribes 

representing three social functions, in the three original kin-groups depicted in Nart legends of 

the Ossetes (an Iranian people living in the Caucasus and having a rich oral heroic tradition), 

in the three original groups of the Scythians (as related by Herodotus), etc. According to 

Dum®zil, each ófunctionô had a symbolic system associated with it, including a colour (white 

as the colour of priests, red as the colour of warriors, and black as the colour of the 

agriculturalists). 

 

These three social groups (or ófunctionsô) have their different gods assigned to their respective 

domains. In the Vedic pantheon, Indra (the thunderer) would be a typical god of the warriors, 

Varu a and Mitra would represent the priests, while the agriculturalists would be represented 

by Aryaman. In Rome, the three functions would correspond to the Capitoline triad of gods: 

Juppiter would be the god of the priestly function, Mars the warrior-god, and Quirinus the god 

of the third social group or function (the agriculturalists). This tripartite ideology would, in 

Dum®zilôs opinion, be reflected not just in the way the gods were conceived (and in the myths 

associated with them), but also in the way they were worshipped, in the religious practices of 

Indo-Europeans. For example, the widespread practice of healing by word (magical charms), 

surgery and medicine would reflect the ideological division of proper actions for priests 

(speaking holy words), warriors (acting with instruments, including surgical instruments) and 

agriculturalists (procuring food and medicine).  

 

It must be noted that the term óIndo-European ideologyô is not meant to reflect the real social 

organization of the society of speakers of PIE (or any other concrete society), but rather as a 

set of ideas determining the culture of early IE societies; there is certainly nothing particular 

about the languages of the Indo-Europeans or their genes that made them accept that 

particular system of ideas which was transmitted to their descendants by cultural, chiefly oral 

transmission: ñJôappelle óid®ologieô lôinventaire des id®es directrices qui commandent la 

r®flexion et la conduite dôune soci®t® et qui, bien entendu, nôimpliquent pas je ne sais quelle 

organisation particuli¯re des cerveauxò (Dum®zil 1985: 312). 

 

Although intelectually bold and ingenuous, Dum®zilôs ideas about the organization of PIE 

religion and mythology remain controversial. They are aprioristic, in the sense that almost any 

type of textual evidence can be made to fit a ñtripartiteò ideological scheme, hence the very 

hypothesis of a tripartite ideology of Indo-Europeans is strictly irrefutable. The same applies 

to Allenôs (1987) attempt to introduce a fourth ófunctionô to Dum®zilôs system, that of the 

óotherô, and to connect the social functions of early Indo-European societies with 

organizational schemes of kinship systems. Because of their inherent irrefutability, such 

theories will not be further mentioned in this book. 

 

 

SACRED 

To conclude from the number of preserved cognates, PIE had a rather rich terminology 

connected with the sacred sphere: 

 

PIE *seh2k-/ *sh2k- > Lat. sacer, sacerdǾs, sǕcer óworthy to be sacrificedô, TochB sǕkre 

óhappy, blessedô, Lat. sancio óestablish a lawô, sanctus ósanctifiedô, Hitt. ġǕklǕi órite, customô. 



PIE *k'wento- > Goth. hunsl ósacrificeô, Lith. ġvenᶅtas óholyô, OCS svňtʲ, Av. spцnta-, perhaps 

TochB kªnts- óright, firmô. 

 

?*sewp- > Umbr. supa óviscera of sacrificed animalô, Hitt. ġuppa- óflesh of sacrificed animalô, 

ġuppi- ópureô.  

 

*weh2ti- > OIr. f§ith óprophetô, Lat. vǕtǛs, Goth. wǾds ódemon-possessedô, Skr. api-vat- 

óinspireô. The root *weh2- probably meant something like óinspirationô, and the derivative 

*weh2ti- was óhaving inspiration, inspired (priest)ô. 

 

PIE *(H)ish2ro- óprovided with supernatural strengthô > Gr. hier·s, hiar·s óholyô, Skr. iἨir§s 

óholy, strongô; this set of words could be related to dialectal IE *(H)ish2r-no- óironô > OIr. 

²arn, Germ. Eisen, Eng. iron (the Germanic words are considered as Celtic loanwords). The 

semantic motivation is in the properties of iron as the strongest of metals. The verbal root is 

preserved in Skr. iἨayati óenlivens, fortifiesô. 

 

PIE *yag- (or *yeh2g-) > Gr. h§gios óholyô, hagn·s (Hom.); cf. h§zomai óI am afraidô, Skr. 

yaj- óto sacrificeô, y§jnᶅa- óa sacrificeô.  

 

PIE *h2yewos- ódivine ruleô > Lat. iȊs, cf. iȊdex ójudgeô: Av. yaoģ-dǕtar-, yaoģdǕta- óholyô. 

The root is probably the same as in PIE *h2oyu- ólife forceô (Skr. Ǖyu-), although the semantic 

connection is not obvious. 

 

PIE *noyb
h
o- ?ôholyô > OIr.  no²b óholyô, OPers. naiba- ógood, beautifulô, cf. also MW nwyf 

ópassion, joyô. OIr. n²ab óvital forceô (< *neyb
h
o-) shows that the semantic evolution was 

similar to the one in *(H)ish2ro- óprovided with supernatural strengthô above. 

 

PIE *k'ub
h
ro- óbrilliantô or óholyô (Skr. Ŝubhr§- óbrilliantô) > Arm. surb óholyô. 

 

In most early IE traditions there is a bipolar opposition between óholyô as a negative concept ï 

something separated from the profane world (Lat. sacer, Gr. h§gios, Goth. weihs, Av. 

spцnta-) and óholyô as a positive concept ï something endowed with a divine power  (Lat. 

sanctus, Gr. hier·s, Goth. heilags, Av. yaoģdǕta-). In Greek, there is also h·sios óholy, piousô 

(signifying that which is permitted by Gods), but this word does not seem to have a PIE 

etymology. Gr. s®bomai óworship, pay respect toô developed from the earlier meaning ófeel 

aweô and óbe ashamedô (in Homer); it is related to Skr. tyajati óabandonsô (< PIE *tyeg
w
-).  

 

The Germanic words such as Eng. holy, Germ. heilig developed from *hailaga-, which is 

derived from *haila- (OHG heil, OE hǛl, Goth. hails) ówhole, healthyô. The semantic 

connection lies in the healing power of the sacred object (a sacrificial victim) and sacred 

practices (religious ceremonies). The same connection can also be observed in W coel ósign, 

omenô, Oscan kaila ótempleô, which are also derived from PIE *kaylo- (or *kh2eylo-, cf. also 

OCS cŊlʲ ówholeô, OPr. kailȊstikan óhealthô). The appurtenance of Lat. caerimǾnia óreligious 

practiceô (? < *kaylimǾnia) is doubtful, as well as the etymology of Lat. caelum óskyô, which 

is quite plausibly also derived from *kaylo- (the semantic motivation would lie in the 

divination by watching the flight of birds in a demarcated area of the sky; caelum as óthe 

wholeô would be the opposite of templum ótemple, the partô in the speech of the augures). 

 

The semantic connection of holyness and (ritual) purification can be observed in the 

etymology of Lat. pius ófaithful, piousô (originally an attribute of one who conscientiously 



performs religious duties). Like its Italic cognates (e.g. Umbrian pi²hi¼² (Dat. sg.)) it is 

derivable from the root *peh2u- (or *pewh2-, with laryngeal metathesis) óto purifyô, from 

which we also have Lat. pȊrus ócleanô (< *puh2-ro-). The development of pius from *puh2-yo- 

is likewise regular, cf. also the verb piǕre óto propitiate, cleanse by expiationô and piǕculum 

óvictim, expiatory offeringô < *puh2-yeh2-tlo-. 

 

PRIESTS 

There is no common PIE term for ópriestô; however, here are two terms that are at least 

reasonably good candidates for PIE status, whatever their exact original meaning: 

 

PIE *kowh1- > Gr. ko²Ǜs ópriest of the Samothracian mysteriesô, Lyd. kaveŜ ópriestô, OInd. 

kav²- óseerô. The root is also found in OCS ļujŃ, ļuti óto hearô, Gr. ko®Ǿ óhear, noticeô, Lat. 

caueǾ óbe careful, heedô. With s-mobile we also have OHG scouwǾn ówatchô, Eng. show, and, 

perhaps, Pol. chowaĺ óbe carefulô. 

 

Lat. flǕmen ópriestô and Skr. brahm§n- óbrahminô might, in principle, be from something like 

*b
h
lag'smen, however non-Indo-European that reconstruction looks. Note also that the Lat. 

word is usually derived from PIE *b
h
leh2-, cf. Goth. blǾtan ósacrificeô. Skr. brahm§n- is also 

related to OIc. bragr ópoetryô. Although this etymology is disputed, it is interesting to note 

that there are several common taboos affecting the desired behavior of both Roman flamines 

and Vedic brahmins: 

 

Brahman      Flamen Dialis  

cannot be killed     cannot have hands laid upon him 

cannot be compelled as witness   cannot be compelled to swear an oath 

must avoid funeral pyre    must avoid funeral pyre 

cannot drink alcohol     must not get drunk 

must not touch unsacrified meat   must not touch raw meat 

must not oil his body (except head)   must not rub himself with oil outdoors 

must stop performing rites at time of war  must not see an army 

must not study on horseback    must not touch a horse or ride it 

must avoid dogs     must not touch or mention dogs 

should never be naked or see his wife naked  must have some priestly sign on his body 

 

In Sanskrit and Avestan there are many terms for ópriestô, since there were many specialized 

kinds of priests. Etymological cognates include Skr. h·tar- and Av. zaotar, which are both 

from *g'
h
ew- óto pour (a libation)ô, Gr. kh®Ǿ. The Germanic word for ógodô (Eng. god, Germ. 

Gott, Goth. guĪ, originally neuter) is often derived from this root (PIE *g'
h
u-t·m óworthy of 

libationô), but equally possible is to derive it from the quasi-homophonous root *g'
h
ewH- 

ócall, invokeô (Skr. h§vate, OCS zʲvati). If that is correct, god would originally have been óthe 

invoked oneô. 

OCS ģrʲcʴ ó(pagan) priestô is derived from the verb ģrʴti ósacrificeô, ORuss. ģereti, from PIE 

*g
w
erH- ópraiseô (Lith. g³rti ópraiseô, OPr. girtwei ópraiseô, Skr. gἠἈǕ͕ti ópraiseô), cf. also Russ. 

g·rdyj óproudô < *g
w
rH-d

h
h1o- óworthy of praiseô, Gaul. bardos óbardô, W bardd.  

Lat. pontifex ópriestô is an old compound meaning óbridge-makerô or ópath-makerô (from PIE 

*ponth2- óbridge, pathô > Lat. pons, óbridgeô, Gr. p§tos ópathô and *d
h
eh1- ódo, makeô > Lat. 

facio, OCS dŊti). From the point of view of eneolithic technology of Indo-Europeans, bridges 



and paths were more or less the same thing, a set of planks making it possible for carts to 

cross swampy areas. Priests were therefore seen as those who set the paths (for gods and 

men), and in the Rig-Veda the ancient seers (the Rishis) are called pathikŘ͗t- (RV 10.14.15cd, 

2.23.6a), from Ved. panthǕ- ópathô and kἠ- ódo, makeô. 

 

SACRIFICE 

The functions of the PIE priest would have included the performance of various rites, 

including the sacrifice. The most common types of sacrifice are the libation and the slaugthter 

of animals; of these, the cattle, the sheep and the horse are the most prominent sacrificial 

animals, and there are several combinations, such as the Roman Suovetaurilia (the sacrifice of 

a sheep, a pig, and a bull, chiefly during the festival of Ambarvalia in May, when the 

sacrificial animals are led around the crops to protect them from blight). 

Any self-respecting sacrificer ended the sacrifice with a feast, on which the sacrificed animal 

was shared with the gods. This feast seems to be denoted by PIE *dapnom ósacrificial mealô 

(Lat. daps, ON tafn ósacrificial animalô, Arm. tawn ófeastô, Hitt. 
LU

tappala- óperson 

responsible for court cookingô, Gr. dap§nǛ óostentatious expenditureô). 

The term for libation is PIE*spend-, hence Lat. spondeo ópromise, vowô, Gr. spendǾ ópour a 

libationô, spondỒ, Hitt. iġpand- ópour a libationô, TochAB spªnt- ótrustô. The development of 

meaning in Lat. spondeo (cf. also sponsa óthe promised bride, fianc®eô) is clear if we recall 

that a libation is the proper time to make a promise to the deity in expectation of a returned 

favor. 

Another root which denoted the libation was *g'
h
ew- > Gr. kh®Ǿ, Phryg. zeuman ólibationô, 

Skr. hu- ópourô, h·tar ópriestô, Arm. jawnem óoffer, consecrateô, TochAB ku- ópourô. The 

original meaning was perhaps less tightly tied to the religious sphere, but óthe pourerô is a 

common term for a priest, cf. also Gaul. gutu-ater, who was a kind of a priest (óthe father of 

libationsô?). 

In contrast to PIE *spend-, which denoted the sacrificial pouring of a substantial amount of 

liquid (milk, or mead, or anything pleasing the gods), PIE*leyb- probably meant óto pour a 

few dropsô, hence Lat. lǭbo, lǭbum ósacrificial cakeô, Gr. le²bǾ; de Vaan derives Lat. lǭbǾ from 

*h2leyb
h
- óto anointô (Gr. ale²phǾ, §leiphar óunguentô), cf. Lat. lino. In that case it would be 

unrelated to Gr. le²bǾ, which is hard to believe. Gr. loibỒ is a sacrifice made by pouring a 

sacrificial liquid (especially wine), but, unlike khoỒ and spondỒ, it was used to avert a 

punishment by the gods, rather than to ensure their help and propitiousness. 

 

PRAYER 

Prayer is closely connected with incantation and magic, the chief difference being that, in a 

prayer, you don't expect the desired outcome to occur as a direct consequence of your prayer 

(as in a charm, or incantation); the prayer is intended to persuade the supernatural beings, 

while the charm should coerce them. Moreover, since prayers usually involve a promise to the 

deity that the supplicant would do certain things, it is clear that the words for óprayerô will to 

some extent overlap with the words for óvowô, or ósolemn declarationô. There are several 

verbal roots in PIE that can be translated as óto prayô; it is difficult to ascertain which of them 

were used in the specifically religious sense of óprayerô. 



PIE *meld
h
- > OE meldian óannounceô, Lith. meldģi½ óprayô, OCS moliti, Hitt. maldǕi óprayô; 

as Pol. modliĺ óprayô shows, we have to assume the metathesis in Proto-Slavic (*ld > *dl). I 

am not sure whether Arm. malt
c
em óprayô also belongs here, because of the unexpected -t

c
- 

(*d would be regular). The semantics of the reflexes in Germanic point to the conclusion that 

the original meaning was probably óutter a solemn prayerô or similar; 

PIE *g
wh

ed
h
- > OIr. guidid óprayô, Gr. th®ssasthai óask, prayô, Av. ǳaiŭyemi óprayô, OCS ģeģdŃ 

óthirstô. 

PIE *h1or- > Lat. Ǿro, Hitt. ariya- óconsult an oracleô; the length of the vowel in Latin points 

to a root-noun *h1Ǿr-, but the etymology is doubtful (some linguists derive Lat. Ǿro from the 

noun Ǿs, Ǿris ómouthô, which is not very convincing from the semantic point of view). 

PIE *h1weg'
h
- óvowô > Lat. voveo, Gr. e¼khomai óprayô, Skr. oh- óutter solemnly, pride 

oneselfô, Av. aog- óutter (with authority)ô. 

PIE *h1erk- ósing (solemnly)ô (Skr. ark§- ólight, magic songô, TochB yarke óworshipô, Hitt. 

arku- óchantô) > Arm. erg ósongô. 

The correspondence between Lat. lito óto obtain or give favourable omensô and Gr. litỒ 

órequestô (usually a request for a compensation when one has been wronged, or when one has 

wronged the gods) is doubtful; many linguists think that Lat. lito is a denominative verb from 

unattested *lita, which is in turn borrowed from Gr. litỒ (cf. the Gr. denominative l²ssomai 

óbegô). Lat. supplicǕre óto pray, implore, beg humblyô is derived from supplex óbegging, 

humble, submissiveô, which is in turn from *sub- and *plek- óbent, twistedô (OCS pletŃ 

óweaveô, Gr. pl®kǾ), since praying was done while kneeling in a submissive, óbentô position. 

Another derivative of the same root is supplicium óprayerô. Another common metaphor for 

óprayerô is óa libation (or pouring) of wordsô, cf. Gr. Od. 19.521 kh®ei phǾnỒn óshe pours the 

voiceô, RV. 2.27.1ab g²raỠ juhomi óI pour the songsô, where both gr. kh®Ǿ and Skr. juh·mi are 

from PIE *g'
h
ew- ópourô, cf. also Virgil, Aen. 6.55 funditque preces óhe poured the prayersô. 

In several IE traditions, prayers begin with a standard invocation to the deity, PIE *k'lud
h
i 

moy óhear meô > Gr. klyth² moi (e.g. Il . 5.115), Skr. Ŝrudh² me óhear meô (e.g. RV 8.66.12), 

Av. srǕotǕ moi (Y 33.11c, Zarathuġtraôs invocation of Ahura Mazda) cf. also klyᶅthi the§ 'hear 

o goddess' (Il . 23.770, Odysseus to Athena). Gods are then often called to come to the 

sacrifice, e.g. in RV 1.1.5 (of Agni): dev· dev®bhir Ǖ͕ gamat óthe god may come here with the 

godsô, RV 1.21 VǕ͕yav Ǖ͕ yǕhi darŜata óVǕyu, come, o beutiful oneô; Sappho calls on 

Aphrodite (1. 5) thus: tĨid' ®lth' a² pota kat®rǾta t¨s ®mas a¼das a²oisa pỒloi/ ®klyes óbut come 

here, if ever at another time you heard my voice far of and hearkenedô. Other parts of the 

prayer may include a reminiscence of the past services done to the deity, or of the past favours 

the deity has done to the supplicant, and a detailed request, specifying what is desired of the 

deity. The preciseness of formulation of such requests is particularly developed in Roman 

prayers, both private and public. 

A particular formula associated with IE prayers is óprotect men and livestockô, PIE *wiHro- 

*pek'u- peh2-, reflected as Umbrian ueiro pequo ... salua seritu, Lat. pastores pecuaque salua 

seruassis, Av. ɗrǕyrǕi pasvǕ vǭrayǕ, Skr. trǕy§ntǕm... p¼ruἨam p§Ŝum. 

 

MAGIC 



Magic is the method of directly achieving one's goals ï without the intercession of a deity that 

needs to be persuaded ï through magical deeds or incantations. In many languages, the 

magical action is seen as óbindingô, PIE *seh1-i- (ON seiĦr óband, beltô, Lith. saitas óbond, 

fetterô, from which we have W hud ómagicô, ON seiĦ ómagicô, perhaps also TochB nesait 

ómagicô. The root *k
w
er- ómake, doô may have been used in the technical sense of performing 

magical rites or composing incantations, cf. OIr. creth, W prydydd ópoetô, OCS ļari, Lith. 

kerai ómagical spellsô and the Ved. formula  vǕcam krρ- (e.g.  RV 10.71.2: vǕcam akrata óthey 

(the poets) made the Wordô). It has been argued that the visible sign of supernatural action 

was denoted by PIE *kewdos > Gr. kȒdos, OCS ļudo (Gen. sg. ļudese) ómiracleô. 

In a number of traditions magical incantations have been preserved, e.g. the Gaulish 

Phraseological correspondences have been discovered in a number of charms used for healing 

the disjointed leg. The Atharva-Veda (4.12) heals the disjointed leg by putting ómarrow to 

marrow, skin to skin and flesh to fleshô, and the same procedure is applied in the OHG 

óSecond Merseburg Charmô, where various deities cure the leg of Baldur's horse by joining 

ben zi bena, bluot zi bluoda, lid zi geliden óbone to bone, blood to blood, limb to limbô. 

Finally, in the OIr. tale Cath Maige Tuired (34. 135-6) we read how the Irish physician M²ach 

tried to rejoin the severed arm of the god N¼adu by chanting ault fri halt di, & f®ith fri f®ith 

ójoint to joint of it, and sinew to sinewô. Similar incantations are found in Hittite, Latvian, and 

Russian, but in the absence of specific etymological correspondences, they may have spread 

by diffusion, or simply be the result of chance (or similar ways of thinking about healing). 

 

BELIEF 

In our modern world-view, óto believeô is to have a particular attitude towards the truth of a 

proposition. We óbelieveô that there was a thing the physicists call the óBig Bangô, because 

that belief is consistent with other things the physicists teach us, although this particular belief 

does not affect our everyday lives and actions at all. This modern sense of óbelieveô, however, 

is the result of a long semantic evolution; in pre-modern societies, óto believeô is to place 

one's trust into a set of actions, to establish a bond with the supernatural. In PIE, this is the 

sense of the phrase *k'red-d
h
eh1- > Lat. credo, OIr. cretid, Skr. Ŝrad-dhǕ-, Hitt. karatan-dai; 

the first element of this compound is often related to PIE *k'erd- óheartô (Lat. cor, OCS 

srʲdʴce etc.), but this is doubtful, since this word never occurs with the full grade in the 

second syllable (*k'red-). The appurtenance and the exact meaning of Hitt. karatan- have also 

been doubted.  

Perhaps it is possible to reconstruct another verb, PIE*h2oh3- óbelieveô > Hitt. hǕ-zi, Lat. 

Ǿmen óomen, auguryô; the semantics of the connection would work if the original meaning of 

*h2eh3- men- > Lat. Ǿmen was óthe credible (sign of the gods)ô. Note that an alternative 

etymology derives Lat. Ǿmen from *h3e
w
-s-men (ówhat is seenô, from the root of oculus 

óeyeô). Finally, there is the Avestan term daǛna- which is usually rendered as 'religion'; it is 

the etymological equivalent of Skr. dhena-. Another possible cognate is Lith. dain¨ 'song', 

Latv. daina. 

 

OATH 

Swearing is a religious act in all archaic religions, as the swearer takes gods as his witnesses. 

A common motive in many IE traditions is swearing by some holy water, e.g. the river Styx in 



the Greek mythology, Ganges in India and Leiptr in ancient Scandinavia. These rivers are 

often connected with the Otherworld (suggesting that one actually swears by oneôs ancestors 

who are now deceased), but Ganges was believed to have a source in the heavens 

(MahǕbhǕrata 3.107). In the Iliad (14.271-3) Hypnos (god of dreams) asks Hera to swear to 

him by using this formula: §grei nύn moi ·mosson a§aton Styģs hĨdǾr // kheir³ d̄ tǛ̼i het®rǛi 

m¯n h®le khth·na polyb·teiran // tǛ̼i dô het®rǛi h§la marmar®Ǜn... óCome on, and swear to me 

now by the terrible water of Styx, take by one hand the earth, rich in fodder, and by the other 

the shining seaô.  

There are not many words for óswearingô and óoathô in the PIE lexicon: 

*h1oyto- óoathô (OIr. oeth, OHG eid, Gr. oǫtos ócourse, fateô), a derivative of the root *h1ey- 

ógoô (Skr. ®mi, Lat. eo, OCS iti); the semantic connection between the verb óto goô and óoathô 

is seen in the practice of walking between parts of a sacrificed animal while giving an oath 

(this custom is recorded in Hittite documents and in the 14
th
 century Lithuania).  

*wroto- óoathô (ORuss. rota, Croat. arch. r¸ta, Skr. vrat§m ócommand, lawô); this term seems 

to be dialectal in PIE. The semantic connection between ócommand, lawô and óoathô is parallel 

to the connection between Lat. iȊro óswearô and iȊs ólawô < PIE *h2yewos- óvital forceô (Skr. 

y·Ἠ- óof lifeô, Av. yaoġ- ólife). 

*h2emh3- ógrasp, swearô (Gr. ·mnymi óswearô, Skr. §mǭti óholds grasps, swearsô, perhaps Lat. 

amo óloveô); in Latin, the semantic evolution was from óbe bound by an oathô to óhave as 

friend, loveô; the semantic connection between óhold, graspô and óswearô lies in the custom of 

touching or holding an object (or a person) one swears by. A similar semantic development 

may be seen in PCelt. *tongo- óswearô (OIr. tongaid, W tyngu) from PIE *teh2g- ótouchô (Lat. 

tango, Goth. tekan). 

In some languages the words for óoathô have less clear etymologies. PCelt. *lugiyo- óoathô 

(OIr. lugae) is sometimes derived from PIE *h2lewg- (Hitt. haluga- ómessageô), but the 

original meaning of the root is uncertain and the semantic connection is weak. PGerm. 

