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Abstract 

This thesis aims to examine the myth of the Cosmic Egg in the writings attributed to 

Orpheus and in the sacred texts of India. In both textual traditions the motif of the Cosmic 

Egg represents the primordial totality and the First Being that comes out of this Egg is 

sexually undifferentiated Divinity. Creation happens only through fragmentation. Greek 

texts on India in antiquity do not acknowledge the myth of the Cosmic Egg as a part of the 

Indian cosmogony. The myth of the Cosmic Egg was transmitted through Latin literature, 

especially the Clementine Recognitions, as an alternative cosmogony. 

In the twelfth century the motif of the Cosmic Egg appealed to the imaginations of 

Abelard, Hildegard of Bingen, and the poet Milo. They employ this motif in depicting the 

creation and nature of the Christian universe through their own mythopoeic imaginations. 

Yet, this important Egg-Cosmogony has not been studied in its textual complexities in a 

comparative manner. 
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Introduction 

1 

The myth of the Cosmic Egg is a pervasive but little-discussed motif among many 

cultural traditions for depicting the creation of the universe. This myth of the Egg-

Cosmogony can be traced to the traditions of ancient Phoenicia, ancient Iran, India, China, 

Indonesia, Polynesia, Latvia, Estonia, Finland, the Pangwe of West Africa, Central 

America and also to the west coast of South America.1 The myth of the Cosmic Egg, 

however, is not mentioned in Hesiod's Theogony, rather, it is a distinctive feature of the 

Orphic tradition of Greece. The aim of this thesis is to examine how this myth of the 

Cosmic Egg has been appropriated in different texts for multiple purposes. Given this 

myth's startling variety, I have chosen to focus neither on the Cosmic Egg's possible 

cultural transmission, nor any possible Indo-European significance.2 This study will 

discuss primarily the myth of the Cosmic Egg in the collection of texts attributed to 

Orpheus, and its parallel development in the sacred texts of ancient India. Furthermore, I 

will examine the reception of this myth in its Christian context, specifically, in the Latin 

West. Several scholarly works touch briefly on the Egg-Cosmogony in the Orphic 

tradition, but a detailed study of its strikingly similar representation in the sacred texts of 

India has not been produced. Martin West is the first scholar to critically examine the 

thematic parallelism of Egg-Cosmogony in the Orphic tradition and in the other "Oriental" 

1 Mircea Eliade, translated by Rosemary Sheed, Patterns in Comparative Religion (New York: The New 
American Library, 1974), p. 413. This book is a translation of Traite d'histoire des Religions (Paris: Editions 
Payot). 
2 The presence of the Cosmic Egg in the cultural traditions of countries (e.g. China) not defined by Indo-
European parameters suggests that this myth has a wider import. 
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traditions including India.3 Further, only one scholar has discussed at length the reception 

of the Cosmic-Egg image, attributed to the Orphic tradition, in the Latin West.4 My point 

of departure is the Cosmic-Egg in Orphic literature. These texts will anchor my 

examination of this myth's antecedents in Indie sacred texts, Vedic, Upanishadic, and 

Puranic, and its eventual reception in medieval Europe. Thus, this thesis attempts to trace 

the important similarities between the Cosmic-Egg's representation in these three traditions 

that stretch across centuries and cultures. 

M. L. West ascribes the "Time-Egg cosmogony" to Orpheus in sixth-centuiy BCE 

Greece, and makes the following observation regarding its foreign provenance. West states 

that the "Time-Egg cosmogony" "is a motif of distinctly non-Greek origin, to be compared 

with three oriental cosmogonies," that is, the Phoenician, Zoroastrian and Indian 

cosmogonies.5 My first chapter will pursue a comparative argument by laying out the 

theme of the Cosmic- Egg in the context of the writings ascribed to Orpheus along with the 

relevant sacred texts of India. First, I will examine the theory of the creation of the 

universe according to the texts ascribed to Orpheus. I will discuss the Orphic texts 

recorded in the versions of Damascius, the neo-Platonist who was the last head of the neo-

Platonic school in Athens prior to its closure in 529 CE. I will also discuss a number of 

Orphic fragments6 which are preserved in the writings of Proclus (412-485 CE) the famous 

3 Martin L. West, The Orphic Poems, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), pp. 103-105. "Oriental" is his 
designation for the countries of ancient Phoenicia, Iran, and India. 
4 Peter Dronke, Fabula: Explorations into the Uses of Myth in Medieval Platonism, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 

1974), pp.79-99 
5 These observations can be found in West (1983), pp. 103-104 and West, "Ab Ovo: Orpheus, 
Sanchuniathon, and the Origins of the Ionian World Model" The Classical Quarterly, New Series, Vol. 44, 
No. 2(1994), pp. 289-307. 
6 Orphic fragments have been compiled by Otto Kern, Orphicorum Fragmenta, (Berlin: Lftwe-Druck, 1963) 
and Albertus Bernabd, Orphicorum et Orphicis similium testimonia et fragmenta. Poetae Epici Graeci. Pars 
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neo-Platonic philosopher. In addition, I will include the version of the Orphic cosmogony 

transmitted by Athenagoras, the Christian apologist (133-190 CE). The theme of the Egg-

Cosmogony is inherently related to the androgynous Firstb0rn/Pr0tog0«05. My readings 

will also include a hymn to the Protogonos belonging to a set of eighty-seven hymns. 

Besides the above-mentioned texts, I will finally discuss the Derveni Papyrus, discovered 

in the remains of a funeral pyre near Thessaloniki in 1962. 

In the second section of chapter one, I will explore the myth of the Cosmic Egg in 

the sacred texts of India. The myth of the Egg-Cosmogony is one of the several Creation 

theories mentioned in the Rig-Vedic texts (composed ca. 1700-1500 BCE). I will start with 

Hymn 129, Book 10, which is the first text where the Egg-Cosmogony is suggested among 

its many existentiaily speculative questions. I then examine the parallel narrative of the 

Egg-Cosmogony and an androgynous Firstborn in another Rig-Vedic Hymn, 121.10.1 then 

expand my readings by identifying the same topos in certain hymns of the Atharva-Veda, 

Brahamanas, Upanisads, and finally, in the Puranas. 

In chapter two, I will focus on the image of India among the ancient Greeks and 

Romans, in order to highlight two important developments: first, the absorption of "India" 

as a geographical and phantasmagoric construct7 primarily in the Greek imaginary; second, 

the startling omission of religio-philosophical texts and thereby the myth of Egg-

Cosmogony from this constructed image, despite its presence in both Greek and Indie 

literatures. The purpose of this chapter on Indography is thus to claim that the image of the 

Egg-Cosmogony is not acknowledged in Western criticism until the twentieth century. I 

11. Fasc. 1. Bibliotheca Teubneriana. (MUnchen/ Leipzig: K.G. Saur, 2004). The fragments will be referred to 
by K and B numbers. 
7 But significantly, not philosophical, or religious, as I will discuss in this thesis. 
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begin my discussion with the earliest available image of India depicted by Scylax of 

Carryanda, who was a Greek navigator employed at the court of Darius the Emperor of 

Persia (522-486 BCE). Furthermore, the representations of India by Ctesias of Cnidos and 

Herodotus of Halicarnassus play a significant role in defining India in antiquity. With 

Alexander's campaign to India in 327-325 BCE, India emerges as the land of the 

Gymnosophists. I will examine the effect of this new definition of India in various texts 

extending to medieval Europe. I will also investigate the impact of India's trade relation 

with Rome during the reign of Augustus in the formation of the literary image of India. 

Moving further in time, I focus, importantly, on the image of India in the context of 

Christian missionary activities, which allegedly started with Thomas the Apostle in the 

southern parts of India and continued throughout the colonial period. In the second part of 

chapter two, I discuss my comparative readings of Egg-Cosmogony in light of the broader 

historical context of the Orientalized image of India in the Greco-Roman mind in order to 

highlight its discontinuity with this set of representations. 

In chapter three, I will examine the reception of the myth of the Cosmic Egg in the 

Latin West. My point of departure is Peter Dronke's chapter, "Fables of the Cosmic Egg," 

in Fabula: Explorations into the Uses of Myth in Medieval Platonism,8 His readings 

provide the groundwork for examining the influence of the myth of the Cosmic Egg 

(recorded in the cosmogony ascribed to Orpheus) in the Christian context. The texts to be 

examined are: the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies and Recognitions, the Expositio in 

8 
Peter Dronke, Fabula: Explorations into the uses of Myth in Medieval Platonism, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974) 

pp.79-100 
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Hexaemeron by Peter Abelard, Hildegard of Bingen's vision of the Cosmic Egg in her 

third vision narrated in the Scivias, and De mundi philosophia by Milo. 

First, I will look closely at a part of the Pseudo-Clementine Recognitions, a Latin 

rendering of Rufinus from the original Greek text that is lost except for a few fragments. 

Dronke claims that the Latin pseudo-Clementine Recognitions is the main raison d'etre for 

representing the universe through the use of fabulous narratives in the Middle Ages. 

Dronke writes: "This remarkable and vivacious text, therefore, gave the Middle Ages a 

certain qualified sanction for the use in cosmology of the fables it relates."91 limit my 

analysis of this text to sections 17 and 30 of Book Ten where we encounter a version of the 

Orphic cosmogony. Yet another version of the Orphic cosmogony appears in sections 3-13 

in the sixth book of the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies, which I will discuss as well. 

9 Ibid., p. 85 
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Chapter One 
The Cosmic Egg: "Primordial Totality" 

Introduction 

In this chapter I will pursue a comparative study of the notion of "Primordial 

Totality" as presented in the themes of the Cosmic Egg and the androgynous Firstborn 

(Protogonos/Phanesj found in the texts ascribed to Orpheus and in their antecedents in the 

sacred texts of India. The Orphic account of Creation narrates a myth of the dual-sexed 

"Unaging Time" who creates the Cosmic Egg from which the androgynous 

Protogonos/Phanes "leaps forth" in the aither. Regarding the texts ascribed to Orpheus, I 

will particularly discuss the themes of the Cosmic Egg and the androgynous "Firstborn" in 

the versions of Damascius, the neo-Platonist. Damascius was the last head of the neo-

Platonic school in Athens prior to its closure in 529 CE. In addition, I will include the 

version using the same themes by Athenagoras, the Christian apologist (133-190 CE). A 

number of Orphic fragments are preserved in the work of another neo-Platonist writer, 

Proclus, and these fragments will also be discussed in this chapter. Furthermore, I will 

briefly call attention to a hymn dedicated to Protogonos belonging to a collection of 

eighty-seven hymns in the context of the "Firstborn." 

The Cosmic Egg in 20th Century Scholarship 

In the early 20th century W.K. C. Guthrie, the most renowned Orphic scholar, 

contemplated briefly the question of the Orphic Egg. In Orpheus and Greek Religion 

(1935) he writes: "The Egg as the symbol of creation - who was the first to think of this 



7 

profound allegory?"10 He finds that many countries including India have this idea of the 

Egg representing creation. However, according to Guthrie, this simple idea, common to the 

people of many different countries, should not imply that this idea was transmitted from 

one culture to the other. 

The content of Orphic cosmo-theogony, especially the narration of the Creation of the 

Cosmos, is emphasized as the point of comparison with the Indie view of cosmogony in 

the writings of the Indian philosopher S. Radhakrishnan (1888-1975). Radhakrishnan, who 

was a professor of Eastern Religions and Ethics at the University of Oxford from 1936-52, 

wrote in English, citing from a wide spectrum of European literature for his cross-cultural 

interpretation of Indian concepts. In his annotated English translation of The Principal 

Upanisads (1953), Radhakrishnan points out the parallelism between the Orphic egg and 

the Cosmic Egg narrated in the hymn of the Chandagya Upanisad.u 

The quest for the controversial relation between India and the Orphic doctrine of 

the Cosmic Egg was seriously undertaken for the first time by M.L. West. In Early Greek 

philosophy (1971), West argues for the Oriental (which includes the Near-East and India) 

parallelism of God Time, the progenitor-god, with Chronos, the god of Unaging Time, in 

the Theology of Pherecydes of Syros.12 In The Orphic Poems (1983) he establishes 

similarities between the Orphic concept of the Cosmic Egg from which the Protogonos 

leaps forth into the aither with the Vedic concept of Prajapati being born from an egg. In 

10 W.K.C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Religion: A Study of the Orphic Movement, (London: Methuen and 
Co.Ltd, 1952), p. 
11 S. Radhakrishnan, edited with Introduction, Text, Translation and Notes The Principal Upanisads 
(Amherst, NY: Humanity Books, 1992), p. 399. In page 37,n.5 of this book he cites Orphic Cosmogony from 
F.M. Cornford's article and merely mentions the similarity with the concept of Hiranyagarbha the creator of 
this world in the Indie Cosmogony. See further F.M. Cornford, "Mystery Religions and Pre-Socratic 
Philosophy" Cambridge Ancient History, vol. IV, 1926, p. 536 
12 Martin L. West, Early Greek Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971) p.28; see page 28 
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the 1990's, Thomas McEvilley wrote a book comparing Greek Philosophy with Indian 

Philosophy.13 In his book McEvilly remarks regarding West's Early Greek Philosophy. 

West's is the only serious proposal about the relationship between Greek 
and Indian philosophy made in generations. It is remarkable how little 
attention has been paid to his important book. One of the book's significant 
accomplishments, from the point of view of one interested in the Greece-
India relationship, is West's insight into the connection between 
Heraclitus's doctrine of the transformation of the elements and the 
Upanisadic Doctrine of Five Fires and Two Paths. This constitutes a 
scholarly "proof' (meaning the most reasonable explanation until the state 
of the evidence changes) that a pre-Socratic was influenced by an Upanisad. 
This small becomes large, because, as Burkert says in another connection: 
"Once the historical link... has been established, then further connections... 
become more likely...14 

In fact, Ugo Bianchi in his The History of Religion (1975) mentions the theme of 

the Cosmic-Egg as one of the cosmogonic myths in the "higher Cultures" and he gives the 

example of the cosmic "Orphic" egg both in Greece and India.15 In Patterns in 

Comparative Religion, Mircea Eliade writes about the myth of the Cosmogonic egg from 

the perspective of the function of myths in different religions.16 Ulo Valk has written an 

insightful article "Ex Ovo Omnia: Where Does the Balto - Finnic Cosmogony Originate? 

The Etiology of an Etiology." While identifying the Indian texts where the theme of the 

cosmic egg can be noted, Valk briefly mentions the parallelism between the Orphic myth 

of Cosmogony and the Vedic and epic cosmogonies of India. Except for a few sweeping 

13 Thomas McEvilley, The Shape of Ancient Thought: Comparative Studies in Greek and Indian Philosophies 
(New York: Allworth Press, 2002). 
14 Ibid.,p. 121. It should be noted that in the Spring of 2008 Kate Alsobrook has written a MA thesis (Florida 
State University) comparing Vedic Prajapati and Orphic Protogonos in the context of mythology and poetic 
features. 
15 Ugo Bianchi, The history of religions (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1975), p. 105. This is translated from the Italian of 
the introduction to the Storia delle religioni edited by G. Castellani, 6th edition, 1970 by Unione Tipografico-
Editrice Torinese. 
l6Eliade, trans. Sheed 1974, pp. 413-416 
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generalizations, he does not elaborate on the Orphic myth of the Egg-Cosmogony.17 As we 

can see, the scholarship on the Orphic-egg started only in the twentieth century and it has 

not yet developed its full complexities. Dr. Radhakrishnan precisely points out examples in 

his book on the Upanishadic texts leading to a comparative study of the Orphic Egg and its 

parallel in the sacred texts of India. Curiously, scholars have overlooked pursuing an in 

depth research on the theme of the Cosmic-Egg in India and Greece. 

Besides the Orphic texts known to the neo-Platonists, another text attributed to 

Orpheus is found in the Derveni papyrus which was discovered near Thessaloniki in 1962. 

This carbonized papyrus scroll was found in the tomb of a Macedonian soldier and 26 

columns in total have been restored. The date of this tomb may be around 330-300 BCE 

and the papyrus text may have been composed around 420-400 BCE.18 From the seventh 

column onwards, the unknown author of this text writes a commentary on an Orphic poem 

which is described as an " Orphic theogony."19 For my purpose I will be quoting from the 

Orphic verses reconstructed by Martin West in his The Orphic Poems.20 

In the second part of this chapter, I shall demonstrate that the motifs of the Cosmic 

Egg and the androgynous Protogonos existed in the sacred literature of India long before 

their appearance on Greek soil. In Early Greek Philosophy and the Orient21, West notes the 

similarities between the "Unaging Time" of Pherecydes of Syros and Kola in the Indian 

17 Ulo Valk, " Ex Ovo Omnia: Where Does The Balto-Finnic Cosmogony Originate? The Etiology of an 
Etiology", Oral Tradition, 15/1 (2000) pp. 145-158. 
18 Walter Burkert, Babylon, Memphis, Persepolis: Eastern Contexts of Greek Culture, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2004) 
19 See further Gabor Betegh, The Derveni Papyrus: Cosmology, Theology and Interpretation (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), T. Kuremenos 
20 West, 1983, p.l 14. 
21 West, 1971, pp.33-34 
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Atharvaveda. In The Orphic Poems22, West emphasizes the significant similarities 

between the Orphic Protogonos and the Vedic Prajapati: 

In the Indian Atharvaveda Kala (Time) appears as the unaging god who 
generated heaven and earth. His first progeny was the divine creator 
Prajapati, who is known from older poetry as an aspect of the sun, or as the 
'golden embryo' which generates and upholds earth, sea, and sky. In some 
accounts he too is born from an egg. 

However, the notion of eternal Time {kala) in the Atharva-Veda appeared long after the 

Rig-Vedic concept of Prajapati (the Lord of creatures) emerged. I will return to the 

particular hymns of the Rig-Veda (around 1700-1500 BCE) that allude to the concept of 

the Cosmic Egg, which takes its shape in the hymns of the Atharva-Veda, the Brahmanas, 

the Upanisads, and finally becomes established as the Hindu view of creation of the 

Cosmos in the Puranas. I shall then demonstrate that an intertwined narrative of the 

Cosmic Egg and a representation of the androgynous "Firstborn" exist at a religio-

philosophical level in these Rig-Vedic hymns (R.V. 10.129 and 10.121). The same 

narrative then develops into two separate themes of creation: creation of the cosmos out of 

the egg and creation of animate beings from the androgynous "Firstborn." Finally, the 

continuity of these two themes is evident from the ancient Vedic texts to the Puranic texts 

where these themes become strongly established as religious paradigms. 

In order to indicate the antiquity of the Indian texts under consideration, it is useful to 

have an approximate chronology of these texts. I will follow the dates of composition used 

23 by Wendy Doniger in her recent book The Hindus: An Alternative History : 

22 West, 1983, p. 104 
23 Wendy Doniger, The Hindus: An Alternative History (New York: The Penguin Press, 2009). 
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Chronology: 

c. 1700-1500 BCE: The Rig-Veda 

c. 1200-900 BCE: The Yajur Veda, Sama Veda, and Atharva Veda 

c. 800-600 BCE: The Brahmanas 

c. 500-400 BCE: Early Upanisads (Brhad-aranyaka, Chandogya, KausTtaki) 

c. 300 BCE- 300 CE: The Mahabharata 

c. 300-1000 CE: Puranas 

The ancient images of the "Cosmic Egg" and "Firstborn" are related to the 

foundational myth of the creation of the world. It is well known that the tales about the 

'origin of the world' constitute the very essence of mythology. In 'Myth: An Overview' in 

the Encyclopedia of Religion, Kees W. Bolle states: " A myth is an expression of the 

sacred in words; it reports realities and events from the origin of the world that remain 

valid for the basis and purpose of all there is."24 An assemblage of different tales about the 

'origin of the world' produces the cosmogonic myth of any culture. But the Greek terms 

'cosmogony' and 'myth' are difficult to define and to apply as 'cosmogonic myth' at a 

general level for all cultures. 'Kosmos' is a Greek term and it" is an artificial concept 

which we see evolving at the beginning of Greek philosophy."25 On the same note, it must 

be pointed out that the term 'myth' comes from the ancient Greek muthos, the word used 

for a traditional tale where validity has to be accepted on faith, for which there is no direct 

equivalent in Sanskrit. Yet, it is well known that scholars find parallels between the 

24 Kees W. Bolle, "Myth : An Overview" Encyclopedia of Religion, Eliade et al. (New York:Macmillan, 
1987), p.261 
25 Walter Burkert, "The Logic of Cosmogony" in From Myth to Reason? Studies in the Development of 
Greek Thought, Richard Buxton (ed),(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p.88. 
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foundational tales of ancient Greece, India, and the Near-East about the origins of the 

universe and of the gods. For example, Hesiod's theogonic tale of a succession of divine 

sovereigns, Uranus, Kronos and Zeus with the motifs of castration, swallowing and 

regurgitation is influenced by the Kumarbi text, Kingship in Heaven. Thus my concern is 

with a shared mythical notion of a Cosmic Egg out of which heaven and earth were 

formed. This cosmogonic motif features prominently in the earliest of the theogonies 

ascribed to Orpheus. It has been suggested that the theogony ascribed to Orpheus was 

composed in the late sixth or early fifth century BCE. According to this theogony, 

'Unaging Time' (xpovog ayfipaoq) generated Aither and a 'bottomless' Chasm (xaajxa). 

Then appears the very special motif of this theogony: the Cosmic Egg. Damascius, the neo-

Platonist quotes the following verse: 

Emua 6 '£TEV& JUEYAG XP°V°S AWEPI MM 
'QEOV dpyixpeov. 

Then great Time fashioned from (or in) divine Aither a bright 
white egg.26 (Damascius, De princ. 1.111) 

Damascius also describes this egg as a 'bright chiton' (dpyrjxa xvtcova), from which 

Protogonos/Phanes "leapt out"(eK0pcboKei).27 

It is worth quoting Martin L. West's observation regarding this cosmogony ascribed 

to Orpheus: " This Time-Egg cosmogony appears suddenly in sixth-century Greece and 

connects with nothing that has gone before. Its foreign provenance is proved conclusively 

by the parallel Phoenician, Iranian, and Indian myths, all of which seem to have gone into 

26 K. 70, B.l 14, translated byWest, 1983, p. 198 
27 Damascius, De princ., K. 60, B. 90 
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circulation at roughly the same period, around the middle of the first millennium B.C."28 

West's statement is briefly discussed in his book, The Orphic Poems (1983). 