*swarja- óto swearô (Eng. swear, Germ. schwºren, Schwur) is usually connected with OCS 

svarʲ ódisputeô (Russ. sv§ra, Pol. swar), so the semantic evolution would be from óto have a 

disputeô to óswearô (the Slavic forms would need to be from a lengthened grade expected in a 

root-noun, PIE *swǾr-, and the Germanic forms from the o-grade *swor- of the same root). 

The Balto-Slavic verb for óswearingô (OCS klňti, Latv. klentǛt, OPr. klantemmai ówe 

beseechô) is probably from PIE *kleh1- ócallô (Gr. kal®Ǿ ócallô, OE hlynn ósoundô). 

 

 

  



3. ELEMENTS OF PIE MYTHOLOGY 

 

SKY GOD 

There are reasons to believe that PIE *dyǛws ósky, Sky-godô was the supreme deity of the PIE 

pantheon. He was certeainly most often preserved in the individual pantheons, cf. Ved. dya¼-, 

Lat. Dius Fidius, Gr. Ze¼s, Hitt. ġiuġ ógodô, ON TĨr. He is commonly addressed as ófatherô, 

PIE *dyǛws ph2tǛr óSky Fatherô > Lat. Iuppiter, Umbr. Iupater, Gr. Ze½s patǛr, Skr. DyauἨ 

pitǕ, Luv. tǕtis tiwaz, Latv. Dievs debess tǛvs; cf. also ON čĦinn ĆlfºĦr óOdin, father of allô 

and OIr. (Echu) Ollathir ó(Echu) father of allô. 

The sky god often bears the standard epithet óAll -knowingô, or óAll -seeingô: Gr. eurĨopa 

Ze¼s, RV 6.70.6 viŜv§vedas Dya¼Ἠ.  

 

DAWN GODDESS 

The Vedas praise the Dawn as a young maiden, and Ved. UἨǕs is clearly the same etymon as 

Gr. Hom. Ǜἔs; this deity plays almost no role in Greek mythology, so it seems that several of 

her attributes were taken by other deities, chiefly Aphrod²tǛ and Hel®nǛ < *welenǕ, from PIE 

*welh1- ówish, desire, chooseô (Lat. velle, OCS volja ówillô). Similarly in Lat. aurora is just an 

appelative, but the cult of the Dawn was preserved in the rites devoted to Mater Matuta. In 

Lithuanian dainas Auġrinǟ ódawnô is a young maiden often represented as marrying Mǟnuo 

óthe moonô. Lasicius (a Polish writer of the 16th century, on Lith. Auġra): Ausca dea est 

radiorum solis vel occumbentis vel supra horizontem ascendentis. 

 

 The Dawn was originally  the ódaughter of the Skyô, PIE *d
h
ugh2tǛr diwos > Ved. duhitǕ͕ 

div§s, Gr. thyg§tǛr Di·s (especially of Aphrodite, Helen, and the Muses); Alcman (Fr. 43 

Edm.) begins his poem with the words: M»sô §ge Kalli·pa thyg§ter Di·s ócome on Muse 

Calliope, daughter of Zeus!ô. Since Dawn is associated with poetic inspiration in the Vedas, it 

is not too far-fetched to assume that the phrase thyg§tǛr Di·s was transferred to the Muse 

from EǾs, who plays an unsignificant role in Greek mythology. In the Latvian and Lithuanian 

dainas, the phrase *d
h
ugh2tǛr diwos (deywos) is also found, e.g. Lith. Dievo dukrytǟ (of Saule, 

the Sun goddess). UǕs was a patron of the rishis, the Vedic poets, and the Old Irish goddess 

Brigit (dea poetarum according to bishop Cormac, who wrote in the tenth century) was born 

at dawn. Her name comes from PCelt. *brigantǭ < PIE *b
h
rg'ntih2 and from the same proto-

form is derived one of the epithets of Uġas, brρhatǭ óthe exalted oneô. The common epithet of 

the PIE dawn was óShiny Dawnô, with the adjective óshinyô derived from PIE *b
h
eh2-, cf. RV 

3. 6. 7: UἨ· vibhǕtǭ͕, Gr. Hom. phaeinỒ (an epithet of Eos), Pindar Nem. 6.52 phaenn«s A·os 

óof shiny Dawnô; she was the one who regularly opened the ódoors of heavenô RV 1. 48. 15: 

dvǕ͕rau div§s, Latv. dieva durvis, cf. RV 7.79.4 v² drρỲhaŜya d¼ro §drer aurἈoἨ óyou (U Ǖs) 

have opened the gates of the closed rockô. As a beautiful young woman, she is often 

represented as smiling, cf. Ved. UἨǕ͕s... smayate óDawn smilesô (RV 3.4.6ab), Gr. (Aphrod²tǛ) 

meidi§iei óAphrodite is smilingô (Hom. Hymn. 10.3); we mentioned above that there are 

reasons to believe that Aphrodite took over several of her attributes from the dawn goddess 

Eos, and in early Greek poetry Aphroditeôs standing epithet is philo-mmeidỒs ólaughter-

lovingô (e.g. Il . 5.375), where both Ved. sm§yate and Gr. -meid- are from PIE *smey- ósmileô. 

 



 

MOTHER EARTH 

Although it appears that the Earth was represented as ómotherô in most IE traditions, it is not 

generally represented as the spouse of ófather skyô; the Earth is a deity in Ved., where she is 

called Prρthivǭ͕ (Gr. plate´a, Gaul. Litavi, OE folde) < PIE *pltHwih 2 óThe broad oneô. Gr. 

Ga´a, does not have a PIE etymology, but she is also called Khthἔn (Aesch. Eumenides 6, fr. 

44. 1), and this is the Greek reflex of the PIE word for óearthô (*d
h
eg'

h
Ǿm). Gr. DǕmǕ͕tǛr is 

sometimes believed to be a personification of the same earth-goddess, but there is little 

evidence that dǕ- actually meant óearthô. Other deities that belong here are Hitt. Dagan-zipas 

annas, Lith. Ģemynǟ, Latv. Zemes MǕte (óMother of the Earthô), ON IºrĦ (Odinn's wife), and 

perhaps Thracian Semele; in Old English we have Folde, fǭra modor óEarth, mother of menô 

(in a charm). Tacitus claims that the Germans worship óNerthum, id est Terram matremô 

(Germ. 40. 2). Finally, OIr. Anu  is called mater deorum Hiberniensium (by Cormac in the 

10th century), cf. D§ ch²ch Anann (in Killarney) ótwo breasts of Anuô. The etymology of the 

name Anu is unknown. 

The standard epiteths of earth is ódarkô, cf. Hitt. dankuiġ tekan, Gr. khthἔn m®laina, Russ. 

Mat' ļ±rnaja zemlja, Lith. juodoji Ģemaitǟ, uoda Ģemǟlǟ, perhaps OIr. domunn donn (where 

domunn means óworldô, but donn is ódarkô). Another common expression is óbroad earthô: 

Hom. eure´a khthἔn, RV 6.17.7. kἨǕm urvǭm. Calin (2017: 75) mentions also Alb. dhe t± zi 

óblack earthô in Albanian folk-songs. In the Russian folklore, zemlja is commonly called 

syraja ówet, moistô, and the name of the Slavic goddess Mokoġʴ (perhaps the consort of the 

thunderer Perunʲ) is probably from the root of *mokrʲ ówetô (Croat. mokar, Russ. mokryj, 

etc.). 

 

SUN-GOD AND SUN MAIDEN 

The Sun is the only heavenly body that was worshipped by Indo-Europeans. In contrast to, 

e.g., the Semitic religions, the Moon plays a very modest role in Indo-European mythologies. 

The PIE word for ósunô, on the other hand, is a theonym in sevareal traditions. PIE *seh2wǾl 

ósunô is preserved as Ved. SȊ͕rya- and SȊ͕ryǕ, Gr. HỒlios, Latv. Saule and Saules meita. As a 

common noun, it is preserved in Lat. sǾl, as well as in OCS slʲnʴce, etc. 

As a mythological creature, the Sun shares a number of epithets across several IE traditions; e. 

g. it is a óseerô, cf. Ved. sȊryam...spaŜam, RV 4. 13. 3 Gr. EỒlion...skop·n ósun, the seerô; Also 

in Hymn to Demeter; since the sun is a óseerô, we can easily understand the semantic 

evolution in OIr., where  s¼il  means óeyeô, cf. also Arm. aregakn ósunô < óeye of the sunô. As 

the all-seeing deity, the Sun is the natural choice for the supervisor of oaths, and in several 

traditions we have records of oaths directed to the Sun (cf. Agamemnonôs oath in the Iliad 

3.276f.). In RV, it is stated that d²ŜaỠ sȊryo n§ minǕti óSun does not infringe the directions 

prescribedô, where d²Ŝ- ódirectionô is from the same root as Gr. d²kǛ ójustice, divine lawô. 

Heraclitus (B 92) states that the Sun does not overstep his measures, which implies that it 

always obeys the same divine rule. 

Moreover, the Sun drives across the sky in a chariot. Hence the expressions Ved. sȊryasya 

c§kram, Gr. HỒliou kĨklos óthe wheel of the sunô Aeschylus, Persae 504. Its course is ófastô, 

cf. Mimnermus fr. 11a. Ǿk®os Ǜel²oio and AV 13.2.2 ǕŜ¼m SȊ͕ryam < PIE *h1Ǿk'u- *seh2wǾl 

óswift sunô. In several traditions, Sunôs horses are also invoked (PIE *suh2los h1ek'wǾs), e.g. 



RV 1.115.3a §ŜvǕỠ...sȊ͕ryasya óthe Sunôs horsesô, Pindar Isth. 5.1+5 Ael²ou h²ppoi óthe Sunôs 

horsesô, Ovid Met. 2.154 solis equi, Latv. (LD 33627-10) Saules zirgu óthe Sunôs horseô, etc. 

Of course, these are the horses drawing the Sunôs chariot, cf. Old Norse (Gr²mnism§l 37) ó(the 

horses) Ćrvakr and AlsviĦr shall draw up the sunô. 

Finally, there are reasons to believe that heaven, or the Otherworld of the blessed ones, is 

located at the end of the Sunôs path in the PIE cosmology, cf. RV 10.95.18d: ó(after death) 

you shall rejoice in heaven (svarg®). Skr. svarga- óheavenô and Gr. ·lbos óblissô can probably 

both be derived from a PIE compound *su(h2)ol-g
w
h2o- óthat which goes towards the sunô 

(Janda 2005: 261f.). 

 

STORM-GOD (THUNDERER) 

The name of the PIE Storm-God is probably preserved in Hitt. Tarhunt-, ON ĩ·rr, OIr. 

torann < PIE *torh2-nt- óthunderô; we find a rather different etymon in Lith. PerkȊ͕nas and 

Russ. Per¼n (cf. also Gr. keraun·s óthunderô, which may have been abstracted from Zeus' 

epithet terpsik®raunos ódelighting in thunderboltô, perhaps from *perk
w
i-perawnos óhaving a 

smiting boltô). These names seem to come from PIE *per-k
w
-u-no-. In this PIE form, we may 

have the amalgam of two distinct etymons, a word for órockô (cf. Hitt. peruna- órockô, OInd. 

parvata- < *perwn-to-), and the word for óoakô (PIE *perk
w
u- > Lat. quercus, OHG fereh-

eih), cf. also the ON theonym Fjºrgyn ómother Earthô which appears to be from PGerm. 

*fergunja- ómountainô > Goth. fairguni ómountainô). The thunder is believed to be rocky (cf. 

the Byelorussian expression kamen Peruna, Lith. perkȊno akmuo), and the oak is the tree 

most often hit by thunder, hence it is dedicated to the Storm-God. On the other hand, these 

theonyms are probably unrelated to Ved. Parj§nya-, who is mostly associated with rain in the 

RV, and whose name is difficult to reconcile with the PIE proto-form *per-k
w
-u-no- (which is 

problematic anyway). PSl. *Perunʲ is probably originally óthe Strikerô, from the root *perti 

óto strikeô (cf. the figura etymologica in Byelorussian charms pjarun pjarecô óthe Thunder 

strikesô). The suffix is probably Slavic -unʲ used to form nomina agentis (as in OCS bŊgunʲ 

ófugitiveô from *bŊgti órunô). 

The standard weapon of the Storm-God is, of course, the thunder, which is often represented 

as some sort of mace, or hammer. Thus, Indra's mace is called v§jra-, from PIE *wag'- 

ósmashô (or *weh2g'-, with wovel-shortening by Lubotskyôs rule), cf. Gr. §gnymi ósmashô, 

TochA waŜir óthunderboltô. Thor's hammer is called Mjºllnir in the Edda, and this is from the 

same root as Latv. milna óthunderô, OCS mlʲnʴji óthunderô, Luv. maldani óhammerô and Lat. 

malleus óhammerô. In religious poetry and ritual, the Thunderer is often represented as a bull, 

e.g. Indra is said to be óthe bull of heavenô (vŘ͗ἨǕ div§Ỡ, RV 8.57.3b), while the Hittite storm-

god Tarhuntaġ is said to have become a bull (GUD.MAH kǭġati, KBo III 41). In the Greek 

religion, the bull was one of the sacred animals of Zeus, who became the Thunderer (although 

he bears the name of the original sky-god), and in Latvian dainas one referes to óbulls of 

Dievsô (Dieva vǛrġi, LD 2221) who drink up a river. 

 

DIVINE TWINS 

The following mythological creatures are divine twins, a mythological conception of probably 

PIE origin: Gr. Di·skouroi (Castor and Polydeuces), Ved. AŜv²nǕ (dual), also called NǕsatyǕ, 

Latv. dieva dǛli (óthe sons of Dievs). In the RV, the AŜvins are called óDescendents (or sons) 



of the Skyô: Ved. div· napǕtǕ  RV1. 117. 12, 182. 1; they are often described as óyouthfulô, 

yuvǕnǕ (RV 1. 117. 14), and in Latin, Castor and Pollux (< PolydeucǛs) are called iuvenes  

(Cicero, De natura deorum  2.6). 

They are associated with horses: Pindar (Ol. 3. 39) calls them e¼ippoi, óhaving good horsesô, 

and RV 7.68.1 has su§ŜvǕ ówith good horsesô; Castor is usually called hipp·damos óhorse-

tamingô in Homer. They are óbrightô: RV 8.5.32 refers to the AŜvins as p¼ruŜcandrǕ óvery 

brightô. The name of PolydeukǛs is probably dissimilated from *polyleukǛs ówith many lightsô 

(cf. Gr. leuk·s ówhiteô). 

 

They are brothers of the Dawn (in the RV), and of Helen (in Greek Myth); in both the Greek 

and in the Vedic traditions they are invoked as the saviours, or helpers, Gr. sǾt®res. Their 

Vedic name NǕsatyǕ probably also originally meant ósavioursô, cf. Goth. nasjands óSaviour, 

Christô.  

 

Some authors have proposed that traces of the Indo-European twin horsemen were preserved 

in the Anglo-Saxon legend about Hengest and Horsa (literally óStallionô and óHorseô, the 

brothers who allegedly conquered Roman Britain in the 5
th
 century A.D. The legend is 

preserved by Bede the Venerable in his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum and in the 

later Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. 

 

 

HORSE SACRIFICE 

There is no doubt that horses played an important role in the Indo-European society. 

Consequently, the sacrifice of a horse is the mother of all sacrifices. Ved. aŜvamedha- was a 

ritual of royal inauguration; after running around the kingdom freely for an amount of time, 

the queen was made to symbolically mate with it, and then it was butchered. The Vedic name 

of the ritual is sometimes compared with the Gaul. name Epomeduos, but this does not 

amount to much; more importantly, the coronation ritual of Ulster kings, as recorded by 

Giraldus Cambrensis in the 12th century also included the ritual slaughter of a horse, in whose 

broth the elected king was made to bath. One important character in the Ulster sagas, Medb, is 

often seen as a sovereignty figure (she spends men quite ostentatiously, including several 

kings), and her name contains the same element (*med
h
wo- óintoxicationô) recognized in 

aŜvamedha-. Finally, the Roman ritual October Equus (unsurprisingly held in October) 

involved horse racing followed by the sacrifice of a horse, whose head was put on a stake 

outside of the Regia. The ritual involved the Rex sacrorum, so it is quite possible that it had 

something to do with the consecration of a king in Romeôs days of kingship. In the Slavic 

folklore songs studied by Radoslav Katiļiĺ, the hero whose return marks the beginning of 

spring (Jarylo) is slaughtered in the form of a horse at the end of the fertility rite.  

Although horses are important in mythologies of several Indo-European peoples, it is by no 

means clear that the rite of horse sacrifice itself was inherited from PIE, as it could equally 

have spread at a later date. This depends, in part, on whether the speakers of PIE domesticated 

horses or not. The date of domestication of horses is debated in archaeology: the first culture 

to systematically herd horses was probably the Botai culture from Kazakhstan in the 4
th
 

millennium B.C, and it is not impossible that this culture was in contact with the speakers of 

PIE, who could have used horses for riding. However, the horse-drawn chariots that play an 

important role in Hittite, Indo-Iranian, Greek and Celtic cultures are certainly a post-Indo-

European technological development. 



 

THE DRAGON-SLAYING MYTH  

It has been claimed that a PIE formula *g
wh

ent h3eg
wh

im óhe slew the serpentô can be 

reconstructed on the basis of the formulaic expressions such as the following: Ved. §hann 

§him (of Indra, who slew the dragon Vrtra), Av. ǳanat aģǭm (of Thraetaona, who slew the 

nasty serpent Aģi Dahaka, Hitt. 
muġ

Illuyankan kuenta (of the Storm God, Hitt. Tarhunt-), OIr. 

gono m²l óI slay the beastô (in charm texts). Homer also uses verbs from the same root, e.g. 

®pephnen, when describing the slaying of several monsters. For example, in his description of 

how Bellerophontes slew the Chimaira (Il . 6. 179-186): pr¹ton m®n rha Kh²mairan 

amaimak®tǛn ek®leusen pephn®men... t¸ tr²ton a¾ kat®pephnen Amaz·nas aniane²ras ófirst he 

decided to kill the terrible Chimaira... and thirdly he killed the Amazons, who were similar to 

menô.  The same phraseology is used in Pindar's account of the same myth (Ol. 6. 179-186): 

óSo mounted, out of the cold gulfs of the high air forlorn, he smote the archered host of 

women, the Amazons, and the Chimaira, breathing flame; and the Solymoi, and slew 

(®pephnen) themô. Another root often used in dragon-slaying texts is *b
h
eyd- ósplitô (v²... 

vrtr§sya Ŝiro bibheda óhe (Indra) splitted the head of Vrtraô (RV 8. 6. 6.). It is possible that 

the root *b
h
eyd- is just a variant of *b

h
eyH- (if *H = *h 1) óto strikeô, which yielded OCS biti, 

OIr. benaid, OLat. per-fines. This verb is regularly used in the Slavic dragon-slaying myth 

preserved in the folk-lore texts (e.g. in Byelorussian dyk tut Pjarun zabiv zmeja óhere the 

Thunder slew the dragonô, Katiļiĺ 2008: 136). The alternation *d / *h1 would be parallel to 

the one in PIE *med- ómeasureô (> Lat. medeor óhealô, OIr. midithir ójudgeô) and *meh1- 

ómeasureô (> OCS mŊra, Skr. mǕti). 

The original dragon-slayer was probably the Storm-God, PIE *torh2nt-, as in the Slavic myth, 

where the thunderer Perunʲ slays the snaky dragon Velesʲ (Volosʲ in Russian sources). Note 

that there is still no consensus about the reconstruction of the PIE word for ósnakeô, the 

Storm-God's opponent. While *h3eg
wh

i- will serve to reconcile Ved. §hi-, Av. aģǭ- and Gr. 

·phis, Lat. anguis and OCS Ńģʴ point to a nasalized root, perhaps *h2eng
wh

i-/*h2eg
wh

i-. 

 

THE DRINK OF IMMORTALITY  

Many IE traditions have a story about the drink and/or food of the immortals; this substance is 

often said to provide the consumer with immortality, cf. Ved. soma, Gr. ambros²a (the food of 

the gods, from PIE *n-mrto- óimmortalô), and n®ktar, the drink of the gods, from PIE *nek'-

terh2- ódeath-overcomingô, with the regular loss of the laryngeal in compounds. Compare AV 

4.35 tarǕἈi mrρtyum óI will overcome deathô. In the Norse tradition, a parallel is perhaps 

represented by the story of M²mir's well, a drink from which gives supernatural wisdom. The 

immortal drink of the gods is often represented as mead, PIE *med
h
u- (> Skr. m§dhu, Gr. 

m®thy ówineô, Lith. medus). The Norse tradition also teaches us that it was Odin who changed 

into an eagle, and then felw and spat the mead into the cauldrons of gods (Sk§ldskaparm§l 6; 

this story has curious parallels in the Hittite rituals (KBo 6472 11ff) where the Storm-god 

receives the sacred water from eagles Rig-Veda, where it is the falcon (Ŝyen§-) who brought 

the mead (m§dhu-) to the god Indra (RV 4.18.13d).  

 

COSMOGONY 



In a number of traditions, the origin of the world ï either in its physical or in its social aspect 

ï is connected with the myth of the ótwinô (PIE *(H)yemo- > Skr. yama- ótwinô, Av. yima-, 

Latv. j½mis ópair (of fruits)ô, OIr. emon ótwinô, ON Ymir, perhaps also Lat. Remus (if from 

*yemos on the analogy with Romulus) and geminus ótwinô (with g- on the analogy with gigno 

óengenderô). The root may be identical with the one in imǕgo ópictureô, Hitt. himma- 

óimitation, substituteô. This primeval twin has, in all appearances, nothing to do with the 

divine twins, the sons of the sky (see above). In the Norse myth (Gr²mnism§l 40-41) the giant 

Ymir is dissected and the mountains are formed from his skull, the trees from his hair, etc: čr 

Ymis holdi vas jºrĪ of skºpuĪ, en ·r sveita sȗr, bjºrg ·r beinum, baĪmr ·r h§ri en ·r hausi 

himinn. óFrom the flesh of Ymir the world was formed, from his blood the billows of the sea, 

the hills from his bones,  the trees from his hair, the sphere of heaven from his skullô.  

 

In Middle Persian Bundahiġn, it is told how Ohrmazd created the first human, GayǾmart 

(from Av. gaya- óaliveô and marϸtan ódeadô) together with an ox; both the ox and GayǾmart 

later died (partly due to the intervention of the evil demon Ahriman), and then the beneficial 

plants, animals and, ultimately, humans were created from the semen of the ox, while the 

metals (copper, tin, gold, iron) were created from various parts of GayǾmartôs body. 

According to a different tradition (Bundahiġn 6.f7), the first human couple Maġǭa and 

MaġiǕnag sprang from a rhubarb plant that grew from GayǾmartôs sperm. 

 

Tacitus (in Germania, 2), tells how the Germans believe that they originate from a primeval 

Tuisto (originally ótwinô?), who had a son called Mannus ómanô. This is reminiscent of the 

Vedic myth, where Yama was the first mortal to die (RV 10.13.4d: ófor the godsôs sake, he 

chose deathô), and he was subsequently given the rule of the Otherworld. His brother, Manu-, 

the progenitor of the humankind, sacrificed him. Some comparative mythologists believe that 

the figure of Yama-/Yima- was replaced by Kronos, the castrated and deposed father of Zeus, 

in Greek mythology. According to Pindar (Ol. 2.68-73) he continued to reign in the Isle of the 

Blessed, one of the Greek variants of the Otherworlds. In Latvian dainas, there is a 

mythological figure of Jumis who has a sister Jumala (e.g. LD 28536: óJumis took Jumala for 

a rideô), but there are no indication that they were ever considered the progenitors of 

humankind. Incidentally, in some Vedic hymns, Yama is given a twin sister Yamǭ (e.g. 

10.10.7a: óI have been consumed by the love for Yama, Yamǭô. 

The legend of a miraculous birth of twins also lies in the legend of the foundations of Emain 

Machae, the ancient capital of Ulster in the Old Irish Ulster Cycle. In that legend, it is told 

how the goddess Macha raced as a mare with other horses while being pregnant, and gave 

birth to twins after the race. The tale is used to explain how Emain Machae óthe twins of 

Machaô got its name. The motif of the sacrificed twin may have its roots in the widespread 

infanticide of one of the twins in early societies, in which it was economically impossible for 

women to raise twins. 

 

OTHERWORLD 

There is no evidence for a consistent picture of the PIE otherworld. We do not know where it 

was, but it appears that the abode of the dead is reachable by boat, cf. OIr. t²r inna mban, 

which is an island, as is the tech Duinn óthe house of Donnô, to which the eponymous deity 

(ñthe dark oneò) invited his descendants, the Irish people to come when they die (OIr. co tech 

nDuind frisnd§lait mairb óto the house of Donn where the dead have their trystô). Likewise, 

the island of Avalon in the British legend is the resting place of heroes, such as King Arthur 



(Welsh Arthwr). OCS navʲ óthe otherworldô is derivable from the word for óboatô, PIE 

*neh2u- (Lat. nǕvis, Skr. na¼-, etc.), and in the Greek belief, one has to cross the river Styx to 

reach the otherworld. The idea that one crosses the river is here combined with the other one, 

namely that the realm of the dead is underground; in the Old Irish sagas, you enter it via the 

fairy mounds, the s²d (< PIE *sǛdos óseatô). In a few traditions we find the idea that the dead 

abide in a wonderful meadow, rich in horses, cf. Hitt. wǛllu- ómeadow (of the otherworld)ô, 

Gr. (W)ǛlĨsion ped²on óElysean fieldsô; in TochA the word walu ódeadô may be related, as 

well as ON val-hºll óValhallaô. Lith. V®lnias ódevilô may be from the same root, as well as the 

name of the Slavic god of the dead and cattle, Velesʲ (Russian also Volosʲ), but this is 

uncertain. If all of these words are indeed related, they point to a PIE root *welH-. The 

concept of a meadow, or pasture for the dead is also found in Vedic, e.g. RV 10.14.2: óthis 

cow pasture is not to be taken awayô, as well as in OIr. mag mell, mag meld óthe plain of 

pleasureô, one of the euphemisms for the Otherworld (e.g. Immram Brain, 34, 39; the attribute 

meld is probably related to Lat. mollis ósoftô). The Elysean fields in the Greek tradition are 

sometimes confused with the Meadow of Asphodelus (Asph·delos leimἔn), where souls of the 

dead wander to receive the blood sacrifices of the living (e.g. Od. 24.13-14). 

In the Rig Veda, we find a belief that the realm of the deceased (óthe fathersô, pitaras) is in the 

sky, more precisely in the Milky Way (svarga-, which is compared to Gr. ·lbios óblessedô < 

*swel-g
w
(H)o-). 

The otherworld may have been ruled by the original progenitor of mankind, *Yemo- (Skr. 

Yama-, Av. Yima-), see above. Caesar (De bello Gallico, IV: 18) says that the Gauls 

considered themselves descendants of Dis Pater, the god he identified with the Roman god of 

the underworld. 

 

FIRE IN WATER (?) 

A mythological fiery protector of waters is reconstructed on the basis of Lat. NeptȊnus, Skr. 

ApǕ͕m N§pǕt (< *h2epǾm nepǾt- óthe descendant of water (ap-)ô, identified with Agni, the 

fire), OIr. Nechtan (a mythical spouse of Boand, the river Boyne), cf. also ON saevar niĦr 

ódescendant of the seaô (a kenning for ófireô). In the RV (e.g. RV 2.1.ab), it is stated that Agni 

ófireô is born brom the waters (adbhy§s), and that his home is in the waters (apsv ¨gne s§dhiἨ 

ἲ§va, RV 8.43.9a). Pindar, in his famous first Olympian Ode (1.1) constrasts fire with water: 

§riston m¯n hĨdǾr, ho d¯ khrys¸s aith·menon pύr óWater is best, while gold, like blazing fire 

(shines)ô. All of this, however, is on a very shaky soil. NeptȊnus is plausibly derived from PIE 

*neb
h
-tu- ómoistureô (Av. napta- ómoistô), and the name Nechtan may be from the root 

*neyg
w
- óto washô (OIr. nigid). 

 

THE WORLD-TREE 

In a number of traditions we find a conception of a world-tree, growing through the three 

cosmic spheres: the earth, the middle sphere (Ved. ant§rikἨa-) and the sky. The most famous 

example is the Old Norse ash-tree yggdr§sil. Here is its description in Gr²mnism§l 32: 

Ratatoskr heitir ²korni, / er renna skal /at aski Yggdrasils; /arnar orĦ /hann skal ofan bera /ok 

segja /niĦhºggvi niĦr. óRatatosk is the squirrel who shall run on the ash-tree Yggdrasil; from 

above it bears the words of the eagle and tells them to NiĦhºgg (the world serpent) beneathô; 

the picture is repeated in Gylfaginning 16: óAn eagle (ºrn) sits in the limbs of the Ash and 



between his eyes sits the hawk called VeĦrfºllnir. The squirrel called Ratatosk... bears words 

between the eagle and the serpent NiĦhºggô. Similar motives are found in Slavic folk-lore and 

in the Celtic mythology (e.g. the wonderful tree on which the god Llew is sitting in the shape 

of the eagle in the Mabinogi). The first element of the name Ygg-drasil contains the root 

*IHwo- óyewô which is also found in the name of the mythological world-tree of the Hittite 

myth (
GIĠ

Eya-, KUB XVII, 10. IV 27-31: óBefore Telipiniu stands an eya-tree, from the eya-

tree a sheepskin is hungô). In Hittite, the tree is represented in the myth of the vanishing god 

Telipinu (who is discovered in his hiding by a bee), and it is said that sheepôs wool (hulana-) 

and other valuables are hanging from it. In the Slavic folk-lore texts, the tree is represented as 

a fir-tree with roots in the water (a stream or a source), and a dragon is often depicted lying 

beneath it. Bees are found in its branches, and on its top there is a bird of prey (an eagle or a 

falcon) watching far away. In some East Slavic charms the wool is also found on its branches 

(in parallel to the Hittite motive mentioned above). 

In Greek and Indo-Iranian, the conception of the world-tree seems to be missing, but we do 

have the idea that the sky is supported by props, or pillars (the pillars of Atlas, sometimes 

understood as his shoulders, e.g. in Ibycus, or Od. 1.52-4 (k²ones makra²). In RV 8.41.10 it is 

said that Varu a holds the heaven with a pillar, and in RV 1.24. 7 it is said that óVaruna is 

holding the top of the tree erected in the baseless spaceô. AV 5.4.3ab speaks of the ĆŜvattha 

tree óin the third heaven above us... the seat of godsô. Many linguists see in the conception of 

the world tree an influence of the shamanistic traditions of Northern Eurasia, rather than PIE 

inheritance. 

The heaven itself is considered to be made of stone; indeed, the word for óheavenô in Avestan 

is asman-, from PIE *h2ekômǾn, the reflexes of which mean óstoneô (Skr. §ŜmǕ, OCS kamy, 

Lith. akmu»). Note that in Greek we have a shadowy figure of ĆkmǾn, who is said to be the 

father of Ouran·s (óthe skyô) in Alkman, (PMGF 61). 

 

BATTLE OF GODS 

In a number of traditions, we find mention of óformer godsô, Gr. theo³ pr·teroi (Hesiod, 

Theog. 424, 486, Ved. pȊ͕rve devǕ͕s (RV 1.164.50), Hitt. karuilieġ ġiuneġ. Also, in several 

traditions, we find the two generations of gods fighting each other for supremacy, like Ved. 

Asuras and Devas, Av. Daevas and Angra Mainyu versus Ahura Mazda (the supreme deity 

established by Zarathuġtra), the Greek Olympian gods and Titans, OIr. T¼atha D® Danann, 

the Fir Bolg and the Fomoire, and the Norse Aesir and Vanir. These stories about the clash of 

two generations (or simply bands) of gods have actually rather little in common and it is 

unclear whether a common myth can be posited for PIE.  

 

FATES 

Most IE mythologies recognize three female divine figures in charge of the fates of men and, 

sometimes, also of the gods. In Greece they are known collectively as the Moǫrai (from the 

root *smer- óreceive a shareô, Gr. m®ros), and their names are KlǾthἔ (from the verb klἔthǾ 

óweaveô), L§khesis (from lagkh§nǾ óreceive (by lot)ô and Ćtropos (óthe un-turningô from a- 

ónotô and tr®pǾ óturnô), cf. Hesiod, Theog. 905; in Rome, they are the Parcae (from parere óto 

give birth toô), and their names are Nona (ñthe ninthò), Decuma (ñthe tenthò) and Morta (ñthe 

dead oneò or rather a derivative of PIE *smer-, like Moǫrai); Nona and Decuma are probably 



called thus because children are born in the ninth or tenth month of pregnancy. In Old Norse 

the Fates are the three Nornir: UrĦ, VerĦandi and Skuld (literally óthe one which was, the 

present one and the one who shall beô, e.g. Vºlusp§ 20, Gylfaginning 15). In Lithuanian 

Dainas, the goddess of fate is called Laimǟ, but sometimes she is represented in triple form, as 

the three fates, Laima, Dalia and Giltinǟ. In the Hittite mythology, there are the Gulġeġ (from 

the verbal root gulġ- óto writeô, since they write down the manôs fate), but we do not know 

their individual names (in other contexts, when they are represented as spinners of destiny, 

fate goddesses are called Iġtuġtaya and Papaya). While it is curious that there are usually 

three female goddesses of fate, it is quite possible that we are dealing with a single 

mythological motive spreading from Anatolia and/or the Eastern Mediterranean, since we 

cannot exclude the possibility that the three Greek Moiras are the source of all the other 

goddesses of Fate. The motive of spinning the thread of a manôs life or destiny (e.g. Od. 

7.195-198, Ovid, Met. 2.653-4, 8.451-457) can also have been ultimately borrowed from the 

Middle East via the Greeks. 

 

A FEW OTHER MYTHOLOGICAL CREATURES 

Gr. Paᶅn and Ved. PȊἨ§n- < *pewh2sǾn (or *peh2us-h3on-, from the root *peh2- óto herdô, cf. 

Lat. pǕstor óshepherdô); both deities are protectors of cattle and are associated with wilderness 

and traveling. Pan is not attested in Homer, and his chief sanctuary was in Arcadia. Elsewhere 

in Greece his functions seem to have been taken over by Hermes. PȊἨ§n- is the mediator 

between gods and men, usually accompanied by goats (like Pan). Like Hermes in his function 

of the psychopompos, PȊan guides the dead on the ancestors' path. 

Skr. rρbhu- and Gr. Orphe¼s; the Rbhus are divine craftsmen in the Veda, and their art 

resembles the musical artistry of Orpheus; together with TvaἨtar, their boss, they made the 

weapon of Indra, his v§jra. The rρbhus have also been related to Norse Alfs (dwarves), but that 

is even less convincing. 

Skr. Aryam§n- (Av. airyaman- ófriendshipô) and OIr. £rem·n (son of M²l), OIc. Iormºnr (a 

name of čĦinn); all three names could be derived from the alleged PIE ethnonym *h2eryo- 

óthe Aryanô.  

óThe fire-thiefô Gr. PromǛthe¼s bears a name similar to Skr. MǕthava-, a mythical king who 

had fire in his eyes. The root would have been PIE *meth2- óto stealô (Ved. mathnǕ͕ti). 

Gr. Ǿkean·s (a mythical river encompassing the world) has been compared to the Vedic 

epithet Ǖ-Ŝ§yǕna-, predicated of the dragon Vrρtr§- (e.g. RV 4.17.7), who captured the 

cows/rivers (for the mythical equivalence of cows and rivers compare also OIr. B·and  óthe 

river Boyne < PCelt. *bow-windǕ ówhite cowô). And indeed, the Okeanos is represented with 

a dragon-tail on some early Greek vases. 

The hell-hound, or the dog guarding the entrance to the underworld, is sometimes posited on 

the basis of the correspondence between Gr. K®rberos and Ved. Ŝ§bala- (later also Ŝ§rvara- 

óspeckledô, but the epithet is applied to the two hounds guarding the otherworld). However, a 

proto-form *k'erbero- looks distinctly non-Indo-European, so it is probable that both K®rberos 

and Ŝ§bala- are loanwords from some unknown source. 

  



PART II. A SELECTION OF TEXTS 

 

HITTITE 

The sources of our knowledge about Hittite religion are quite diverse. Firstly, there is a large 

number of archaeological findings, scattered throughout the Hittite Empire, including the 

spectacular temple at Yazilikaya and religious complexes within the Hittite capital at Hattuġa 

(BoỲaz-Kºy, see Appendix). More importantly for our purposes, we have extensive written 

documents found in the royal archives of Hattuġa (texts found in other excavations are much 

less numerous). These include many precise descriptions of Hittite rituals, including 

mythological texts and prayers recited during their performance, but also historiographic texts 

(the annals of Hittite kings) which often include references to rituals and prayers (e.g. the 

famous Prayers of Murġili II against the plague). They were written down roughly between 

1700 and 1180 B.C.. The standard reference to Hittite texts are the abbreviations KUB 

(Keilschrift-Urkunden aus Boghazkºy, 60 volumes) and (Keilschrifttexte aus Boghazkºy, 45 

volumes). All of these texts are written in cuneiform script on clay tablets, and methods of 

modern palaeography have allowed linguists to distinguish between Old Hittite texts (roughly 

from 1700 until 1550), Middle Hittite (1550-1300) and Neo-Hittite (1300-1150), though many 

Old Hittite texts exist only in rather late transcriptions.  

óOne thousand gods of the land of Hattiô included many borrowed deities, and a handful of 

them that bear inherited names. For example, the Hittite god of Thunder was called Tarhunt in 

Hittite, and this name has a clear Indo-European etymology (see below); however, in Hattic 

he was called Taru, and the similarity of the two names is probably accidental. Likewise, 

original Sumerian Inanna was first identified with the Akkadian goddess Iġtar, and then she 

became Hurrian Ġawoġka. None of these names are originally Hittite or Indo-European. 

There is some evidence for a structured pantheon, especially in the Hattic stratum of the 

Hittite religion. The divine family is represented by Wurukatte (the Hattic head of the 

pantheon) and his wife Wuruġemmu, probably identical to the Sun-goddess of Arinna. Their 

children are Telipinu (a fertility god who cyclically disappears and causes the general 

infertility of the alnd) and Mezzula, whose function is not entirely clear. These gods seem to 

have been particularly worshipped at the court, and are in a sense protectors of the king and 

the royal family.  

Many Hittite gods are local, in the sense that the center of their power is concentrated in 

particular places of worship. Thus, the Hattic Sun-goddess (probably) Wuruġemmu, had her 

cult center in Arinna, and the Storm-god was worshipped in Nerik and in Zippalanda. At 

Ġariġġa and Karakhna, there was a cult center of a god often depicted on a stag, with a hare 

and a falcon in his hand. His name was probably Kurunta. Kubaba, a minor goddess in Hittite 

religion, was worshipped at Karchemish, but later she became the Cybebe-Cybele, the great 

Mother-goddess of the Phrygians, whose cult was imported to Rome. Carchemish was a city 

in northern Syria, but only a few of other ancient places of worship can be localized 

archaeologically. 

Since the Hittite Empire lasted for more than half a millennium (roughly from 1750 to 1150), 

divinities and their names went in and out of fashion. It is curious that one of the earliest 

Hittite theonyms, that of óOur Godô (Hitt. Ġiu-ġummiġ), which is attested in our very first 

Hittite text (óThe Proclamation of Anittaô) does not occur in later texts. In the last centuries of 

the existence of the Hittite state, it seems that the Hurrian divine names gain ground at the 



expense of Hittite, Hattic and Semitic ones, and this can be connected to the fact that the 

ruling dynasty of the Empire was Hurrian at that time. 

Hittite gods were anthropomorphic; there were, however, a few theriomorphic divine 

creatures, like the bulls of the Storm-God, Ġerri and Hurri. Indeed, the Storm-God himself, 

Tarhunt, is occasionally represented as a bull (e.g. in the depictions found in Alaca-H¿y¿k). 

One recalls immediately the epithets of Indra (vrρġabha- and rρġabha-, both meaning óbullô) and 

the fact that the Greek master of the thunderbolt, Zeus, also has a strong connection with bulls 

(in the shape of a bull he impregnated his mistress Europa). But, on the whole, it appears that 

Hittites, as well as Indo-Europeans, worshipped their gods in the human shape, but that, being 

very powerful, the gods could, if they wished, change their shape into particular animals. 

As in many other religions of the Ancient Near East, the proper attitude of humans towards 

gods is the one of slaves, or servants to their masters. The structure of the divine society is 

modelled according to the structure of the human society, so that, for instance, the king is seen 

as the chief servant of the gods. If they are not served properly, the gods are likely to take 

offence, and to punish the negligent servant and his property (including his family and his 

land, i.e. the land of the Hittites). Only regular sacrifices can supress the wrath of the gods, 

who usually do not forget the sins of the humans. When king Ġuppilulliuma (óHe of the pure 

sourcesô) forgot to perform the sacrifice to the river MǕla (Euphrates), the plague ravished his 

land for twenty years. Failure to perform the proper sacrifices is a sin, just like breaking one 

of many taboos that affected the life of ordinary people as well as of kings. The most awful of 

all taboos are called hurkil, e.g. having sex with cows, dogs, or pigs, but, interestingly, having 

sex with horses is not a hurkil according to Hittite laws. 

In the last decades of the existence of the Hittite empire, it seems that a new conception 

gained ground: the last Hittite kings had their own personal protectors, with whom they 

established a more personal relationship; as Hattuġili III tells us in his autobiography, he was 

the favourite of Iġtar of Ġamukha since he was born, and it was this goddess that helped his 

way to the throne. It is important to note that many Hittites bore theophoric names, but some 

of these names were never recorded outside of the royal family. This might mean that several 

deities ï including, probably, most of the Hattic gods and goddesses ï were only worshipped 

at the court, as part of the official cult, whereas they were practically unknown among the 

ordinary people. 

Eschatological conceptions of the Hittites are not altogether clear; broken vessels in tombs, 

together with remains of food and drinks, clearly indicate that some sort of afterlife was 

envisaged, and in the case of the king, it was generally thought that he would be deified after 

his death; in fact, the common expression for óhe diedô, when applied to kings, is óhe became 

godô. Note that in Egypt, the Pharaohs were thought to be gods already during their lifetime, 

and the Hittite habit of deifying their kings is similar to Roman solemn declarations by the 

Senate that people like Caesar, Augustus, and other emperors became gods after dying. There 

is, moreover, the conception of the ómeadow of the otherworldô (Hitt. wellu-), where the king 

is supposed to pasture his flocks in the afterlife. This has clear parallels in Greek (the Elysian 

fields) and, perhaps, Celtic (OIr. mag mell). It is quite unclear where the meadow of the 

otherworld is supposed to be located. 

The priests were a numerous and very privileged caste in the Hittite society. Their duty was to 

take care of the temple, seen as the house of gods. The gods were thought to be actually living 

in the temple, and they were represented by their statues, many of which were excavated at 

Hittite sites. Temples contained paved courts and many small rooms surrounding them, as in 

Babylonia and Minoan Crete, and one of the rooms adjacent to the court housed the statue of 



the god worshipped in the temple, usually on a pedestal, or the so-called huwaġi stone. Taking 

away a statue of a god was considered as an ill-omen. The priests were also responsible for 

various rites and sacrifices, and these had to be performed according to rigidly prescribed 

instructions, in conditions of ritual purity ï pollution or impurity (Hitt. pǕpratar) can spoil 

any ceremony, and had to be avoided, or remedied, by magical incantations. The large 

majority of Hittite texts, especially from the late periods (13-12 centuries B.C.) are 

instructions for the correct performance of seemingly endless rituals. The rites, although 

rigidly prescribed, were not necessarily ascetic: most of the instructions end with the phrase 

óand then the priests eat and drinkô, and there is one particular ritual in which the royal prince 

must sleep with twelve women (servants in a temple). 

Divination was also part of the priestsô duties, and there were several techniques thereof: 

interpreting dreams, looking into a sacrificed animal's liver, or examining how one of the 

templeôs animals had waned. All of these techniques are attested in other Near Easter 

religions of the IInd Millennium B.C.. 

It appears that there were also priestesses (they are usually called ówise womenô) but they 

were in charge of less important rituals, especially magic.  

Principal Hittite gods all have non-IE names: Wuruġemmu, Wurukatte, Lelwanni (the death 

goddess), Taru, Telepinu, Eġtan (the sun god), Hapantalli (sun godôs shepherd), Halmaġuitt 

(the personified throne), Kaġku (the Moon), Kait (the grain goddess) and the divine smith 

Haġammili are all from Hattic. On the other hand, Hurrian names include the two bulls Ġerri 

and Hurri , the Hurrian equivalent of Iġtar, the winged seductress Ġawoġka standing on a lion, 

her two female attendants Ninatta and Kulitta, the Hurrian storm-god Teġġub and his consort 

Hebat, their son Ġarruma as well as Kumarbi, the ruler of gods before Tarhuntôs revolution 

overthrew him. Theonyms with decent PIE etymologies include Ġiuġ (< *dyǛws óskyô), 

Tarhunt- (the Storm-God, from PIE *torh2nt- óthunderô), Dagan-zipa (from PIE *d
h
eg'

h
om- 

óearthô, with the Hattic suffix -zipa) and, possibly, Ullikummi, if from PIE *wlik
w
-mo- óthe 

wet (or bathed) oneô, since this name denotes the giant, slain by the Thunder-God, who is 

standing in the Ocean (cf. OIr. fliuch ówetô, Lat. liquor óliquidô). Arma, the Hittite name of the 

Moon god (Sumerian 
d
EN.ZU, Akkadian 

d
SĊN), may be derivable from PIE *h1ormo- óthe 

measurerô (TochB yarm ómeasureô).    

  



 

1. The dragon Illuyankaġ and the Storm-God 

 

 

 



 

ñThus speaks the priest Kilas of the city of Nerik 

on the feast-day of the Tarhunt, the Caelestial One: 

When the feast of Purulliya is held, they speak thus: 

There should be peace in the land of Hatti 

and the earth should be steadfast, 

and when the earth is steadfast 

Purulliya is held. 

When Tarhunt, the Storm God escaped from Illuyanka 

in the land of Kiġkilu 

Ill uyanka overcame him. 

Then Tarhunt became sad 

and he was with all the gods. 

Inara made a feast: 

she prepared many things, 

a barrel of wine, a barrel of beer 

and a barrel of another drink. 

There was plenty of drink there. 

Inara then went to Zigarat 

and found Hupaġiya. 

Inara said: 

óHupaġiya, look, behold! 

I will say something to you: 

come here and join me!ô 

Hupaġiya said to Inara: 

óI will do your heart's desire 

if I may sleep with you.ô 



And she lay with him. 

Inara took Hupaġiya to a temple, 

and locked him there.  

She called Illuyanka from its hole: 

óBehold, I will make a feast, 

come eat and drink!ô 

Then Illuyanka came with its offspring, 

they ate and they drank, 

they drank a barrel of each drink 

and became very drunk. 

Thus, they could not return to their hole, 

and Hupaġiya tied Illuyanka with a rope. 

Then Tarhunt came, 

and slew Illuyanka, 

and all the gods were with him.ò 

 

2. The myth of Telipinu, the vanishing God 

 
GIĠ

lu-ut-ta-a-us kam-ma-ra-a-as Iἧ-BAT 

£-er tuh-hu-is Iἧ-BAT  

I-NA GUNNI-ma kal-mi-i-sa-ni-is ¼-i-su-u-ri -ya-an-ta-ti  

is-ta-na-na-as an-da DINGIR
MEĠ

 ¼-i-su-u-ri -ya-an-ta-ti  

I-NA TĒR an-da UDU
HI.A

 KI.MIN  

I-NA £.GUϞ an-da-an GUϞHI.A
 ¼-i-su-u-ri -ya-an-ta-ti  

UDU-us-za SILAϞ-ZU mi-im-ma-as  

GUϞ-ma AMAR-ĠU mi-im-ma-as  
D
Te-le-pe-nu-sa ar-ha i-ya-an-ni-is  

hal-ki-in 
D
Im-mar-ni-in sa-al-hi-an-ti-en ma-an-ni-it-ti-en is-pi-ya-tar-ra pe-e-

da-as  

gi-im-ri ¼-e-el-lu-i mar-mar-as an-da-an 
D
Te-le-pe-nu-sa pa-it  

mar-mar-ri an-da-an ¼-li -is-ta  

se-e-ra-as-se-is-sa-an ha-le-en-zu hu-wa-i-is  

nu nam-ma hal-ki-is ZĉZ-tar Đ-UL ma-a-i  

nu-za nam-ma GUϞHI.A
 UDU

HI.A
 DUMU.LĐ.Uϛϣ.LU

MEĠ
 Đ-UL ar-ma-ah-ha-

an-zi ar-ma-u-wa-an-te-sa ku-i-es nu-za a-pi-ya Đ-UL ha-as-sa-an-zi  

HUR.SAG
DIDLI.HI.A

 ha-a-te-er  

GIĠ
HI.A

-ru ha-a-az-ta  

na-as-ta par-as-du-us Đ-UL ¼-e-ez-zi  

¼-e-sa-es ha-a-te-er  

TĐL
HI.A

 ha-a-az-ta  

nu KUR-ya an-da-an ka-a-as-za ki-i-sa-ti  

DUMU.LĐ.Uϛϣ.LU
MEĠ

 DINGIR
MEĠ

-sa ki-is-ta-an-ti-it har-ki-ya-an-zi  

GAL-is-za 
D
UTU-us EZENϞ-an i-e-et  

nu-za 1 LI-IM DINGIR
MEĠ

-sa hal-za-i-is  

e-te-er ne Đ-UL is-pi-i-e-er  

e-ku-i-e-er-ma ne-za Đ-UL ha-as-si-ik-ke-er  

 

ñThe fog kept (filled) the windows; the smoke kept (filled) the 

house; 



the woods in the oven were smothered; 

At the altars the god were smothered, the sheep in the fold were 

smothered, in the stable 

The cattle were smothered, the sheep refused her lamb, 

the cow refused her calf. 