Orphic versions of theogony according to Damascius 

Prior to the discovery of the Derveni papyrus in 1962, the writings of the neo-Platonists 

were considered the main source for the Orphic narratives on theogony. Damascius, the 

last head of the Neo-Platonic school in Athens, knew about three specific theogonies. 

These three distinct theogonies are generally known as the Eudemian theogony, the 

Hieronyman theogony and the Rhapsodic theogony. It should be noted that the term 

'Theogony' is seldom associated with the writings of Orpheus by the ancient writers. 

Similarly, the term Hieros Logos, or Hieroi Logoi in twenty-four rhapsodies or simply, the 

Rhapsodies is used to indicate what we know as the Rhapsodic theogony.29 In order to use 

the term 'theogony' in reference to the narratives attributed to Orpheus, it is useful for our 

purpose to understand this term as defined by Martin West in The Orphic Poems: "By a 

theogony I mean a poem of which the major part consists in an account of the gods from 

the beginning of the world to the present".30 

The Hieronyman and the Rhapsodic {Hieros Logos) theogonies contain the 

narratives of the cosmic egg from which emerges the First Being (Protogonosj. 

Of the three 'theogonies' the Rhapsodic is the only one that Damascius explicitly labels as 

"these current Orphic Rhapsodies." This implies that for Damascius, the Rhapsodic 

'theogony' was known in his own time whereas the 'theogonies' recorded in the 

Peripatetic Eudemus and in Hieronymus or Hellanicus (maybe the same person) were in 

28 West, 1994, pp. 289-307 
29 Loc. cit. 
30 Ibid., p. 68 
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circulation prior to the Rhapsodies. The compiler of the Rhapsodic Theogony created a 

composite work by putting together earlier Orphic poems in the first century BCE and 

because of its success this theogony became known as "the canonical Orphic theogony".31 

West claims that the version of the Orphic theogony according to Hieronymus is a Stoic 

formulation composed around the third century BCE.32 The Hieronyman version is mainly 

known through the account of Damascius and Athenagoras's account resembles the same 

version. Of these three versions of the Orphic theogony, the version according to Eudemus 

is the oldest one. 

The Hieronyman and the Rhapsodic theogonies place enormous importance on 

"Unaging Time." The verse fragments from the Rhapsodies preserved by Proclus attest to 

this. We find that prior to the appearance of the Cosmic Egg there was "Time unaging": 

This Time unaging, of immortal resource, begot 
Aither and a great Chasm, vast this way and that, 
no limit below it, no base, no place to settle. (Proclus in ?\at.Rempublic II. 

138) 

A10spa |i£v Xpovo<; omoq ayfipaoa(p0ix6jj.rjTi<5 
retvaxo Kai(xeya yaqiia 7teMipiov ev0a Kat ev0a.33 

Damascius writes about the formation of the egg: ETTEITQ 6 ETEU£E (ieyas XP°V°S ctlGepi 

5i'co cosou apyu(J)£OV. ' Then great Time fashioned from (or in) divine Aither a bright 

white egg'. (Damascius, De princ. 1.111 .)34 Damascius also describes (Deprinc. 123) the 

31 Ibid., pp. 69, 251 
32 Ibid., pp.174, 183,261 
33 K. 66, B. 105; trans. West 1983, p. 198 
34 K..70, B.114, ibid 
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primodial egg as a "shinning chiton"(dpyriT(x xtxcova) from which "leapt out"(eK0pcocrxEi 

) Phanes (o Odvrjs ).35 

From Damascius' own account it is clear that both Hieronyman and Rhapsodic 

theogonies share much in common except their beginnings. It is worth reading the long 

passage where this difference is specified: 

Originally, there was water, he (Orpheus) says, and mud, from which the 
earth solidified: he posits these two as first principles, water and earth.. .The 
one before the two, however, he leaves unexpressed, his very silence being 
an intimation of its ineffable nature. The third principle after the two was 
engendered by these - earth and water, that is - and was a serpent (SpctKtov) 
with extra heads growing upon it of a bull and a lion, and a god's 
countenance in the middle; it had wings upon its shoulders, and its name 
was Unaging Time (Chronos) and also Heracles. United with it was 
Ananke, being of the same nature, or Adrastea, incorporeal, her arms 
extended throughout the universe and touching its extremities. I think this 
stands for the third principle, occupying the place of essence, only he made 
it bisexual to symbolize the universal generative cause. And I assume that 
the theology in the Rhapsodies discarded the two first principles (together 
with the one before the two, that was left unspoken), and began from this 
third principle after the two, because this was the first that was expressible 
and acceptable to human ears. For this the great Unaging Time that we 
found in it [sc. in the Rhapsodic Theogony ], the father of Aither and 
Chaos. Indeed, in this theology too [sc. the Hieronyman], this Time, the 
serpent, has offspring, three in number: moist Aither (I quote), unbounded 
Chaos, and as a third, misty Darkness (Erebos).. .Among these, he says, 
Time generated an egg - this tradition too making it generated by Time, and 
born 'among' these because it is from these that the third Intelligible triad is 
produced. What is this triad, then? The egg; the dyad of the two natures 
inside it (male and female), and the plurality of the various seeds between; 
and thirdly an incorporeal god with golden wings on his shoulders, bull's 
heads growing upon his flanks, and on his head a monstrous serpent, 
presenting the appearance of all kinds of animal forms... And the third god 
of this third triad this theology too celebrates as Firstborn, and it calls him 
Zeus the orderer of all and [...] of the whole world, wherefore he is also 
called Pan. So much this second genealogy supplies concerning the 
Intelligible principles.36 

35 K.60, B. 121 
36 Damascius, Deprinc., 1.318.19 ; K.54, B. 75-80, trans. West, 1983, p. 178 
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It is clear from Damascius's account that 'Unaging Time' and the Cosmic Egg are 

central to both the Hieronyman and Rhapsodic theogonies, except these two theogonies 

have different starting points, that is, the first stage of water and mud does not exist in the 

Rhapsodic theogony. The second difference is that in the Hieronyman theogony, Time or 

Chronos, also known as Heracles, is 'dual-sexed' (dppsvo0r|Auv ) in order to present 

Chronos as "the universal generative cause" (xrj<; 7tavxcov yewiynxTk arnas ). 

Furthermore, the description of 'Time as a winged serpent' or 'united' with Ananke is not 

found in the Rhapsodic theogony. In the Hieronyman theogony, Damascius writes that 

Time had three offspring, "Aither, Chaos and Erebos", but in the Rhapsodies "Erebos" 

does not exist. In both theogonies, the traces of Damascius's philosophy of the triad are 

prevalent. Following the "dyad" of water and earth, Chronos makes up the first "triad". 

Aither, Chaos and Erebos complete the second "triad". Since there are no "water and mud" 

to be found in the Rhapsodic theogony, the first "triad" starts with Chronos as the Father of 

Aither and Chaos who are grouped as the "dyad".37 The egg completes another "triad" as 

it contains both male and female elements: "the dyad of the two natures inside it, the male 

and the female" (RI 5uas TCOV EV CXUTG3 (j)UO£cov, appevo? KOU 0r}AEI'A?). Besides having 

male and female elements, this primordial egg contains "the plurality of various seeds 

between" ( KCU TCOV EV MECJCO TTCCVTOICOV OTTEPMCXTCOV TO TTAFJQOS ).38 

West suggests that it is difficult to determine to what extent the Hieronyman 

theogony is influenced by the 'triadic' philosophy of Damascius. Also, according to West, 

after having studied the Rhapsodic theogony, Damascius may have added these 

37 West, 1983, p.230 
38 Damasc. De princ. 1.318.19-20, K.54, B. 75-80 
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complexities to Hieronymus's account.39 Damascius's description of the primordial egg 

containing both male and female elements naturally implies the androgyny of the 

'incorporeal god' (0eov dacopaTOV ). It is significant to note that this "incorporeal god" is 

winged and possesses the form of all kinds of animals. We find the explanation of this 

zoomorphic form of the 'Firstborn' in Proclus's commentary on Plato's Timaeus. Proclus 

describes the 'cosmos' as "a composite living thing": 

So this cosmos too is a composite living thing, emitting different sounds 
from different parts of itself and a single [sound] from all of its parts 
[together]; for it also is a manifold 'one'. And much sooner is the 
intelligible cosmos both a single living thing and a multiplicity, having 
brought multiplicity together in unity, just as this [cosmos] for its part 
manifests unity in multiplicity. (Proclus on Plato's Timaeus, 2. 429.18-24)40 

David Runia suggests that Proclus uses the above description to support the 

androgynous and zoomorphic description of the Protogonos found in the Rhapsodic 

theogony attributed to Orpheus. In his commentary on Plato's Timaeus, Proclus41 often 

mentions Orpheus as 'the theologian' and quotes from Orphic fragments: 

This is why the Theologian fashions a most universal thing, placing on it 
the heads of a ram, a bull, a lion and a serpent, and why both maleness and 
femaleness are first of all in it as being the first living thing - 'female and 
begetter is the mighty god Erikepaios', says the Theologian (fr.81 Kern) -
he was also the first to have wings." (2.429.26-30)42 

39 West, 1983, p.231 
40 David T. Runia, Michael Share (ed.), Proclus: Commentary on Plato's Timaeus, Vol. II, Book 2 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p.315 
41 In the collection of fragments, Otto Kern arranges most of Proclus' writings under the 'Sacred accounts in 
24 Rhapsodies'. 
42 A relief in the museum at Modena, Italy, portrays the Orphic Protogonos/Phanes. His whole body is 
enclosed in an elliptical zodiac. One half of a broken egg is above his head and the other half below his goat 
feet. A serpent coils around his body and rests its head on the eggshell above. He has the head of a lion above 
his navel and the heads of a ram and a buck on the either side of the lion. He has winged shoulders and the 
lunar crescent appears above his shoulders. He carries a thunderbolt in his right hand and a scepter in his left 
hand. His head radiates with the rays of light. The eggbirth, goatfeet, head radiating with rays of light, 
thunderbolt and scepter with zoomorphic body strongly suggest the Orphic Protogonos with its various 
names of Phanes, Pan, and Zeus the ruler. Note that Chronos is a prominent deity in Mithraic cult; thus, there 
is a certain fluidity between the lion-headed figure of Mithra and Orphic Phanes produced by (Jnaging Time. 
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According to Damascius, the 'Firstborn' (Protogonos) has two other names : Zeus 

and Pan. Erikopaios is yet another identity of the 'Firstborn' found in the Rhapsodic 

theogony or the Rhapsodies, also quoted by Proclus: SrjAus' KCU yevsTcop Kpaxepos 

SeosHpiKETTCuos.43 The name Erikepaios is a non-Greek name and the origin of this 

name is a source of scholarly debate.44 The most distinctive name of this 'incorporeal god' 

is Phanes " the one who makes (or is) Manifest". In other words, when this 'demiurge' 

Phanes emerges from the 'primordial egg' he/she illuminates all things. Phanes is equated 

with Protogonos in the hymn dedicated to Protogonos. This hymn belongs to a collection 

of eighty-seven hymns and possibly these hymns could have been composed in the second 

part of the third century CE. According to Otto Kern, these hymns were used in 'mystic 

Dionysiac' ceremonies in the Demeter-temenos at Pergamon.45 The poet of the hymn (6) 

addresses Protogonos as follows 

Upon two-natured, great and ether-tossed Protogonos 
I call; 
born of the egg, delighting in his golden wings, 
he bellows like a bull, this begetter of blessed gods and mortal men. 
Erikepaios, seed unforgettable, attended by many rites, 
ineffable, hidden, brilliant scion, whose motion is whirling, 
you scattered the dark mist that lay before your eyes and, 
flapping your wings, you whirled about, and throughout 
this world you brought pure light. For this I call you Phanes,46 

Besides being constructed by many other factors, the lion-headed Mithraic god is highly influenced by 
Chronos-Heracles. See further, West, 1983, Maria Papathanassiou, "On the Astronomical explanation of 
Phanes's Relief at Modena" in Archaeoastronomy, no. 16, in Journal of History of Astronomy, vol. xxii 
(1991), and David Ulansey, The Origin of the Mithraic Mysteries: Cosmology and Salvation in the Ancient 
World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). See fig. 1 of this thesis, p. 168 
43 K.81, B. 134 
44 West, 1983, p.205 
45 Guthrie, 1952, pp.257-61, also the Introduction in Athanassakis, 1977 
46 Athanassakis, 1977, p. 11 
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Protogonos, Phanes, Zeus, and Pan are the names attested in the Hieronyman theogony. 

We find that the 'Firstborn' is also identified as Erikepaios, Bromios, Metis, and Eros in 

the Rhapsodies. In fact, Eros appears in the version of Aristophanes's parodic cosmogony 

in his comedy Birds. In Birds there is also a narrative of a bright 'demiurge' with golden 

wings coming out of an egg and he is identified as Eros. Luc Brisson ""suggests that the 

parody-cosmogony of Aristophanes' Birds shows many similarities to that of Eudemus: 

There was Chaos at first, and Darkness and Night, and 
Tartarus vasty and dismal; 
But the Earth was not there, nor the Sky, nor the Air, 
till at length in the bosom abysmal 
Of Darkness an egg, from the whirlwind conceived 
was laid by the sable-plumed Night. 
And out of that egg, as the Seasons revolved, 
sprang Eros, the entrancing, the bright.48 

Here we find two motifs: 'an egg, from the whirlwind', that is, an egg born from wind, 

and a prominent role of 'Night'. It must be noted that 'Erebos' or the Darkness is also 

emphasized in Aristophanes' Birds. A 'wind egg' is generally known to be an unfertilized 

egg. Martin West remarks that Aristophanes "chose these motifs, he did not invent 

them".49 The egg was an important motif also in pseudo-Epimenides' theogony which 

'was composed' according to West, 'in Athens some years before the Birds'.50 We have 

seen that Damascius informs (De principiis 1.111) about the formation of the egg as 

recorded in the Rhapsodies (p.4). This particular fragment from the Rhapsodies mentions 

'great' Time who 'fashioned' (ereu^e) 'a bright white egg' (coeov apyu^eov). Both in 

47 Luc Brisson, Sexual Ambivalence: Androgyny and Hermaphroditism in Graeco-Roman Antiquity, 
translated by Janet Lloyd (Berkely: University of California Press, 2002) p. 86 
48 Aristophanes, Birds, translated by Benjamin Bickley Rogers (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1955), pp. 
693-702 
49 West, 1983, p.lll 
50 Ibid., p. 112 
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Aristophanes's Birds and in the Rhapsodies, the sexual act is not needed to produce an egg. 

Luc Brisson points out that the verb ETEU^E implies ' a craftsmanlike activity' and this is 

confirmed by Damascius's own commentary. According to Brisson, " the eteukse seems to 

designate an artifact, not a product of generation".51 Finally, the 'bright demiurge' who 

springs from this 'egg from the whirlwind', is identified as 'Eros'. 

Damascius informs us (p.6) that in the narrative according to Hieronymus, 'Time 

generated an egg' (o xpovos coiov EyEwrjOEv). This 'Time serpent' (Spaiccov) is known 

as 'Unaging Time' (Chronos) and also as Heracles. Athenogoras, a Christian apologist of 

the 2nd century CE, narrates almost an identical version which he attributes to Orpheus. It 

is said that Athenagoras used the same source as Damascius which is known to be recorded 

by Hieronymus: 

For water was according to him the origin of everything, and from the 
water mud formed, and from the pair of them a living creature was 
generated, a serpent with an extra head growing upon it of a lion, (and 
another of a bull,) and in the middle of them a god's countenance; its name 
was Heracles and Time. This Heracles generated a huge egg, which, being 
filled full by the force of its engenderer was broken from friction. Its crown 
became the heaven, and what had sunk downwards, earth. There also came 
forth an incorporeal god. (Athenagoras, Pro Christianis 18) 

Here we find that Athenagoras later calls this god Protogonos and Phanes51 Phanes 

is the illuminator of all things and also is 'the bearer of the illustrious seed of the gods'. 

Phanes is identified as Metis in the Rhapsodies: 'August daemon, Wisdom, bearer of the 

51 Brisson, 2002, p.90 
52 K.54, B. 83-84, trans.by West, 1983, p.180. Kern includes Athenagoras's version under the theogony of 
Hieronymus. 
53 K. 58 
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illustrious seed of the gods' ( Proclus, II. 451.14: 6aija.ova oe^ivov, Mrjxiv arcepjia (pepovxa 

0ECOV X^VTOV,).54 

Protogonos/Phanes is also known as Bromios in the Rhapsodic theogony. One of the 

Orphic fragments preserved by Proclus reports : "Both mighty Bromios and Zeus the all-

seer"( Proclus, II, 336.10: Bpofuot; xe (ieyaq KCU ZEUS o TravoiTTTis ).55 It is known that 

Bromios is another name of Dionysus,56 'while Dionysus himself is continually called both 

Phanes and Erikepaios', writes Proclus (II, 336.16). 

Thus there are several names of Protogonos/Phanes attested in the Hieronyman and 

Rhapsodic theogonies; some names are common to both. While Protogonos, Phanes and 

Zeus are attested in both Hieronyman and Rhapsodic theogonies, the Hieronyman adds 

Pan and the Rhapsodies add Metis, Eros, Erikepaios, and Bromios (Dionysus). It seems 

then that Phanes and Zeus are the usual names for the 'Firstborn.' The Rhapsodies report 

that Zeus swallowed Protogonos/Phanes (K. fr. 108), and we are told that the Hieronyman 

theogony includes the same event of swallowing of the Protogonos by Zeus. Athenagoras 

gives similar information (K. 58). The Derveni papyrus narrates a poem ascribed to 

Orpheus and most importantly, in this poem too, Zeus swallows the Protogonos. The 

discovery of the Derveni papyrus in 1962 reveals a text of great importance, because it is 

direct evidence of Orphic understanding of the creation of the universe that existed in 400 

BCE.57 After discussing the religious practice of that time period, the unknown author of 

54 Ibid. 85, B. 140 
55 K.170 
56 West, 1983, p. 206 
57 For the most recent and complete text of Derveni Papyrus, see Theokritos Kouremenos, George M. 
Parassoglou, Kyriakos Tsantsanoglou, The Derveni Papyrus. Edited with Introduction and Commentary. 
Studi e testiper il "Corpus deipapyri filosofici greci e latini", vol. 13. Florence: Casa Editrice Leo S. 
Olschki, 2006 
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this text starts his commentary on hexametric verses ascribed to Orpheus from the fourth 

column onwards. This text has often been described as a 'Presocratic commentary on the 

theogony of Orpheus'.58 Martin West calls this the Derveni theogony. 

Derveni Theogony 

I shall use Martin West's reconstruction of the Derveni text which is the 'the portion 

covered by the surviving parts of the commentary.'59 The theme of the cosmic egg is not 

explicit in the Derveni text. It begins with a brief proem in which Orpheus commands, 

'close your doors, ye profane', 0upas 6 ETHSEOGE (3E(3r)Aoi,60 because he will sing the 

marvelous works of Zeus and the gods who were born from him. This is a narrative of 

Zeus' accession to power through the oracular advice of Night. At the instruction of Night 

given from her sanctum, Zeus swallows Protogonos. At this point the momentous events of 

the earlier ages are mentioned: 

1. Emergence of Protogonos: col.x, 4 (the god)... who first sprang forth into the aither. 

0? aiGspa £K0ope TTpcoTos.61 

2. The genealogy: Protogonos/Night - Uranos - Kronos. 

3.The kingship succession: Uranos - Kronos (the castration of Uranos) - Zeus. 

When Zeus swallows Protogonos, everything becomes 'one in Zeus.' The great 

accomplishment of Zeus is eulogized in a hymn-like section and the poem abruptly ends 

when Zeus desires his mother. 

58 Burkert, 2004, p.89 
39 West, 1983, p. 114 
60 Ibid., and this is the same introductory line used by the Jewish Testament of Orpheus. West, 1983, p.82. 
61 Ibid. 
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The succession of kings, including the castration of Uranos, follows the Hesiodic 

framework. It is noteworthy that, while mentioning the past events before the reign of 

Zeus, the Derveni poem alludes to Protogonos/Phanes (col.x.4), which leads us to the 

Time-Egg cosmogony found in the narratives of the Rhapsodies and Hieronymus. The god 

Protogonos/Phanes, then, is equally important to the Derveni poem because, by 

swallowing this god, Zeus ' became one with him.' 

In the context of this chapter the hymn-like section of the Derveni text demands 

attention: 

(col.xiii) TTpoToyovou (3aaiAecos aiSotou, TCOI 6 apa TTCXVTBS 

aSavaxoi 7tpocecpuv jaaxapEc; 0eoi TISE Geouvat 
KCU TTOTapoi KOU xprjvai EmpaTio ciXka TE TravTa 
[o]ooa TOT' ify yeyacoT, auTos 6' apa pouvo? E'YEVTO.52 

[with?] the phallus of the first-born king, onto which all 
The immortals grew (or: clung fast), blessed gods and goddesses 
And rivers and lovely springs and everything else 
That had been born then; and he himself became solitary.63 

West adds another line to his translation of the same part of the Derveni text: 

[ So Zeus swallowed the body of the god,] 
of the Firstborn king, the reverend one. And with him all 
the immortals became one, the blessed gods and goddesses 
and rivers and lovely springs and everything else 
that then existed: he became the only one.64 

While Gabor Betegh renders 'the immortals grew' for dSavaTOi TrpooE<J>uv, West 

writes 'the immortals became one.' In fact, West explains that the literal meaning of the 

62 Ibid., p. 114 
63 Betegh, 2004, p.35 
64 West, 1983, p.88 
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verb TTpoo£(J)uv is 'grew onto him,' so that the 'immortals' became part of him. A similar 

motif of everything becoming absorbed in Zeus is found in the Rhapsodies (K. fr. 167): 

So then, by engulfing Erikepaios the Firstborn, 
he had the body of all things in his belly, 
and he mixed into his own limbs the god's power and strength. 
Because of this, together with him, everything came to be again inside 
Zeus, 
the broad air and the lofty splendour of heaven, 
the undraining sea and earth's glorious seat, 
great Oceanus and the lowest Tartara of the earth, 
rivers and boundless sea and everything else, 
and all the immortal blessed gods and goddesses, 
all that had existed and all that was to exist afterwards 
became one and grew together in the belly of Zeus.65 

oooa T £r)v ysyacoTa Kai uoxepov OTTTTOS' E'MEAAEV, 
evyevExo, ZTIVOS 5' evt yaaTepi auppa TTE^UKEI. 