Telipinu too went away; 

the fertility of animals and seeds, their productivity and (also) 

their abundance to desert and 

meadow he took away. Telipinu too went into the field and in the 

filed 

he disappeared (mixed in). Over him, halenzu plant grew. So 

the barley and the wheat havenôt grown anymore. Cattle, sheep 

and human beings 

didnôt become pregnant anymore and the pregnant ones didnôt 

give birth. 

In order to sprout not, mountains and trees got dry. 

In order to be hunger in the country, pastures and springs got dry. 

The human beings and the gods are dying of hunger. 

The Great Sun God arranged a banquet and he invited thousand gods. 

They ate. 

But they werenôt full up; they drank, but they didnôt quench their thirst.ò



VEDIC 

Almost everything we know of the original Vedic religion has been transmitted orally from 

around the middle of the 2nd century B.C. until the present day in the form of Ŝr¼ti- or ówhat 

has been heardô. This oral tradition has been collected in the form of the Vedas (cf. Skr. v®da- 

óknowledgeô), or four collections of hymns and ritual texts devoted to Vedic deities. These are 

composed in an early form of Sanskrit, the learned language of India, which is commonly 

referred to simply as Vedic, or Vedic Sanskrit. Since there are no manuscript from that period 

(the oldest inscriptions in India are Buddhist incriptions of king AŜoka from the 3rd century 

B.C.), the datation of the core of the Vedic texts is estimated on the basis of philological 

arguments and the assumed rate of language change from the Vedic period until our earliest 

historical documents in India (chiefly related to the life of Buddha in the 5th century B.C.).  

The oldest parts of the Vedas could have been roughly contemporary with the óMitanni 

Contractsô, documents preserved in Hittite archives, in which the ruler of the Kingdom of 

Mitanni in Northern Mesopotamia swears by invoking Vedic deities Mitra, Indra, Varuna and 

the Nasatyas. We know, then, that the ruling caste of the State of Mitanni in the 14th century 

B.C. worshipped the same gods to whom hymns are devoted in the Vedic texts, and many of 

them, as we shall see below, have exact counterparts in the Iranian religion (note, however, 

that the names mentioned in the ñMitanni Contractsò are specifically Indo-Aryan, not Iranian 

or Indo-Iranian).  

The four collections of Vedic texts (also called saἄhitǕs, from PIE *som- ótogetherô and 

*d
h
eh1- óput, makeô) are Rig-Veda, Sama-Veda, Yajur-Veda, and Atharva-Veda. The Rig 

Veda is certainly the oldest of them; the Sama-Veda and the Yajur-Veda contain mostly 

material taken over from the Rig-Veda, and the Atharva-Veda is a collection of magical 

chants and rituals, and it is generally believed to be the latest of all four samhitas. All of the 

samhitas have their own commentaries and texts based on them, especially the BrǕhma as 

and the later Upani ads. The texts of the samhitas were preserved within different priestly 

schools, or ŜǕkhǕs (litterally óbranchesô). The Rig-Veda, which is of particular interest for 

comparative Indo-European religion, has been preserved in only one, but very conservative, 

school, that of śǕkalya, which was active in Eastern India probably in the early 1
st
 millennium 

B.C. 

The Rig-Veda got its name from the Sanskrit word rρc- ópraise, verseô. It is divided into ten 

books, or m§ἈỈalas (from Skr. m§ἈỈala- ócircular, circleô, of uncertain etymology). Each of 

the books contains several dozens of hymns, or sȊktas (from su-ukta- ówell recited, eulogyô), 

the total number of suktas in the Rig-Veda being 1028, which is the amount of text 

corresponding, roughly, to the ñIliadò and the ñOdysseyò put together. The hymns are 

believed to have been ñheardò by the mythical ñseersò or rishis (Skr. rρἨi- < PIE *h2er-s-, cf. 

Lith. arġ½s óviolentô, MHG rasen órageô, Arm. heἜ órageô), and they were chanted by the 

Vedic priests, the purohitas (Skr. pur·hita-, from pur§- óin front of, beforeô and -hita- óput, 

placedô) during religious rituals. The so-called ñfamily booksò, attributed to various families 

of priests, are generally believed to contain the oldest material in the Rig-Veda. These are the 

books 2-7. The books 1 and 10 are, on the other hand, younger than the rest and contain traces 

of post-Vedic philosophical speculations and religious views. The book 9 contains only 

hymns dedicated to Soma, the divine intoxicating drink. The text of the Rig-Veda has been 

preserved in several versions. It is usually reproduced either as padapatha, with words 

isolated by pauses for better memorizing, or as the saἄhitapatha, in which words are 

generally joined by sandhi for easier reciting. The oldest surviving manuscript of the Rig-

Veda, written in devanagari script, dates only from 1464. 



The Vedic hymns are composed in a variety of isosyllabic metres, and the most common ones 

are the eight-syllable (composing the stanza called gǕyatrǭ with three eight-syllable lines), the 

twelve-syllable (composing the jagatǭ, with four lines), and the eleven-syllable (composing 

the four line triἨΝubh stanza). 

Many Rig-Vedic hymns mention various forms of sacrifice, the most prominent being the 

sacrifice of the holy drink, the soma- (from *suH- óto pressô, since the drink was prepared 

from some plant that had to be pressed). There are also fire rituals, chiefly devoted to the fire 

deity (the Agnihotra-, or simple offering of milk to the fire twice daily, and the more elaborate 

Agnicayana-, the piling of the fire altar), the horse-sacrifice (AŜvamedha), the human sacrifice 

(PuruἨamedha-, which did not include the actual killing of a man), the seasonal sacrifices 

such as Caturmasya- and the royal consecration (RǕjasȊya-). Apparently, all rituals (including 

sacrifices) were performed in the open: there is no indication that there were any temples in 

the Vedic period. Likewise, there were no idols or images representing gods. All depictions of 

Hinduistic gods are of a much later date.  

Vedic sacrifices are, as a rule, organized by yajamǕna- or ósacrificerô, who orders the sacrifice 

actually performed by a priest, or a group of priests on his behalf. For this service, he pays the 

ópriestly giftô, a dakἨinǕ. Many hymns end with a dǕnastuti-, praise of the gift expected by the 

priests as a reward for the sacrifice. Priests are of different kinds and specializations, the most 

important being the hotar (the chief priest who recites the Rig-Veda), the udgǕtar (who sings 

the verses of the SǕma-Veda), and the adhvaryu (responsible for reciting the formulas of the 

Yajur-Veda). The ἠtvij- seems to have been the chief operating priest. 

In the later books of the Rig-Veda we also find accounts of Vedic cosmogony and 

eschatology. The famous Purusha-Sukta (RV 10.90) tells how the world was created from the 

body of the primeval Man, PuruἨa-, who had been sacrificed. The priest (brǕhm§n-) 

originated from his head, the warrior (rǕjany§-) from his hands, the freeman (va²Ŝya-) from 

his hips, and the slave (ŜȊdr§-) from his feet. Moreover, his spirit is the source of the Moon, 

the Sun was created from his eye, the Wind from his breath, and the Fire from his mouth. 

Thus both the social and the cosmic order originated from the same source. Hymns such as 

RV 10.18, recited during funeral ceremonies, give an account of the fate of the soul after 

death and cremation; the urn with the cremated remains was buried, and the family of the 

deceased was ritually purified, while the soul was thought to follow the celestial ópath of the 

Fathersô (pitἠyǕna). 

Besides the Vedas themselves, we also have a number of commentaries on the Vedas 

stemming from the Vedic period (roughly, before the 5th century B.C.). These are the 

Brahmanas, the Aranyakas, and the Upanishads. Some of these texts comment on the Vedas 

and interpret the Vedic religious beliefs and practices, but there is ample evidence that the 

original function of the Rig-Vedic deities was significantly altered and ill-understood during 

the later Vedic period. This can also be seen in the later Sanskrit commentaries of the Vedas 

(e.g. inYǕskaôs etymological compendium ñNiruktaò, or in SǕyaaôs ñVedartha Prakashaò). 

Although they preserved some ancient lore, they are not completely reliable. After the Vedic 

period, the Aryan religion evolved slowly towards Hinduism, which is divided into a number 

of sects and schools of religious thought. However, all Hindu sects still share the belief in the 

sacred nature of the Vedas, which are considered to be holy texts by all the Hindus. 

In contrast to the abundance of archaic Vedic texts, archaeology yields very little information 

about the earliest form of Indian religion. Archeological sites in Northern India attributable to 

the Indo-Aryans in the 2nd and early 1st millennium B.C. are few and contain very scarce 



remains attributable to cultic practices or rituals. The remains of the ñPainted Grey Wareò 

culture, which stretched from East Punjab to the Middle Ganges in the 1300- 400 contain very 

little excavations of inhabited sites; houses were built from primitive wickerwork and mud, 

and simple red decorations on ceramic pots do not tell us anything about deities worshipped 

by Indo-Arians during that period. Depictions of later Hindu gods (see APPENDIX) certainly 

bear little resemblance to the Vedic originals. Earlier archaeological cultures possibly 

attributable to Indo-Aryans, such as the ñGandhara Grave Cultureò in the Swat valley in 

Pakistan (in the early 2nd Millennium B.C.) have left us equally scarce remains.  

Principal Vedic gods are the following: Indra- (of unknown origin, no relation whatsoever to 

OCS jňdrʲ óstrong, quickô, Russ. jadr· ókernel, coreô) is celebrated in as many as 250 hymns, 

by far the largest number dedicated to any deity. He is the slayer of the dragon Vrρtr§-, and 

many linguists see in this a reflex of the Indo-European dragon-slaying myth. In Avesta, there 

is a minor daevic figure of Indara, about whom very little is known, but the form of his name, 

as well as the corresponding form In-da-ra in the Mitanni contracts, show that the Proto-Indo-

Iranian form of the theonym was *Indara-. Indra is also praised for having killed the demon 

Vala and set free the cows which he had hidden in a cave (RV 2.12.3, 2.158), a myth that has 

been compared to Heraclesô taking the cattle of the giant Geryon.  

If Indra is a typical warrior god, Mitra is a much more peaceful figure. The name Mitra- 

comes from the abstract noun mitr§m ócontractô, from the PIE root *mey- óexchangeô, OCS 

minŃti ópassô, Latv. miju óexchangeô, Ved. mi- óexchangeô. He is a deity with chiefly social 

function, closely parallel to Avestan Miɗra. He is often associated with VaruἈa-, and only one 

hymn is dedicated exclusively to him (RV 3.59). On the other hand, VaruἈa- is a very 

important deity. He is the god who binds the souls of the dead, but he is also a healer and a 

watcher over the social order. He is the protector of the cosmic truth, the rρta-, and a guarantor 

of oaths (RV 7.86-88). Since oaths are sworn near waters, Varu a is also a deity reigning over 

waters. His name probably comes from the root *wel- óto close, cover, ensnareô, Gr. ®lytron 

ócovering, caseô, Skr. vrρἈ·ti óclose, ensnareô; contrary to the opinion of many famous 

linguists, it bears no relation whatsoever to Slav. Velesʲ. The AŜvinǕ(u) are the divine twins, 

comparable to Greek Diosko¼roi Castor and Polydeuces. The adduced form of their name is 

the dual, literally meaning óhorsemenô, from *h1ek'wo- óhorseô, Skr. §Ŝva-. They are called 

nǕ͕satyǕ ótrueô (perhaps originally ósaviours), as they are the physicians of the gods and, more 

generally, the deliverers from all kinds of distress (for example, it is said that they rescued 

CyavǕna from old age and rescued Atri from darkness in RV 7.71.5). UἨǕs- is the dawn-

goddess and, apparently, the sister of the AŜvins, and her name is the word for ódawnô, PIE 

*h2ewsǾs, Gr. Ǜἔs, etc. She is one of rather few goddesses in a very macho Pantheon of Vedic 

India. Like her Greek relative Eos, she is called *potnih2 óladyô (e.g. RV 3.61.4b, uἨǕ͕Ỡ... 

p§tnǭ, cf. Gr. Hom. Hymn. 5.223, 230 p·tnia Ǜἔs). 

Rudr§- is the god of the disease (which, like Apollo, he disperses with his arrows, cf. RV 

7.46.3ab), and of healing. His name may be derived from PIE * (H)rewd- óbe coarseô (Lat. 

rudis), and he has been also connected with ORuss. pagan theonym Rʲglʲ (which may be 

from *Rudlo-). In later Hinduism, he became one of the most important gods, śiva- 

(originally an euphemistic attribute of Rudra, meaning óthe auspicious oneô). Rudraôs sons are 

the Maruts (RV 2.33), who often accompany Indra; their exact number is unknown, as they 

always form a troop (Ŝ§rdhas) and they are armed with lightning spears (rρἨt²-vidyut). Their 

name is still unexplained. Some linguists connect it with Lat. MǕrs (though this is actualy 

from older Mavors), while others connect it with the name of the young warriors, the marya-, 

or with the PIE word for óseaô (*mori- > Lat. mare); since the Maruts are connected with the 

wind, the form mar-ut could have originally meant something like ó(the wind) from the sea-



sideô, but I don't find this very convincing. Otherwise, the god of the wind is VǕy¼- (also the 

Sanskrit word for ówindô, PIE *weh1-yu-, cf. Lith. vǟjas, Lat. vǛntus). In some hymns (e.g. 

RV 10.168) he is also called vǕ͕ta- (< *weh1-to-). The name of Parj§nya- has unclear 

etymology; he is often connected to Lith. PerkȊ͕nas etc., but this may be just a chance 

correspondence; as a comon noun, parj§nya- means órain cloudô, and the god Parj§nya is most 

properly defined as a god of rain storm, óroaring like a lion... and filling the sky with rain 

cloudsô (RV 5.83). On the other hand, Dyau- is clearly the sky-god, and his name is also the 

word for óskyô, PIE *dyǛws, cf. Gr. Ze¼s. Agni- is the deified fire (= agni- ófireô < *ng
w
ni-, 

Lat. ignis), while RǕ͕trǭ- óNightô probably derives her name from the root rǕ- óto bestowô, rǕt²- 

ógiftô < PIE *(H)reh1-, (cf. Lat. rǛs óthing, wealthô). There is an alternative etymology relating 

RǕ͕trǭ- to Gr. LǛtἔ, the mother of Apollo, but the semantic connection is too weak to support 

this. The name of the divine drink S·ma- litterally means ówhat is being pressed, from *sew- 

óto pressô, Ved. su-. V²ἨἈu-, who latter became one of the chief Hindu deities, bears a name of 

unclear etymology, despite attempts to derive it from viŜ- óvillageô, (Lat. vǭcus, OCS vʴsʴ, 

etc.);  he is said to have measured the world in three steps (RV 1.154.1), corresponding to the 

three spheres in the Vedic cosmology: the sky, the earth, and the space in between 

(ant§rikἨa-). The name of Savit§r- has been rather plausibly interpreted as óthe impellerô, 

from the root *sewH- óto impel, driveô (Hitt. ġuwezzi ódrive (to exile), Skr. sauti). All 

creatures are said to rest in his lap, which consists of two heavens (RV 1.35.5-6). The sun-

god, SȊ͕rya-, bears the name identical to the Vedic word for ósunô, from PIE *seh2wǾl- ósunô 

(Lat. sǾl, Lith. saulǟ̼, etc.); like his Greek counterpart, HỒlios, he is often depicted as driving a 

golden chariot accross the sky. The divine twins, Yama- and Yamǭ- derive their names from 

the PIE word for ótwinô (*yemo- > OIr. emain, perhaps Lat. geminus). Their mother is 

SaraἈyȊ͕- óthe swift oneô (RV 10.17.1-2), and their father is Tv§Ἠἲar-, the divine carpenter (his 

name is derived from *twerk'- ócutô, cf. Gr. s§rks ómeatô). Like Yama and Yamǭ, several 

deities in the Rig-Veda are usually mentioned as couples, e.g. MitrǕ-VaruἈǕ- (or simply 

VaruἈǕ, in the dual) óMitra and Varunaô, DyavǕ-Prρthivǭ óheaven and earthô, etc.  

There are also abstract deities, such as VǕk- óthe Wordô (cf. Lat. vǾx óvoice, soundô), Brρhas-

pati- ólord of the prayerô (praised together with VǕk- in RV 10.71), Aditi- ólibertyô, literally 

óun-bindingô, whose sons are generally called Ǖditya- ódescendants of Aditiô (Varuna, Bhaga, 

Aryaman, and others). Aryaman-, who is interpreted as the personified Friendship, has been 

compared to OIr. £rem·n, one of the heroes in the mythical account of the peopling of 

Ireland. The root of these names may be *h2er-yo- ófriendly, trustyô (Skr. ary§- óhonourable, 

Aryanô, OIr. aire ónobleô, cf. also Av. airyaman- ótribal network, allianceô). Finally, PȊἨan-, 

like Gr. P©n, is a protector of cattle, and his name may go back to PIE *pewh2sǾn, but the root 

of this formation is unclear (the connection with PIE *pews- óthrive, succeedô > Skr. p¼Ἠyati 

is improbable because this root does not contain a laryngeal; the connection with *pewH- óto 

stink, rotô > Skr. pȊ͕yati, Lith. pȊ͕ti is more promising; a compound *peh2us-h3on-, from the 

root *peh2- óto herdô, is also possible). 

 

1. The Praise of Agni, RV I.1 

agnim ǭỲe purohitaἄ yaj¶asya devaἄ ἠtvǭjam |  

hotǕraἄ ratnadhǕtamam ||  

agniỠ pȊrvebhir ἠἨibhir ǭỈyo nȊtanair uta |  

sa devǕneha vakἨati ||  

agninǕ rayimaŜnavat poἨameva dive-dive |  

yaŜasaἄ vǭravattamam ||  



agne yaἄ yaj¶amadhvaraἄ viŜvataỠ paribhȊr asi |  

sa id deveἨu gachati ||  

agnir hotǕ kavikratuỠ satyaŜcitraŜravastamaỠ |  

devo devebhir Ǖ gamat ||  

yadaἆga dǕŜuἨe tvam agne bhadraἄ kariἨyasi |  

tavet tat satyamaἆgiraỠ ||  

upa tvǕgne dive-dive doἨǕvastardhiyǕ vayam |  

namo bharanta emasi ||  

rǕjantam adhvarǕἈǕἄ gopǕἄ ἠtasya dǭdivim |  

vardhamǕnaἄ sve dame ||  

sa naỠ piteva sȊnave agne sȊpǕyano bhava |  

sacasvǕ naỠ svastaye || 

 

ñ1 I Laud Agni, the chosen Priest, God, minister of sacrifice, 

The hotar, lavishest of wealth. 

2 Worthy is Agni to be praised by living as by ancient seers. 

He shall bring. hitherward the Gods. 

3 Through Agni man obtaineth wealth, yea, plenty waxing day by day, 

Most rich in heroes, glorious. 

4 Agni, the perfect sacrifice which thou encompassest about 

Verily goeth to the Gods. 

5 May Agni, sapient-minded Priest, truthful, most gloriously great, 

The God, come hither with the Gods. 

6 Whatever blessing, Agni, thou wilt grant unto thy worshipper, 

That, Angiras, is indeed thy truth. 

7 To thee, dispeller of the night, O Agni, day by day with prayer 

Bringing thee reverence, we come 

8 Ruler of sacrifices, guard of Law eternal, radiant One, 

Increasing in thine own abode. 

9 Be to us easy of approach, even as a father to his son: 

Agni, be with us for our weal.ò 

 

 

2. The myth of Indra and the dragon Vrtra, RV I.32 1-5 

 

indrasya nu vǭryǕἈi pra vocaἄ yǕni cakǕra prathamǕni vajrǭ |  

ahann ahim anv apastatarda pra vakἨaἈǕ abhinat parvatǕnǕm ||  

ahannahiἄ parvate ŜiŜriyǕἈaἄ tvaἨἲǕsmai vajraἄ svaryaἄ tatakἨa |  

vǕŜrǕ iva dhenavaỠ syandamǕnǕ a¶jaỠ samudramava jagmur ǕpaỠ ||  

vἠἨǕyamǕἈo avἠἈǭta somaἄ trikadrukeἨvapibat sutasya |  

ǕsǕyakaἄ maghavǕdatta vajram ahann enaἄ prathamajǕm ahǭnǕm ||  

yadindrǕhan prathamajǕm ahǭnǕmǕn mǕyinǕmaminǕỠ prota mǕyǕỠ |  

Ǖt sȊryaἄ janayan dyǕmuἨǕsaἄ tǕdǭtnǕŜatruἄ na kilǕ vivitse ||  

ahan vἠtraἄ vἠtrataraἄ vyaἄsam indro vajreἈa mahatǕ vadhena |  

skandhǕἄsǭva kuliŜenǕ vivἠkἈǕhiỠ Ŝayata upapἠk pἠthivyǕỠ || 

 

ñ1 I WILL declare the manly deeds of Indra, the first that he achieved, the Thunder-wielder. 

He slew the Dragon, then disclosed the waters, and cleft the channels of the mountain 

torrents. 



2 He slew the Dragon lying on the mountain: his heavenly bolt of thunder Tvastar fashioned. 

Like lowing kine in rapid flow descending the waters glided downward to the ocean. 

3 Impetuous as a bull, he chose the Soma and in three sacred beakers drank the juices. 

Maghavan grasped the thunder for his weapon, and smote to death this firstborn of the 

dragons. 

4 When, Indra, thou hadst slain the dragon's firstborn, and overcome the charms of the 

enchanters, 

Then, giving life to Sun and Dawn and Heaven, thou foundest not one foe to stand against 

thee. 

5 Indra with his own great and deadly thunder smote into pieces Vrtra, worst of Vrtras. 

As trunks of trees, what time the axe hath felled them, low on the earth so lies the prostrate 

Dragon.ò 

 

3. The hymn to the Dawn, RV 1.48 

saha vǕmena na uἨo vyuchǕ duhitardivaỠ |  

saha dyumnena bἠhatǕ vibhǕvari rǕyǕ devi dǕsvatǭ ||  

aŜvǕvatǭrghomatǭrviŜvasuvido bhȊri cyavanta vastave |  

udǭraya prati mǕ sȊnἠtǕ uἨaŜcoda rǕdho maghonǕm ||  

uvǕsoἨǕ uchǕcca nu devǭ jǭrǕ rathǕnǕm |  

ye asyǕ ǕcaraἈeἨu dadhrire samudre na ŜravasyavaỠ ||  

uἨo ye te pra yǕmeἨu yu¶jate mano dǕnǕya sȊrayaỠ |  

atrǕha tat kaἈva eἨǕἄ kaἈvatamo nǕma ghἠἈǕti nἠἈǕm ||  

Ǖ ghǕ yoἨeva sȊnaryuἨǕ yǕti prabhu¶jatǭ |  

jarayantǭ vἠjanaἄ padvadǭyata ut pǕtayati pakἨiἈaỠ ||  

vi yǕ sἠjati samanaἄ vyarthinaỠ padǕἄ na vetyodatǭ |  

vayo nakiἨ ἲe paptivǕἄsa Ǖsate vyuἨἲau vǕjinǭvati ||  

eἨǕyukta parǕvataỠ sȊryasyodayanǕdadhi |  

Ŝataἄ rathebhiỠ subhaghoἨǕ iyaἄ vi yǕtyabhi mǕnuἨǕn ||  

viŜvamasyǕ nǕnǕma cakἨase jaghajjyotiἨ kἠἈoti sȊnarǭ |  

apa dveἨo maghonǭ duhitǕ diva uἨǕ uchadapa sridhaỠ ||  

uἨa Ǖ bhǕhi bhǕnunǕ candreἈa duhitardivaỠ |  

Ǖvahantǭ bhȊryasmabhyaἄ saubhaghaἄ vyuchantǭ diviἨἲiἨu ||  

viŜvasya hi prǕἈanaἄ jǭvanaἄ tve vi yaduchasi sȊnari |  

sǕ no rathena bἠhatǕ vibhǕvari Ŝrudhi citrǕmaghe havam ||  

uἨo vǕjaἄ hi vaἄsva yaŜcitro mǕnuἨe jane |  

tenǕ vaha sukἠto adhvarǕnupa ye tvǕ ghἠἈanti vahnayaỠ ||  

viŜvǕn devǕnǕ vaha somapǭtaye.antarikἨǕduἨastvam |  

sǕsmǕsu dhǕ ghomadaŜvǕvadukthyamuἨo vǕjaἄ suvǭryam ||  

yasyǕ ruŜanto arcayaỠ prati bhadrǕ adἠkἨata |  

sǕ no rayiἄ viŜvavǕraἄ supeŜasamuἨǕ dadǕtu sughmyam ||  

ye cid dhi tvǕἄ ἠἨayaỠ pȊrva Ȋtaye juhȊre.avase mahi |  

sǕ na stomǕnabhi ghἠἈǭhi rǕdhasoἨaỠ ŜukreἈa ŜociἨǕ ||  

uἨo yadadya bhǕnunǕ vi dvǕrǕv ἠἈavo divaỠ |  

pra no yachatǕdavἠkaἄ pἠthu chardiỠ pra devi ghomatǭriἨaỠ ||  

saἄ no rǕyǕ bἠhatǕ viŜvapeŜasǕ mimikἨvǕ samiỲǕbhirǕ |  

saἄ dyumnena viŜvaturoἨo mahi saἄ vǕjairvǕjinǭvati || 

 

 



ñDawn on us with prosperity, O Ushas, Daughter of the Sky, 

Dawn with great glory, Goddess, Lady of the Light, dawn thou with riches, Bounteous One. 

2 They, bringing steeds and kine, boon-givers of all wealth, have oft sped forth to lighten us. 

O Ushas, waken up for me the sounds of joy: send us the riches of the great. 

3 Ushas hath dawned, and now shall dawn, the Goddess, driver forth of cars 

Which, as she cometh nigh, have fixed their thought on her, like glory-seekers on the flood. 

4 Here Kanva, chief of Kanva's race, sings forth aloud the glories of the heroes' names,- 

The. princes who, O Ushas, as thou comest near, direct their thoughts to liberal gifts. 

5 Like a good matron Ushas comes carefully tending everything: 

Rousing all life she stirs all creatures that have feet, and makes the birds of air fly up. 

6 She sends the busy forth, each man to his pursuit: delay she knows not as she springs. 

O rich in opulence, after thy dawning birds that have flown forth no longer rest. 

7 This Dawn hath yoked her steeds afar, beyond the rising of the Sun: 

Borne on a hundred chariots she, auspicious Dawn, advances on her way to Men. 

8 To meet her glance all living creatures bend them down: Excellent One, she makes the light. 

Ushas, the Daughter of the Sky, the opulent, shines foes and enmities away. 

9 Shine on us with thy radiant light, O Ushas, Daughter of the Sky, 

Bringing to us great store of high felicity, and bearning on our solemn rites. 

10 For in thee is each living creature's breath and life, when, Excellent! thou dawnest forth. 

Borne on thy lofty car, O Lady of the Light, hear, thou of wondrous wealth, our call. 

11 O Ushas, win thyself the strength which among men is wonderful. 

Bring thou thereby the pious unto holy rites, those who as priests sing praise to thee. 

12 Bring from the firmament, O Ushas, all the Gods, that they may drink our Soma juice, 

And, being what thou art, vouchsafe us kine and steeds, strength meet for praist and hero 

might. 

13 May Ushas whose auspicious rays are seen resplendent round about, 

Grant us great riches, fair in form, of all good things, wealth which light labour may attain. 

14 Mighty One, whom the Rsis of old time invoked for their protection and their help, 

O Ushas, graciously answer our songs of praise with bounty and with brilliant 

light. 

15 Ushas, as thou with light to day hast opened the twin doors of heaven, 

So grant thou us a dwelling wide and free from foes. O Goddess, give us food with kine. 

16 Bring us to wealth abundant, sent in every shape, to plentiful refreshing food, 

To all-subduing splendour, Ushas, Mighty One, to strength, thou rich in spoil and wealth.ò 

 

4. The primeval sacrifice of Puruġa (RV X 90) 

sahasraŜǭrἨǕ puruἨaỠ sahasrǕkἨaỠ sahasrapǕt |  

sabhȊmiἄ viŜvato vἠtvǕtyatiἨἲhad daŜǕἆghulam ||  

puruἨa evedaἄ sarvaἄ yad bhȊtaἄ yacca bhavyam |  

utǕmἠtatvasyeŜǕno yadannenǕtirohati ||  

etǕvǕnasya mahimǕto jyǕyǕἄŜca pȊruἨaỠ |  

pǕdo.asyaviŜvǕ bhȊtǕni tripǕdasyǕmἠtaἄ divi ||  

tripǕdȊrdhva udait puruἨaỠ pǕdo.asyehǕbhavat punaỠ |  

tato viἨvaἄ vyakrǕmat sǕŜanǕnaŜane abhi ||  

tasmǕd virǕỲ ajǕyata virǕjo adhi pȊruἨaỠ |  

sa jǕtoatyaricyata paŜcǕd bhȊmimatho puraỠ ||  

yat puruἨeἈa haviἨǕ devǕ yaj¶amatanvata |  



vasantoasyǕsǭdǕjyaἄ ghrǭἨma idhmaỠ Ŝarad dhaviỠ ||  

 

A thousand heads hath Purusha, a thousand eyes, a thousand feet. 

On every side pervading earth he fills a space ten fingers wide. 

This Purusha is all that hath been and all that is to be 

The Lord of Immortality that waxes greater still by food. 

So mighty is his greatness, yea, greater than this is Purusha, 

All creatures are one-fourth of him, three-fourths eternal life in heaven. 

With three fourths Purusha went up: one fourth of him again was here. 

Thence he strode out to every side over what cats not and what cats. 

From him Viraj was born; again Purusha from Viraj was born. 

As soon as he was born he spread eastward and westward o'er the earth. 

When gods prepared sacrifice with Purusha as their offering, 

its oil was spring, the holy gift was autumn, summer was the wood.  

 



IRANIAN  

 

The Avestan religion, or Mazdaism, is the result of the first great reform in the mankind's 

religious history, due to the prophet Zarathuġtra. The collection of religious texts stemming 

from his reform is known as the Avesta. The oldest part of the Avesta are the GǕthǕs, 

composed, at least in part, by the prophet Zarathuġtra himself. The word derives from PIE 

*geh2- óto singô (Ved. gǕyati, gǕti). It is only fair to say that we do not know the dates of 

Zarathuġtra's life. According to some experts, he lived not too long before the founding of the 

Achaemenid Empire in the 7th century B.C., and it has even been claimed that the Kavi 

ViġtǕspa, the princely patron mentioned by Zarathuġtra, was none other than Histaspes, the 

father of Cyrus the Great. However, another theory posits the period around 1000 B.C. as the 

more likely time of Zarathuġtraôs life,
1
 and no consensus about this is in sight. 

The GǕthǕs consist of seventeen hymns, but they are only a part of the great Zarathuġtra's 

liturgy, the Yasna, which is the core of the Mazdaism's sacred canon. They are written in Old 

Avestan language, which must be significantly earlier than the language of other Avestan 

books, known as the Young Avestan.
2
 The Yasna is a text with clear function in the Avestan 

ritual: it is recited during a ceremony performed in the fire-temple, which also includes the 

drinking of the sacrificial drink haoma (Ved. s·ma-). 

Zarathuġtra was a prophet who undertook a thorough reform of the inherited Indo-Iranian 

religion with its dozens of gods, whose names were mostly preserved in the Rig-Veda. His 

religious message was summarized pregnantly by Helmut Humbach (1992: 3): óA basic 

feature of Zarathustraôs religion is the interdependence between material and bodily welfare, 

on the one hand, and mental or spiritual welfare, onthe other. The prophet concerned himself 

equally with both, and taught maxims which also governed the social life of the Iranian tribes. 

Young Avestan texts suggest that he introduced new methods of cattle-breeding, and 

comelled his followers to accept new hygienic and ecological standards, and setablished rules 

for avoiding infection in the human body and pollution of fire, water, air, and earth. Further, 

he integrated all of these material postulates into a great universal religious concept, and in 

this respect he is unique among the great founders of religions in historyô.  

The (Younger) Avestan term for 'god' is yazata- (cf. Ved. yajat§- óworthy of sacrificeô) rather 

than the inherited Iranian term baga-, which occurs only rarely in Young Avestan, where it  is 

attributed to the Moon (OPers. baga is used of Ahura MazdǕ in the Achaemenid inscriptions). 

Zarathuġtra himself does not use either of these terms in the GǕthǕs: he seems to have been 

quite obsessed with the divinity of the óWise Lordô, the Ahura MazdǕ, and there was no place 

for other divinities in his system. 

The daǛvas of the old Indo-Iranian religion have been reduced to demons, hence the unusual 

etymological equation of Av. daǛva- ódemonô and Skr. dev§- ógodô. The followers of the 

daǛvas simbolize all that is bad and deceitful (drϸguuaἈt), while Zarathuġtra's followers are 

elated as óthe truthful onesô (aġ͗auuan-). The world is seen through eternal struggle between 

the good principle, represented by Ahura MazdǕ and the óDivine Immortalsô, but the struggle 

                                                           
1
 This view is more or less consistent with the dates transmitted by Greek and Roman authors, who relied on 

ancient Iranian sources, cf., e.g. Pliny, Natural History 30, 2, 3-4: "Eudoxus, qui inter apientiae sectas 

clarissimam utilissimamque eam intellegi voluit, Zoroastrem huc sex milibus annorum ante Platonis mortem 

fuisse prodidit, sic et Aristoteles. Most authors think that sex millibus annorum here is corrupted for 600 years. 
2
 Besides the GǕthǕs, there are a few other short texts written in Old Avestan, such as the prose text of Yasna 

HaptnhǕiti; Old Avestan is not the direct ancestor of Young Avestan, but rather a closely related and more 

archaic Iranian dialect. 



is predetermined, as the Ahura MazdǕ and the other Ahuras (later óDivine Immortalsô), 

supported by the truthful ones, are certain to triumph in the end. Note that the original 

Zarathuġtra's conception seems to have been more monotheistic than dualistic: the arch-

enemy of Ahura MazdǕ, the óEvil Spiritô (AǼgra Mainyu, later Ahriman) is not even 

mentioned in the GǕthǕs.  

The Younger Avestan texts include the Yaġts, 21 hymns to Iranian deities that were included 

in the orthodox Mazdaism after Zarathuġtra's period, the Vendidad (a text used in ritual 

purification) and the Visprat (or Visperad), a collection of supplements to the Yasna. 

Like the Vedas, the Avesta was initially transmitted orally, and there are reasons to believe 

that it was only written down during the Sassanid period (4th - 7th century A.D.). Large parts 

of the Avestan corpus - including commentaries on the original holy scriptures - exist only in 

Pehlevi, the Middle Iranian language spoken in the Sasanid Empire. These are the DǛnkard, 

the Bundahiġn (a mythological history of the world), Arda Viraf Namak (a book containing 

elements of Mazdaist eschatology), and others. The Pehlevi parts of the Avesta are generally 

known as the Zend, or Zend-Avesta. To this day, the Mazdaist religion has been preserved in 

parts of Iran, where its followers are tolerated (but discriminated), while the largest numbers 

of them migrated to Bombay during Middle Ages. It is there that the extant manuscripts of the 

Avesta were preserved. 

The chief divine being of Mazdaizm, Ahura, bears a name (or title) related to Skr. §sura- 

ógodô and derived from Av. ahu- ólife, existenceô, which is from PIE *h2ensu- ógodô (see 

above);  MazdǕ 'lord' is from the PIE compound *mens-d
h
eh1- (cf. Skr. medhǕ- ówisdomô; the 

name of the Muses (Gr. Mo¼sai) is also usually derived from a similar compound (*mons-

d
h
h1yo-). Amϸġ͗a SpϸἈta óHoly Immortalô is the Young Avestan term referring to the six 

companions of AhurǕ Mazda; they are abstract deities introduced by Zarathuġtra (he called 

them collectively Ahuras, the lords). Amϸġ͗a is the negated participle of the verb *mer- óto dieô 

(Ved. amrρta- óimmortalô), and SpϸἈta is from PIE *kôwento- óholyô (OCS svňtʲ, etc.). The six 

Holy Immortals are AmϸrϸtatǕt óImmortalityô, Aġ͗a Vahiġta óthe Best Truthô (cf. Skr. rρta- 

ódivine orderô), HauruuatǕt óIntegrityô (from PIE *solwo-, cf. Gr. h·los ówholeô, Lat. salvus), 

SpϸἈta ǔrmaiti óHoly Devotionô (the second part of the name is parallel to Skr. aramati- 

óobedienceô, from Skr. aram óenoughô), Xġaɗra Vairiia óDesirable Ruleô (from the Indo-

Iranian word for 'rule', cf. Skr. kἨay- óto ruleô, perhaps Gr. kt§omai ógainô; the second part of 

the name is from PIE *welh1- ódesireô, Lat. volo, OCS volja, etc.),  and Vohu Manah óGood 

Spiritô (the first part of the name is from PIE *h1wesu- > Gr. euᶅ, OIr. f·-, etc.). 

 

AǼra Mainiiu óthe Evil Spiritô is the chief enemy of Ahura MazdǕ in the Zarathustrian 

conception; AǼra means simply óbad, evilô, and the etymology of this word is uncertain; some 

relate it to the PIE word for óbloodô (*h1esh2r > Hitt. eġhar, Latv. asins, Gr. ®ar). Mainiiu is of 

course the same word as Ved. manyu- óspiritô. 

Of the Old Iranian deities that slowly infiltrated Mazdaism after Zarathuġtra's reforms, Haoma 

is of course the Avestan equivalent of the Vedic S·ma-, from the PIE verb *sew- ópressô 

(Ved. sun·ti, Av. hunaoiti), and VǕyu- óWindô is the Vedic VǕyu- (see above). ApŃm Napat is 

a divinity connected with the waters (his name means literally ódescendant of watersô and is 

parallel to Ved. ApǕm NapǕt , which is usually an epithet of Savitar or Agni, e.g. in RV II 35); 

ǔtar-  is the fire deified, derived from the root *h2eh1- óto burnô (cf. Hitt. haġġa- óhearthô), and 

Arϸduuǭ SȊra AnǕhita is one of the very few goddesses in the Avestan corpus; her name 

means óstrong (SȊra) and immaculate (AnǕhita) Arϸduuǭô; since she is associated with the 

rivers, Arϸduuǭ is usually related to Ved. ardati ómoves, goesô. Miɗra is an old Indo-Iranian 



divinity, and his name is the same as that of Ved. Mitra- (see above). Raġnu is the divine 

judge presiding over the dead souls; his name is connected with Av. rǕzaiieiti, Ved. rǕjati 

órulesô, from PIE *h3reg'- óto stretch, direct, ruleô. Vϸrϸɗraɔna óVictoryô is a compound name 

parallel to Ved. Vrρtra-h§n- óthe slayer of Vrtraô, which is an epithet of Indra. Sraoġa 

óobedienceô is derived from PIE *k'lew- óto hearô (Ved. Ŝru-, Gr. klĨǾ, OCS slyġati, etc.). 

Tiġtriia refers to the star Sirius, which is associated with rain in the Avesta; its name is related 

to Ved. tiἨya- ódivine archer, Siriusô. Finally, Yima is the original Man, the ancestor of all the 

humans; his name is, of course, the same as Ved. Y§ma- (see above). 

Another important, although late, source for the study of Iranian religion are the legends of 

the Narts, preserved among the Iranian Ossetians on the Caucasus. These legends were 

collected by Russian and Soviet ethnographers only in the 20th century, but they show traces 

of a long history of oral transmission, and it has been claimed (especially by Georges 

Dum®zil, the first western scholar who studied them) that they preserve many Indo-European 

motives. However, the names of all the leading Nart (e.g. the divine smith Kurdalaegon, the 

iron-bodied hero Soslan, the brave Wazirmaeg, and the lady Satana) are probably not Iranian. 

Since Nart heroes are also attested in Circassian folk-lore, as well as in the traditions of other 

Caucasian peoples, it is difficult to disentangle the various influences that shape them, both 

Indo-European and non-Indo-European. 

 

 1. Zarathuġtra's metaphysical lament, Yasna 29 1-2 

xġmaibiiǕ gц:uġ uruuǕ gцrцģdǕ kahmǕi mǕ ɗɓarǾdȊm kц: mǕ taġat 

Ǖ mǕ aǛġцmǾ hazascǕ rцmǾ [Ǖ]hiġǕiiǕ dцrцġcǕ tцuuiġcǕ 

nǾit mǾi vǕstǕ xġmat aniiǾ aɗǕ mǾi sŃstǕ vohȊ vǕstriiǕ 

 

adǕ taġǕ gц:uġ pцrцsat aἮцm kaɗǕ tǾi gauuǾi ratuġ 

hiiat hǭm dǕtǕ xġaiiaἈtǾ hadǕ vǕstrǕ gaodǕiiǾ ɗɓaxġǾ  

kц:m hǾi uġtǕ ahurцm yц: drцguuǾ dцbǭġ aǛġцmцm vǕdǕiiǾit 

 

The soul of the cow complains to You: For whom did You shape me? Who fashioned me? 

Wrath and oppresion, fury, spite and violence, hold me fettered.  

I have no other shepherd other thanYou. So appear to me with good pastoral work. 

 

Thereupon the fashioner of the cow asks Truth: What is the nature of thy judgement for 

the cow? 

When cow-milking zeal, together with forage, takes possession of her, o you ruling ones, 

whom do you wish to be her Ahura, one who might break through the wrath caused by the 

deceitful? 

 

2. A Young Avestan hymn to Victory 



 



 

 

  



GREEK 

Many people think that Greek religion is thoroughly known and researched. After all, we 

have so many preserved temples from classical antiquity, we have detailed accounts of 

Greek mythology not only from Greek, but also from Roman sources, and we are familiar 

with the way the Greeks depicted their gods from thousands of preserved statues and 

pictures on Greek vases. Homer gave us vivid stories about the relationships of Gods and 

humans in his Iliad and Odyssey, and the whole history of the gods and the universe is 

presented in Hesiodôs Theogony. We can also learn a whole lot about Greekôs attitude to 

religion from the early lyrics and drama, especially from the solemn hymns of Pindar and 

the plays of Aeschylus and Sophocles.  

However, none of the works mentioned were actually recited or otherwise used in Greek 

temples during religious services. There is no Greek equivalent of the ñRig Vedaò, and we 

know virtually nothing about how the priests addressed their gods. Many ceremonies are 

known only from depictions on vases and scarce references in works of ancient authors. 

Indeed, many of the ceremonies were intended to be secret, and these were called 

ómysteriesô, while their participants were the mĨstai (from mĨǾ óto shutô, cf. Hitt. 

munnaezi óto hide, concealô). Although we know a lot about what was happening during 

these ceremonies, we do not have any ñsacred textsò that were recited during them. 

Apparently, the Greeks did not need any such texts, there was plenty of room for 

improvisation. If anything, Greek religion was non-dogmatic and not based on any form 

of holy scriptures. 

 

The lack of a religious and mythological ñcanonò explains why we have so many versions 

of individual Greek myths. Moreover, the Greek mythology was transmitted to us mostly 

in late sources, especially in works of Hellenistic authors who sought to systematize and 

preserve ancient and half-forgotten traditions, such as Pseudo-Apollodorusô ñBibliothecaò 

(an anonymous account of Greek mythology from the 1
st
 or 2

nd
 century A.D.). We also 

have some accounts of Greek customs ï including religious festivities ï in the works of 

such authors as Herodotus (in his ñHistoriesò from the 5th century B.C.), Pausanias (in his 

ñDescription of Greeceò from the 2nd century A.D.), or even the Christian author Nonnus, 

the author of the metaphorical epic Dionysiaca (5
th
 century A.D.). We also have thousands 

of inscriptions, including laws and contracts carved into stone monuments, public decrees 

and decrees of religious associations. These documents often record names of ceremonies, 

priests and priestly families.  

 

Of all the cultic texts, only some fragments used in the Orphic mysteries were preserved. 

Orphic mysteries became very popular in Greece in the 5
th
 century B.C. and after, but 

their teaching, involving the belief in metempsychosis and reincarnation, never belonged 

to the mainstream of Greek religion. Especially numerous are short instructions to the soul 

of the dead, written on gold leafs, and fragments of Orphic poems. In this field there have 

been some interesting new discoveries, such as the famous Derveni Papyrus, found in 

1962 but published only in 1997. It contains a commentary on a mythological Orphic 

poem. 

 

Our first written sources for the history of Greek religion are the tablets written in the 

syllabic Linear B script. These are almost exclusively lists of offerings to various 

sanctuaries (such as the sanctuary of Pa-ki-ja-ne near Pylos) and gods. Many theonyms 

found on the tablets are known from the classical period, e.g. Zeus, Hera (who appears to 

have been already worshipped as Zeusôs consort), Ares, Enyalios, Artemis, Paian (later 



Apollo), and, interestingly, Dionysos. There are, however, some theonyms that are 

unknown in later periods, e.g. Masana, the mysterious Drimios, son of Zeus, or the 

various female deities called po-ti-ni-ja (= p·tnia óladyô), of which A-ta-na po-ti-ni-ja (the 

lady of Atana = AthỒnǛ) and Da-pu-ri -to-jo po-ti-ni-ja (the lady of the Labyrinthos) and 

Po-ti-ni-ja i-qe-ja óthe lady of horsesô are prime examples. Items offered to the gods do 

not differ from those used in sacrifices in the classical period, e.g. grains, olive oil, wine 

and spices, but also sacrificial animals, e.g. the sheep, the bull, and the pig on one tablet, 

reminding one of Roman suovetaurilia. Interestingly, the Greeks seldom sacrificed horses, 

so there is no true Greek parallel to Vedic aŜvamedha-. Besides blood sacrifices, there 

were, of course, libations; those made to the gods (Gr. spondỒ, usually involving wine, 

and loibỒ) were distinguished from those made to the dead (khoỒ), the latter including a 

mixture of wine, water, and honey and a strewing of twigs on the place of the libation 

(closely parallel to the barh²Ἠ- ósacrificial litterô, in the Vedic sacrifice). For the Greeks, 

the sacrifice included the ritual sharing of food of the slaughtered animal; the master of 

the sacrifice could, in principle, be anyone, there was no privileged priestly caste in charge 

of the sacred rites. The Greeks found it funny that the Persians could not sacrifice without 

a priest. This is not to say that certain individuals were not specialized in particular ways 

of communicating with the deities. Already in Homer we have evidence for the existence 

of seers (Gr. m§ntis, Il . I, 62), interpreters of sacrifices (thyosk·os, Il. XXKV, 221), the 

flight of birds (oiǾnop·los, Il. I, 69) and dreams (oneirop·los, Il. I, 62); there is also 

evidence for priestesses (Gr. hi®reia, Il.  VI, 300). The gods loved to communicate with 

men through signs, and interpreting these signs (th®sphata < *d
h
h1s-, as in the·s ógodô and 

*b
h
h2-to-, as in phǛm² ósayô) required specialized knowledge. Oracles (Gr. khrǛstỒria) 

were places where specialized seers answered the questions asked by those willing to pay 

for the service. The most famous oracle was that of Apollo at Delphi, where the 

prophecies (khrǛsmo², a derivative of khrỒ óone must, one shouldô) were announced in a 

trance by a priestess, Pythia. 

 

The sacrifices are publicly made in front of the temple, where the sacrificial fire is burnt; 

the temple itself is the place where the images and statues of gods are preserved, and the 

temple is seen as the house of god, just as in the Near Eastern religions. It has been stated 

that the classical temple evolved from the Mycenaean m®garon, or royal palace. In any 

case, the existence of temples in Greece is in sharp contrast to their lack in Vedic India, 

where sacrifices, for all we know, were perfomed out in the open. Moreover, as in the 

Hittite tradition, sanctuaries are tightly connected with particular places, e.g. the sanctuary 

of Apollo at Delphi, or of Zeus at Olympia. Gods are especially powerful in particular 

places, not necessarily everywhere, which is fairly typical for the religions of sedentary, 

agricultural populations. 