So the power of Zeus emerges after having swallowed Erikepaios/Protogonos. Although 

the Derveni theogony concentrates mainly on the power of Zeus, it is not difficult to 

conclude that the presence of the egg-born Protogonos is already implicit in this theogony. 

Martin West argues that the Derveni poem 'is an abridged version of the original 

(\(\ • f\ 7 • • 
Protogonos theogony'. The unknown author of the Derveni text is an Ionian 

commentator of the 'early fourth century B.C.' and he must have known the original 

Protogonos theogony attributed to Orpheus. Thus, West deduces that the Derveni text 

could not have been composed 'later than the fifth century.'68 

65 K. 167, B. 241,trans. West, 1983, p.89. Note that B. 241 writes 'iv ye VETO whereas in K. 167 these two 
words are written as one word. 
66 West, 1983, p. 108 
67 Richard Janko claims that this text plays an important role "for understanding the religious and 
philosophical crisis of the late fifth century B. C. E., when polytheism was challenged by monotheism and 
pantheism." "The Derveni Papyrus (Diagoras of Melos, APOPYRGIZONTES LOGOIT) : A New 
Translation", Classical Philology 96 (2001) 1-32 
68 Loc. cit. 
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By swallowing the 'Firstborn', Zeus has become the first god and source of all 

things. The hymn to Zeus appears in the next column of the papyrus: 

Zeus was born first, Zeus last, god of the bright bolt: 
Zeus is the head, Zeus the middle, from Zeus are all things made: 
Zeus the king, Zeus the ruler of all, ruler of the thunderbolt.69 

The reflection of the above lines exists in a long version of Rhapsodies (K.168) 

quoted by the Neo-Platonists and in the late Stoic (Pseudo-Aristotelian) work De Mundo 

(K.21A).70 

The lines below are common to the two versions: 

Zeus was born first, Zeus last, god of the bright bolt: 
Zeus is the head, Zeus the middle, from Zeus are all things made. 
Zeus was male, Zeus was an immortal nymph. 
Zeus is the foundation of earth and starry heaven. 
Zeus the king, Zeus the ruler of all, god of the bright bolt.71 

The third line where we find 'Zeus was male, Zeus was an immortal nymph' could be 

understood as a result of swallowing the dual-sexed Protogonos/Phanes, the 

undifferentiated Being. The whole universe became absorbed in the 'belly' of Zeus. This is 

a religio-philosophical representation of many in one. 

Moreover, the Rhapsodies and De Mundo inform us that, whatever 'grew together 

in the belly of Zeus', Zeus has to bring it forth again72 (K. 168.31). According to some 

• 73 scholars this concept of many in one plays an important part in the Orphic theogony. O. 

69 West, 1983, p.89 
70 Pseudo-Aristotle is the older text and contains more lines which do not appear in the Derveni papyrus. 
71 Ibid., p.90 
72 A slight difference exists between the fragments 21a and 168. The Stoic version writes n&vzaq (masculine) 
which means 'them all' and the Rhapsodies, Jtdvxa meaning 'all things'. See West, 1983, p. 90 
73 W.K.C. Guthrie, 1952, p.75. Gabor Betegh, 2004, p. 175 remarks: " Guthrie, who gave the most elaborate 
treatment of the question, localizes the One-Many dialectic in Orphic spirituality, i.e. in the allegedly Orphic 
doctrine that there is a mystic union of the individual soul and the divine outside. However, he rarely gives 
arguments based on textual evidence for this view." 
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Gruppe (1877) tried to connect this important concept with the words of Diogenes 

Laertius, the third century biographer who summarized the doctrine of Musaeus: EE, evos 

TQ TTCXVTQ yivEaScu, KCU sis TOUTOV avaXueoBai (Diog. Laert. prooem 3): "Everything 

comes to be out of One and is resolved into One."74 Significantly, this concept of unity in 

plurality is the underlying matrix of Indian religion and philosophy. The first book of the 

Rig-Veda expresses this in hymn 1.89. Aditi (without bound or infinity) is described as 

"space and air, mother, father and son": aditir dyaur aditir antariksam, aditir mata, sa pita, 

sa putrah.. ,75 The thematic continuity of unity in plurality carries on from the first book of 

the Rig-Veda to the Pur anas composed around 800-1500 CE. This theme is the paradigm 

of Indian philosophy, religion, and ritual, even in the present day. 

In my discussion thus far, I have noted a theme of 'unity in multiplicity,' to use the 

words of Proclus, appearing in the theogonies of Hieronymus and the Rhapsodies. This 

theme begins with the dual-sexed god Time who produces a 'primordial egg' containing 

both 'male and female elements' and 'the plurality of various seeds between,' from which 

leaps forth the dual-sexed, zoomorphic Protogonos with many names. In other words, the 

plurality of the universe starts from the Cosmic Egg or the spherical whole symbolizing the 

primordial totality. In the Derveni theogony, we find that this multiple universe becomes 

absorbed in the 'belly' of Zeus after he has swallowed the genital organ of the 'Firstborn 

king' (Protogonos): Hence, plurality is reduced to singularity. The body of Zeus is equated 

with the world because, 'from Zeus are all things made'. The theme of making the entire 

74 Ibid., p. 75 Luc Brisson, 2002 uses this quotation of Diog. Laert. to support his view that the Orphic 
theogony is based mainly on this assumption. 
75 Radhakrishnan,1992, p.33 
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universe from the body of a god is not something new; it was well established in a Rig-

Vedic hymn (Purusa-Sukta or The Hymn of Man, 10.90)76 long before its appearance in the 

Derveni papyrus. Martin West recognizes that the concept of the correspondences between 

the universe and the human body exists in the 'Indian literature from the earliest times'. 

The traces of this concept are found in Iran and 'perhaps in Mesopotamia'. West continues 

further: "In Greek we find various suggestions of it from the fifth century BC on. The 

77 
Orphic passage under consideration is the fullest exposition of it." 

In the Hieronyman and Rhapsodic theogonies, one of the many names of Protogonos 

is Zeus; this must mean that by swallowing Protogonos, Zeus did not eradicate his 

supremacy. Zeus only 'blended the god's power and virtue into his own body' (K. 

fr.l67a.3).78 The hymn dedicated to Zeus in the Derveni theogony can be identified as the 

hymn to Protogonos/Phanes. Subsequently, it can be assumed that the narrative of Zeus' 

accession to power in the Derveni theogony is similar to the events in the Rhapsodic 

theogony. The discovery of the Derveni papyrus establishes that the events in the 

Rhapsodies were known in the 'classical period'. 

The Derveni theogony, according to Martin West, 'is an abridged version of the 

original Protogonos theogony'. We are told that its Ionian commentator of the fourth 

century BCE knew about the Protogonos theogony ascribed to Orpheus, and the 

Protogonos theogony might have been composed around the fifth century. The idea of the 

god Time who is the cosmic progenitor appeared for the first time in Greek in Pherecydes 

76 Wendy Doniger, trans. The Rig Veda: An Anthology (London: Penguin Books, 1981). 
77 West, 1983, p. 240. See further Bruce Lincoln, 'The Indo-European Myth of Creation' in History of 
Religions, vol. 15, no.2 (Nov. 1975) pp. 121-145 
78 West, 1983, p.205 



28 

of Syros around 520 BCE.79 In his Early Greek Philosophy and the Orient, West points out 

that the notion of the god Time was already established in the East by the fourth century 

BCE and, particularly, in India around the same time when it appeared in Greek soil.80 We 

find the same myth of the god Time in the Hieronyman and the Rhapsodic theogonies. 

Pherecydes of Syros does not mention the god Time producing an egg containing 'male 

and female elements' from which leaps forth the Protogonos/Phanes. We are told that the 

compiler of the Protogonos theogony incorporated the notion of the egg-born Protogonos 

from the 'Oriental cosmogonies' in a Hesiodic framework which itself is a product of the 

'orientalizing revolution'.81 In Indian cosmogony, that is, one of the "Oriental 

cosmogonies" mentioned by West, the god Time (Kalaj is portrayed as the progenitor of 

the Lord of creatures {Prajapati): " Time is the Lord of all that is, the Father, he, of the 

Creator," and again in the final verse of the same hymn: " Time created the creatures. Time 

SlO • -

created in the beginning, the Lord of creatures." (Atharvaveda, XIX, 53). At the time of 

composition of this text, the "Creator" or the "Lord of creatures" was already established 

as Prajapati in the religion and rituals of India. In one of the Rig-Vedic hymns (10.121) we 

find the very first appearance of Prajapati as the Creator. 

I intend to begin with the accounts of Creation, especially the one alluding to the egg-

cosmogony in the tenth book of the Rig-Veda. 

79 Ibid, p. 108 
80 West, 1971, p.28 
81 See further Walter Burkert, The Orientalizing Revolution: Near Eastern Influence on Greek Culture in the 
Early Archaic Age (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992) 
82 Raimundo Pannikar, trans. The Vedic Experience Mantramanjarl: An Anthology of the Vedas for Modern 
Man and Contemporary Celebration. (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1994), p.218 
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Vedic Cosmo-theogony 

The Rig-Veda, or "knowledge of verses,' the most ancient among the Vedic texts, 

comprises a collection of 1,028 hymns divided into ten books or Mandalas ("circles'). 

Scholars and Indologists agree that the first and the last books are more recent compared to 

books II to IX. The Rig Vedic verses are pivotal to the Sama Veda ('knowledge of songs') 

for chanting and to the Yajur Veda ('knowledge of Sacrifice') for ritual application. The 

Atharva Veda ('knowledge of the Fire Priest'), composed later, shares some of the verses 

with the latest parts of the Rig Veda and is also known for using spells for the healing of 

diseases. 

The Rig Veda refers to many different theories of creation. A number of hymns 

consider creation as the result of a cosmic battle or an act of separation of the sky and 

earth. Most importantly, Creation started as a result of sacrifice of the cosmic man or 

Purusa in the Purusa Sukta (10.90) in which it is narrated that the gods themselves create 

the world by dismembering the primeval male. Our concern here is to examine the hymn 

that reflects the speculative thoughts on Creation. What was there before the Creation of 

the world? Why did it begin? Who was the First Being? Nasadiya Sukta (10.129) usually 

translated as 'Creation Hymn' does not assert any answers, it only raises unanswerable 

questions; " it is meant to puzzle and challenge" writes Wendy Doniger.83 This remarkable 

hymn of Creation is a metaphysical account of absolute monism. Moreover, I argue that 

this particular hymn (10.129) is the precursor to the idea of the egg-cosmogony in the 

Indian texts. The Nasadiya Sukta starts with negation: 

83 Doniger, 198 l,p.25 
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Nasad asin no sad aslt tadsinlm 
Nasld rajo no vyoma paro yat 
Kim avarlvah kuha kasya sarman 
ambhah kun asld gahanam gabh&dm84 

1 There was neither non-existence nor existence then; there was neither 
the realm of space nor the sky which is beyond. What stirred? Where? In 
whose protection? Was there water, bottomlessly deep?85 

The narrative begins with a time frame 'then' or 'at that time' (tadanlm) when the 

universe was not divided into different parts. Then it turns into a question: 'What stirred 

(avarTvar)?' We have been told that this particular verb avarTvar can also mean 'move 

Oir 

around' and in this context it describes the 'movement of the wind or breath.' The last 

line suggests a possible existence of water but that is also questioned. 

The next verse partly reflects the first verse: 

na mrtyvr asld amrtam na tarhi, 
na rStryS ahna aslt praketah 
anTd avatam svadhaya tad ekam 
tasmad dhanyan na parah kim canasa 

2. There was neither death nor immortality then. There was no 
distinguishing sign of night nor of day. That one breathed, windless, by its 
own impulse. Other than that there was nothing beyond. 

This verse uses the word "then" (tarhi) which relates to the time when the universe 

was not fragmented. The poet of this hymn places the word "then" at the end of the first 

line of the second verse following the placement of the first verse of the word "at that 

84 Barend A. Van Nooten and Gary B. Holland, eds. Rig Veda: A Metrically Restored Text with An 
Introduction And Notes (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), p.554. Rig-Vedic hymns 10.129 and 
10.121 in Sanskrit will be quoted from the above book. 
85 Doniger, 1981, p. 25.1 will use Wendy Doniger's English translation of the Nasadiya hymn. 
86 See further Joel P. Brereton, 'Edifying Puzzlement: Rgveda 10: 129 and the uses of Enigma' in Journal of 
the American Oriental Society, Vol. 119, No. 2 (Apr.-Jun., 1999): 248-260. 
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time". Furthermore, in this verse, instead of claiming the negation of both asat and sat, the 

poet declares the negation of "death"(mrtyv) and "deathlessness"(amrta), seemingly 

progressing from general to specific terms. Likewise, the existential denial of "space" and 

"sky" are replaced in the second verse by the negation of less abstract terms like "night" 

and "day" implicitly referring to the moon and sun.87 It is significant to note that in order to 

describe the very first beginning of everything, the Nasadlya hymn also follows a logic of 

'subtraction'. In 'The Logic of Cosmogony' Walter Burkert explains that 'the typical 

beginning of cosmogonic myth is performed by subtraction'. He writes: "If you start to tell 

about 'the beginning' of 'everything', you must first delete 'everything' from your mental 

view, i.e. our whole world of heaven and earth, sea and mountains, plants, animals, and 

oo 

humans: all this has to go." 

However, the narrative of negativity changes abruptly when 'That One' {tad ekam) 

'breathed'. The breathing of'That One' is 'windless', the 'breathing' is carried out 'by its 

own impulse' or 'through its inherent force' (svadha).S9 Brereton suggests that as 'One' 

breathes without the movement of air, 'One' is alive more likely, like that of an embryo or 

> 90 an egg . 

The third verse describes what was there 'in the beginning': 

tama asit tamasa gulham dgre 
apraketam salilam sarvam a idam 
tuchyenabhv apihitam yadasit 

87 See further Brereton, 1999 and Doniger, 1981. 
88 Burkert, 1999, p. 92 
89 Svadha has many different translations, for instance, 'energy', 'power', '61an' etc. 
90 Brereton, 1999, p.252 
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tdpasas tan mahinajayataikam 

3 Darkness was hidden by darkness in the beginning; with no 
distinguishing sign, all this was water. The life force that was covered with 
emptiness, that one arose through the power of heat. 

Unlike the first two verses, this verse starts with a positive note 'darkness existed' 

(tdma aslt) 'in the beginning' (agre). 'All this' (sarvam...idamj was water (salilam) but, it 

had 'no distinguishing sign'(apraketam) or was 'signless'. It is important to note that the 

phrase 'All this' refers to the word 'universe'. Many variations of the similar phrase are 

used in other Vedic hymns. Likewise, early Greek philosophers, poets and Plato employed 

rade navta 'all these things'.91 

The Nasadiya hymn introduces a purely philosophical speculation on the Creation 

and the Creator. No one knows what existed before the creation of this recognizable 

universe: there was primal darkness, fathomless water, yet tad ekam "That One," the 

indeterminate principle, emerged from the darkness. The third verse asserts that 'the 

darkness was hidden by darkness', and Brereton explains that this implies the existence of 

a 'core of darkness' which is 'surrounded by a covering of darkness'. He suggests that 'the 

potential for existence' may be implicit in this 'core of darkness'. "As Thieme has rightly 

pointed out", writes Brereton, "this shape of core and cover describes the form of an 

egg."92 Unlike the Orphic theogonies, the concept of the 'egg' is evoked through a series of 

enigmatic images. The 'life force that was covered with emptiness' (Doniger) or 'the thing 

coming into being' which 'was concealed by emptiness' (Brereton) also strongly suggests 

91 See further M. L. West, Indo-European Poetry and Myth (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), also 
Burkert, 1999 
92 Brereton, 1999, p.253 
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the concept of an egg. Finally, 'that One' 'was born by the power of heat', that is, tapas 

which literally means 'heat' or 'warmth' as generated by Fire or Sun but this Sanskrit noun 

has several meanings in the context of the Vedas and Upanishads. In the context of the 

present discourse I am considering two notions of tapas, namely biological and spiritual or 

ascetic. Both notions involve birth, one on the biological level and the other, the spiritual 

level. In the Vedic and Upanishadic textual tradition the symbolism of ascetic fervour of 

austerity is expressed through the word tapas, and through the power of tapas 'That One' 

came to be. The creative power of tapas is needed to hatch an egg: a hen 'broods' upon her 

eggs to produce life, thus basically the same 'heat' is used by an ascetic for intellectual 

'brooding'.94 Here the indeterminate 'That One' evolves into a determinate being through 

its own meditative power of heat, as writes Norman Brown: " It was born out of its shell 

through the power of its own creative incubating heat, not needing any warmth from 

outside."95 The physical symbolism of 'incubating heat' is a necessary element of birth, be 

that on a physical level, spiritual level or on the cosmic level. The images of enclosure and 

heat necessarily correspond to the event of an animate being bursting out of an egg-shell. 

According to Brereton, 'signless water' (apraketam salilam) may suggest amniotic water 

carrying embryo.96 Once 'That One' was born it experienced kama or desire and this desire 

became the 'first seed of mind'. To restate the final verse, no one knows the mystery of 

93 See further Walter O. Kaelber, " Tapas, Birth and Spiritual Rebirth in the Veda", History of Religions, 
Vol.15, no. 4 (May 1976). 
94 Radhakrishnan, 1992, 35 
95 W. Norman Brown," Theories of Creation in the Rig Veda", Journal of the American Oriental Soceity, 
vol.85, no.l (Jan.-March) 1965, p.27 
96 Brereton, 1999, p.259 .The motif of water carrying embryo is explicit in the RV 10.121, verse, 7, see 
below. 
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creation, even the gods did not witness this mystery; only the sages acquired this 

knowledge through contemplation (mariisa). 

In another creation hymn (10.121) of the Rig Veda the creator is known from the very 

beginning as Hir any agar bha, who at the end of this hymn is identified as the Prajapati, the 

Lord of progeny. Yet, this hymn poses questions about the identity of this creator god in 

the form of a refrain after each verse except the final one: " Who is the god whom we 

should worship with the oblation?"97 

Rig Veda Book 10 Hymn 121 

Hiranyagarbhah sam avartatagre bhutasya jatah patir eka aslt | 
sa dadhara prthivTm dyam utemam kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
ya atmada balada yasya visva upasate prasisam yasya devah | 
yasya chaya amrtam yasya mrtyuh kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
ya pranato nimisato mahitva eka id raja jagato babhuva | 
ya Tse asya dvipadas catuspadah kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
yasya ime himavanto mahitva yasya samudram rasaya sahahuh | 
yasya imah pradiso yasya bahu kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
yena dyaur ugra prthivT ca driha yena suva stabhitam yena nakah | 
yo antarikse rajaso vimana kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
yam krandasl avasa tastabhane abhy aiksetam manasa rejamane | 
yatradhi sura udito vibhati kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
apo ha yad brhatlr visvam ayan garbham dadhana janayantlr agni'm | 
tato devanam sam avartatasur ekah kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
yas cid apo mahina paryapasyad dakasam dadhana janayantlr yajnam | 
yo devesv adhi deva eka aslt kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
ma no himsTj janita yah prthivya yo va divam satyadharma jajana | 
yas capas candra brhatlr jajana kasmai devaya havisa vidhema || 
prajapate na tvad etani anyo visva jatani pari ta babhuva | 
yatkamas te juhumas tan no astu vayam siyama patayo raylnam ||98 

97 Wendy Doniger, 1981, p.27 
98 Van Nooten, 1994, p. 550 
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The Unknown God, the Golden Embryo" 

1 In the beginning the Golden Embryo arose.100 Once he was born, he was 
the one lord of creation. He held in place the earth and this sky. Who is 
the god whom we should worship with the oblation? 

2 He who gives life, who gives strength, whose command all the gods, his 
own, obey; his shadow is immortality and death. Who is the god whom 
we should worship with the oblation? 

3 He who by his greatness became the one king of the world that breathes 
and blinks, who rules over his two-footed and four-footed creatures - who 
is the god whom we should worship with the oblation? 

4 He who through his power owns these snowy mountains, and the ocean 
together with the river Rasa101, they say; who has the quarters of the sky 
as his two arms102 - who is the god whom we should worship with the 
oblation? 

5 He by whom the awesome sky and the earth were made firm, by whom 
the dome of the sky was propped up, and the sun, who measured out the 
middle realm of space - who is the god whom we should worship with the 
oblation? 

6 He to whom the two opposed masses looked with trembling in their 
hearts, supported by his help, on whom the rising sun shines down - who 
is the god whom we should worship with the oblation? 

7 When the high waters came, pregnant with the embryo that is 
everything, bringing forth fire, he arose from that as the one life's breath 
of the gods. Who is the god whom we should worship with the oblation? 

99 Doniger, 1981, p. 27 
100 As in Hesiod's Theogony where (116) Chaos "came into being" (YEVETO) first of all (TrpcoTiOTOt), the 
Sanskrit: Hiranyagarbhah sam avartatagre could also be translated as "In the beginning the Golden Embryo 
came into being." 
101 Ibid., note, 6, " The river Rasa surrounds heaven and earth, separating the dwelling place of men and gods 
from the non-space in which the demonic powers dwell". 
102 Ibid., note, 7.This is a reference to the Cosmic Man, the Purusa of the Purusa -Siikta (The Hymn of Man, 
cf 10.90). 
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8 He who in his greatness looked over the waters, which were pregnant 
with Daksa,103 bringing forth the sacrifice, he who was the one god among 
all the gods - who is the god whom we should worship with the oblation 

9 Let him not harm us, he who fathered the earth and created the sky, 
whose laws are true, who created the high, shining waters. Who is the god 
whom we should worship with the oblation? 

10 O Prajapati, lord of progeny, no one but you embraces all these 
creatures. Grant us the desires for which we offer you oblation. Let us be 
lords of riches. 