 

Sacrifices had to be made according to strict rules: the sacrificed animal was brought to 

the altar in a procession, and it hat to be without blemish; male animals were sacrificed to 

gods, and female to goddesses. The sacrificed animals had to be without blemish (tel®oi). 

The sacrifice itself was preceded by ritual ablution of the sacrificerôs hands in a special 

vessel (kh®rnips, from khe²r óhandô and n²zǾ ówashô), and usually some hair of the animal 

was burned before its throat was cut. The slaying of the victim was accompanied by loud 

cries of women. Only bones and skin, and maybe some fat was offered to the gods, and 

the rest of the meat and skin was divided among those present at the sacrifice. There were, 

however, instances where whole animals were burned in honour of gods, usually the 

underworld deities. This kind of sacrifice was called hol·kaustos (from hol·s ówholeô and 

ka¼Ǿ óburnô). Some sacrifices were expiatory in nature, i.e. they were made to make good 



for a committed sin (m²asma, a derivative of the verb mia²nǾ ódefile, stainô, without a PIE 

etymology). Every shedding of blood had to be expiated, often by blood of a sacrificed 

animal, especially pig. 

 

Sacrifices were often made as part of more elaborate ceremonies, and some of them were, 

as we saw above, secret ñmysteriesò. Probably the most famous of the mysteries were the 

ñEleusynian Mysteriesò, dedicated to Persephone and her mother, Demeter. Only the 

initiated could participate in the mysteries, but the initiated at some point included the 

majority of the citizens of Athens, and slaves and foreigners, as well as women, were also 

admitted. The ñEleusynian Mysteriesò took place in the month of Boedromion (in late 

summer) and lasted for ten days. The festivities, only some elements of which are 

understood, involved a solemn procession to Eleusys along the ósacred wayô (hier¨ 

hod·s), the consumption of a drink made of barley (kĨkeon), an all-night vigil 

(pannykh²s), and the revelation of the sacred objects to the initiates (mĨstai) in the great 

hall called Telesterion; the initiates (mĨstai) would recite: ñI have fasted, I have drunk the 

kykeon, I have taken from the k²stǛ (ñboxò) and after working it have put it back in the 

k§lathos (ñopen basketò)ò. It is unknown what the contents of the box were (since 

revealing that secret was punisheable by death), but Hippolytus of Rome, a Christian 

writer from the 3
rd

 century, who could not care less about the pagan secrets, claims that 

the sacred object was ñan ear of grain reaped in silenceò. The celebration of the mysteries 

was administered by two families, the Eumolpidai and the Kerykes. The hierophant was 

always one of the former, and the sacred herald (hierokỒryks) was one of the latter. There 

was also the priestess of Demeter, who lived in the sanctuary. 

 

Other ceremonies are somewhat better known, especially those organized in Athens, such 

as the ñThesmophoriaò, dedicated to Demeter, in which only women could participate, or 

the ñLenaiaò and ñAnthesteriaò, dedicated to Dionysus. The ñGreat Dionysiaò was a 

festival during which dramatic performances (both comedy and tragedy) were organized, 

but some were also held during the Lenaia. Thus, it is from these religious festivities that 

the Greek (and Western) drama originates.  

 

Greek has a rich terminology for the sacred. The opposition between hier·s and h·sios, 

both of which mean óholyô, was already mentioned in the introductory part of this book. In 

Homer, almost anything that belongs to god, or to a divine sphere, can be hier·s: votive 

gifts, temples, the days of ceremonies, a priest and a temple slave. However, gods 

themselves are never hiero². The opposite of hier·s is b®bǛlos óprofaneô (from PIE 

*g
w
eh2- óto treadô, as the profane space may be accessed by anyone). The meaning of 

h·sios is to be understood as that which is delimited, set apart, or tranformed by some 

kind of divine or supernatural action. On the other hand, h§gios reflects not so much the 

objective property of being óholyô or ósacredô, but the attitude with which a man should 

properly respect that, which is sacred. The adjective hagn·s is derived from the same root 

(PIE *yag'-, cf. Ved. y§j¶a- ósacrificeô), and its meaning contains the implication of ritual 

purity: it applies to holy groves (t®menoi, from the same root *temh1- ócutô as Lat. 

t®mplum), festivals, the sacrificial fire, etc. Its opposite is miar·s ópollutedô (from the 

same root as m²asma ósinô). Finally, there is the adjective sebast·s which is usually 

rendered as óaugust, divineô, but its derivation from s®bas ódivinely inspired fear or aweô 

shows the original meaning. The compound eus®beia ópietyô derives from *h1su- ógoodô 

and *tyeg
w
- óretreat (from danger), shy awayô (Skt. tyaj- óabandon, retreatô) and it denotes 

the proper attitude of mortals towards gods: full of awe and respect, readiness to perform 



the proscribed rituals and duties, but certainly not love. To Greeks, the idea that gods 

should be loved by mortals (or vice versa) would appear strange indeed. 

 

The Greeks had very vague and contradictory ideas about the afterlife. In Homerôs epics, 

the souls of the fallen heroes wander like zombies about the Underworld, and have some 

recollections about their former selves only after drinking sacrificial blood. The very word 

for ósoulô, psykhỒ (of non-Greek origin), originally probably meant simply óbreathô, i.e. 

that which last departs from a body at the moment of dying. Even the greatest heroes, such 

as Achilles, end up in the dreary Underworld, and lead a miserable existence. However, 

apparently not all fates of men after death were exactly equal. Already Homer tells us 

stories about the dead who have been punished by gods for their hĨbris, or transgressing 

pride, such as Sisyphus and Tantalus, and he knows about the deepest pit of the 

Underworld, T§rtaros (of non-Greek origin), reserved for the fallen Titans. He also 

mentions the Elysian fields, where the souls of the blessed may live a happy afterlife. The 

dwelling of the dead is always surrounded by water: to reach the Underworld (called 

Hades, just like the god of the Underworld himself) one has to cross the river (or lake) 

Akh®rǾn, and in some sources this can be done by paying the ferryman, Kh§rǾn. In some 

myths, the entrance to the Underworld is guarded by a three-headed dog, K®rberos. The 

Greeksô conceptions of oneôs destiny after death began to change in the 6
th
 century B.C. 

with Orpheus and Pythagoras, who taught the doctrine of metempsychosis and rebirth, but 

these ideas were never so widespread as to affect the majority of the Greek world. 

 

The chief god of the Greek Pantheon is, of course, Ze¼s < *dyǛws óskyô (Myc. genitive 

Di-wo); besides being the chief among the gods, he is also the thunderer (terpsi-keraun·s) 

and cloud-gatherer (nephelǛger®ta). His symbols are thunder, oak, eagle and bull. He is 

also the husband of HỒra (Myc. E-ra), whom he cheated on with several gods and mortals 

(his illegitimate children include Artemis, Perseus, Heracles, Helen of Troy, etc., while his 

official offspring are Ares, Hebe and Hephaestus, by far the less interesting lot). The 

Mycenaean form of Heraôs name shows that it cannot be related to the PIE word for óyearô 

(*yeH-ro- > Germ. Jahr óyearô, Russ. jar ówarm part of the yearô), because Mycenaean 

would have preserved the word-initial *y -. Therefore, the etymology of this name is 

unknown. She was the protector of marriage and the women in Greek society. Her sacred 

animal was a cow, and her standing epithet in Homer is boǾ̼pis óox-eyedô. The original 

wife of Zeus was probably DiἔnǛ, who shared a sanctuary with him in Dodone. She was 

considered as one of the Titans in later Greek mythology, but her former importance is 

shown by her name, which is derived from the name of Zeus (PIE *diw-h3en-). The noun 

TǭtǕ̼nes, TǭtǛ̼nes is itself without etymology, just like the names of the gods belonging to 

this generation, e.g. Kr·nos, Rh®a (Rhe²Ǜ) and Ga²a óEarthô.  

If Zeus was originally the Sky-god, one would expect his consort to be the Earth; 

however, in Greek mythology things are never so simple. Gaia was actually an adversary 

of Zeus in the fight against the Titans. Another candidate for the earliest Earth goddess is 

Demeter (DǛmỒtǛr, Doric DǕmǕ͕tǛr). She was the daughter of Kronos and Rheia, and she 

bore Zeus the daughter Persephone. The second part of her name (-mǛtǛr) means ómotherô, 

but there is no indication that the first part (DǛ-) ever meant óearthô. Besides, she is 

primarily a fertility goddess associated with grain, rather than with the earth itself, and in 

at least some texts her consort is said to be Poseidon, whose name also contains the 

element -dǕ- (on which see below). In Arcadia, Demeter was called Erǭnҗ͕s (Pausanias, 

8.25.6), which is otherwise the name of the avenging, snake-haired goddess who pursues 

criminals. In the later Greek tradition, there are three Erynies, the children of Gaia born 

from the blood of Uranus; in Latin, they are called Furiae, from furo óbe mad, raveô). 



Although some linguists have tried to connect the name Erǭnҗ͕s to Ved. SaraἈyȊ͕-, the 

mother of Yama, this etymology is formally very difficult, and the connection with ®ris 

óstrife, quarrelô is no better (plus, the etymology of ®ris is unknown).  

The castrated father of Kronos, Ouran·s óskyô, may have originally been óthe rainerô (cf. 

Skr. v§rἨati órainsô). Ap·llǾn was the protector of the arts, especially poetry, but he was 

also the god of medicine and healing. He dispenses the plague on the Greeks in Illiad by 

shooting arrows. He killed the Pythἔn (< PIE *b
h
ud

h
- óbottomô, cf. Ved. §hi budhnya- óthe 

serpent of the abyssô), a mythical dragon, in Delphi, where his major sanctuary was 

located. Though his name (also attested as ApellǾn) is sometimes compared to ON afl 

óstrengthô its etymology is ultimately unknown; the name of this ñmost Greek of godsò is 

probably borrowed from Anatolian, cf. the theonym Apalliunaġ attested in Hittite 

documents dealing with Wiluġa/Troy. In Homerôs epics, he is the protector of the Trojans, 

and his cult was certainly very widely known in Asia Minor.  

In contrast to the male-dominated Vedic religion, Greeks worshipped quite a number of 

powerful goddesses. AthỒnǛ was attested in Linear B tablets (Myc. A-ta-na), but it seems 

to have been the general noun, perhaps meaning óladyô. It is of pre-Greek origin. Athene 

was depicted as a virgin, the protector of arts, but also a warrior goddess dressed in full 

armour. Another independent-minded virgin of non-Greek origin was Ćrtemis, the hunter-

goddess, (Myc. A-ti-mi-te, dat.), cf. Lyd. ArtimuŜ, Etruscan Aritimi. Attempts to derive her 

name from Gr. §rktos óbearô are futile. The name was probably forrowed from some 

Anatolian language. Likewise, HỒphaistos, the blacksmith god, has a name of unknown 

origin. Although he was certainly worshipped by the professional smiths, few of the myths 

about him have been preserved, and he is chiefly know as the husband of the unfaithful 

Aphrod²tǛ, the goddess of love. Her name is also obscure, though her bimbo-like 

appearance and many attributes (e.g. khrys®Ǜ ógoldenô, or thyg§tǛr Di·s ódaughter of 

Zeusô) make her comparable to the Vedic Dawn Goddess, UἨǕs. Aphrodite's name bears 

no relation whatsoever with aphr·s ófoamô, despite the folk-etymology; the true origin of 

the name is unknown. Her cult seems to have spread from Paphos on Cyprus, where she 

had her oldest sanctuary, and Greeks sometimes called her Cypris, óthe Cyprianô. On the 

other hand, the Greek Dawn Goddess, ǚἔs, whose name is identical to UἨǕs, is somewhat 

eclipsed already in Homer. She is mentioned rarely, though, and her name is often 

modified by the beautiful poetic epithet rhodod§ktylos órose-fingeredô. In Greek myth, she 

does not do much, except abducting young and pretty boys such as TithǾn·s (of pre-Greek 

origin), whom she kept as an eternally living but also ageing lover (allegedly, he turned 

into a cricket after all). ĆrǛs, the god of war, is a personified abstraction ï his name is 

obviously derived from ar§ ócurseô. Likewise, HermǕ̼s (Myc. E-ma-ha) seems to have 

been, originally, óthe binderô; his name has been derived from *ser- ófasten togetherô (Gr. 

e²rǾ, Lat. sero ólink togetherô, sermo óspeechô, Skr. s²sarti óstretches, extendsô, which is 

often predicated of Mitraôs hands. However, the word formation of Hermesô name is 

unclear. He can be compared to Varuna, who binds the sinners in the RV (Hermes is the 

psychopomp in the Greek religion), and also to Vedic PȊἨan, who is connected to cattle 

and cattle-raiding (it was Hermes who stole Apolloôs cattle). Hermes is also a god of 

boundaries and the protector of thieves and heralds. The daughter of Zeus and Hera, HỒbǛ, 

was the cupbearer of the Olympian gods; her name simply means óyouthô (< PIE 

*yeh1g
w
eh2, cf. Lith. jǟg¨ ópowerô); Baba Jaga, a figure from the Russian folklore, has a 

similar name (Jaga may be derived from *yeh1g
w
eh2), but in many respects she is the very 

opposite of HỒbǛ (she is an ugly old hag). Poseid§Ǿn (also PoseidǾ̼n, Myc. Po-si-da-wo-

ne, dat.), the lord of the sea and Zeusô brother, was originally called *potey-dǕwǾn óthe 

lord (*potis) of *dǕ, whatever that is; the comparison with Varu aôs epithet p§ti- dǕ͕nunas 



óthe lord of watersô (RV 1.136.3) makes one think whether Poseidon was originally óthe 

lord of watersô as well. Besides ruling the sea, armed with a trident, Poseidon is also the 

earth-shaker (elel²khthǾn) causing earthquakes. He is also connected with horses and 

honoured at chariot-races. According to one tradition, he was actually the progenitor of 

horses: he is said to have spilled his semen on a rock from which the first horse was 

shaped, and with his wife Demeter (or with the wrathful goddess Erynis) he fathered the 

famous horse Areion. In a rare account of horse-sacrifice among the Greeks, Pausanias 

(8.7.2) tells us how horses were drowned for Poseidon near Argos.  

There were other gods who never made it to the Olympus. P©n, the protector of roads and 

shepherds, is probably related to Ved. PȊἨan-(< *pewh2son-, see above), and the name of 

the god of wine, Di·nysos (Myc. Di-wo-nu-so) is derivable from *diwos nuso- óthe nuso- 

of the Skyô, whatever nuso- originally meant. He is also called B§kkhos, but this name is 

also etymologically unclear. His sacred wand made of vine, thĨrsos, may be a loanword 

from Anatolian (cf. Hitt. tuwarġa- óvineô), while the cult hymn in the praise of Dionysus, 

thr²ambos (whence Lat. triumphus and Eng. triumph) is without etymology. Finally, the 

name of črpheus, the mythical divine singer, may be related to Ved. Rρbhu-, the craftsman 

among the gods. Both names may go back to PIE *h3rb
h
ew-. 

Perseph·nǛ was the abducted wife of the god of the underworld, Hades (Hesiod, Theog. 

912f.. Her name is probably derivable from pe²rein ópierceô and pha·s ólightô, but she is 

often called simply K·rǛ ógirlô, especially in her function of a vegetation goddess (she was 

often depicted with a sheaf of grain); in Arcadia she was worshipped under the title of 

d®spoina ómistressô. The name of her spouse, Ha²dǛs, according to some linguists, may be 

from *sm-wid- (?) óthe place where one sees his ancestors againô, but it is more probably 

from *Haywid- < *sh2ey-w-, cf. Lat. saevus ócruelô, from the root *sh2ey-ôto bindô, cf. 

Ved. s®tu-, the fetter of VaruἈa. The name of the Muse, Mo¾sa, is from PIE *montyeh2 

(or *mon-d
h
h1yeh2) ómemoryô, from the root *men- óthinkô (Lat. mens, OCS mʴniti, Skr. 

m§nyate, etc.). There was originally only one Muse, and their classical number of seven 

has been fixed only during the classical period. There are some other  goddesses of lesser 

standing. The name of the domestic goddess Hest²a is the word for ófireplace, hearthô, Gr. 

hest²a < *westi-, cf. Lat. Vesta, who is more important as a virgin keeper of domestic fire. 

The goddess of childbirth, Eile²thya (earlier Ele¼thya, Myc. e-re-u-ti-ja); her name is 

usually related to Gr. Ồlython, °lthon óI cameô (< PIE *h1lewd
h
-, OIr. luid ócameô), 

because she comes to the help of women at childbirth, but this may be just folk 

etymology. The goddess Hek§tǛ is not yet mentioned in Homer, and may have been 

imported from Asia Minor (her cult was widespread in Caria); she was the goddess of 

paths, but she has also ties with the underground, as the leader of ghosts and witches. The 

etymology of her name is unknown. The dark goddesses of death, KǛ̼res, might be 

etymologically connected to OInd. KǕlǭ, who becomes the goddess of death only in later 

Hinduism, but whose name was initially an epithet of RǕtrǭ, the goddess of night.  

 

1. An inscription in Linear B from Pylos (PY Fr 343-1213) 

e-ti-we po-]se-da-o-ne re-ke-to-ro-te-ri -jo OIL[  

For Poseidon, festival of the Spreading of the Couch, oil perfumed with e-ti- 

 



2. Chryses' Prayer to Apollo (The Iliad, I, 33-42) 

ɠ űŬŰ, ŭŮɘůŮɜ ŭ  ɔɏɟɤɜ əŬ ˊŮɑɗŮŰɞ ɛɨɗ: 

ɓ ŭ əɏɤɜ ˊŬɟ ɗ ɜŬ ˊɞɚɡűɚɞɑůɓɞɘɞ ɗŬɚɎůůɖɠ: 

ˊɞɚɚ ŭ ˊŮɘŰ ˊɎɜŮɡɗŮ əɘ ɜ ɟɗ  ɔŮɟŬɘ ɠ 

ˊɧɚɚɤɜɘ ɜŬəŰɘ, Ű ɜ ɒəɞɛɞɠ ŰɏəŮ ȿɖŰɩ: 

əɚ ɗɑ ɛŮɡ ɟɔɡɟɧŰɞɝ, ɠ ɉɟɨůɖɜ ɛűɘɓɏɓɖəŬɠ 

ȾɑɚɚɎɜ ŰŮ ɕŬɗɏɖɜ ɇŮɜɏŭɞɘɧ ŰŮ űɘ ɜɎůůŮɘɠ, 

ɆɛɘɜɗŮ Ů ˊɞŰɏ Űɞɘ ɢŬɟɑŮɜŰ  ́ɜɖ ɜ ɟŮɣŬ, 

 Ů ŭɐ ˊɞŰɏ Űɞɘ əŬŰ ˊɑɞɜŬ ɛɖɟɑ əɖŬ 

ŰŬɨɟɤɜ ŭ Ŭ ɔ ɜ, Ű ŭɏ ɛɞɘ əɟɐɖɜɞɜ ɏɚŭɤɟ: 

ŰɑůŮɘŬɜ ȹŬɜŬɞ ɛ ŭɎəɟɡŬ ůɞ ůɘ ɓɏɚŮůůɘɜ. 

ñHe went forth in silence along the shore of the loud-resounding sea, and earnestly then, when 

he had gone apart, the old man prayed to the lord Apollo, whom fair-haired Leto bore: óHear 

me, god of the silver bow, who stand over Chryse and holy Cilla, and rule mightily over 

Tenedos, Sminthian god, if ever I roofed over a temple to your pleasing, or if ever I burned to 

you fat thigh-pieces of bulls and goats, fulfill this prayer for me: let the Danaans pay for my 

tears by your arrowsôò  

(Translated by Samuel Butler, 1924) 

 

3. Homeric Hymn 6 to Aphrodite 

Ŭŭɞɖɜ, ɢɟɡůɞůŰűŬɜɞɜ, əŬɚɜ űɟɞŭŰɖɜ 

ůɞɛŬɘ,  ˊůɖɠ Ⱦˊɟɞɡ əɟŭŮɛɜŬ ɚɚɞɔɢŮɜ 

ŮɜŬɚɖɠ, ɗɘ ɛɘɜ ȻŮűɟɞɡ ɛɜɞɠ ɔɟɜ ɜŰɞɠ 

ɜŮɘəŮɜ əŬŰ əɛŬ ˊɞɚɡűɚɞůɓɞɘɞ ɗŬɚůůɖɠ 

5 űɟ ɜɘ ɛŬɚŬə: Űɜ ŭ ɢɟɡůɛˊɡəŮɠ ɟŬɘ 

ŭɝŬɜŰ ůˊŬůɤɠ, ́ Ůɟ ŭ ɛɓɟɞŰŬ ŮɛŬŰŬ ůůŬɜ: 

əɟŬŰ ŭ  ́ ɗŬɜŰ ůŰŮűɜɖɜ ŮŰɡəŰɞɜ ɗɖəŬɜ 

əŬɚɜ, ɢɟɡůŮɖɜ: ɜ ŭ ŰɟɖŰɞůɘ ɚɞɓɞůɘɜ 

ɜɗŮɛ ɟŮɘɢɚəɞɡ ɢɟɡůɞ ŰŮ ŰɘɛŮɜŰɞɠ: 

10ŭŮɘɟ ŭ ɛű ˊŬɚ əŬ ůŰɗŮůɘɜ ɟɔɡűɞɘůɘɜ 

ɟɛɞɘůɘ ɢɟɡůɞɘůɘɜ əůɛŮɞɜ, ɞů ˊŮɟ ŬŰŬ 

ɟŬɘ əɞůɛŮůɗɖɜ ɢɟɡůɛˊɡəŮɠ, ˊ Ű́ ɞɘŮɜ 

ɠ ɢɞɟɜ ɛŮɟŮɜŰŬ ɗŮɜ əŬ ŭɛŬŰŬ ˊŬŰɟɠ. 

ŬŰɟ ˊŮɘŭ ˊɜŰŬ ˊŮɟ ɢɟɞ əůɛɞɜ ɗɖəŬɜ, 

15 ɔɞɜ ɠ ɗŬɜŰɞɡɠ: ɞ ŭ ů ɕ́ɞɜŰɞ ŭɜŰŮɠ 

ɢŮɟů Ű ŭŮɝɘɤɜŰɞ əŬ ɟůŬɜŰɞ əŬůŰɞɠ 

ŮɜŬɘ əɞɡɟɘŭɖɜ ɚɞɢɞɜ əŬ ɞəŬŭ ɔŮůɗŬɘ, 

Ůŭɞɠ ɗŬɡɛɕɞɜŰŮɠ ɞůŰŮűɜɞɡ ȾɡɗŮɟŮɖɠ. 

ɢŬɟ ɚɘəɞɓɚűŬɟŮ, ɔɚɡəɡɛŮɚɘɢŮ: ŭɠ ŭ ɜ ɔɜɘ 

20ɜəɖɜ ŰŭŮ űɟŮůɗŬɘ, ɛɜ ŭ ɜŰɡɜɞɜ ɞɘŭɜ. 

ŬŰɟ ɔ əŬ ůŮɞ əŬ ɚɚɖɠ ɛɜůɞɛ ɞɘŭɠ. 

ñI will sing of stately Aphrodite, gold-crowned and beautiful, whose dominion is the walled 

cities of all sea-set Cyprus. There the moist breath of the western wind wafted her over the 

waves of the loud-moaning sea [5] in soft foam, and there the gold-filleted Hours welcomed 
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her joyously. They clothed her with heavenly garments: on her head they put a fine, well-

wrought crown of gold, and in her pierced ears they hung ornaments of orichalc and precious 

gold, [10] and adorned her with golden necklaces over her soft neck and snow-white breasts, 

jewels which the gold-fil leted Hours wear themselves whenever they go to their father's house 

to join the lovely dances of the gods. And when they had fully decked her, [15] they brought 

her to the gods, who welcomed her when they saw her, giving her their hands. Each one of 

them prayed that he might lead her home to be his wedded wife, so greatly were they amazed 

at the beauty of violet-crowned Cytherea.  

Hail, sweetly-winning, coy-eyed goddess! Grant that I may gain the victory in this contest, 

[20] and order you my song. And now I will remember you and another song also.ò 

 

4.Hera swears to Zeus by the waters of the underground river Styx (Homer, The Iliad 15, 37-

41) 

óůŰɤ ɜɜ ŰɧŭŮ ũŬŬ əŬ ɃɟŬɜɠ Ůɟɠ ˊŮɟɗŮ 

əŬ Ű əŬŰŮɘɓɧɛŮɜɞɜ ɆŰɡɔɠ ŭɤɟ, ɠ ŰŮ ɛɏɔɘůŰɞɠ 

ɟəɞɠ ŭŮɘɜɧŰŬŰɧɠ ŰŮ ˊɏɚŮɘ ɛŬəɎɟŮůůɘ ɗŮɞůɘ, 

ůɐ ɗ Ůɟ əŮűŬɚ əŬ ɜɤȶŰŮɟɞɜ ɚɏɢɞɠ ŬŰɜ 

əɞɡɟɑŭɘɞɜ, Ű ɛɜ ɞə ɜ ɔɩ ˊɞŰŮ ɛɣ ɛɧůŬɘɛɘ: 

 

 

ñHereto now be Earth my witness and the broad Heaven above, and the down-flowing water 

of Styx, which is the greatest and most dread oath for the blessed gods, and thine own sacred 

head, and the couch of us twain, couch of our wedded love, whereby I verily would never 

forswear myself.ñ 

 

 

5. Sappho, fr. 1 (Hymn to Aphrodite) 

 

Ʉɞɘəɘɚ ɗɟɞɜ', ɗ ɜŬŰ' űɟ ŭɘŰŬ, 

ˊŬ ȹ ɞɠ, ŭɞɚ ˊɚɞəŮ, ɚ ůůɞɛŬ ůŮ 

ɛ ɛ' ůŬɘůɘ ɛ Ű' ɜ Ŭɘůɘ ŭ ɛɜŬ, 

        ˊ ŰɜɘŬ, ɗ ɛɞɜȚ 

 

ɚɚ Űɡ ŭ' ɚɗ', Ŭ ˊɞŰŬ ə Ű ɟɤŰŬ 

Ű ɠ ɛŬɠ Ŭ ŭɤɠ ɞɘůŬ ˊ ɚɡɘ 

əɚɡŮɠ, ́ Űɟɞɠ ŭ ŭ ɛɞɜ ɚ ˊɞɘůŬ 

        ɢɟ ůɘɞɜ ɚɗŮɠ 

 

ɟɛ' ˊɞɕŮ ɝŬɘůŬȚ ə ɚɞɘ ŭ ů' ɔɞɜ 

əŮŮɠ ůŰɟɞ ɗɞɘ ˊŮɟ ɔ ɠ ɛŮɚŬ ɜŬɠ 

ˊ əɜŬ ŭɘɜŮɜŰŮɠ ˊŰ ɟ' '́ ɟ ɜɤ Ŭ ɗŮ- 

        ɟŬɠ ŭɘ ɛ ůůɤ. 

 

Ŭ ɣŬ ŭ' ɝ əɞɜŰɞȚ Ű ŭ',  ɛ əŬɘɟŬ, 

ɛŮɘŭɘ ůŬɘů' ɗŬɜ Ű ˊɟɞů ˊ, 

ɟŮ', ŰŰɘ ŭɖ ŰŮ ˊ ˊɞɜɗŬ ə ŰŰɘ 
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        ŭɖ ŰŮ ə ɚɖɛɘ, 

 

ə ŰŰɘ ɛɞɘ ɛ ɚɘůŰŬ ɗ ɚɤ ɔ ɜŮůɗŬɘ 

ɛŬɘɜ ɚ ɗ ɛ Ț Ű ɜŬ ŭɖ ŰŮ ɄŮ ɗɤ 

ɛŬ ɠ ɔɖɜ ɠ ů ɜ űɘɚ ŰŬŰŬ, Ű ɠ ů',  

        Ɋ ˊű', ŭɘə Ůɘ; 

 

əŬ ɔ ɟ Ŭ űŮ ɔŮɘ, ŰŬɢ ɤɠ ŭɘ ɝŮɘ, 

Ŭ ŭ ŭ ɟŬ ɛ ŭ əŮŰ' ɚɚ ŭ ůŮɘ, 

Ŭ ŭ ɛ ű ɚŮɘ, ŰŬɢ ɤɠ űɘɚ ůŮɘ 

        əɤ ə ɗ ɚɞɘůŬ. 

 

ɚɗŮ ɛɞɘ əŬ ɜ ɜ, ɢŬɚŮˊ ɜ ŭ ɚ ůɞɜ 

ə ɛŮɟɘɛɜ ɜ, ůůŬ ŭ ɛɞɘ ŰŮɚ ůůŬɘ 

ɗ ɛɞɠ ɛ ɟɟŮɘ, Ű ɚŮůɞɜȚ ů ŭ' Ŭ ŰŬ 

        ů ɛɛŬɢɞɠ ůůɞ. 

 

ñImmortal Aphrodite of the broidered throne, daughter of Zeus, weaver of wiles, I pray thee 

break not my spirit with anguish and distress, O Queen. But come hither, if ever before thou 

didst hear my voice afar, and listen, and leaving thy father's golden house camest with chariot 

yoked, and fair fleet sparrows drew thee, flapping fast their wings around the dark earth, from 

heaven through mid sky. Quickly arrived they; and thou, blessed one, smiling with immortal 

countenance, didst ask What now is befallen me, and Why now I call, and What I in my mad 

heart most desire to see. 'What Beauty now wouldst thou draw to love thee? Who wrongs 

thee, Sappho? For even if she flies she shall soon follow, and if she rejects gifts shall yet give, 

and if she loves not shall soon love, however loth.' Come, I pray thee, now too, and release 

me from cruel cares; and all that my heart desires to accomplish, accomplish thou, and be 

thyself my ally.ò 

 

6. Instructions on how to make a libation: Sophocles, ñOedipus at Colonusò 

 

Ƀŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
465  űɑɚŰŬɗ, ɠ ɜ ɜ ˊ ɜ ŰŮɚɞ ɜŰɘ ˊɟɞɝɏɜŮɘ. 

ɉɞɟɧɠ 
ɗɞ ɜ ɜ əŬɗŬɟɛ ɜ Ű ɜŭŮ ŭŬɘɛɧɜɤɜ, ű ɠ 

Ű ˊɟ Űɞɜ əɞɡ əŬ əŬŰɏůŰŮɘɣŬɠ ˊɏŭɞɜ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
Űɟɧˊɞɘůɘ ˊɞɑɞɘɠ;  ɝɏɜɞɘ, ŭɘŭɎůəŮŰŮ. 

ɉɞɟɧɠ 
ˊɟ Űɞɜ ɛ ɜ Ůɟ ɠ ɝ ŮɘɟɨŰɞɡ ɢɞ ɠ 

470əɟɐɜɖɠ ɜŮɔəɞ, ŭɘ ůɑɤɜ ɢŮɘɟ ɜ ɗɘɔɩɜ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
ŰŬɜ ŭ Űɞ Űɞ ɢŮ ɛ əɐɟŬŰɞɜ ɚɎɓɤ; 

ɉɞɟɧɠ 
əɟŬŰ ɟɏɠ Ů ůɘɜ, ɜŭɟ ɠ Ů ɢŮɘɟɞɠ Űɏɢɜɖ, 

ɜ əɟ Ű ɟŮɣɞɜ əŬ ɚŬɓ ɠ ɛűɘůŰɧɛɞɡɠ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
ɗŬɚɚɞ ůɘɜ  əɟɧəŬɘůɘɜ,  ˊɞɑ Űɟɧˊ; 
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ɉɞɟɧɠ 
475ɞ ɧɠ ɔŮ ɜŮŬɟ ɠ ɜŮɞˊɧə ɛŬɚɚ ɚŬɓɩɜ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
Ů Ůɜ: Ű ŭ ɜɗŮɜ ˊɞ ŰŮɚŮɡŰ ůŬɑ ɛŮ ɢɟɐ; 

ɉɞɟɧɠ 
ɢɞ ɠ ɢɏŬůɗŬɘ ůŰɎɜŰŬ ˊɟ ɠ ˊɟɩŰɖɜ ɤ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
 Űɞ ůŭŮ əɟɤůůɞ ɠ ɞ ɠ ɚɏɔŮɘɠ ɢɏɤ ŰɎŭŮ; 

ɉɞɟɧɠ 
ŰɟɘůůɎɠ ɔŮ ˊɖɔɎɠ: Ű ɜ ŰŮɚŮɡŰŬ ɞɜ ŭ ɚɞɜ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
480Űɞ ŰɧɜŭŮ ˊɚɐůŬɠ ɗ; ŭɑŭŬůəŮ əŬ ŰɧŭŮ. 

ɉɞɟɧɠ 
ŭŬŰɞɠ, ɛŮɚɑůůɖɠ: ɛɖŭ ˊɟɞůűɏɟŮɘɜ ɛɏɗɡ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
ŰŬɜ ŭ ŰɞɨŰɤɜ ɔ ɛŮɚɎɛűɡɚɚɞɠ Űɨɢ; 

ɉɞɟɧɠ 
Űɟ ɠ ɜɜɏ Ŭ Ű əɚ ɜŬɠ ɝ ɛűɞ ɜ ɢŮɟɞ ɜ 

ŰɘɗŮ ɠ ɚŬɑŬɠ ŰɎůŭ ˊŮɨɢŮůɗŬɘ ɚɘŰɎɠ. 

Ƀ ŭɑˊɞɡɠ 
485ŰɞɨŰɤɜ əɞ ůŬɘ ɓɞɨɚɞɛŬɘ: ɛɏɔɘůŰŬ ɔɎɟ. 

 

ñOedipus 
[465] Dearest friends, be my patrons, and I will bring everything to completion.  

Chorus 
Then make atonement to these divinities, to whom you have come first, and on whose ground 

you have trespassed.  

Oedipus 
With what rites? Instruct me, strangers.  

Chorus 
First, from an ever-flowing [470] spring bring sacred drink-offerings, borne in ritually pure 

hands.  

Oedipus 
And when I have gotten this unmixed draught?  

Chorus 
There are bowls, the work of a skilled craftsman; crown their edges and the handles at either 

side.  

Oedipus 
With olive branches, or woollen cloths, or in what way?  

Chorus 
[475] Take the freshly-shorn wool of a ewe-lamb.  

Oedipus 
Good; and then to what last rite shall I proceed?  

Chorus 
Pour the drink-offerings, with your face to the dawn.  

Oedipus 
Shall I pour them with these vessels of which you speak?  

Chorus 
Yes, in three streams; but the last vesselð  
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Oedipus 
[480] With what shall I fill this, before I set it down? Teach me this also.  

Chorus 
With water and honey; but add no wine.  

Oedipus 
And when the ground under the dark shade has drunk these?  

Chorus 
Three times lay on it nine branches of olive with both your hands, and meanwhile make this 

prayer.  

Oedipus 
[485] I wish to hear this prayer; it is the most important part.ò 

 

(Translated by Sir Richard Jebb, 1899) 



ITALIC  

 

In sharp contrast to the rich literary and epigraphic sources for the study of the Greek religion, 

the early sources on Latin religion are very modest. A few fragments of the ancient cultic 

songs, such as the famous Carmen Arvale (found on an inscription from 218 B.C., but 

presumably much older) and the Carmina Saliaria, and a handful of inscriptions earlier than 

the 3rd century B.C. is all that is left before the Hellenistic period, when the original Roman 

religion underwent a profound influence of the Greek religion. Names of many Greek 

mythological figures were transmitted to Rome through an Etruscan or Italic intermediar, e.g. 

Hercules (from Greek Heracles) or Proserpina (from Greek Persephone). In the second 

century B.C., many cults from the Orient spread in Rome, and it took a formal decision by the 

Senate to prohibit the orgiastic cult of Dionysus (Senatusconsultum de Bacchanalibus, the text 

of which is preserved in full). It was Augustus who sought to restore the original Roman piety 

in the late 1st century B.C. and in the early 1st century A.D., and the literary mythological 

works of Virgil (The Aeneid) and Ovid (especially The Metamorphoses) should be viewed in 

the light of Augustus's refoms. Whatever ancient lore is preserved in these works, we have to 

bear in mind that much of the mythology contained in them is an artificial creation of their 

authors.  

We have a fair idea about the ancient Roman piety from references made by classical authors 

to sacrifices, priestly offices, and the organization of the temples; moreover, a number of 

authentic prayers have been preserved, including famous Cato's prayer from De re rustica. 

We also have a good knowledge about the ancient Roman festivities, especially those that 

occurred during the first half of the year, since Ovid was only able to write the first half of his 

calendar in verses (Fasti) before being banished to the Black Sea by Augustus. There are, 

however, no original and integral sacred texts comparable to the Rig-Vedic hymns, but the 

practical, down-to-earth nature of Roman religion teaches us that Romans probably never had 

anything similar to the Rig-Veda. However, since we know so much about the daily lives of 

ordinary Romans, thanks to the abundance of our sources, we also know a lot about their piety 

and attitude towards religion: we can easily vividly imagine Horace making an offering to the 

source of Bandusia, just as we find numerous references to superstitions and silly customs in 

Cicero's letters to his friends. From all this we can easily conclude that the Roman's approach 

to religion was practical; Cicero says (De natura deorum, III, 87) that óJupiter is called Best 

and Greatest because he does not make us just or sober or wise but healthy and rich and 

prosperousô. The favour of the gods can be won by careful and regular observance of rites 

(disciplina), and this was mostly delegated to priests, organized as flamines and pontifices, as 

well as to priestesses (the best known were the Vestal Virgins who were in charge of the 

sacred fire in the temple of Vesta). The priests were not a caste, separated from the rest of 

society, but rather influential and wealthy citizens; the highest priests were often the most 

powerful politicians, so that, for example, Caesar was during his career a pontifex maximus 

(the chief priest of Jupiter). Since the pontifices were in charge of public worship, it was a 

sensible thing that they were chosen among the rich citizens (unlike contemporary politicians, 

who tend to raise taxes as they like, the Roman dignitaries had to provide the money for 

public services and festivities from their own pocket). In contrast to the pontifices, the 

flamines, devoted to the Capitoline triad (Jupiter, Mars, and Quirinus) had little public 

influence, since their office was subject to severe taboos. The chief priest of Jupiter, the 

flamen Dialis, could not ride a horse and could not spend more than three consecutive nights 

outside Rome. The general term for a ópriestô was sacerdǾs, a compound of sacer óholyô and 

dǾt- < PIE *deh3-t- ógiveô (Lat. dǾ, dare); the original meaning was presumably óthe one with 

sacred endowmentsô. Ordinary people had to observe their own private rites, mostly in 

relation to their ancestors, but they were not obliged to participate in public worship. Horace 



tells us how he dropped in on a service in a temple (Sat. I, 114), more from curiosity than 

from piety, and Horace tells us that he was a parcus deorum cultor et infrenquens (Od. I.34) 

óa sparing and occasional worshipperô. 

The Roman sacrifice was similar to Greek, but it was also peculiar in some respects. The 

favourite sacrificial animals were the pig, the sheep and the ox (the suovetaurilia included all 

three), and in contrast to the Greeks, the Romans also sacrificed horses to Mars on October 15 

(the October Equus). The sacrificial animal was brought to the temple, and its forehead was 

sprinkled with a mixture of salt and flour (mola salsa, hence the term immolatio); the slaying 

of the victim had to be done in complete silence, except for the sound of the flute played by a 

tibicen. Sacrifices were often promised as vows (vota) to the gods, but other vows might 

include gifts to temples or building of various monuments. The formula votum soluit libens 

merito is one of the most common phrases found on Roman inscriptions. The methods of 

divination employed by the Romans were similar to those of the other ancient peoples, but 

there were also some local fashions, especially in procedures for examining the entrails of 

victims, performed by haruspices (from PIE *gô
h
rHu- óintestinesô, Lith. ģarn¨, Skr. hirǕ͕- 

óveinô, and *-spekô- óto watchô, Gr. sk®ptomai). There were also curious methods of divination 

from the flight of birds (performed by augures, from avis óbirdô, and the root found in gustus 

ótasteô, or rather from the root of augeo óincreaseô < PIE *h2ewg-, Lith. §ugti ógrowô), or the 

pecking of chickens. 

It has been claimed by Georges Dum®zil and his followers that the original mythology of 

Rome is preserved, but camouflaged, in Titus Liviusô account of the history of the early 

Rome. For example, the story of the founding of Rome by Romulus and Remus is interpreted 

as the original (Indo-European) cosmogonic myth, in which the world is created from the 

body of the primeval man, who had been sacrificed by his twin brother; the name of Remus is 

then derived from *Yemos, and compared to Skr. Yama-, and the initial R- is explained on the 

analogy with RǾmulus, whose name is certainly eponymous with RǾma. There are certainly 

other elements of ancient mythology spread and concealed in Livius's work, but it is difficult 

to gain any certainty in these matters. 

Finally, the least reliable sources for the study of the Roman religion are the Christian writers, 

such as St. Augustine, or Arnobius (Contra Paganos) who often deliberately ridiculed the 

rites and customs of the pagans. However, they sometimes corroborate hypotheses established 

independently on the basis of other sources. Thus, while Arnobius (Contra Paganos II. 15.5) 

claims that there was a deity presiding over the threshold (Limentinus), a deity in charge of 

the hinges (Cardea) and one protecting the leaf of the door (Forculus), we know from authors 

such as Aulus Gellius and Servius (who wrote and important commentary on the Aeneid), that 

there were pontifical books containing detailed lists of indigitǕmenta formulas used to invoke 

the dii indigetes, or deities responsible for little everyday activities and objects (the epithet 

indiges is derivable from endo ówithinô and ago óactô, so these were the deities working within 

objects of the natural world and the social community). For example, Aulus Gellius (XIII, 23) 

lists Lua Saturni, Salacia Neptuni, Hora Quirini, Virites Quirini, Moles Martis, and others. 

These were the numina, or various aspects of divinity (from -nuo, adnuo ógive a sign, nodô). 

The universe was full of divinity, or, as Virgil says (Georg. IV, 221f.) óòGod passes throught 

all lands, all tracts of sea and the depths of the skyò. 

The chief god of the Roman pantheon, and the head of the Capitoline Triad is JȊpiter (or  

Juppiter); his name is actually from the PIE phrase *dyǛws ph2tǛr ófather Skyô (see above); 

his consort, JȊno, bears the name of Etruscan Uni, but perhaps it is originally from the PIE 

root *dyew-/*diw- óskyô (Lat. deus ógodô, Gr. Ze¼s, see above); if her original name was 



*DiwǾ (Gen. *DiwǾn-es), it can be compared to Gr. DiἔnǛ, who was also the original wife of 

Zeus. In that case, the name of Iuno must have been borrowed in Latin through some 

intermediary language, since it is never written as *Diuno, even in the archaic monuments. 

Another etymology relates her name to Lat. iuvenis óyoungô and interprets it as óthe young 

wifeô; she would have been the woman's counterpart to the genius, the personal spirit of every 

man. In her epiphany as Iuno Lucina she was especially worshipped as the goddess of birth 

(parallel to Gr. Eileithya). The somewhat obscure god Quirǭnus was an agricultural deity 

whose name is easily derived from *co-virǭnus (from vir < PIE *wiHro- ómanô, Skr. vǭr§s, 

Lith. vĨras). He was originally the protector of the community, cf. also cȊria < *co-viria. 

Besides Juppiter and Quirinus, the third member of the Capitoline Triad was MǕrs, who was 

rather clumsily identified with Gr. Ares. He was also originally an agricultural deity rather 

than the god of war. His name is known in its older forms Mavors, MǕmers, and Marmar, 

and, unsurprisingly, it is of unknown origin. The name of Venus is originally an abstract 

numen, from the neuter *wenos ódesire, lustô, Skr. v§nas. She was identified with Gr. 

Aphrodite, and the name of Apollo was directly borrowed from Greek. The god of trade and 

the protector of roads, Mercurius (identified with Gr. Hermes), was likewise originally an 

abstract numen, and his name was derived from merx ócommerceô, of unknown, perhaps 

Etruscan origin. Another possibility would be to derive merx from *mergô- ódivideô (Hitt. 

mǕrk-
i
 ódivide, separateô), from which we also have margǾ, marginis óborder, limitô. A proto-

form *merg-s  would have assimilated to merx, and it would have been an abstract root noun 

meaning óa division, a sharingô, just as its formal parallels such as pǕx, lǛx, nex, etc. The 

semantic development would have been from ówhat is divided, a shareô to ógoods, 

merchandiseô. 

The two-faced god JǕnus, who protected the entrances of Roman houses and the beginnings 

of all endeavors, bears the name identical to the noun iǕnus, óarched passage, doorwayô < PIE 

*yeh2-no-, cf. Skr. yǕ͕ti ógoesô, Lith. j·ti órideô). The name of Minerva, the goddess of wisdom 

(identified with Athena) was probably borrowed from Etruscan; in that language, it could also 

be a borrowing from some IE dialect. It might ultimately be from *MǛneswǕ, a derivative of 

PIE *meh1nos- ómoonô, Lith. mǟ͕nuo, or from PIE *menos ómindô (Ved. m§nas). The name of 

SǕturnus is of uncertain origin. It is sometimes compared to Ved. Savit§r- (see above), but a 

more likely source is Etruscan Satre;  he was certainly a god of agriculture and fertility, and 

his wife was Ops ówealthô (< PIE *h3ep-, cf. Hitt. happinant- órichô). The legends associating 

Saturnus with an early golden age of abundance (Saturnia aetas) led to his rather clumsy 

identification with Greek Kr·nos. Another ancient fertility god was Consus, to whom the feast 

of Consualia was dedicated. He was represented as a grain seed and was meant to be the 

protector of grains. The origin of his name is unknown, and the sometimes proposed 

derivation from condo, condere óto store (grain)ô is unlikely. The name of the wild forest 

divinity Faunus is also unclear; it is sometimes derived from *b
h
h2u-no-, from the root óto be, 

becomeô (cf. OIr. b¼an ógood, favourableô). The goddess of the hearth, Vesta, is of course 

identical to Gr. Hest²a (see above), and Lǭber is from PIE *h1lewd
h
ro- ófree (man)ô (OCS 

ljudʴje, Germ. Leute, etc.). The god of the blacksmiths Volcanus bears the name of unknown 

origin. It may have been derived from the Etruscan gens Volca, if he was originally their 

protector deity. Tellus, of which little is known from classical sources, may have been the 

original Roman Terra MǕter, óMother Earthô (Virgil calls her prima deorum in Aen. 7.136). 

Her name is, of course, the normal Latin word for óearth, groundô < PIE *telh2- ógroundô (Skr. 

tala- ósurface, bottomô, ORuss. tʴlo, OIr. talam ógroundô). She is often identified with CerǛs, 

the goddes of grain and fruits (from *k'erH- ónourishmentô, Lith. ġ®rti ófeedô, OHG hirso 

ómilletô). The name of the protectors of the household (in particular of the hearth) was LǕres < 

LǕses in Carmen Arvale. It is of unknown origin, but perhaps it may be derived from PIE 

*deh2-es- ódivide, apportionô (with the common development of *d > l, and rhotacism of ïs- 



from the original s-stem). The other household deities, the PenǕtǛs, have the name derived 

from penus, ófood, provisionsô, cf. Lith. penǟ͕ti ófeedô. The  etymology of ManǛs (pl., Roman 

ancestor spirits) is unknown as well as of PalǛs (sg., a goddess of shepherds) and of Lemures 

(malevolent spirits of the dead). The LǕrvae, another word for ancestor spirits, has been 

derived from *g'
h
lh3r-wo- óthe bleak onesô (Gr. khlǾr·s ógreenishô, OCS zelenʲ ógreenô). Bona 

Dea  was, of course, óthe good goddessô, and the name of FortȊna is derived from fors 

ódestiny, fateô, from the root *b
h
er- ócarryô. The name of the wood goddess DiǕna is 

presumably derived from *dyew- ósky, dayô (Lat. diȊ óby dayô, cf. also the name of Greek 

DiἔnǛ above). The Roman god of the sea, NeptȊnus, is usually related to Skr. ApǕm NapǕt 

óthe descendant of watersô, an epithet of Agni, but a different etymology is also viable: 

NeptȊnus can be from the root *neb
h
- as in nebula ófogô, imber órainô with a dental suffix, i.e. 

*neb
h
-tu- > *neptu-, with the typical suffix characteristic of other theonyms (e.g. PortȊnus, 

the protector of gates, Lat. porta) and terms for officials (e.g. tribȊnus, dominus). 