The momentous term Hiranyagarbha in the first verse is a compound noun. The first 

word means golden and the second word has several meanings: "womb, interior, foetus, 

embryo, new-born child, child, offspring, brood (of birds) etc."104 For Panikkar105 this term 

means 'Golden germ' whereas for Radhakrishnan,106 'golden egg or germ'. In the later 

cosmogonic myth the concept of 'egg' becomes important as found in Chandogya 

Upanisad III. 19.1. Following the interpretation of Doniger it can be said that god in this 

hymn 'is the golden embryo or seed', in other words, this is a regular compound noun but 

later used as a possessive compound. Sayana (C. 14th century), a famous Indian 

commentator suggests, writes Doniger, that the present hymn also indicates the possessive 

meaning thereby including several meanings at the same time: 'he in whose belly the 

golden seed or egg exists like an embryo'. The interpretation of Sayana clearly expresses 

the Vedic notion regarding conception, namely, the father carries the embryo (garbhaj 

within him before placing it into the female womb.107 A similar image is given in verses 

seven and eight where the waters become pregnant with the embryo and again the bearer of 

103 Daksha generally signifies the male principle. 
104 Arthur Anthony Macdonell, A Practical Sanskrit Dictionary (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal 
Publishers Pvt. Ltd., 1996). 
105 Panikkar, 1994, p.71 
106 Radhakrishnan, 1992, p. 37 
107 Kaelber, 1976, p. 353 
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the embryo manifests in the form of a golden embryo or egg. Yet, in verse nine we are 

informed that it is the Creator, Hiranyagarbha "who created the high, shining waters". 

Thus the Creator produces the primal waters in which He places an embryo and arises from 

the waters as the golden embryo. It is important to note that the broad spectrum of 

meanings evoked by this term may indicate a " continuum of androgynous birth images : 

seed (male egg), womb (female egg) embryo, child."108 The final verse reveals the name of 

this golden egg or embryo: he is Prajapati, lord of progeny, perhaps signifying an 

androgynous creator within whom all the forms are contained. 

It must be noted that the compound noun i.e. the 'golden embryo or egg' is the first 

word of the first verse and from then on this term is not repeated; he remains as a creator 

god 'who'(fej), an interrogative pronoun, or to be more precise 'to whom' (kdsmai), a 

dative singular of ka. Only towards the end of this hymn is the answer to the question 

(kdsmai devaya havisa vidhema) revealed. The image of the waters receiving the first 

embryo is also found in the hymn (10.82) to The All-Maker or Visvakarman. Again in the 

Atharva Veda (IV,2.8) the Creator appears as the 'golden embryo' in the waters at the 

beginning of the creation. W.D. Whitney notes that, according to the commentator, the 

meaning of hiranyagarbha is " the embryo of the golden egg".109 Regarding the 'waters' 

and the 'embryo' the Atharva Veda adds a verse which repeats the same idea with more 

Doniger,1981, p.27 
109 William Dwight Whitney, trans. Atharva-Veda- Samhita, Harvard Oriental Series ed. Charles Rockwell 
Lanman. (1905) Indian Reprint Edition (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1962) 
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clarity: "In the beginning the waters, producing a young, brought forth an embryo, and 

when it was being born, it had a golden covering".110 

In another Rig-Vedic hymn of creation (10.72) the concept of the egg appears and this 

egg is the eighth son of Aditi, a female principle whose name means infinity or boundless 

(a-diti, no bound).111 Her eighth son is known as Martanda which means "dead in the 

egg," and she threw him away. In verse eight of this creation hymn (.Aditi and the Birth of 

the Gods)112 the poet narrates: "Eight sons are there of Aditi, who were born of her body. 

I 11 

With seven she went forth among the gods, but she threw Martanda, the sun, aside." 

The reason behind her act is given in the ninth, the final verse: "With seven sons Aditi 

went forth into the earliest age. But she bore Martanda so that he would in turn beget 

offspring and then soon die." 

The seven sons of Aditi impregnated by Daksa, the male principle of creation, (RV. 

10.121) are gods and Martanda is the Sun whom the gods rescued by agitating the ocean 

as alluded to in the verse six of this hymn. Why did Aditi leave her eighth son 'to be born 

and die again'? The response has two levels of meaning: at the cosmic level the Sun goes 

through a daily process of birth and death, and at the anthropomorphic level it brings into 

being the existence of mortals.114 

110 See the Rig Vedic hymn 10.121, "To the Unknown God" trans, with notes by Max Muller (1891) at sacred 
texts.com 
'11 The Rig Vedic hymn (1.89.10): " Aditi is the sky, Aditi the air, Aditi is mother, father and son, Aditi is all 
the gods and the five tribes, Aditi is whatever has been and will be born." 
112 Doniger, 1981, p. 39 
113 The word 'sun' is not included in Griffith's translation of this hymn. 
114 Brown, 1965, p.47 
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The above three hymns of the Rig-Veda allude to the concept of the egg, as it 

foregrounds the birth of the cosmos, through a subtle mechanism of words: for example, 

tapas, apihitam asit or 'was enclosed' (RV.10.129), Hiranyagarbha (RV.10.121), and 

Martanda in the hymn 10.72. This notion of the birth of cosmos from the egg, ex ovo or 

using a biological model to form a myth of creation, becomes prominent in later 

Upanishadic texts. The Chandogya Upanisad, belonging to the followers of the Sama 

Veda, clearly expresses the connection between the "enclosure," "golden embryo," and the 

world. The cosmogonic myth from section nineteen of chapter three in this Upanisad is 

translated by Radhakrishnan115 as "The Cosmic Egg" : 

1. adityo brahmety adesah, tasyopavyakhyanam: as ad evedam agra as it, tad 
sad asit, tat sambhavat, tad andam niravartata, tat samvatsarasya matram 
asyata, tan nirabhidyata, te andakapale rajatam ca suvarnam cabhavatam. 

The Sun is Brahman - this is the teaching. An explanation thereof (is this). In 
the beginning this (world) was non-existent. It became existent. It grew. It 
turned into an egg. It lay for the period of a year. It burst open. Then came 
out of the egg-shell, two parts, one of silver, the other gold. 

2. tadyad rajatam seyam prthivi, yat suvarnam sa dyauh; yaj jarayu te 
parvatah, yad ulbam sa megho riiharah, ya dhamanayas ta nadyah, yad 
vasteyam udakam sa samudrah. 

That which was of silver is this earth; that which was of gold is the sky. What 
was the outer membrane is the mountains; that which is the inner membrane 
is the mist with the clouds. What were the veins were the rivers. What was 
the fluid within is the ocean. 

115 Radhakrishnan, 1992, p. 399 
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The next verse describes the Sun as also born from this egg, and along with it, came desire. 

All the similar Vedic motifs are present but, in the context of this Upanisad,116 the Sun 

becomes Brahman. 

In the Satapatha- Brahmana XII.6.1117 we encounter a different description of creation 

and the Cosmic Egg: 

Verily, in the beginning this (universe) was water, nothing but a sea of water. 
The waters desired, 'How can we be reproduced?' They toiled and performed 
fervid devotions (or, and became heated), when they were became heated a 
golden egg was produced. The year indeed, was not then in existence: this 
golden egg floated about for as long as the space of a year. 

In a year's time a man, this Prajapati, was produced therefrom.... He broke 
open this golden egg. There was then, indeed, no resting place: only this 
golden egg, bearing him, floated about for as long as the space of a year. 

At the end of a year he tried to speak. He said' 'bhuhthis (word) became 

this earth;- lbhuvah': this became this air;- lsvah' this became yonder sky. 

Prajapati possessed desire, the text continues to explain, and he began to reproduce 

through self-propagation. The primordial waters and the cosmic egg (andaj in the form of 

a vast womb (hiranyagarbha) are the foundational factors towards understanding the 

creation of this world. It is significant to note that the implied element of androgyny in the 

concept of cosmic egg becomes prominent in one of the texts of the fourth Brahmana of 

the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad. 118 The intricate relation between each individual and the 

116 Brhadaranyaka, Chandogya, and Kausltakl Upanisads are known to be the early ones, composed around 
500-400 BCE. Doniger, 2009 
117 Satapatha- Brahmana, vol.V, trans. Julius Eggeling, ed. Max Muller,(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,1988) 
118 The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad belongs to the Satapatha-Brahmana of the Sukla Yajur-Veda and it is 
generally accepted to be the most important Upanisad. 
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creator, the super-divine, the first principle or Atman is to be realized at a philosophical 

level and in order to demonstrate this point this text uses the form of a creation-myth. 

Thus this Upanishad starts with this narrative: "In the beginning, the Atman alone was this 

world in the form of a man".119 (atmaivedam agra asit purusavidah).120 When this 

primeval being looked around he saw nothing else but himself and he said "I am." This 

underlying awareness of "I am" (aham asmi) is also the first awareness in us. When he 

realized his loneliness he became afraid but, soon his feeling went away as he understood 

there was nothing else of which he could be frightened. 

The third verse notably describes the curiously androgynous nature of the First 

being, and how human beings were produced: 

Sa vai naiva reme; tasmad ekaki na ramate; sa dvitiyam aicchat; sa haitavan 
asayatha stri - pumamsau samparisvaktau; sa imam evamanam 
dvedhapatyat, tatah patis ca patnl cabhavatam; tasmat idam ardha-brgalam 
iva svah, iti ha smaha yajnavalkyah ; tasmad ayam akasah striya puryata 
eva. Tam samabhavat, tato manusya ajayanta.1 1 

He, verily, had no delight. Therefore he who is alone has no delight. He 
desired a second. He became as large as a woman and a man in close 
embrace. He caused that self to fall into two parts.122 From that arose 

ja1) t 

husband and wife. Therefore, as Yajfiyavalkya used to say, this (body) is 
one half of oneself, like one of the two halves of a split pea. Therefore this 
space is filled bv a wife. He became united with her. From that human beings 
were produced. 24 

119 Paul Deussen, Sixty Upanisads of the Veda, tr. V.M. Bedekar and G.B. Palsule (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 2004), p. 410 
120 Radhakrishnan, 1992, p. 163 
121 Ibid., p. 164 
122 Cf. myth of Aristophanes in the Symposium of Plato. 
123 The legendary sage Yajfiavalka is a major figure in the Upanisads. 
124 Radhakrishnan, 1992, p. 164 
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The next verse narrates how she, having been born from the androgynous creator, decides 

not to unite with him. She tries to hide herself by being transformed into different animals 

including insects. He also turns himself into a male animal and copulates with the female 

animal that she has become. According to Paul Deussen: "therefore it occurred that from 

whatever he copulates with—down to the ants— all this was created".125 

In sum, these Upanishadic verses claim that an androgynous creator has to produce 

through copulation so that life forms can begin. The complexity of the creative matrix 

mentioned in the above texts (just to name a few) continues in the Puranas, or The Tales of 

Antiquity. In a broad sense these texts are considered to be a compendium of history and 

myths. The term 'myth,' deriving from the ancient Greek term muthos, has no parallel 

word in Indian languages, as India does not possess any special word126 for the concept as 

understood in the European sense of the term. Although it is very difficult to arrive at a 

certain definition of this term in any Indian language which would be universally accepted, 

Puranic texts are generally believed to be the main sources of Hindu mythologies. 

The Puranas consist mainly of stories of Hindu gods and goddesses and 

sometimes tales about famous men and sages. Although the Puranic texts, of which 

eighteen specific ones are generally accepted, do not have scriptural authority, they are 

vastly popular in Hindu tradition. The huge collection of Puranas shares many old 

125 Deussen, 2004, p. 411 
126 See further, Classical Hindu Mythology: A Reader in the Sanskrit Puranas, ed. and tr. by Cornelia 
Dimmit and J.A.B. van Buitenen (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1978) 
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materials from the Vedas and also from the epics, Mahabharata127 in particular. Thus these 

texts represent a combination of two separate traditions, one representing the Brahmanic 

tradition coming from the reciters of the Vedas and the other stemming from the bardic 

poems emphasizing the glory of the great kings sung by the bards (.sutas). 

It is interesting to note the Vedic gods lost their important positions in the puranic lore, 

and instead, a 'triad' of three gods, namely, Brahma the creator, Visnu the preserver, and 

Siva the destroyer became the central deities. Thus the Hiranyagarbha Prajapati becomes 

Prajapati Brahma the creator. However, what happens to the Vedic and Upanishadic 

account of the creation of the world in puranic literature? The notion of the creative matrix 

becomes more developed in the puranic accounts yet, its continuity with the Vedic 

cosmogonies remains explicit. The theme of the Cosmic Egg in relation to cosmogony 

remains as prominent as it was in the Vedic and Upanisdic texts. 

The motif of the Cosmic Egg (anda) in the Puranas adapts three different depictions 

of the Cosmic Egg. This egg is first depicted as 'self-existent' resting in the primal waters, 

yet at other times the Cosmic Egg is described as the product of the cooperation of dual 

principles (Prakrti and Purusa), and thirdly, the egg itself is meant to be the abode of 

Brahma. One of the main eighteen Puranas, namely, the Brahmanda (Cosmic Egg) 

Puranam provides a complex discourse on the Cosmic Egg. It is also important to 

remember a major theme in relation to the Puranic view of creation: this asserts that 

127 The section one of Adi Parva in Mahabharata describes that the original source of creation is "a mighty 
egg, the one inexhaustible seed of all created beings." See http://www.sacred-
texts.com/hin/m01/m01002.htm (Accessed Novemberl4/2011) 
128 Dr. G.V. Tagare, trans, and annotated, The Brahmanda Purana (Delhi: Motilal Banarsilal Publishers Pvt. 
Ltd., 2000) 
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creation is without beginning and consequently without end. In other words, this cosmos 

that emerges out of the egg resting in the primal water dissolves into this primal water that 

contains all the potentials of creation. The cyclical process of creation and dissolution into 

the cosmic sea continues forever. The Vishnu Purana129 describes that during the intervals 

between creation and dissolution, the god Vishnu sleeps resting on a mythical snake in the 

cosmic ocean. Markandeya Purana notes that the egg rests on the waters of the cosmic sea 

"swollen with beings." Irrespective of the manner in which this egg comes to existence, the 

world is produced from it. Brahmanda Purana narrates that the whole earth along with the 

seven continents, seven oceans, the great mountains and rivers are situated in the "Cosmic 

Egg." The whole universe along with the sun, the moon, the stars, and the planets exist 

within this egg. Yet how did all these entities emerge from the egg? When Brahma the 

creator awoke in his abode of Cosmic Egg, he broke open the egg to inaugurate creation. 

Another prominent notion of creation found in the Puranas is the concept of 

Ardhanarinara or Ardhanarlswara. This signifies a god who is half female and half male. 

This image is a symbol of reproduction of the world of creatures through copulation with a 

goddess who is, significantly, the other half of the god himself. The origin of this notion is 

made transparent in the text of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad which I have discussed 

above. According to Hindu theology, the male part of this image is the representation of 

the god Siva and the female part ParvatJ, the consort of the god. The notion of a god and 

goddess sharing the same body draws from a monistic view where polarities merge into 

one source. Cornelia Dimmitt rightly observes: "This image can best be understood as a 

129 See further Hans H. Penner, "Cosmogony as Myth in the Vishnu Purana", History of Religions, Vol.5, 
No.2 (Winter, 1966), pp. 283-299 
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symbolic conciliation of the monistic and dualistic views of the origin of the world."130 

Yet, I would like to point out that the female half of Siva is the only goddess who is known 

to have an independent existence and her own group of worshipers. Siva's prominence 

within Hindu tradition emerges when we look at the cave temple on the island of Elephanta 

off the coast of Mumbai. This cave temple, built at the time of Krishnaraja I of the 

Kalachuri dynasty (c. 550-575) contains many sculptures depicting the myths of Siva 

including the myth of god as an androgyne.131 

As my readings suggest, the cosmic egg from which appears the First being 

(Protogonos) constitutes a recurring narrative in the sacred textual tradition of India. 

Although the concept of the birth of the cosmos ab ovo gains many nuances including a 

veiled suggestion of androgynous birth in the Vedas, it became gradually clear in post-

Vedic texts. In the Upanisadic texts, the concepts of the cosmic egg and androgynous being 

in relation to cosmogony developed into complex individual hymns. Finally the birth of the 

cosmos through the agency of the cosmic egg and also of the androgynous god is 

established in the Puranic texts. As the vast collection of Puranas, written in simple 

Sanskrit and also less fastidious than the previous sacred texts, gained popularity among 

the masses, iconic symbols of the cosmic egg and the androgynous god became objects of 

veneration. 

130 Cornelia Dimmitt, 1978, p. 153 
131 Wendy Doniger, The Hindus: An Alternative History. (New York: The Penguin Press, 2009), p. 439 

The iconic representation of the god in androgynous form is said to have appeared first in Mathura, India, 
ruled by the Kushanas in the second century. This image of Lord Siva is found also in temples in 11th century 
Nepal and in 14th century South India. See Fig. 2, p, 169 
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Summary 

I have discussed the importance of primordial or undifferentiated totality in the form 

of the Cosmic Egg and in the androgynous Prajapati/TIpondyovoq. This notion is pivotal in 

understanding both Indian and Orphic cosmogonies. Chronologically, the Orphic account 

of Creation appears much later than its corresponding Indian account. While the "world 

egg" is not restricted to Indie or Orphic accounts of Egg-Cosmogony,1321 have focused on 

the prominence of 'primordial totality' in the Indian religious texts because it gains a 

singular importance in the religio-philosophical fabric of India. The very fact that the 

cosmic egg developed in India and continues to play an important role in its religious 

modernity proves its provenance from India. The theme of the Egg-Cosmogony possibly 

traveled to Greece through the mediation of the Persian empire and found a sympathetic 

environment in the pre-Socratic world of Greece. 

132 The motif of the Egg-Cosmogony is found in China, Polynesia, Indonesia, Latvia, Estonia, Finland, West 
Africa, Central America, and South America. In China, 'P'an-ku' is known to be the demiurge who is born 
of the primordial egg. See further Valk, 2000, pp.145-158. 
Eliade writes that the myth of egg-cosmogony may have originated either in India or Indonesia. See Eliade, 
1974. p. 413. 
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Chapter Two 

European Images of India in Antiquity, Middle Ages, and the Modern Age 

Introduction 

In chapter one, I established the intertextual resonances of the Egg-Cosmogony in 

Orphic and Indie texts. As I have noted in my Introduction, according to West, India is one 

of the three non-Greek sources of the Egg-Cosmogony in Greece, and a parallel exists 

between the Vedic Prajapati and Orphic Protogonos. Moreover, the motif of the Egg-

Cosmogony is equally important in the sacred texts of India as in the texts attributed to 

Orpheus. A clear connection exists between Indian and Orphic views on the Creation of 

the Cosmos through their respective textual traditions. However, this chapter does not 

propose to retrace the possible routes of transmission from India to Greece, which is most 

likely to have occurred via the Persian Empire. Instead, I will focus on how India was 

perceived and imagined in classical antiquity, in particular, how India became associated 

with the "land of wisdom" and ultimate knowledge. More specifically, in this chapter I will 

examine the relative scholarly silence on the textual tradition of Indian religion and 

philosophy in relation to three conflicting images of India: First, India as a phantasmagoric 

land populated by imaginary creatures; second, India as a land of mysticism or purely 

ascetic wisdom; and third, India as a land of trade and luxury. What I want to show in 

examining these accounts is how these portrayals of India particularize but also radically 

simplify religio-philosophical complexities. Looking at the construction of these various 

aspects of Indie tradition will provide the necessary context for understanding the 
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marginalization of the subtle and complex Egg-Cosmogony which, as we have seen, 

constitutes an important part of Indie theories of creation. 

The image of India populated by imagined creatures began in antiquity as the 

necessary result of its geographical remoteness from the Mediterranean world. 

1 .Indography 

Indography, or India as imagined in antiquity, developed in the context of the 

Persian conquest of the Indus region. Darius I conquered the Indus region supposedly 

before 513 BCE and an exploration of the routes along the Indus River to its source into 

the Indian Ocean was a much-needed step for Darius (522-486 BCE) in his conquest. He 

employed Scylax of Caryanda, a Greek sea captain from Caria, to lead this voyage. The 

report of his exploration helped the Persian Emperor in annexing the Indus region as the 

20th satrapy of the Achaemenid Empire. I would like to argue that Scylax opened up a 

narratological space where one could project his/her imagination of the unknown. This 

tradition of imagined India began with the Greeks. Alexander's expedition to India was a 

particularly important factor in shaping the idea of the East in the Western mind. 

2. India under the Greek gaze: Thaumata 

The newly annexed satrapy of Darius was called Hindush,133 extending up to the 

lower part of the Indus valley. It is important to note that the name of the River Indus is 

Sindhu134 in Sanskrit and Hindu in old Persian. The same name became Indos among the 

lonians. Thus from the name of the River Indos, the West derived the name of "India" even 

133 M.A. Dandamaev, A Political History of The Achaemenid Empire, trans, by W. G. Vogelsang (Leiden: 
E.J.Brill, 1989), p. 147 
134 Cf. Pliny HN 6.71: Indus incolis Sindus appellatus. The author of the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea writes 
KuBo? instead of Indus. See further Grant Parker, The Making of Roman India, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008), p. 13, H.G. Rawlinson, Intercourse between India and the Western World ( 
Cambridge: 1916, reprinted, New Delhi: J. Jetley, 2001) 



49 

though this country was already known as Bharat in the language of its inhabitants. The 

problem of language is inherent in the process of describing an unknown country, and 

Scylax of Caryanda provides a prime example of this. Besides producing the first traveler's 

tales regarding India, Scylax and his travels generated the important theme of thauma 

(marvel, curiosity)135 and this theme becomes a topos in the Greek writings regarding the 

unknown land of India. 

3. Herodotus 

The extant fragments of Scylax suggest a number of marvelous creatures found in 

his account relating to India. In one of the fragments we find "Skyapods (shadow-feet), 

Otoliknoi (winnowing fan-ears), Monopthalmoi (single-eyes), Henotiknoi (single-child 

bearers), Ektrapeloi (monstrous creatures).. ."l36 It has been suggested that the creatures in 

the account of Scylax may be identifiable in Sanskrit literature.137 However, it can be 

argued that the idea of Scylax reading Sanskrit literature or reading them through an 

interpreter would be nearly impossible. Perhaps these fantastic creatures have a common 

Indo-European origin, but this possibility is outside the scope of this chapter. Soon after 

Scylax we encounter the world map of the ancient geographer Hecataeus of Miletus (ca. 

500BCE). In the second book of his Periegesis or Periodos gesxn, Hecataeus used 

Scylax's work for recording a list of names of peoples who lived near the Indus region. 

What is more significant is that in his map of the world Hecataeus placed a desert (eremie) 

beyond the inhabited lands: thus the image of India as the easternmost region emerged. I 

135 See further Francois Hartog, The Mirror of Herodotus: The Representation of the Other in the Writing of 
History, trans, by Janet Lloyd (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988) 
136 Parker, 2008, p. 17 
137 Wilhelm Halbfass, India and Europe: An Essay in Understanding (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1988), p.l 1; German language edition 1981, Schwabe & Co., AG., Basel 
138 See further Parker, 2008, p. 18 
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would suggest that by placing India at the edge of the earth, Hecataeus includes this distant 

country into the notion of thauma. Here the notion of marvel is used to accentuate the 

unimaginable distance. In the words of Hartog, "thauma"(thoma in Herodotus' Ionic 

Greek) can be regarded as translating difference: one of the possible transcriptions of the 

difference between what is here and what is there, far away."139 

Herodotus of Halicarnassus (c. 484-425 BCE) followed Hecataeus's image of India as 

being the easternmost boundary of the inhabited world: 

TOCGTCC (JEV DIRO TTspaEcov TO wpos eaTrspriv 'Aaiq? E'XOVTA ean'- TCC 

5E KCXTUTTEp0£ TTEpOECOV KOI MR)5COV KOTL laOTTEl'pCOV KCXI KOAX^V. TCX 

irpo? RJCIO TE KAI rjAiov avTEXAovTa, EV0EV MEV N 'Epu0pr| TRAPRIKEI 
SaXaooa, rrpos BopEco SE r| KaoTTi'r) TE BaAaoaa <ai o 'Apa^rjs 
TTOTotpo?, plcov TTPOS dvi'axovTCx. |JEXPI 6E Tf)S ' LV5IKR|s 
o'lKEETCU 'AotTl- TO 6E CXTTO TaUTf|S EpTlMOS rj'Sr) TO TTpos Tf|V T1CO, OuSE 

E'XEI OUSEI? <t>paoai olov Sri TI EOTL (4.40) 

So much for the parts of Asia west of the Persians. But what is beyond the 
Persians, and Medes, and Saspires, and Colchians, eastward and toward the 
rising sun, this is bounded on the one hand by the Red Sea, and to the north 
by the Caspian Sea, and the river Araxes, that flows towards the sun's rising. 
As far as India, Asia is an inhabited land; but thereafter all to the east is 
desert, nor can any man say what kind of land is there.140 

The geographical location of India allegedly situated at the easternmost edge of the 

world evokes thoma in the narcological space of Herodotus. In the proem to his first book 

he mentions Ipya MSYDACC TE KOU 0co(iaoTd, TA IJEV "EAArjoi, TCX 5E (3ap(3apoiai 

("great and wonderful actions of both Greeks and barbarians")141 and this concept of thoma 

plays a leading role in his narration of India. Furthermore, he needed a source that could 

authenticate his tales of marvels, therefore, the Persians who were also barbarians fulfilled 

Hartog, 1988, p.232 
140 A. D. Godley, trans., Herodotus II, The Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1963) 
141 Parker, 2008, p. 26 
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the task of authority. He used the Greek source, that is, the report of Scylax in the context 

of Achaemenid rule, for authenticating the geography of India. In book four of the 

Histories Herodotus records that Darius (ca. 519 BCE) sent Scylax of Caryanda to explore 

the Indus river's route to the ocean. Scylax, a sea-captain from Ionia allegedly took a fleet 

of ships down the Indus and across the Red Sea up to the Suez : 

Trjs 6E 'Aoi'ris Tot TTOXXCX UTTO Aapsiou E£EUPE6TI, os (SOUXOMEVOS 'IVSOV 
TT0TA(I0V, os KpoKoSstAous SEUTEPOS ouxos rroTaycov TTCXVTCOV 

TRAPEXETOU, TOUTOV TOV TTOTOMOV siSevai xfi es 0aXaaaav BKSISOI, 
TT6|JTTEi rrXoi'oiat a'XXous TE TOTOI ETTI'OTEUE TR)v aXr)0Etr]V spEEtv Kai 5rj 
Kai IKUXCXKOC cxv8pa KapuavSea. oi 5E OPMHOEVTES EK KaoTrarupou TE 

TTOXIOS <ai Trjs naKTUiKrjs yris ETTXEOV KARA TTORAMOV Trpos rico TE KO'I 

riXi'ou avccroXas ES SotXaooav, 6ia SaXaoons 5E Ttpos IOTTEPRIV 

TTXEOVTES TTpiriKOOTCO |iF|Vl aiTIKVEOVTai ES TOUTOV TOV X<J3POV O0EV O 

AiyuiTTi'cov PAOIXEUS TOUS OOIVIKOS TOUS rrpoTEpov EITTO CXTTEOTEIXE 

TTEpITTXCOEIv Ai(3uriv. (44) 

But as to Asia, most of it was discovered by Darius. There is a river Indus, 
which of all rivers comes second in producing crocodiles. Darius, desiring to 
know where this Indus issues into the sea, sent ships manned by Scylax, a 
man of Caryanda, and others whose word he trusted; these set out from the 
city Caspatyrus, and the Pactyic country, and sailed down the river towards 
the east and the sunrise till they came to the sea; and voyaging over the sea 
west-wards, they came in the thirtieth month to that place whence the 
Egyptian king sent the Phoenicians afore-mentioned to sail round Libya.142 

Significantly, Herodotus does not recount the tales of the fantastic creatures that 

Scylax recorded in his own work. However, his narration of India is also situated in the 

context of the Persian Empire. While reporting on the tributes paid to Darius by different 

satrapies Herodotus points out the amount of gold paid by the Indians: 

'IV5G5V 5E rrXrjOos TE TTOXXCO TTXETOTOV EOTI TTCXVTCOV TCOV TIMEIS ISMEV 

av0pcoTTcov, Kai (j>opov aTTayt'VEOV Trpos TravTas TOUS a'XXous E^KOVTO 

Kat TpiTiKoaia TaXavTa vpTiynaTos' vopos E'IKOOTOS OUTOS. (3.94) 

142 Godley, p. 243 



52 

The Indians made up the twentieth province. These are more in number than 
any nation known to me (literally: we know), and they paid a greater tribute 
than any other province, namely three hundred and sixty talents of gold 
dust.143 

The above passage implies that, according to Herodotus, India was the most populated 

nation and the wealthiest among all the satrapies of Darius. In order to convince his readers 

about the population of India he indicates that this is the knowledge of the world that "we 

know." According to Hartog this is a narratological "interplay of utterances from different 

sources" employed by Herodotus. Furthermore it establishes Herodotus' rhetoric of binary 

opposition where "We" belong to the "world in which things are recounted as opposed to 

the world that is recounted; "we" as opposed to "them".144 In addition to the rhetoric of 

binary opposition and a careful usage of imaginary narrators, Herodotus employs the motif 

of thoma to represent "others". 

Gold appears to be the most fascinating topic in Herodotus' account of India. He 

goes on to give a detailed description of the acquisition of gold-dust and he recounts the 

fantastic tales of the Indians who gather gold-dust from the sand with the help of gold-

digging ants. These gold-digging145 ants are smaller than dogs but bigger than foxes and he 

makes this description convincing by saying that the Persians have caught some of these 

giant ants which now belong to the Persian king. Also, he uses his method of analogy by 

bringing this tale of giant ants into the realm of familiarity. Thus he writes that these ants 

dig out the sand in the same fashion as the ants in Greece. Three different kinds of methods 

belonging to the "rhetoric of otherness" are at play in this passage: 

143 Ibid., p. 123 
144 Hartog, 1988, p.290 
145 Compare these giant gold digging ants with the winged snakes that guard the spice-bearing trees in Arabia 
(3.107) 
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EV Sr| cov TT] eprjm'r] xauxri xai Trj ^ayiJco yi'vovxai MUPIJTIKES 
ysydSsa E^OVTES KUVCOV JJEV eAdooova OACOTTEKCOV 6E PE^ova- EIOI yap 
auTcov <ai TTapa jikxcnAEi TCO TTEpaEcov EV0EUTEV 0TIPEU0EVTSS. OUTOI COV 
O'I puppriKEs TTOIEU(JEVOI oi'KT)aiv UTTO yfjv ava(J>opEouai xriv v^d(I|jov KaTa 
TTEp o i  EV Tofai 'EAAricn ( jupuriKE? KOTCX TOV auTov TpoTrov,  e io i  5 E Kai  
auToi TO EISOS oyoioTaTor r| 6E VPDPM°? il ava<|)Epo|JEVTI EOTI XPUOTXIS. 
(3.102) 

There are found in this sandy desert ants not so big as dogs but bigger than 
foxes; the Persian king has some of these, which have been caught there. 
These ants make their dwellings underground, digging out the sand in the 
same manner as do the ants in Greece, to which they are very like in shape, 
and the sand which they carry forth from the holes is full of gold.146 

He continues describing in a precise manner how the Indians follow through the 

complicated process and how camels are used for transporting this gold. Again keeping the 

Persians as his source of information, Herodotus remarks that in this way the Indians get 

more gold in contrast to procuring gold from the mines of their country. (3.105). 

Gold and the geographical location of India fascinate Herodotus and he mentions 

them again: 

Al 6 EOXCXTCU KCOS T% OIKEOMEVTIS T(X KCxAAlOTa IXaXOV, KOTO! TTEp 
ri'EAAas ras copas TTOAAOV TI KaAAiaTa KEKPNMEVAS EACXXE. (3.106) 

It would seem that the fairest blessings have been granted to the most distant 
nations of the world, whereas in Hellas the seasons have by much the 
kindliest temperature.147 

In the next line of the above passage he repeats again how India lies at the eastern limit 

of the world and how there is abundance of gold. The same passage expresses his 

fascination with this easternmost world as he speaks of wool growing on trees: 

TOSESEVSPECX TCX aypia auxoSi (|>EpEi Kapnov EI'pta KCXAAOVTI TE 
TRPOCMPOVTA tcai APETFI TCSV OTTO TCOV OICOV Kai EO0fjri 'IvSoi OTTO 
TOUTCOV TCOV SEVSPECOV XPECOVTOL. 

146 Godley, pp. 129-131 
147 Ibid., p. 133 
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There too there grows on wild trees wool more beautiful and excellent than 
the wool of sheep; these trees supply the Indians with clothing.148 

Apart from these climatic and natural wonders Herodotus speaks of different customs 

practiced in India and cannibalism is one of those "nomoi". He mentions cannibalism 

among a nomadic group in the easternmost region (3.99) and as an example of the 

importance of custom he discusses the custom of cannibalism to refer to cultural relativism 

at the court of Darius. However a custom totally opposite to those of the cannibals is 

posited too. These people neither kill any living creature, nor do they sow or dwell in 

houses: 

There are other Indians, again, who kill no living creature, nor sow, nor are 
wont to have houses; they eat grass, and they have a grain growing naturally 
from the earth in its husk, about the size of a millet-seed, which they gather 
with the husk and boil and eat. When any one of them falls sick he goes into 
the desert and lies there, none regarding whether he be sick or die (3.100).149 

'ETepcov 6E EOTI 'IvScou o5e aXkos TpoTros' OUTE KTEIVOUOI OUSEV 

Epv|AJX0V OUTE TL OTTElpOUOl OUTE o'LKL'aS vopiijouai EKTrjo0ai 
TTOtTi<}>ayeouai' TE- KCU auTolat EOTI oaov KEyxpoa TO |j£ya8os EV KCXAUKI, 

auTopaTov EK T% y% yivopEvov, TO ouAAiyovTE? auTrj xaAuxi Evpoucn 
TE KCU OITEOVTCU. OS 5' A E? VOUOOV OUTCOV TTEOr), EA0COV ES TF|V EpriMOV 
KEETar (J)pOVTI^EL SE OUSEI? OUTE dTrO0av6vTO? OUTE KAPVOVTOS. 

Herodotus reports that these non-violent Indians have black skin and also black semen like 

the Ethiopians. Somatic description of the Ethiopians must have been well-established by 

the time when Herodotus was writing. The mention of Ethiopians is necessary to offer 

some familiarity to these people with the strange habit who "dwell far away from the 

Persians southwards, and no subjects of King Darius."(3.101) It is implied that since they 

148 Ibid., p. 133-135 
149 Ibid., p. 129 
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are the "others" they cannot be brought into the familiar realm of the Persian empire, thus 

their custom can be juxtaposed with the Indians who live under the Persian Empire. These 

people are nomads who do not sow and obviously an implicit comparison to the nomadic 

Scythians cannot be avoided (IV.46). The sexual custom of these peaceful Indians catches 

Herodotus' attention: "These Indians of whom I speak have intercourse openly like 

cattle..."(3.101)150. It is clear that Herodotus' narratives on India include geographical 

assumption, climate, commodities and customs which are filtered through Scylax, 

Hecataeus, and above all the Persian empire. Neither Scylax nor Hecataeus spoke of any 

religion of India. Persians mainly focused on commodities of their satrapy for their own 

imperial interest. Herodotus did not pay any attention to the religion of India either, 

although he had much to relate on the religion of the Egyptians. I suggest that Herodotus 

did not consider Indians civilized enough to have any religious or philosophical ideas. His 

description of the nomadic Indians who do not kill animals can hardly be reconstructed as 

a peaceful religious sect. Yet, Herodotus's narrative of the simple, frugal, nomadic lifestyle 

of these Indians implies a notion of the idealization of people living at the edge of the 

earth. A similar attitude is prevalent in the account of Ctesias of Cnidus on India. 

Ctesias 

Ctesias of Cnidus served as a royal physician at the court of Artaxerxes II Memnon 

who reigned during the period of 405/4-359/8 BCE. Having spent sixteen or seventeen 

years at the royal court, Ctesias returned to Greece where he composed his works based on 

his privileged knowledge of the Achaemenid Empire. Unfortunately, his works in original 

150 Op. cit. 
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form are lost except for some fragments related by other authors. His books devoted to 

Persica and Indica survived in an abridged version in an epitome by Photius,151 the ninth 

century CE scholar and patriarch of Constantinople. In his Indica, Ctesias added more 

sensational tales of marvels to the already existing monstrous stories provided by Scylax of 

Caryanda. Like Herodotus, Ctesias never visited India and had to rely on visitors' 

experiences narrated at the court. However, the India of Ctesias was limited to the Indus 

valley and the northwest region. 

Unlike the Indographers before him, Ctesias152 in his Indica mentions the religious 

customs of the Indians and stresses the "justness" of Indian people. He relates that Indians 

are loyal to their kings, love justice and have contempt for death. They journey to a sacred 

place to observe Sun worship, and starting from the mountains producing onyx, it takes 

fifteen days to reach this sacred place. He speaks at length about the Pygmies who are also 

just and follow the same laws as the other Indians. They cover their bodies with their long 

beard, hunt the hare and the fox with ravens, crows and eagles, but not with dogs. Ctesias 

remarks that these pygmies have great skill in archery and three thousand of them attend 

the king of India. Then there are dog-headed men or Kunokephaloi who live in the 

mountains of India. These Dog-Heads bark like dogs, speak no language and they are also 

extremely just, like the rest of the Indians with whom they associate. Ctesias repeats again 

about the justness of these Cynocephali who live one hundred and seventy years and some 

of them up to two hundred. Klaus Karttunen suggests that the concept of primitive wisdom 

151 Bibliotheka, codex 45a20-50a4 
152 Translation of J.W. McCrindle, Ancient India as Described by Ktesias the Knidian (Calcutta 1882, repr. 
Patna, 1987) 
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was important to the early Greeks. Therefore, the "vegetarians" in Herodotus' description 

or the "justness" of Indians according to Ctesias may be considered within this context.153 

It should be pointed out that Ctesias mentions the "justness" of the Kunokephaloi 

twice. It is known that the quality of being "Just or dikaioi" is an important feature of 

"supreme moral perfection" to the Greeks. According to James S. Romm, these Dog-Heads 

in the account of Ctesias seem to be "proto-Cynic".154 They are halfway between human 

and dog, they understand human language, yet, they cannot express themselves in human 

tongue. Ctesias writes about the sexual and ethical "nomoi" of these Dog-Heads: 

All of them, men and women, have a tail above their hips, like a dog's, 
except bigger and smoother. They have intercourse with their wives on all 
fours, like dogs, and consider any other form of intercourse to be shameful. 
They are just, and longest-lived of any human race; for they get to be 160, 
sometimes two hundred years of age. 

It seems that the Kunokephaloi find the conventional sexual mores which belong to the 

civilized world unacceptable. Yet, Ctesias observes that they are "just" and they are 

healthy. Although Ctesias does not criticize the civilized Greek world, a subtle form of 

irony or comparison is implied.155 

Ctesias speaks about many fabulous animals of India, some of which influenced the 

imagination of western writers up until the middle ages. Ctesias relates that he has seen a 

153 Klaus Karttunen, "Greeks and Indian Wisdom", Poznctn Studies in the Philosophy of the Sciences and the 
Humanities, vol.59, 1997, pp. 117-121. Also it must be noted that to the Greeks, Egypt is the original 
repository of the Oriental wisdom. India became known for its wisdom only after the campaign of Alexander 
the Great. 
154 James S. Romm, "Dog Heads and Noble Savages : Cynicism before the Cynics" in The Cynics: The Cynic 
Movement in Antiquity and Its Legacy, edited by R. Bracht Branham and Marie-Odile Goulet-Cazd 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996) pp. 121-136 We will encounter Onesicritus, the disciple of 
the Cynic Diogenes of Synope in the account of Alexander's campaign in India. 
155 Romm, 1996, p. 133 
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martichora (manticore),156 a beast with a man's face, a lion's body, and a scorpion's tail, 

which was brought as a gift to the Persian Emperor. It is from Ctesias that the world gets to 

know about unicorns and the griffins guarding gold. 

Megasthenes 

The tales of the fabulous creatures provided by Skylax of Caryanda and Ctesias of 

Cnidus continued in the Indica of Megasthenes. Megasthenes came to India as an 

ambassador of the Syrian diadoch Seleucus Nicator and spent quite a few years (about 302-

291 BCE) at the royal court of the emperor Chandragupta (Sandracotus in Greek). 

Megasthenes' report on India is well known for its reliability, but he also writes about the 

unusual creatures and fabulous races of India. The fragments of his Indica survive in 

Diodorus Siculus, Strabo, Pliny, and others. Not only does he repeat the tale of the gold-

digging ants from Herodotus, he adds the fabulous stories of the Hyperboreans who live a 

thousand years, of the race of men without mouth who depend on the smell of fruits and 

flowers for their sustenance, and many more. Thus the ancient image of India appeared to 

the Greeks as the marvelous land at the edge of the earth where monstrous animals and 

fabulous races lived. However, the races living at the furthest corner of earth were also 

idealized by the Greeks. In the Odyssey, the Ethiopians, "the most distant of men" had the 

privileged opportunity of sharing their banquets with Poseidon in person (1.22-6) and the 

beginning of the Iliad shows similar kind of praise for the Ethiopians: "For Zeus is at 

Ocean with the blameless Ethiopians, gone to earth for banquets; all the gods are there with 

him" (1.424-25). Herodotus follows the ancient Greek tradition in idealizing the Ethiopians 

156 It is suggested that martichora is a loan word which is equivalent to martiya-khuara in Old Persian.lt 
means "man-eater". Parker, (2008), p. 132. 
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who are " long lived"(3.17-25). James Romm attributes this attitude of polarity to "inverse 

ethnocentrism."157 In fact, this oscillation in the valuation of distant people as barbaric and 

just is consistent with the reception of the ancient image of India. 

The transmission and reception of the ancient image of India 

Knowledge of the marvels of India recorded by the early Greeks was transmitted to 

the Latin west through Pliny's Historia Naturalis (finished 77 CE). From then on a literary 

transmission took place from Pliny to Solinus and Isidore down to Vincent of Beauvais, 

generating the monster lore of medieval Europe. Rudolf Wittkower, a major scholar on the 

history of monstrous men writes: 

The Greeks sublimated many instinctive fears in the monsters of their 
mythology, in their satyrs and centaurs, sirens and harpies, but they also 
rationalized those fears in another, non-religious form by the invention of 
monstrous races and animals which they imagined to live at a great distance 
in the East, above all in India.158 

Furthermore, he emphasizes the influence and remarkable persistence of this conception 

that shaped the European mind. He continues: 

"Marvels of the East" determined the western idea of India for 2000 years, 
and made their way into natural science and geography, encyclopaedias and 
cosmographies, romances and history, into maps, miniature and sculpture. 
They gradually became stock features of the occidental mentality, and 
reappear peculiarly transformed in many different guises. And their power 
of survival was such that they did not die altogether with the geographical 
discoveries and better knowledge of the East, but lived on in pseudo-
scientific dress right into the 17th and 18th centuries.159 

157" Ethnocentrism, in the most literal sense of the word, denotes a construct of space which sees the centre 
of the world as the best or most advanced location, and therefore denotes distant peoples to the unworthy 
savages. An inversion of this scheme, by contrast, privileges the edges of the earth over the centre." 
James S. Romm, The Edges of the Earth in Ancient Thought: Geography, Exploration, and Fiction 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 46 
158 Rudolf Wittkower, " Marvels of the East: A Study in the History of Monsters" in Journal of the Warburg 
and Coutauld Institutes, 5, 1942, 159-97 
159 Ibid., p. 159 



What matters here is that the images of India depicted by Scylax, Ctesias, and 

Megasthenes, became very popular among Hellenistic readers. In Christian discourse 

regarding monsters, monstrous races of the East were understood as the signs of God's 

power. St. Augustine reconciled the legends of monstrous races with the power of God 

{Civitas Dei, book 16, ch. 8). Augustine argues that God may have created "fabulous races 

so that monstrous births among Christians should not be attributed to a lapse in his 

wisdom."(XVI, 8.532) Along with the image of marvels, another image of India as the 

land of ascetic wisdom emerged with Alexander's campaign to India. 