Religions of other Italic peoples are considerably less well-known, but luckily enough we 

have a rather large religious text in Umbrian, the famous Tabulae Iguvinae, bronze tables 

found in 1444. in Gubbio (ancient Iguvium). They contain a description of a ritual involving a 

procession and several sacrifices to various deities, e.g. Mars Grabovius. Ethnographers have 

claimed that the ritual shows certain resemblances to the worship of Catholic saints still 

taking place in Gubbio today. 

 

1. Cato's prayer (Suovetaurilia, from De re rustica, 2.1.10) 

 

Mars pater, te precor quaesoque uti sies volens propitius mihi domo familiaeque nostrae, 

quoius re ergo agrum terram fundumque meum suovitaurilia circumagi iussi, uti tu morbos 

visos invisosque, viduertatem vastitudinemque, calamitates intemperiasque prohibessis 

defendas averruncesque; utique tu fruges, frumenta, vineta virgultaque grandire beneque 

evenire siris, pastores pecuaque salva servassis duisque bonam salutem valetudinemque mihi 

domo familiaeque nostrae; harumce rerum ergo, fundi terrae agrique mei lustrandi lustrique 

faciendi ergo, sicuti dixi, macte hisce suovitaurilibus lactentibus inmolandis esto; Mars pater, 

eiusdem rei ergo macte hisce suovitaurilibus lactentibus esto  

óFather Mars, I pray and beseech thee that thou be gracious and merciful to me, my house, 

and my household; to which intent I have bidden this suovetaurilia to be led around my land, 

my ground, my farm; that thou keep away, ward off, and remove sickness, seen and unseen, 

barrenness and destruction, ruin and unseasonable influence; and that thou permit my 

harvests, my grain, my vineyards, and my plantations to flourish and to come to good issue, 

preserve in health my shepherds and my flocks, and give good health and strength to me, my 

house, and my household. To this intent, to the intent of purifying my farm, my land, my 

ground, and of making an expiation, as I have said, deign to accept the offering of these 

suckling victims; Father Mars, to the same intent deign to accept the offering of these 

suckling offering.ô 

 

2. Augustine on the pagan beliefs (De civitate dei, 6.9.3) 

Cum mas et femina coniunguntur, adhibetur deus Iugatinus; sit hoc ferendum. Sed domum est 

ducenda quae nubit; adhibetur et deus Domiducus; ut in domo sit, adhibetur deus Domitius; 



ut maneat cum viro, additur dea Manturna. Quid ultra quaeritur? Parcatur humanae 

verecundiae; peragat cetera concupiscentia carnis et sanguinis procurato secreto pudoris. 

Quid impletur cubiculum turba numinum, quando et paranymphi inde discedunt? Et ad hoc 

impletur, non ut eorum praesentia cogitata maior sit cura pudicitiae, sed ut feminae sexu 

infirmae, novitate pavidae illis cooperantibus sine ulla difficultate virginitas auferatur. Adest 

enim dea Virginensis et deus pater Subigus, et dea mater Prema et dea Pertunda, et Venus et 

Priapus. Quid est hoc? Si omnino laborantem in illo opere virum ab diis adiuvari oportebat, 

non sufficeret aliquis unus aut aliqua una? Numquid Venus sola parum esset, quae ob hoc 

etiam dicitur nuncupata, quod sine vi femina virgo esse non desinat? Si est ulla frons in 

hominibus, quae non est in numinibus, nonne, cum credunt coniugati tot deos utriusque sexus 

esse praesentes et huic operi instantes, ita pudore afficiuntur, ut et ille minus moveatur et illa 

plus reluctetur? Et certe si adest Virginensis dea, ut virgini zona solvatur; si adest deus 

Subigus, ut viro subigatur; si adest dea Prema, ut subacta, ne se commoveat, comprimatur: 

dea Pertunda ibi quid facit? Erubescat, eat foras; agat aliquid et maritus. 

ñWhen a man and a woman get together the god Jugatinus is invoked. This may be borne, but 

the bride must be taken to one's house, and thus the god Domiducus is invoked, and the 

goddess Manturna so that she would stay with the man. What else is needed? Let human 

shame be spared; let the carnal desire finish the rest, in the secrecy demanded by decency. 

Why fill the marriage bed with the mob made of deities, when the wedding companions are 

getting away? And they gather there, not in order to cause more concern for decency, but so 

that the woman, who is of the weaker sex and scared by the new situation, should be deprived 

of her virginity through their assistance. There is also the goddesss Virginensis, the fatherly 

god Subigus, the motherly Prema and the goddess Pertunda, as well as Venus and Priapus. 

What is all that? If the husband, labouring in these matters needs any help at all, would it not 

suffice only one of them, male or female? Would only Venus not be enough, who is called 

that way, because a woman does not cease to be a virgin without force? If there is any shyness 

in men (since there is none among gods), and since the newly weds believe that so many 

deities of both sexes are present and engaged in the act, will they not be too overwhelmed by 

shame, so that he will lose all lust, and she will be more resilient? And really, if the goddess 

Virginensis is there to unleash the virgin's belt, if the god Subigus is also present to make her 

submissive to the husband, if the goddess Prema is there to make her motionless, when she 

submits, what is the goddess Pertunda doing there? May she blush with shame and get out! 

Let the husband do something!ò 

  

3. Horace promises a sacrifice (Odes 3.13) 

O fons Bandusiae splendidior vitro, 

dulci digne mero non sine floribus, 

cras donaberis haedo, 

cui frons turgida cornibus 

primis et venerem et proelia destinat; 

frustra: nam gelidos inficiet tibi 

rubro sanguine rivos 

lascivi suboles gregis. 

te flagrantis atrox hora Caniculae 

nescit tangere, tu frigus amabile 
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fessis vomere tauris 

praebes et pecori vago. 

fies nobilium tu quoque fontium 

me dicente cavis inpositam ilicem 

saxis, unde loquaces 

lymphae desiliunt tuae. 

Bandusia's fount, in clearness crystalline, 

O worthy of the wine, the flowers we vow! 

Tomorrow shall be thine 

A kid, whose crescent brow 

Is sprouting all for love and victory. 

In vain: his warm red blood, so early stirr'd. 

Thy gelid stream shall dye, 

Child of the wanton herd. 

Thee the fierce Sirian star, to madness fired, 

Forbears to touch: sweet cool thy waters yield 

To ox with ploughing tired, 

And lazy sheep afield. 

Thou too one day shalt win proud eminence 

'Mid honour'd founts, while I the ilex sing 

Crowning the cavern, whence 

Thy babbling wavelets spring. 

(Translated by John Conington, 1882) 
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4. Tabulae Iguvinae VI a: 

 

This rite  

shall start with the observation of the birds 

parfa (?owl), the horned one, dersua 

woodpecker, peica, merstu 

He who will go to observe the messages (of birds) 

should, sitting at the tremno ask the priest (arfertur): 

Ascertain that I am observing 

the owl, the dersua, the horned one dersua 

the woodpecker merso 

the peica mersta 



mersta birds 

mersta divine messengers. 

The arfertur ascertains in his answer: 

There you should observe 

the owl, the dersua, the horned one dersua 

the woodpecker merso 

the peica mersta 

mersta birds 

mersta divine signs 

for me, 

for the city of Iguvium 

in this stahmo stahmito. 

When one who went to watch the messengers 

will have sat on the seat, 

no sound should be made, 

and others should not sit at the same time (with him) 

until he who went to watch the messengers 

shall have returned. 

If any sound is made 

or if anyone sits in the meanwhile (with him) 

the rite is void. 

 

5. Carmen Arvale (Old Latin) 

 

enos Lases iuuate 

enos Lases iuuate 

enos Lases iuuate 

neue lue rue Marmar sins incurrere in pleores 

neue lue rue Marmar sins incurrere in pleores 

neue lue rue Marmar sins incurrere in pleores 

satur fu, fere Mars, limen sali, sta berber 

satur fu, fere Mars, limen sali, sta berber 

satur fu, fere Mars, limen sali, sta berber 

semunis alternei advocapit conctos 

semunis alternei advocapit conctos 

semunis alternei advocapit conctos 

enos Marmor iuuato 

enos Marmor iuuato 

enos Marmor iuuato 

triumpe triumpe triumpe triumpe triumpe 

 

The translation is tentative, since the text is corrupted and was no longer understood when it 

was written down (in 218. B.C.): ñHelp us, Lares (3x); do not let Mars or plague overtake the 

fields (3x); be content, come, Mars, jump over the threshold, stop (?); he will call all the 

Semones (sowing deities?, 3x). Help us, Mars (3x); triumph (3x)ò.  

 

 



CELTIC 

 

The study of Celtic religion is difficult for a number of reasons. First of all, it is quite 

uncertain whether there was ever ñthe Celtic religionò in the first place. All we have from the 

Roman and pre-Roman periods are local cults devoted to many deities, very few of which 

have pan-Celtic character. Besides that, our sources for the study of pagan Celtic rites and 

beliefs are very limited. Besides archaeological data, all we have about the subject from the 

period when Celts were still pagan, are references by Classical authors, such as Caesar, who 

are biased in their approach. Caesar, for example, in his De Bello Gallico, does give an 

account of the Gaulish religion, but his purpose is not so much to teach his audiences in Rome 

about what the Gauls actually believed, but rather to convince them that their beliefs were not 

so dissimilar from the Roman ones, and that therefore Gaul is worth conquering after all. 

Other Classical references to Celtic religion are scarce and too fragmentary to be of any use, 

e.g. the mention of three Gaulish gods (Teutates, Esus, and Taranis) in Lucan (De Bello Civili 

I, 444-6).  

There are a few Gaulish inscriptions in Roman alphabet dealing with magic, e.g. the óPlomb 

from Larzacô and the óInscription from Chamali¯resô. Most of these documents are poorly 

understood, since the Gaulish language is not well attested, and its grammar appears to have 

been quite different from the grammars of the Insular Celtic languages. The druidic óCalendar 

from Colignyô also dates from the early years after the Roman conquest, but it preserves only 

names of months and of some religious festivities. 

The post-classical sources are most numerous, but they all come from the period when the 

Celtic peoples were already Christianized. To what extent the old traditions may have been 

preserved, and transmitted in the Insular Celtic oral literature, is a matter of dispute among 

scholars. In Old Irish, we have several dozens of sagas, prose texts written down in the 

Middle Ages, but certainly going back to an oral tradition stretching back to the first centuries 

A.D. In the nineteenth century, scholars classified the Old Irish sagas into four ñcyclesò: ñThe 

Ulster Cycleò, dealing with the heroes of the eponymous tribe of Ulaid (the Old Irish name 

for Ulster is Ulad), the ñMythological Cycleò, dealing with the mythical prehistory of Ireland, 

ñThe Leinster Cycleò, which focuses on the pseudohistorical early kings of Lagain (the Irish 

name of Leinster) and the ñFenian Cycleò, whose main character is Find mac Cumaill, the 

leader of the wild group of youthful warriors, the f²ana. However, mythological elements are 

present in sagas belonging to all four cycles, and the native Irish tradition classifies the sagas 

not in cycles, but according to their subjects: wooings (tochmarca), destructions (togala), 

cattle raids (T§na), deaths of prominent chiefs (aideda), etc. The most famous of the sagas are 

T§in b· C¼ailnge óThe Cattle Raid of Cuailngeô, which tells about a war between two tribes 

(the Ulaid and the Connachta) over a wondrous bull, Tochmarc £taine, in which a fairy called 

£tain serially changes husbands and forms, and Aislinge čengusso, in which the young hero 

is incapacitated by his love for a fabulous fairy who visits him in his sleep in the form of a 

swan. Lebor Gab§la £renn óThe Book of the Conquests of Irelandô is not properly a saga, but 

rather a pseudohistorical account of several invasions that allegedly brought different óracesô 

to Ireland before the arrival of the Irish. One of them were the T¼atha D® Danann, óthe tribe 

of the goddess Danuô which conquered the island and replaced the demonical Fomoire and 

the Fir Bolg. The earliest manuscript containing Irish sagas is Lebor na hUidre (óThe Book of 

the Dun Cowô) from the late 11
th
 century, but it is certain that earlier manuscripts with this 

material existed. Old Irish sagas were written down, and latter copied, by Christian monks, 

and there is little doubt that all pagan content passed through Christian censorhip. The same 

holds for the early Welsh prose stories, which are much less numerous. Mythological 



elements are especially prominent in the óFour Branches of the Mabinogiô (Pedeir Ceinc y 

Mabinogi, 12th century). 

It is difficult to reconstruct the Celtic pantheon, and there is no proof that ñthe pantheonò ever 

existed among the Celts. Most deities attested in ancient Gaul were local, and there is no 

evidence that they were widespread in the whole of the Celtic world. The medieval sagas in 

Welsh and Irish are late sources, and as such often unreliable, especially if one attempts to 

relate the mythological elements contained in them with what is known about Gaulish 

religion. Perhaps the only Celtic god attested in all Celtic-speaking countries is *Lugos. In 

Gaulish inscriptions from the Roman period, he is known as Lugus, while his Welsh name 

was Llew and OIr. Lug. The name is of unknown origin; it is sometimes compared to Gr. 

lĨnks ólynxô, but it could also be derived from the root *lewg- óto bend, twistô (Goth. ga-lȊkan 

ócloseô) or *lewg
h
- ólieô (OCS lʲģŃ, Goth. liugan). Lugôs association with the arts can be 

deduced from his OIr. epithet samild§nach óhaving all the skillsô. He was admitted to the feast 

in Tara (OIr. Temair), the pagan sanctuary of Ireland, after bragging that he was a wright, as 

mith, a champion, hero, historian, sorcerer and leech. The Irish thought he was also the 

inventor of the board-game fidchell (literally ówood-senseô). In Gaul, Lug seems to have been 

identified with Roman Mercurius, of whom Casear (De bello Gallico, 6.17) says he was the 

most revered Gaulish deity. In Gaulish art, he is depicted as young, beardless, and carrying a 

caduceus and purse. He is sometimes accompanied by cock, goat or tortoise and is often 

associated with the goddess called Maia or Rosmerta (on which see below), who may have 

been a goddess of abundance.  

Gaul. Maponos (from PCelt. *makkwo- óson, boyô, OIr. macc) was probably an underworld 

god; he is identical with OIr. Macc ind čc óthe young sonô, the son of Dagdae, the ruler of the 

T¼atha D® Danann. An inscription from Roman Britain calls Maponos a citharoedus óthe 

harperô, which means that he was associated with the arts. Taranis may have been the Celtic 

Thunderer. His name is probably from the same root as OIr. torann óthunderô, ON Th·rr, etc. 

Gaul. Borvo (also Bormo), known from a number of Roman inscriptions, was a god of termal 

springs, whose name is from the root of OIr. berbaid óbrewô (PIE *b
h
erw-, cf. Lat. fervo, Eng. 

brew). Gaul. Teutates seems to have been the protector of the tribe. His name is form PIE 

*tewto- ótribeô, cf. OIr. t¼ath, Goth. Īiuda ópeople, tribeô. Lucanôs Teutates, Esus, and Taranis 

may have actually represented a three-part name of a single deity, since Esus is nicely derived 

from PIE *h1esh2os ólordô (Lat. erus, Hitt. iġhaġ), so the three names quoted by Lucan may 

simply reflect óTaranis, the lord of the tribeô.  

The god Grannos, associated with thermal springs at Aquae Granni (present day Aachen) 

seems to have been identified with Gallo-Roman Apollo. His name may have meant óthe 

bearded oneô, cf. OIr. grend óbeardô, W gran óchin, beardô, OHG grana ómoustacheô. In 

inscriptions from Noricum Apollo bears the epithet Belenus, which may have meant óshining, 

brilliantô (cf. the pagan Irish feast of beltene on the 1
st
 of May, which is interpreted as óthe 

shining fire (tene), but this is far from certain).  

The Gaulish goddesses include Sirona (probably from the PIE word for óstarô, PIE *h2stǛr > 

OIr. sir, Lat. stǛlla, Gr. astỒr), Rosmerta (whose name is probably formed with the prefix *ro- 

óveryô and the root *smer- óthink, rememberô, cf. Ved. sm§rati, Gr. hime²rǾ ówish forô, 

perhaps also Croat. m§riti ótake care ofô) and Epona,whose name is derivable from Gaul. 

*epos óhorseô < PIE *h1ek'wos, Lat. equus. Her Welsh equivalent may have been W Rhiannon 

< *RǭgantǾnǕ óthe great queenô, a disobedient lady forced to serve as a mare in the óFour 

Branches of the Mabinogiô.  



Gaulish Sucellus, who is depicted as a middle-aged man carrying a club or mallet, is 

sometimes identified with Caesarôs Dis Pater, the otherworld deit from which the Gauls were 

thought to be descended. His name may have meant óthe good strikerô (from *h1su- ówellô and 

*kôelh2- óstrikeô, cf. Lat. per-cello óstrikeô), but it has also been interpreted as *h1su-kôel-mno- 

óprotecting wellô (from the root of Lat. celo óhideô, OIr. celid) and parallel to the OInd. name 

SuŜarman-. Sucellus is often paired with the goddess Nantosvelta, whose name contains the 

root nant- óbrookô (W nant); the second element of her name may be from PCelt. *swel- 

óturnô (OIr. sel óturn, momentô, MW chwyl ódestiny, courseô), or from PIE *swel- óburnô 

(OHG swellen). 

Cernunnos is perhaps the best known of the Gaulish deities with theriomorphic features. He is 

depicted as a deity with antlers, or horns. His name is similar to the epithet Cernach born by 

one of the heroes of the Old Irish Ulster cycle of tales, Connall Cernach. Gaul. Damona óthe 

great cowô (cf. OIr. dam óoxô < PCelt. *damo-) was a companion of the aforementioned god 

of the thermal springs, Borvo. 

The name of Dagdae, the chief of the T¼atha D® Danann, is an old compound (as we saw 

above), consisting of the prefixed adjective PCelt. *dago- ógoodô (cf. W da ógoodô, otherwise 

the etymology is unknown) and PCelt. *dǛwo- < PIE *deywo-, the term for the celestial god 

(Lat. deus, Skr. dev§-, etc.). He is sometimes also called Echu Ollathir óEchu, the father of 

allô; Echu is, of course, derived from OIr. ech óhorseô, so he has been compared to deities 

connected with horses in other traditions, such as Greek Poseidon. Some scholars see in him 

the Irish equivalent of Caesarôs Gaulish Dis Pater and of Sucellus, because he had a club, with 

which he killed the living and revived the dead. He was also called R¼ad Rofessa óThe Mighty 

One of Great Knowledgeô and he had a magical cauldron that was always full. OIr. čengus, 

who figures as the son of Dagdae, is also called Macc ind čc, óthe young sonô (see above); 

his name comes from PCelt. *oyno-gusto- óthe only strong oneô, cf. OIr. gus ópower, 

strengthô. 

N¼ada Argatl§m óNuada of the silver armô is also one of the T¼atha D® Danann. He is the 

Irish equivalent of Welsh Lludd Llaw Ereint óLludd of the silver armô who figures in the 

medieval tale Lludd ac Llefelys. The original for of the Welsh name began with a N- (changed 

to Ll- by analogy with llaw óarmô), and it is attested in a Romano-British dedication to the god 

Nodons at Lydney Perk in Gloucestershire. The PIE etymology is unknown, but a derivation 

from the root *newd- óstrikeô (Ved. nud§te) is possible. The god of blacksmiths was OIr. 

Goibniu, doubtlessly identical with Welsh Gofannon, who occurs in the óFour Branches of the 

Mabinogiô; both figures bear the name meaning ógreat smithô (cf. OIr. gobae, gen. sg. gobann 

ósmithô, perhaps related to Lat. faber < PIE *g
wh

ob
h
-). As one of the T¼atha D® Danann, 

Goibniu forged weapons no one whom they wounded could survive. Another god related to 

the crafts was Ogmae (presumably the same as Gaul. Ogmios, whom Lucian, writing in the 

2
nd

 century A.D., identified as a Gaulish Hercules). He is traditionally credited with the 

invention of the Ogam script, but the etymology of his name is unclear. Ogmios, on the other 

hand, was a figure armed with a club and bow, and also as an old man who was associated 

with eloquence (he was depicted as drawing behind him men attached to him by thin chains to 

the tip of his tongue).  

Other prominent mythological figures in the OIr. sagas include the goddesses £tain (of 

unknown etymology), Macha (of unknown origin), Danu (of unknown etymology, but 

presumably related to W D¹n), Anu (of unknown origin, but perhaps originally identical to 

Danu), as well as Brigit, who may have been the goddess of poetry (Cormac's dictionary, 

from the 10th century, says that she was deam...esse poetarum). Later she was euhemerized as 



the Christian St. Brigid from Kilkenny. Her name comes from PCelt. *brigantǭ < *PIE 

b
h
rg'

h
ntih2 óthe exalted oneô, cf. Ved. brρhatǭ (an epithet of UἨǕs, the Dawn). A goddess 

Brigantia (the patron of the tribe Brigantes) is known from a votive inscription in Roman 

Britain. She may be the same figure that Caesar calls Minerva in his account of the Gaulish 

religion (De bello Gallico, 6.17); Solinus, writing in the 3
rd

 century A.D. says that perpetual 

fire burned in the sanctuary of Minerva in Britain, and her standing epithet was Belisama 

ómost brilliantô. This fits well with the information about Brigit, supplied by Giraldus 

Cambrensis in the 12
th
 century, who says that she and her nuns guarded a sacred fire in her 

sancturary-turned-convent. Her feast-day was February 1, coinciding with Imbolc, the pagan 

Irish festival of spring. 

OIr. Bodb is the female demon of war in several medieval sagas. She sometimes appears on 

the battlefield as a crow, so as a common noun bodb means simply ócrowô. The name is 

connected to OE beadu ófight, battleô and probably derived from PIE *b
h
od

h
- ópierce, fightô 

(Lat. fodio, OCS bosti).  

A somewhat mysterious figure of OIr. Lir  seems to be comparable to W Llyr from the óFour 

Branches of the Mabinogiô; his name (OIr. lir, W llyr  ) means simply óthe seaô, perhaps from 

the root *leyH- óto pourô, but this has been doubted on both semantic and formal grounds. His 

son is called Manann§n in Irish and Manawydan in Welsh, but the Welsh name may have 

been borrowed from Irish. In the OIr. saga Immram Brain óThe Voyage of Branô Manann§n is 

represented as traveling over the sea in a chariot. 

 

1. Caesar, De Bello Gallico VI, 17, On the Gaulish Religion 

Deorum maxime Mercurium colunt. Huius sunt maxima simulacra, hunc omnium inventorem 

artium ferunt, hunc viarum atque itinerum ducem, hunc ad questus pecuniae mercaturasque 

habere vim maximam arbitrantur. Post hunc Apollinem et Martem et Iovem et Minervam. De 

his eandem fere quam reliquae gentes habent opinionem: Apollinem morbos depellere, 

Minervam operum atque artificiorum initia tradere, Iovem imperium caelestium tenere, 

Martem bella regere. 

Among the gods they worship Mercury most of all. He is most often represented in pictures, 

and they think of him as the inventor of all the arts and a guide on the roads and on journeys 

and the most influential for money-making and commerce. After him, they worhip Apollo, 

Mars, Jupiter and Minerva. They have almost the same opinion of them as the other peoples 

do: they think that Apollo drives away diseases, that Minerva takes care of the works and arts, 

that Jupiter holds the empire of the sky and that Mars rules over war. 

 

2. Inscription from Chamali¯res 

Andedion uediiumi diiiuion risun / aritumapon arueriiatin / lopites snieĽĽic 

sosbrixtiaanderon / clucionfloronnigrinon adgarion aemili / on paterin claudion legitumon 

caelion / pelign claudio pelign marcion uictorin asiaticonaĽĽedilli etic secoui toncnaman 

toncsi²ont²o me²on toncsesit buetid ollon reguccambion exops piss²um²tsoccant² rissuis onson 

biss²et luge dessummi²is luge dessum²is luge dessum²²s luxe. 

Tentative translation: óI invoke Maponos Arveriatis among the infernal deities; may you 

punish (?) and torture them with infernal magic: Caius Lucius, Florus Nigrinus, the adgarios 



(?ôaccuserô), Aemilius Paterinus, Claudius Legitumus, Caelius Pelignus, Claudius, Pelignus, 

Marcus Victorinus, and Asiaticus AĽĽedili.  And those who swear by such false oaths, 

moreover, he swore: óMay everything be crooked (?bad) to him! I see it blind (?). It will be 

good (?)  for us (?). O Lugus, take them (?), take them, Lugus, take them, Lugus (?)ô 

 

4. Old Irish saga óThe Voyage of Conlaeô 

 

 

This is the voyage of Connlae, the son of Conn C®tchathach. 