India and Alexander 

With Alexander's campaign into Northwestern India (327-325 BCE) Greek 

Indography took a new tum because it opened up opportunities for a direct encounter with 

the people of India. The earliest extant writings on Alexander's expedition, however, come 

from Diodorus Siculus (fl. C. 60-32 BCE) who wrote three centuries after the event on the 

basis of the accounts recorded by Callisthenes, Onesicritus, Nearchus, and Aristobulus. In 

his book XVII, India is described in the context of Alexander's expedition. Quintus Curtius 

Rufus, probably belonging to the Claudian period, wrote entirely on Alexander's 

expedition in Latin whereas Plutarch's Life of Alexander was written in Greek at the 

beginning of the 2nd century CE. Both Diodorus and Curtius relied on the historian 

Cleitarchus' original work. Cleitarchus did not take part in Alexander's campaign in the 

East. He must have consulted the accounts of Onesicritus and Nearchus regarding the 

information on India. Lucius Flavius Arrianus of Nicomedia, in his Anabasis Alexandri, 

devoted the eighth book on Alexander's campaign to India (Indica). Arrian mentions his 
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indebtedness to the works of Nearchus and Megasthenes. While in India, Nearchus, 

influenced by Herodotus's depiction of the giant ants of India, claims to have seen the 

skins of these ants brought into the Macedonian camp.160 As I show here, the element of 

thauma created by the Greeks regarding India persisted even after their encounter with this 

region. I argue that the Greek bias of thauma along with the lack of required linguistic or 

cultural understanding created two images with long lasting impact on European minds. 

The following two images stand out as a result of Alexander's expedition: the "memory" 

of the militaiy expedition of Dionysus to India, and India as the land of gymnosophists. 

Dionysus and India 

I will first discuss the military expedition of Dionysus to India. When Alexander 

reached the Indian town of "Nysa", the people of this town surrendered to the conqueror 

after minimum resistance, claiming that they were the descendants of Bacchants who 

followed the god Dionysus in his campaign to India. As a proof of their claim they pointed 

to the ivy growing on nearby Mount Meros. Arrian writes that Acuphis, the leader of this 

town, took thirty of his men and addressed Alexander: 

"The people of Nysa, O King, beg you to leave them free and independent, 
from reverence for Dionysus. For he, when he had subdued the nation of the 
Indians, and was returning towards the Greek sea, founded, with his 
discharged soldiers, who were also his Bacchi, this city, to be a memorial for 
those to come of his journey and his victory, even as you have yourself 
founded Alexandria by mount Caucasus, and another Alexandria in Egypt, 
and you have both founded many other cities already, and will found more in 
course of time, thus giving proof of more achievements than those of 
Dionysus... And let this too be a proof that Dionysus was our founder; ivy 
grows nowhere else in India, but does grow with us."161 

Arrian Indica, 15.4 
161 Arrian, Anabasis Alexandri, with an English translation, 2 vols. P.A. Brunt, (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1976), p.4-5 
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" fl BaoiXeu, SeovTai aou Nuoaloi saoai o4>AS EXEUSEPOUS TE xa'i 
auTovopous aiSoT TOU Aiovuaou. Atovuaos yap ETtEiSri xeipcooa|j£uos 

To'lvScSv E0VOS ETTI BdXaOOaV OTTICCO KaTflEl Tr|V EXXr)VIKTLV, EK TCOV 

aTTOMaxov oTpaxicoTcov, ot 6r| auxco Kai BCXKXOI rjoav, KTI£EI TTIV TTOXIV 

TT^USE jjvrmoouvov 1% auToG TTXavr)? TE Kai VIKTIS TO?? ETTEITO! 

EOOHEVOV, Ka0aTTEp otfv Kai au auTos'AXE^avSpEiav TE EKTICOS TR|v 

upos Kauxaoco opEi Kai dXXTjv'AXE^avSpEiav EV Trj AiyuTTTi'cov yrj, xai 
a'XXas TroXXas las |JEV EKTIOOS rjSrj, Ta? 6E Kai KTIOEI? ava 

Xp6vov,o!a 5r) TTXEtova Aiovuaou Ipya aTTo8Ei£d|jEvos. Trjs SE EK 
AtOVUOOU o'lKIOECO? Kai TO6E OOI yEVEO0CO TEK(JT]piOV" KITO? yap OUK 

dXXr) TRJS'IvScov yrjs 4>UO|JEVOS Trap' RIPLV cj)UETai." 

Bosworth remarks that the people of Nysa were informed about the beliefs of the invaders 

and not only did they fabricate this story for their own advantage, they also knew how to 

provide a convincing proof for their story.162 Moreover, Alexander had Indian staff in his 

army who acted as interpreters, and they must have informed the people of Nysa about the 

religious beliefs of the Macedonians.163 Arrian informs us about such a man, Sisicottus, an 

Indian who served Bessus in Bactria till his capture in 329BCE and shifted his allegiance 

to Alexander after he had conquered Bactria. Sisicottus "proved himself highly 

trustworthy" (4.30.4).164 As I have noted, the Indian interpreter knew the language and the 

religious beliefs of the invader; thus, this knowledge was skillfully used in avoiding 

massacre in that city, if the story is true to begin with. At the same time, the Greeks/ 

Macedonians' horizon of expectation permitted the mythical precedent conceptually. 

The tale of Dionysus stretched further. Arrian, following the information provided 

by Megasthenes, writes that before departing from India, Dionysus installed Spatembus as 

the first king of India. Spatembus was known to be "the most Bacchically inclined of his 

162 A.B. Bosworth, Alexander and the East: The Tragedy of Triumph (New York: Oxford University 
Press. 1996), p. 122. 
163 Loc. cit. 
164 S^lincourt, 1971 
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companions" (TCOV ETCU'pcov eva TOV (3aKXco6EOTaTOv), (8.1). The name of Herakles is 

also added to the glorious deeds of Dionysus. Before being conquered by Dionysus and 

Herakles, the Indians used to lead a nomadic life. The two brought them the blessings of 

civilization. Dionysus taught them the arts of agriculture and warfare. For some unknown 

reason, Herakles was considered "indigenous" by the Indians, even though he came as a 

conqueror and civilizer. Thus Arrian, along with Megasthenes, grafted a Greek 

foundational myth onto Indian tradition. This was also meant to prove that Greece was 

more ancient than India. Dionysus became a defining feature of Alexander's own image of 

conquest. He followed the path of the god Dionysus and more importantly, Alexander 

defeated the people who learned the military technique from Dionysus.165 The very first 

recorded image of India in antiquity was constructed against the background of the 

Achaemenid Empire and the second image is created in the context of Greek imperialism. 

The presence of Dionysus in India became a strong paradigm even in Roman Indography. 

Pliny the elder (23 -79 CE) in his Naturalis Historia mentions the original location of the 

god Dionysus: 

Nec non et Nysum urbem plerique Indiae adscribunt montemque Merum, 
Libero Patri sacrum, unde origo fabulae, Iouis femine editum; item 
Aspaganos gentem, uitis et lauri et buxi pomorumque omnium in Graecia 
nascentium fertilem. (6.79) 

Furthermore, people generally include in India the city of Nysa and mount 
Merus, which is sacred to father Bacchus, for this is the source of the tale 
that he was born from Jupiter's thigh; and likewise the Aspagani, a people 
abundant in vines, laurel trees and all fruit that grows in Greece.166 

165 Bosworth, 1996, p. 126 
166 Parker, 2008, pp.83-84. 
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Pliny also writes that, starting from Dionysus as the first king of India, a succession of 

"153 kings over 6,451 years and 3 months," should be counted before Alexander (6.59). 

Here also we find Dionysus as the defining feature of Indian history. Parker justly states: 

"Within the discourse of cultural priority, Indian history is abbreviated in a way that brings 

credit to the Greeks".167 The "return of Dionysus" from the East was interpreted as the 

triumphal return of Bacchus to Imperial Rome and was used in the Roman understanding 

of the word "triumph." It is not known exactly how or when this myth was appropriated in 

Roman terms. Although it is possible to reconstruct the Dionysiac connection with India 

from Euripides' Bacchae, Alexander's campaign in India translates this into a concrete 

form. Mary Beard in The Roman Triumph suggests that the origin of the Roman ceremony 

of triumph takes shape from Varro's "etymology of the word triumphus from the 

Dionysiac thriambos;" however, the legitimization of this etymology into Dionysiac 

triumph is lost. 168 

Kallixeinos of Rhodes records a procession with great extravaganza arranged by 

Ptolemy II Philadelphus in 3rd century Alexandria: importantly, this procession included an 

"eighteen foot statue" of Dionysus which was "followed by his Bacchic troops and Indian 

prisoners."169 The classic example of Roman triumphal procession is noted in the first 

triumph of Pompey. On his victorious return from the North African campaign, Pompey 

intended to have his chariot drawn by four elephants, not by the customary horses. Perhaps 

Pompey intended to imitate the ceremonial procession in terms of the "return of Dionysus" 

from the East. Pliny the Elder related this story of the first triumph of Pompey in light of 

167 Ibid., p.85 
168 Mary Beard, The Roman Triumph, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007), p. 245 
169 Ibid., p.316 
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the "triumph of the Pater Liber."170 In fact, the triumph of Dionysus/Bacchus became a 

favorite motif of Roman sarcophagi from the 2nd century to the middle of 3rd century CE. 

These sarcophagi usually depict a celebratory procession of Dionysus/ Bacchus in a 

triumphal return from India.171 Much later in time, Nonnus of Panopolis wrote about the 

triumph of Dionysus in India in his Dionysiaca. Mary Beard writes that the "Return of 

Dionysus" from the East transformed itself into the "Triumph of Dionysus/Bacchus" by the 

1st century BCE and that it had been absorbed by the Romans for their own triumphal 

ceremony. Also, she suggests that the remaking of the "Triumph of Bacchus" in Roman 

terms "had the added advantage of translating Alexander the Great too in Roman cultural 

1T) 
and religious vocabulary." 

Gymnosophists and Brahmans in Greek and Roman Authors 

The second image I will discuss involves India as the land of gymnosophists. While in 

India, Alexander heard about the Indian sages who went about naked following a regimen 

of rigorous austerity and who were held in great esteem. According to Arrian's account, 

Alexander did meet some of the members of a group of naked sages, or Gymnosophists as 

the Greeks called them. Alexander was impressed by their ascetic power173 and wanted one 

of them to accompany him. In Strabo's Geographia (XV.63) we find that according to the 

version of Onesicritus, the latter was sent to meet these naked sages. Onesicritus found 

fifteen of them at a distance of twenty stadia from the city of Taxila (Takshasila) and they 

170 Romae iuncti primum subiere currum Pompei Magni Africano triumpho, quodprius India victa 
triumphante Liberopatre memoratur. VIII. 2.4 
171 See further Parker, 2008, p. 126 and Beard, 2007, p.317. The most famous example is at the Walters Art 
Gallery in Baltimore. 
172 Ibid., p.316 
173 The conversation of Alexander and Onesicritus with the Gymnosophists had important implications for 
the concept of asceticism in the early period of Christianity. See Parker, 2008, p. 39 



66 

were sitting or standing naked in various postures. Arrian writes (Anabasis Alexandri, book 

VII.2) that Alexander had a conversation with these sages with the help of two interpreters, 

whereas Strabo says three interpreters were needed. Among the fifteen of them, Dandamis( 

Mandanis) and Calanus were the names of the sages with whom Alexander or Onesicritus 

had conversations. Aristobulus and Nearchus were also acquainted with the sophists of 

India. Nearchus reports that in Taxila he noticed two kinds of Brahmans or sophists as the 

Greeks called them; one group of Brahmans engaged as counselors in the royal court, and 

the other group spending their life investigating natural phenomena. Calanus belongs to the 

second group (XV. 1.66). 

Arrian writes that Alexander was so impressed with their power of self-control that 

he wanted one of them to accompany him in his entourage. Dandamis, the oldest among 

the Gymnosophists replied to Alexander that he would not join the king nor would he 

allow any of his group to do so. Moreover, he did not desire anything that Alexander could 

offer him. "While he lived, the land of India was all he needed, giving to him its fruits in 

their season; and when he died, he would merely be released from an uncomfortable 

companion, his body." I74(£G5VTI pev yap ot xr|V' IvScov yfjv ei;apKSiv, <})£pouoav TO 

copaicr cxTToSavovTa Se DUAXXAYIIOEOSAI OUK ETTIEIKOUS ^UVOI'KOU TOU acopaTos.) 

Having heard the statement of Dandamis, Arrian reports, Alexander had no desire to 

coerce Dandamis to follow him, "realizing that the man was really free" (yvovrcx 

EAEU0EPOV OVTO TOV avSpcr).175 Instead, Calanus, the other naked philosopher, was 

persuaded by Alexander and decided to follow him. 

174 Arrian, VII.2, p.208-209 
175 Loc.Cit. 
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According to Strabo (XV, 63) Onesicritus had a conversation with Calanus and 

Dandamis. Calanus told him about a golden age when everything was in abundance and 

due to man's desire for luxury and gluttony, the human situation was in decline. Now man 

is beyond arrogance and satiety, and saying this, he told Onesicritus that if he wished to 

hear his teachings, he had to sit beside him without his clothes. At this point, Dandamis, 

the eldest and wisest among the sophists, scolded Calanus for creating discomforts to 

Onesicritus. Dandamis commended Alexander because, even though he was busy 

governing a great empire yet, "he was desirous of wisdom"(ETTi0UMo(ri ao<j>ias).176 

Significantly, the same passage mentions that Onesicritus was "conversing through three 

interpreters" (epprivecov Tptcov SiaXeyoMSvo?).177 According to Strabo, Onesicritus had a 

conversation with Mandanis about the doctrines of Pythagoras, Socrates, Diogenes, and 

that Onesicritus himself "had been a pupil of Diogenes" (KCU AioyEvris, ou KCU auTOs 

aKpoaaaiTo).178 Mandanis replied that he regarded the Greeks for their prudence but they 

were wrong in preferring "custom to nature; for otherwise, Mandanis said, they would not 

be ashamed to go naked, like himself, and live on frugal fare; for, he added, the best house 

is that which requires the least repairs."179 

Nopov TTpo TRJS <t>uoecos TI0E(JEVOUS' ou yap av aia^uvsaBai ^UMVOUS, 
cooTrep auxov, SiayEiv, ctTTo AITCOV £covxas' Kcu yap o'lKiav dpiaxriv 
EIVCU, RJ-NS av EUTAKEUF]? eXaxtOTris Senfar 

Scholars suggest that Onesicritus's report on his conversation with Dandamis might 

have been influenced by his own personal philosophical training. One cannot 

underestimate the enormous difficulty in understanding alien philosophy with the help of 

176 Strabo, 15.1.64, p. 112-113 
177 Loc.Cit. 
178 Loc.Cit. 
179 Ibid., p. 115 
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three interpreters. As a result the wisdom preached by the "naked philosopher" could have 

been reconstructed by Onesicritus' own understanding of philosophy.180 

Calanus (Caranus in Diodorus XVII, 107) was not the real name of the naked 

philosopher. Plutarch (Alexander, 65.5) writes that the Greeks called him by this name 

because he used to greet them with the expression kale. Calanus is known to have traveled 

with Alexander up to Persia. According to the historians, Calanus committed suicide by 

freely ascending a funeral pyre. The death of Calanus by self-immolation created different 

impressions among people. Diodorus writes (XVII, 107): 

True to his own creed, Caranus cheerfully mounted the pyre and perished, 
consumed along with it. Some of those who were present thought him mad, 
others vainglorious about his ability to bear pain, while others simply 
marveled at his fortitude and contempt for death.181 

0 5E Kcxpavos (XKOAOU0TIOAS TOIS iSt'ois SOYPAOI TESAPPTIKOTCOS 

ETTEOTT] TTJ TTUpOt KCU (JETCX TAUTTJS KaTa<J)XEX0EIS £TEAEUTr|0EV. TCOV 5E 

rrapovTcov ol (JSV ^AT/IAV OCUTOU KaTeyveoaav, oi Se KEI/O5O£I'CXV ETTI 

KapTEpi'a, TIVES 8E Tf|V EUV);UXIO(V KAI TT|V TOU SavaTou KaTacjjpovTiaiv 
E0aunaoav. 

This spectacular self-immolation of Calanus makes him the champion of Indian holy men. 

These tales have created the paradigm of Brahmanic wisdom and self-denial in the Roman 

and Christian West. The tale of the self-immolation of Calanus and those of the 

Gymnosophists raise many questions. It would seem that the Macedonians did not care to 

learn the language and culture of the land they were invading at the time. For example, 

Brahmans, the followers of the Vedic religious beliefs, are not allowed to commit suicide 

because this goes against the theory of Karma: one has to await one's allotted lifespan. 

180 See further, Richard Stoneman, "The Brahmans in the Alexander Historians and the Alexander Romance" 
in Journal of Hellenic Studies (1995): 99-114 
181 C. Bradford Welles, trans. Didorus Sicuius: The Library of History, Loebb Classical Library (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2003), p. 433 



69 

Secondly, the Jain ascetics who do not follow the Vedic precepts are known to have 

committed suicide by starving themselves to death, not by self-immolation by fire, as they 

are not permitted to kindle fire. Who are these Gymnosophists with whom Alexander and 

Onesicritus conversed? 

The physical appearances of these Gymnosophists suggest that they probably were 

Jain ascetics. One sect of the Jains known as Digambaras ("Space clad" i.e. naked) 

believe that owning any property including wearing cloth will be a hindrance to the path of 

salvation. Jainism is contemporary to Buddhism and by the time Alexander invaded India 

both these religions are known to have existed. Secondly, if Calanus was a Brahman he 

would have educated Alexander about the Indian tradition of the Brahmans. It seems 

highly doubtful whether Alexander had any understanding of the Brahmanic tradition of 

India. If he had, he would not have slaughtered them in the land of Mallis situated in the 

south of the Indus region. Arrian183 speaks of "the city of the Brahmans" in reference to 

Alexander's horrifying campaign against the Malli land. Again Arrian184 mentions the 

Brahmans who were responsible for revolts in the territories located to the west of the 

Indus. In both cases, the Brahmans were slaughtered mercilessly by the Macedonian 

soldiers. I have noted that Nearchus's observation of the Brahmans in the occupation of 

royal counselors, yet, it is not clear whether Alexander knew about the level of respect 

given to them in the socio-cultural context of India. Alexander spent only two years in the 

Indus region and within that short period it may have been difficult for him to realize that 

the Brahmans belonging to the most privileged group of the community could be ascetics, 

182 A. L. Basham, The Wonder That Was India (Calcutta: Rupa and Co., 1992), p.290 
183 Arrian, 6.7.4-6 
184 Ibid., 6.16.5 
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householders, teachers, philosophers or royal advisors. In fact, Taxila was well-known as 

the great centre of learning in ancient India. Panini, the most reputed Indian grammarian of 

the 4th century BCE, and Kautilya, the brahman advisor/minister of Chandragupta Maurya 

were associated with Taxila (Taksasila). Yet, the history of Alexander's expedition to India 

is silent about Vedic texts or education. I will briefly relate the mythical and historical 

Brahmans in the following section. 

The earliest reference to Brahmans is found in the Rig-Vedic hymn Purusa-Sukta 

(10.90) which is one of the few creation theories narrated in the Vedic texts. It describes 

the gods creating this world by dismembering the primeval male, Purusa, in a Vedic 

sacrifice.185 The twelfth verse of this hymn clearly explains the creation of the four casts in 

the context of the religion of India: 

Brahmano sya mukham asTd 
bahu raj amy ah krtah 
uru tad asya yad vaisyah 
padbhyam sudro ajayata.186 

The Brahman was his mouth, of both his 
arms was the Rajanya made. 
His thighs became the Vaisya, from his 
feet the Sudra was produced.187 

The arms of Purusa became the royal class and later they came to signify the warrior 

class. His thighs became the class of merchants and agriculturists. The Sudras were 

supposed to serve the three upper classes. These are the divinely ordained varnas or classes 

of classical Indian society. In the Bhagavad Gita (4.13), Lord Krishna tells Arjuna that He 

185 The myth of the dismemberment is a common motif of the Indo-European corpus. The most important 
parallel to this is the Norse myth of dismemberment of the giant Ymir. See further M.L. West, 2007, cf. 
Wendy Doniger, 1981, p. 31 
186 VanNooten, 1994, p. 531 
187 Ralph T. H. Griffith, trans, and ed. J.L. Shastri, The Hymns of the Rgveda (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass 
Publishers Private Limited, 1973), p.603 
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himself created the four varnas : caturvarnyam maya srstam ("the system of four castes 

was created by Me")-188 According to the Law Code of Manu (Manu-Smriti or Manava-

t 

Dharma-Sastra), the duties of a Brahman are to study, to teach the Vedas, and to perform 

Vedic sacrifice. 

Pliny employed the legendary death of Calanus in describing a class of people in 

India; he does not mention either Brahmans or Gymnosophists: 

quintum genus celebratae ibi et prope in religionem uersae sapientiae 
deditum uoluntaria semper morte uitam accenso rogo finit. 

There is a fifth class of persons devoted to wisdom, a group highly 
esteemed by them and nearly raised into a religion; they always end their 
life by suicide upon a pyre that is already set aflame. (Natural Histories, 
Book, 6.66)189 

It is clear that Pliny is referring to the Brahmans who practice wisdom, and self-

immolation is supposedly their characteristic feature. In this context Cicero's comment in 

the fifth chapter of Tusculanae Disputationes is interesting to note. Here Cicero discusses 

"Whether virtue alone be sufficient for a happy life" and in this connection he writes: 

Quae barbaria India vastior aut agrestior? In ea tamen gente primum ei, 
qui sapientes habentur, nudi aetatem agunt et Caucasi nives hiemalemque 
vim perferunt sine dolore cumque adJlammam se adplicaverunt, sine 
gemitu aduruntur.{5.11) 

What barbarous country more rude and wild than India? Yet amongst its 
people those, to begin with, who are reckoned sages pass their lives unclad 
and endure without show of pain the snows of the Hindu Kush and the 
rigour of winter, and when they throw themselves voluntarily into the 
flames they let themselves be burnt without a moan.190 

188 Winthrop Sargeant trans., edited by Christopher Chappie, The Bhagavad Glta (Albany: State University 
ofNew York Press, 1994), p.213 
189 Parker, 2008, p 276 
190 J.E. King, trans. Cicero: Tusculan Disputations, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1945), p. 505 
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Cicero projects the tale of self-immolation of Calanus as the characteristic feature of 

barbaric and remote India. As we can see, the tale of Calanus told by Alexander's 

historians continues to represent India even in Roman writings. 

While Plutarch writes about "a fifth class of persons devoted to wisdom," Strabo 

(XV,1.39) includes Megasthenes's report on India. He observes that Megasthenes divides 

the Indian population in seven classes among which " the one first in honour, but the 

fewest in number, consists of the philosophers..." Megasthenes was sent to the court of the 

Maurya ruler Sandracotus (Chandragupta) by Seleucus Nicator between 302-291 BCE. 

The Indica of Megasthenes remains as the most authoritative set of facts on India, although 

this book has only survived through the writings of Strabo, Arrian and Diodorus.191 

Because the Indica of Megasthenes was written only decades after the death of Alexander 

it deserves special attention. 

The idea of Indian wisdom could also assume a competitive position against Greek 

philosophy. The church father Eusebius relates a tale about an Indian sage's meeting with 

Socrates as originally told by Aristoxenus of Tarentum (fl.320-300 BCE), a disciple of 

Aristotle. In the year 399 an Indian sage visited Socrates in Athens and explained to 

Socrates that it is impossible to understand human affairs without having a knowledge of 

the divine: 

Aristoxenus the musician says that the Indian's version is as follows. One of 
their number happened to encounter Socrates in Athens and asked him, 'How 
do you pursue philosophy?' When Socrates answered that he did so by 

191 See further, Wilhelm Halbfass, India and Europe: An Essay in Understanding (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1988) 
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inquiring into human life, the Indian laughed, saying that nobody can 
contemplate human affairs without knowing the divine.192 

The veracity of this anecdote is not important here. What matters is that the story of 

Alexander's direct conversation with the philosophers in India had a strong influence in 

shaping a particular image of India in the Greco- Roman world. India became known as the 

original place of wisdom and the Indian sages are the bearers of this wisdom. 

In the second century CE, Lucian in his Fugitivi created a parody of a Platonic 

dialogue where Philosophy, personified as the daughter of Zeus, is sent to different places 

by her father. She narrates her experiences to her father Zeus: 

When I darted off, father, I did not head directly for the Greeks; but, since it 
seemed to me the harder part of my task to educate and teach foreigners, I 
resolved to do that first... Heading initially for the Indians, the most 
populous nation in existence, I had no trouble in persuading them to 
descend from their elephants and converse with me. As a result the 
Brahmans, an entire tribe bordering on the Nechraei and the Oxudracae, are 
all recruited under my command: they not only live in accordance with my 
tenets, revered by all their neighbours, but die a spectacular kind of death. 
(Runaways 6)193 

Here Philosophy expects that educating the Indians will be the hardest task, but she finds 

that the Brahmans, who "die a spectacular kind of death", understand her very well. Thus 

Lucian uses the underlying tales of Dandamis and Calanus in his parody. 

192 Oriel 6'Apioxo^evos o HOUOIKOS'IVSCOV eivai TOV Aoyov TOUTOv.'A0nvr)ai yap EVTUXEIV ICOKPATEI 
TUV av6pcov EKEI'VCOV EVA xivcx, KCC TTEixa auxou miv0avEO0ai, TI TTOICOV <F>tAoao0oi'r|. TOU 5 E'ITTOVTOS, 

OTI £STCOV TTEPI TOU dv0pcoirivou (Si'ou, KATAYEAAOAI TOV'IVSOV, AEYOVTO Mr) 8uvaa0at xiva TO 

dv0pconiva KCCTISEIV ayvoouvTa YE xa 0e~ia. Fr. 53 (=Eus.PE II.3), Die Schule des Aristotles II. 

Aristoxenos, ed. Fritz Wehrli, 2nd edn (Basel: Schwabe,1967), pp.25 and 67-8. Cf. Parker, 2008, p.257 and 
Halbfass, 1988, p.8. 
l93'Hl^a |JEV, CO TTCXTEp, OUK EITT TOU? "EXA^O? EU0U?, 6.XK O TTEp E6OK£I MOI XOtXETTCOTEpOV TOU EpyOU 
EIVAI, TO pap(3dpoua TTCUSEUEIV KCU SISCXOKEIV, TOUTO TrpcoTov ^IOUV Epyaoao0ar ... OPMRPAAA 5E 

E'IS 'IvSous TO irpcoTov, E'0VOS pEyiaTou TCJV EV TCO P!CO, ou xaXsTrcos E'TTEIOO KATAPDVTAS auo TCOV 

EXE^OVTCOV Epoi auvE'ivai, CO'OTE KAI yEuos o'Aov.ol BpaxiiavE?, TO"I? NEXPOIOIS Kai '0£u5pdi<ais o 
(JOpOV, OUTOI TTaVTES' UTT EpOl TOTTOVTOtl KCFL (3lOl»OIV KOTO TO V SOKUVTO, TIMCOMEVOI TTpO? TCOV 
TTEPIOIKCOV arravTcov, KOI OTTOSVIIOKOUOI Trapa'6o|6v Tiva TOU 0OVOTOU Tpoirov. Cf.Parker, 2008, 
p.270 
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Lucian's Fugitivi also encourages the view that philosophy is indigenous to the 

Greeks, and that is why Philosophy went to teach them first. In light of these connections 

between philosophy and foreign lands outside of Greece that I am establishing, it is worth 

noting the view of the Greek doxographer Diogenes Laertius in the 3 rd century CE. At the 

beginning of his Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, Diogenes argues against the 

notion that philosophy originated among the "barbarians," Persian "Magi," Chaldeans, and 

the Indian "gymnosophists" who belong to this group of "barbarians." According to 

Diogenes, even the term "philosophy" is beyond translation into a "foreign language": 

Kcu coSe (JEV d<}>"EAATIVCOV RJP^e <}>iAoao<J>i'a, ns KOU auxo TO o'vopa TRJV 
(3dp(3ocpov dtTTEOTpcxTTTCu upoaTiyopi'av. (1.4)194 

Thus it was from the Greeks that philosophy arose. Even its name resists 
translation into a foreign language. (1.4) 

The Platonic Epinomis writes that "whatever the Greeks owe to the 'barbarians', they 

ultimately make it better and ennoble it."195 ...Adj3copEv 6e cos OTITTEP av EAArjvES 

j3apf3otpcov TrapaAafkoai, KaAAiov TOOTO els TEAOS aTTEpyot^ovTai. (Epinomis, 

987d).196 

The "gymnosophist" of Alexander is not only significant in the context of Hellenic 

"self-affirmation," it is also useful in establishing the antiquity of the Jews. Josephus in 

Contra Apionem quotes a passage from Clearchus of Soli in reference to the Jews where 

Clearchus writes that the Jews are the descendents of the Indian gymnosophists: 

194 Parker, 2008, p.269,.Cf. Halbfass, 1988, p.3 
195 Halbfass, 1988, p.6 
196 This view becomes useful for Hegel as he incorporates it into his idea of universal history. See further 
Halbfass, (1988), p. 6 
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OUTOI 5E E'ICJIV aTroyovoi TCOV EV'IVSOIS <j>iAoa6<j>cov, KaXouvxai 5E, co 
's (J>aaiv, 01 <j>iA6acx])oi Tiapa pev'lvSois KaAavoi, wapa 5E 

lupois louSaioi Tou'vopa Xa^OVTES airo TOU TOTTOU-

TTpooayopEUETai yap o v KCCTOIKOUOI TOTTOV ' \o\)8a{a.(Contra Apionem 
1.179 = fr. 6 Wehrli).197 

These people (i.e. Jews) are descended from the Indian philosophers. The 
philosophers, they say, are called in India Calani, in Syria they go by the 
territorial name of Jews; for the region in which they live is called 
Judaea.198 

Clearchus claims to be quoting this view from his teacher Aristotle. The word "Calani" 

suggests the race of Calanus who is the standard representative of the Indian philosopher to 

the Hellenistic world. However, this passage does not mean to express actual descent but 

suggests that the Jews in Syria and the gymnosophists in India represent special 

philosophical knowledge. The connection between Jews and Gymnosophists is noted by 

Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-211 CE) as well. In his Stromateis, Clement of Alexandria 

states that, according to Megasthenes, Greek philosophy does not differ from either Indian 

or Jewish philosophy in essence: 

However, all that has been said by the ancients about nature is also said by 
philosophers outside Greece, the Brahmans in India, and the people called 
the Jews in Syria. (1.72.4)199 

"AiravTa JJEV TOI TO: TTEPI (JHJOECOS EIPTHJEVA Ttapa xo'i's apxcuois 
XeyETai Kai napa TO'I'S E£CO XFJS'EXXaSos <}>iAoao<|>oGar TOI hev 
Trap' 'IvSois UTTO TCOV Bpaxuavcov, TOI SE EV TT) lupi'a OTTO TCOV 

KaXouMEVcov' louSaicov. 

It is clear from this passage that Clement interprets Megasthenes' mention of Jews and 

Brahmans together in reference to philosophy, not to assert descent. 

197 Parker, 2008, p.266 
198 Ibid., p.266 
199 John Ferguson, trans. Clement of Alexandria: Stromateis, Books One to Three (Washington, D.C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 1991), p. 77, Patrologia Graeca 8.781 
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Thus in Greco-Roman Indography, India was a land situated at the edge of the 

inhabited world, a land of marvels and monstrous animals. This paradigm shifted with the 

Indian campaign of Alexander; India became a land that was civilized by Dionysus and 

inhabited by the Gymnosophists with whom Alexander had conversations. As I have 

established in the previous sections, it was due to Alexander's campaign that India became 

the country of ancient philosophy. At the time when Megasthenes (302-291 BCE) was 

staying as an Indian envoy at the court of the Maurya ruler Chandragupta, Buddhism was 

already established in India. A Buddhist monk is generally known as Sramana which is the 

Sanskrit term and its Greek equivalent is lappave?. It was Clement of Alexandria who 

noted that Megasthenes in his Indica divided the "philosophers" into two groups: the 

"Brahmans" and "Sarmans." Furthermore, Clement added the lapavaiot of Bactria. It is 

known that around second century CE Bactria belonged to the Kushan empire which 

included vast parts of Eastern Iran and North India. Under the Kushan Empire, Northern 

Buddhism used Sanskrit as the sacred language of their scripture. Hence, the Sanskrit 

word, Sramana .200 Although Megasthenes reported about Bpaxpaves KOU lappcms, he 

did not mention Buddha and his teaching in his Indica. Megasthenes lived in India at the 

time when Chandragupta (Sandracotus) was the ruler and Buddhism was at its peak during 

the reign (third century BCE) of King Ashoka, the grandson of Chandragupta. We have 

been told that Ashoka used the bramanasramananam in his inscriptions as a 

"comprehensive term for all brahmanic and non-brahmanic ascetics.. ."201 Dihle explains 

that Megasthenes also classified the Indian ascetics in the same comprehensive manner. By 

200 Albrecht, Dihle,' The conception of India in Hellenistic and Roman literature' in Proceedings of the 
Cambridge Philological Society 190 n.s. 10 (1964), pp. 15-23 
201 Ibid., p.21 
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the time of Ashoka's rule, the diplomatic connection with the Hellenistic kingdom was 

discontinued and canonical Greek books on India were already well established. Thus 

Dihle writes: "For this very reason, I believe, Buddha's title and Buddha's doctrine never 

occur in Greco-Roman texts of pagan origin and literary pretension."202 

I argue that Greco-Roman texts in antiquity shaped the image of India and they did 

so from a limited point of view, focusing on a single aspect each time. In the context of 

Alexander's campaign and Megasthenes's report, India becomes a place of ascetics, an 

inviting place for pilgrimages in search of wisdom. Apollonius of Tyana, a Pythagorean 

philosopher, presumably made an eastward journey to India for the same reason. 

Apollonius of Tyana 

Our knowledge of Apollonius of Tyana comes from Philostratus the Sophist. He 

wrote a biography of Apollonius probably around the third century CE. The most 

significant feature of this text is the travel or journey of Apollonius to the East in search of 

wisdom. According to Philostratus, Apollonius traveled widely to Arabia, India, Egypt, 

and Western Spain, including the holy sites of the Roman Empire. His journey to India 

provides a significant image of India according to a wise man of Greece. Osmond De 

Beauvoir Priaulx, a 19th century scholar, remarks that "Apollonius was the only Greek who 

up to this time had visited India for other purposes than those of war, negotiation, or 

commerce.. ."203 It is important to note that The Life of Apollonius by Philostratus is not a 

203 Osmond De Beauvoir Priaulx, " The Indian Travels of Apollonius of Tyana" [ Read 19th February 1859] 
in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, vol. 17 (London: John W. Parker and 
Son, West Strand, 1860), p. 70-105 
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simple biography of a wise man, but is considered a hagiography.204 According to 

Eunapius, a fourth century historian, he was regarded as" not merely a philosopher but a 

demi-god, half-man, half-god": OUKETI (j)iA6oo({>os" aXA' rfy TI 0ec3v TE KOU avSpconou 

(iEOOV (Vit.Phil. 454).205 

The Life of Apollonius by Philostratus is divided into eight books and the first three 

books focus mainly on Apollonius's journey to meet the wise men of India. At the 

beginning of his work, Philostratus writes how he has gathered this information from the 

memoirs of a certain person named Damis who came from Hieropolis in Syria. These 

papers of Damis came into the possession of the Roman empress Julia Domna who 

"commissioned" Philostratus to write a biography of Apollonius.206 His portrayal of 

Apollonius the sage is enshrined in his encomiastic account of Apollonius's sincere search 

for wisdom. This search for wisdom inspires Apollonius to converse with Babylonian 

magicians, Indian Brahmans, and Egyptian Gymnosophists. Apollonius is compared with 

Empedocles, Pythagoras and Democritus who also had conversations with magicians, 

though they themselves were never lured by the art of magic.207 Here I focus on the first 

three books as they narrate Apollonius's journey to India and his conversations with the 

philosopher-king and the Brahmans. 

Having spent eighteen months at the court of Bardanes, the Parthian king, at Babylon, 

Apollonius sets out for India with Damis and a few attendants. In the beginning of summer 

204 John Eisner, " Hagiographic Geography: Travel and Allegory in the Life of Apollonius ofTyana", Journal 
of Hellenic Studies 117 (1997), 22-37, Parker, 2008, p.289. 
205 Eisner, 1997, p. 23 
206 Julia Domna was the wife of Septimius Severus and mother of Caracalla. She had a circle of philosophers 
and literary men and Philostratus belonged to this circle. 
207 Christopher P. Jones, edited and translated, Philostratus: The Life of Apollonius ofTyana (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2005) 
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they start their journey overland, following the same route taken by Alexander's army. 

This journey evokes the memory of Alexander's expedition to India and ends following the 

same itinerary of Alexander's general Nearchus, i.e. returning by water. Thus they climb 

mount Nysa where they find the "sanctuary of Dionysus" (2.8). When they reach Taxsila 

(Takshasila) they meet Ajax, one of the elephants of Porus, enjoying life well into his 

fourth century. He has golden rings on his tusk to which Alexander added an inscription 

dedicated to the Sun: "Alexander the son of Zeus dedicates Ajax to the Sun" 

('AAe£av5pos o AIOS TOV 'AiavTa TCO 'HAICO' ) (2.12). In Taxsila, Apollonius and his 

party spend three days with the philosopher-king Phraotes. Then they continue their 

journey and after two days they come upon a place where Alexander defeated Porus. They 

continue farther into the country by crossing the rivers Hydraotes (Ravi) and Hyphasis 

(Beas), and about thirty stadia from Hyphasis they come upon the most remarkable 

monument to Alexander. Near the river they find altars with the following inscription: 

"To my father Ammon, my brother Heracles, Athena of Forethought, 
Olympian Zeus, the Cabiri of Samothrace, the Sun of India, and Apollo of 
Delphi." They say there was also a bronze tablet dedicated there with the 
legend "Alexander stopped here." (2.43)208 

" TTaxpi "Appcovi, KCU 'HPCXKAEI ASEA^CO, KCU AN 'OAUIJTTICO, KOU 

LOCMOSPA^I KAPEIPOIS-, KCU 'IVSCO'HAI'CO, KCU AEA<}>CO 'ATTOAACOVI." 

Oaoi Se Kai OTTIATIV avaKEioOou XCXAK?|V, ETriyeypa^Bai 
"'AAE£av5pos euTauSa eony" 

Apollonius and his party find in these monuments the expressions of two different 

sentiments. While Alexander made the altar to mark the final boundary of his empire, the 

Indians made the tablet proudly proclaiming that Alexander could not advance any further 

208 Christopher P. Jones, 2005, p.228-229 
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(2.43). Philostratus does not deny the enduring influence of Alexander's campaign in India 

but, at the same time, he is also aware of the Indian people's resistance to Alexander. He 

ends the second book with a physical boundary of Alexander's empire. 

The third book narrates their travel to the "castle of the sages" situated at the top of a 

hill. Here they meet a messenger from the Brahmans. Not only does the messenger speak 

to Apollonius in Greek, he also addresses him by name: 

He ran up to Apollonius and greeted him in Greek, which was not in itself 
surprising since everybody in the village talked Greek. But while his saying 
"Greetings" with the appropriate name amazed the others, it assured the 
Master of his mission, since he looked at Damis and said," We have come to 
men of true wisdom, since they seem to have foreknowledge."209 

TTpooSpapovTa 5E TOO 'ATTOXXCOVICO 'EXa5i TrpoaEiTTE~iv OUTOV, KCU 
TOUTO (J6V OU'TTCO BAUPAOTOV 5O^AI 5IA TO KCU TOUS EV T?] Kcopr] TTCXVTCXS 

a(j> 'EXXs'ucov <}>0EyyEa6ai, TO SE " o 5i\va ^AIPE" TOIS MEV a'XXois" 
TTapaaxElv e'KTTXT^IV, TCO SE avSp'i Sapoos UTTEP COV a<jMKTo, pXEvpcxs yap 
ks TOV ACXMIV, "napa a'vSpas" E'^TI "aocjxxis aTEXvcos TI'KOMEV, EOIKOOI 

yap TTpoyiyvcooKEiv." (3.12) 

The linguistic feature at this point is remarkable. The medium of conversation is Greek 

during the conversation between Apollonius and Iarchas, the leader of the philosophers. 

We must recall that Onesicritus needed interpreters to carry on a conversation with 

Dandamis and Calanus. It signifies Philostratus' view of India that is understandably 

Alexander's India where Megasthenes also lived. Secondly, use of the Greek language 

with a Greek guest is seen as the indicator of the wisdom of Indian philosophers.210 

Apollonius spends four months as a guest of these philosophers, takes part in their daily 

rituals, and holds conversation with these philosophers along with their leader Iarchas. 

2U* Jones, 2005, p. 247 
210 See further Parker, 2008 
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According to Iarchas, the concept of metempsychosis, or what is allegedly known as 

the Pythagorean concept of the soul among the Greeks, was taught to the Egyptians by the 

Indian philosophers and Pythagoras was the recipient of that wisdom through the 

Egyptians (3.19). This information about Pythagorean wisdom is repeated again in book 

eight (8.14, 39), indicating awareness and acknowledgment of the Indian origin of an early 

Greek doctrine and suggesting another possible route of transmission. 

In the context of this thesis, one passage in book three deserves attention. This 

passage contains the discussion between Apollonius and the wise men concerning the 

nature of the Universe: 

So he asked what they thought the universe consisted of, to which they 
replied, "Elements," "Four, do you think?" he said. "Not four," said 
Iarchas, "but five." "What could a fifth one be," said Apollonius, " besides 
water, air, earth, and fire?" "Ether, "said Iarchas, "which we must consider 
to be the origin of the gods. All that breathes air is mortal, but what 
breathes ether is immortal and divine." Next Apollonius asked which of the 
elements came into existence first. "All came together," said the other, 
"since a living being is not born one piece at a time." "Am I to consider the 
universe living?" asked Apollonius. "Yes, if you reason correctly," said 
Iarchas, "since it iself gives life to everything." "Should we then call it 
female," asked Apollonius, "or of the contrary, male sex?" (3.34.2) 

"Of both," was the answer, "since it has intercourse with itself, and 
performs both the mother's and the father's role with respect to generation. 
It feels a desire for itself more intense than that of any two other beings, 
and this joins and unites it, and there is nothing unreasonable about its 
coalescence (3.34.3)211 

"Hpexo TE £K TIVCOV £UYKE"IA0AI TOV KOOIJOV lyydivTO, oi 8E S'^aaav " EK 

OTOixetcov." "pcov" e'4>Ti "TETTtxpcov;" " ou TETxapcov," e'4>r] 
o lapxas " aXka TTEVTE." " KCU TI av" E'<})ri " TTEIJTTTOV ysvoiTo Trapa 

TO u'ScOp TE KCU TOV CXEpa, KOI TT|V y?)V , KOI TO TTlip;" " O CXt0Tlp," ELTTEV 
" ov r|y£~ia0cu xpn YEVEOIV 0ECOV EIVCU, TCX |JEV yap TOU aEpos EAKOVTCX 

OvrjTa TravTa, TCX 5E TOU at0Epos d0avaTa TE KCU 0E~ia." TTCXAIV IIPETO, 
Tl' TCOV OTOtXEICOV TTpCOTOV yEVOlTO, O 5E 'IDPXOCS "OliOU" E'4>RI "TTCXVTCX, 

211 Jones, 2005, p. 295 
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TO yap £coov KOTCX ijepos ou TIKTETCXI." " £coov" s'4>rj "riycopai TOV 

Koapov;" "q'v ye" E<f>r] "uyicos yiyvcoaiqis", auTo? yap £cooyovE~i 
navTa." "SrjXuv" EITTEV "OUTOV KOACOMEV, T\ TRJS a'posvos TE Kai 

avTiKEipEvris <j>uoEcos;" (3.34.2) 

"'AM4>6IV," E'<J)R| "auTos yap auTcp ^UYYIYVOPEVOS TCX PRITPOS TE Kai 
TTaTpos es tf|V ^cooyovi'av TrpaTTEi, E'pCOTa TE EOUTOU lOXEi 
0Ep(JOTEpOV IF E'TEPOV T1 ETEpOU, o'S^PMOTTEL OUTOV KOI ^UVIOTTIOIV 

AITEIKOS 5E OUSEV EOUTCO ^UM<j)UEO0AI. 

It is well-known that both Indian religion and philosophy propose the theory of five 

elements of the universe: akasa, or ether, air, fire, water, and earth.213 It is quite possible 

that Philostratus had knowledge of the Indian tradition of the five constituent elements of 

the universe. Similarly, Apollonius of Tyana, being a follower of Pythagoras, might have 

known about the "five nooks"(physical elements)214 of Pherocydes of Syros. Iarchas says 

that the "ether" is considered "to be the origin of the gods" and I argue that this particular 

concept of the "ether" recalls the Orphic fragment quoted by Damascius (De princ. 1.111). 

This theogony attributed to Orpheus narrates how the "Unaging Time" (.Xpovoq ayrjpaog) 

made "from (or in) divine Aither a bright White egg" and from this egg 

Protogonos/Phanes/Eros "leapt out". Furthermore, the dual-sexed nature of the universe 

also recalls the Orphic Phanes/Eros which was observed by Eduard Zeller.215 In the first 

chapter of this thesis I have established the androgynous nature of the creator god in the 

sacred texts of India. One may ask how Apollonius or Philostratus knew about the concept 

of a dual-sexed Universe? In response we may assume that they both knew about the 

Orphic Phanes/Eros. Is Philostratus projecting his knowledge on Iarchas's wisdom, or is 

212 Loc. Cit. 
213 Basham, 1992, appendix V, p. 499 
214 See further West, pp. 12-15 
215 Danny Praet, " Pythagoreanism and the Planetary Deities: The Philosophical and Literary Master-
Structure of The Vita Apolloni" in Theios Sophistes: Essays On Flavius Philostratus' VITA APOLLONI, 
edited by Kristoffel Demoen and Danny Praet (Leiden: Brill, 2009). 
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he indicating a parallelism between Orpheus the "theologos" and Iarchas the wise-man? 

Jean W. Sedlar claims that Philostratus must have had the privilege of gathering correct 

information about India from the actual visitors to that country.216 

Sedlar's comment on the accuracy of Philostratus's information about India finds 

support when Iarchas offers a navigational metaphor in explaining the role of the Divine 

Creator (3.35). He compares the Universe with an Egyptian vessel on the Red Sea, "giving 

Egyptian exports in exchange for Indian ones". Iarchas explains that this Egyptian ship has 

many captains working "under the command of the eldest and most skillful among them" 

and they all work together with efficient steersmen, attentive sailors, and "armed men" 

offering protection against pirates. Similarly, the universe is run by many gods allocated to 

work in their own domain while assigning " the first and most exalted position to the God 

who engendered this being". The navigational metaphor of an Egyptian ship is a clear 

indication of an existing sea-trade between Roman Egypt and India, hence creating a 

possible channel for the transmission of philosophical ideas. What is important to note is 

that Alexander's India of ascetic wisdom continued to enamor European minds and they 

constructed a special genre of literature, the Alexander Romance. 

216 Jean W. Sedlar, India and the Greek World: A Study in the Transmission of Culture (Totowa, New Jersey: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1980), p. 197 
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The Alexander Romance and the image of India 

This Greek Romance known for its complex transmission and composed probably 

sometime in the 3rd century CE, was erroneously attributed to Callisthenes who was 

executed before Alexander's campaign to Asia was over. As a result, the author of this 

Greek Romance with its interpolations and several translations is referred to as Pseudo-

Callisthenes1X1 The Greek Romance was translated into Latin by Julius Valerius in the 4th 

century CE. Bishop Palladius of Helenopolis in Bithynia (ca. 365-425) incorporated a 

piece of writing on the Brahmans, known as The life of Brahmans, into Palladius'work, 

and the first Latin rendition of this text was generally ascribed to Saint Ambrose.218 The 

work of Palladius shows that he gathered his material on the Brahmans of India mainly 

from Arrian's Indica and he composed a fictionalized depiction of the Brahmans as 

"virtuous heathens". Archbishop Leo of Naples (951-69) translated the Greek Romance 

into Latin which contains an expanded version on Brahmans and India in Pseudo-

Callisthenes, Commonitorium Palladi (early fourth century), Dindimus de Bragmanibus 

(fourth century), a redaction of the Epistola Alexandri ...ad Aristotelem ...de situ Indiae 

(early tenth century or before), and the Collatio Alexandri cum Dindimo (revised version, 

tenth century).219 Archbishop Leo's work became well-known and soon all these different 

217 See Richard Stoneman, The Greek Alexander Romance (London: Penguin books, 1991), also Alexander 
The Great: A Life in Legend(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), "Naked Philosophers: The 
Brahmans in the Alexander Historians and the Alexander Romance", The Journal of Hellenic Studies, vol. 
115 (1995), pp.99-114. 
218 The version ascribed to Ambrose (PL 17. 1067-1084) was the first Latin rendition of the Commonitorium 
Palladi perhaps in the fifth century. Three Greek recensions, a, fi, and y are known to exist in the Greek 
Alexander Romance. The chapters 3.7-16, in the alpha recension the oldest one of them, furnish Palladius De 
Bragmanibus. See further P.R. Coleman Norton, "The Authorship of the Epistola de Indicis Gentibus et de 
Bragmanibus", Classical Philology, vol.21, no.2 (April 1926), pp. 154-160 
219 Thomas Hahn," The Indian Tradition in Western Medieval Intellectual History", Viator, vol.9, 1978, pp. 
213-234 
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strands were put together into one book known as the Book of Battles or the Historia de 

proelis 220 It seems evident that, even after the introduction of Christianity by Apostle 

Thomas to India, the portrayal of India remained as a land of luxury and Brahmans in the 

textual tradition. 

BrShmans and Gymnosophists in Christian Authors 

From the fourth century onwards, Westerners perceived the Brahmans of India by 

conflating the Gymnosophists' ideas with a Christian set of values. From Pseudo-

Callisthenes stemmed the image of India as the land of "Brachmanes" who represented 

natural virtue and wisdom. "Gymnosophists" often become synonymous with 

"Brachmanes". Gradually, "Brachmanes" become "Brahmans" in English. In Sanskrit 

"Brahman" means "Absolute Reality", whereas "Brahman" ("Brahmin") represents the 

person who belongs to the caste or class of teacher, philosopher or priest. Although the 

knowledge of the ascetics of India was the outcome of Alexander's expedition to India, the 

association with "Brahman" and India had a separate existence in the Christian context. 

Some of the early Christian writers show some familiarity, though anecdotal, with Indian 

ascetics. The opinion of Clement of Alexandria (ca.215) on the topic of philosophy and the 

Gymnosophists is noteworthy. He believes that philosophy, being the common intellectual 

discipline to all nations, has come from the Barbarians: 

OiAoao<j>ia xoi'vuv, TTOXUCO<}>EXES TI TtaXai yev rjKpaae trapa 
PAPPDPOI?, Kccrd TCX E0VT] SiotXdp^aacr uoTspov SE KOU etsr "EXXrjas-

KaTrjXQev.TTpoeoTpTioav 6' AUTRJS Aiyuirncov TS oi irpo^TAI, 
KOU 'Aooupicov OI XaXScuoi, KOU TaXaTcov o! ApulScu KOU Iccpavocioi 
BctKTtpcov, KOI KEXTCOV O'I (})iXooo<J)TioavTEs, KOU TTepocov oi payoi, oi 
pev ye Kai IcoTTpos TTpoEpTivuoav Tr|v ylvEoiv, aaxEpos auTols 

220 Richard Stoneman, 2008, p.203, Hahn, 1978, p.215. 
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Ka0Tiyou(JEVOU E'I? rrjv'louSaiav CX^IKVOUMEVOI yriv'lvScov TE OI 
yuptvooo^ioTai, a'AAoi TE (j)iA6oo<j)oi (3ap(3apoi.221 

Thus philosophy, a thing of the highest utility, flourished in antiquity 
among the barbarians, shedding its light over the nations. And afterwards it 
came to Greece. First in its ranks were the prophets of the Egyptians; and 
the Chaldeans among the Assyrians; and the Druids among the Gauls; and 
the Samaneans among the Bactrians; and the philosophers of the Celts; and 
the Magi of the Persians, who foretold the Saviour's birth, and came into 
the land of Judaea guided by a star. The Indian Gymnosophists are also in 
the number, and the other barbarian philosophers.222 

However, in another part of the Stromateis (3.7)223 Clement criticizes the Brahmans for 

their arrogant show of asceticism but again he decides to praise them for their virtues. 

(4.7). The pseudo-Clementine Recognitions, which survives only in Latin translation by 

Rufinus, depicts a favourable portrayal of the Brahmans of India: 

Sunt similiter et apud Bactros in regionibus Indorum immensae 
multitudines Bragmanorum, qui et ipsi ex traditione majorum, moribus 
legibusque concordibus, neque homicidium neque adulterium committunt, 
neque simulacra colunt neque animantia edere in usu habent, numquam 
inebriantur, numquam malitiose aliquid gerunt, sed Deum semper 

224 
timent. 

There are likewise among the Bactrians, in the Indian countries, immense 
multitudes of Brahmans, who also themselves, from the tradition of their 
ancestors, and peaceful customs and laws, neither commit murder nor 
adultery, nor worship idols, nor have the practice of eating animal food, are 
never drunk, never do anything maliciously, but always fear God.225 

By contrast, the Christian apologist Tertullian (CE 220) scoffed at the "naturalness" 

of the Indians: "neque enim Brachmanae aut Indorum gymnosophistae sumus, sylvicolae et 

ux Stromatum, 1.15 (PG 8.777) 
222 Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson trans. Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis, (Miscellanies), p.45 
www.ellopos.net/elpenor/greek-texts/fathers/clement-alexandria/stromata.asp (accessed Sept. 2nd, 2011) 
223 See Hahn, 1978, pp.216-17, Parker, 2008, p. 270. 
224 PG 1.1410 
225 Ante-Nicene Fathers/ Vol.VIII/ Pseudo-Clementine Literature/ The Recognitions of Clement/ Book IX/ 
Chapter 20 
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exules vitae."226 Saint Hippolytus (CE 236) perhaps had some familiarity with Indian 

ideas, and although he believed that the Brahman ideas were not completely devoid of 

truth, he considered them among the "heretics".227 Prudentius (CE 410) wrote a poem on 

the origin of sin in which he depicted the Indians as the symbol of "vain knowledge". 

We find a similar kind of rejection of Brahmans in the writings of Saint Augustine (CE 

432): 

Et lndorum Gymnosophistae, qui nudi perhibentur philosophari in 
solitudinibus Indiae, cives ejus mundi sunt, et a generando se cohibent. Non 
est enim hoc bonum nisi cum fit secundum fidem summi boni, qui Deus est.229 

The Indian Gymnosophists too, who are said to live as naked philosophers 
in the jungles of India, are citizens of the earthly city, and yet they refrain 
from procreation. For such continence is good only when it is practiced by 
faith in the highest good, that is, God.230 

However, evidence of goodwill towards the non-Christian holy men is notable among 

many Christian Fathers.231 Bishop Palladius of Helenopolis in Bithynia (ca. 365-425) 

inserted an essay on the Brahmins of India into Palladius's work that was translated into 

Latin. The Latin version known as De mortibus Brachmanorum was traditionally attributed 

to Saint Ambrose of Milan. Palladius gathered his material on the "Brahmans" of India 

mainly from Arrian's lndica and it has been suggested that although it is written in a 

Christian context, it shows a trace of "universalistic outlook associated with Origenism"232. 

Another work describing the beliefs of the "Brahmans" was written in the form of a series 

226 Tertullian, Apologeticus 42.1 (PL 1.490-491) 
227 PG 16.3052 
228 Prudentius, Hamartigenia 402-403 (PL 59.1040). 
229 Augustine, De civitate Dei, 15.20 (PL 41.463) 
230 Saint Augustine, The City of God against Pagans, 7 vols. With an English translation by Philip Levine 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), p. 525 
231 Hahn, 1978, pp 213-234 
232 Ibid., p. 219 
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of letters between Alexander and Dindimus, the king of "Brahmans". This work, Collatio 

Alexandri cum Dindimo, was written between the fourth and sixth centuries. The portrayal 

of Dindimus already had a Christian overtone in the work attributed to Ambrose. The 

Collatio represented the"Brahmans" as "in fact instinctive Christians, the true type of 

Noble Savage, exhibiting in their untutored lives all the traits of the saint and 

philosopher."233 

Significantly, the image of primitive wisdom remains a constant theme in the west 

in relation to India. The vegetarian nomads in the India of Herodotus are peaceful, the 

Kunekephaloi inhabiting the mountains of India are "just", and the "naked philosophers" 

encountering Alexander are bearers of mystical wisdom. The "naked philosophers" are 

conflated with Brahmans in the Christian West, thus offering opportunities to be 

appropriated for any purpose. They can be praised for their wisdom or criticized for their 

vain asceticism. The ambivalent attitude towards India with its monstrous races, just 

savages, and mystical ascetics only contextualizes the ancient Greek notion of India within 

its remote geographical location noted in the writings of Herodotus and Ctesias. 

Middle Ages 

In the middle ages, the role of Dindimus expanded and he became a separate 

personality. Peter Abelard was the first medieval writer who incorporated Dindimus into 

the Christian theological structure. In his Introduction to Theology (Introductio in 

Theologiam) he expressed his conviction by placing the Brahman wisdom of India on an 

equal footing with the Jewish tradition. While speaking of the testimony of the four kings 

to Christianity, he includes Dindimus the Brahmin king (Didimi Regis Bragmanorum): 

233 Loc. cit. 
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Juvat autem et Didimi Regis Bragmanorum inferre testimonium, ut in 
quatuor regum auctoritate nostrae assertio fidei praemineat. Duorum 
quidem Judaeorum, et duorum gentilium, David scilicet et Salomonis, 
Nabuchodonosor et Didimi sintque hi quatuor reges quasi quatuor rotae 
nobilis quadrigae summi regis, per quas videlicet fides quatuor 
evangelistarum de sancta Trinitateper universum deferatur mundum...234 

It helps to adduce the testimony of Didimus, king of the Brahmans, so that the 
assertion of our faith stands out through the testimony of four kings namely, two 
Jews and two gentiles: David and Solomon, Nebuchadnezzar and Didimus. And let 
these four kings be as it were the four wheels of the noble chariot of the highest 
king, wheels on which the four evangelists' belief about the holy Trinity may be 
carried throughout the world. 

After Abelard, Hugh of Saint-Victor, James of Vitry, Thomas of Cantimpre and many 

more writers up to the 14th centuries paid tribute to the virtuous non-Christians or 

Brahmans represented by Dindimus. We note that in medieval Europe India was 

constructed as the land of monstrous races and also in the same time period, India was 

idealized as the land of virtuous Brahmans. 

While the medieval period was busy constructing the legend of Brahmanic wisdom, 

the Christian legend of Barlaam and Josaphat based on the life of Buddha started to 

circulate in medieval Europe. This tale of the Indian hermit Barlaam and his pupil prince 

Josaphat includes fourteen parables for the moral education of the prince. In the thirteenth 

century this legend became part of the Speculum historiale of Vincent of Beauvais and the 

Legenda aurea of Jacobus de Voragine.236 In the nineteenth century, Eduard de Laboulaye 

and Felix Liebrecht identified the similarities of the legend of Barlaam and Josaphat with 

the story of Buddha's enlightenment, which occured in India around six hundred BCE. It 

234 Peter Abelard, Introductio ad theologiam (1.22-23), (PL 178.1032-33) 
235 Translated by Dronke, 1974, p.65 
236 Donald Frederick F. Lach, Asia in the making of Europe: A Century of Wonder, Vol.11 (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1977), p. 104 
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has been suggested that a version of Buddha's story was found in a Palhavi text and that 

this text traveled a circuitous path through a Manichean form, possibly in Persian and 

Turkish versions that were supposedly translated again into Arabic and Syriac. This legend 

was Christianized in the seventh century and translated again into Greek by a monk who 

lived near Jerusalem. Around the same time, perhaps on the basis of an Arabic text, this 

legend was transformed into a Georgian version that is the earliest extant version of the 

Christian legend of Barlaam and Josaphat. In the eight century, St. John of Damascus (ca. 

675-749) revised the Greek version to encourage the moral and spiritual improvement 

among Christians. The version of St. John of Damascus was rendered into Greek again by 

St. Euthynius of Athos (ca. 955-1028) and the European versions of this edifying legend 

were reconstructed on the basis of the Greek text of the tenth century. This legend rendered 

into Latin in 1048 is preserved in a fourteenth century manuscript.237 

The legend of Barlaam and Josaphat takes place at the time when some people of 

India have already been converted to Christianity by St. Thomas. The story describes a 

king named Abener who is not friendly towards the Christians. Ironically, when the king's 

first son Josaphat is born, the astrologers predict that the prince, although he will grow up 

to be a great person, will ultimately embrace the Christian faith. The king takes all the 

precautions to keep the prince away from the harsh realities of life and, especially, 

Christianity. When Josaphat reaches adulthood, the king at his requests allows him to leave 

his palace of pleasure. Following the plotline of the life of the prince Gautama, the prince 

Josaphat meets a lame man, a blind man, and a miserable old man. Having encountered the 

237 See further Donald Lach, 1977. Cf. Jean Sonet, Le roman de Barlaam etJosaphat: Recherches sur la 
tradition manuscrite latine etfrangaise (Louvain, 1949), p. 315. 
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realities of life, the prince becomes sad. Eventually, he meets a hermit named Barlaam who 

through parables converts the prince to Christianity. Thus, the legend of Barlaam and 

Josaphat parallels the life of Gautama Buddha. Note that the paradigm has shifted: this 

time the life of Buddha, not Brahmanic wisdom, is reworked in a Christian context. The 

image of India as a source of wisdom is unavoidable; however, I argue that the idea that 

the primitive wisdom of India should be perfected only through Christianity is the 

underlying theme here. 

The Indian text of Panchatantra or "The five discourses on worldly wisdom" also 

experienced complex transmission through Persian and Arabic adaptation, finally landing 

in Europe in the medieval ages. Around 1270, John of Capua wrote the Directorium 

humanae vitae, a Latin rendering of the Hebrew version of a text, which had been 

translated from the Arabic text known as Kalilah wa Dimnah238. This Arabic text in turn 

was translated from a Pahlavi text that had been a direct translation of the original Sanskrit 

text of Panchatantra or the book of five chapters. Unfortunately this translation rendered 

by the court physician (ca.600 CE) of Khasrow I of Iran is lost, and so is the original 

Sanskrit text. After the Arabic translation by Abdollah Ebn- A1 Moqaffa, 200 versions of 

Panchatantra are said to exist in more than fifty languages as listed by Johannes Hertel 

who translated this book into English in 1908. Hertel's work was continued by Franklin 

Edgerton who achieved the difficult work of reconstructing the original Sanskrit text of 

Panchatantra while translating it into English . 

238 Mona Baker and Gabriela Saldanah, eds. Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies (London, 1998), 

p.497. 
See further The Panchatantra: The Book of India's Folk wisdom, a new translation by Patrick Olivelle 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) 
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Panchatantra, also known as The Fables of Bidpai, consists of five books of which 

the first book is the longest. The remarkable narrative style of these animal tales of ancient 

India involves a story serving as a main frame which in turn spins out sub- stories. This 

feature of packing small stories within a main story exists in epic literature and originally 

may have started from ancient Vedic literature.240 In Indian tradition the Panchatantra is 

considered to be a NTti-Sastra i.e. a treatise on government. In the Prelude to the main 

story, Vishnu-sharman identifies himself as the author of this book.241 He claims that he 

has been ordered by the king to teach the craft of good government to his three ignorant 

sons; hence the serious treatise on government is communicated in ancient story-telling 

traditions of India. 

Medieval Europe was also aware of the secular wisdom from India. Adhelard 

(Adelard) of Bath (ca.l 130) or Robert of Chester translated the mathematical work of Al-

Khowarzemi into Latin under the title Algortimi de numero Indorum.242 Al-Khowarzemi 

wrote a book, unfortunately lost, on Hindu numerals and their place value system in the 

early ninth century. In his mathematical treatise he points out that the absence of a number, 

that is, zero also indicates a place value. It was very difficult to comprehend the value of 

zero as the ancient cultures of Babylonia and Greece could not conceive of the importance 

of a number that signifies nothing. The most authentic testimony to the Hindu provenance 

240 See further, The Five Discourses on Worldly Wisdom by Vishnu-sharman, translated by Patrick Olivelle, 
(New York: New York University Press, 2006) 
241 "Vishnu-sharman too, having examined, 

the gist of all the works on government, 
has now composed, with these Five books, a text of great charm". (Prelude, 2), ibid, p.51 

242 See further for extensive information David Eugene Smith, History of Mathematics, (New York: Dover 
Publication, 1958) p. 170, first published by Ginn and Company publishers (London, 1923). Cf. Smith and 
Louis Charles Karpinsky, The Hindu-Arabic Numerals (Mineola, N. Y.: Dover Publications, 2004), first 
published by Ginn and Company (Boston, 1911). 
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of the numerical system comes from the Arabic scholar and traveler Al-BlrunI (973—1048 

CE) who spent a considerable amount of time in India at the court of Mahmud of GhaznI. 

In his text, Kitab al-hind,243 he gives detailed information about language, religion, and 

customs of India in an objective manner. Significantly, he mentions that unlike the Arabs, 

the Hindus do not use " the letters of their alphabet for numerical notation."244 His 

accuracy, objectivity and knowledge of detail are in stark contrast with the image of India 

transmitted by Greek texts which I have already discussed. 

The Trade Route 

Returning to the navigational metaphor in the passage of Philostratus's Life, and to another 

mode of contact, India participated in a prosperous sea-trade with the West. The 

commercial aspect of India facilitated the introduction of Christianity by the apostle 

Thomas and eventually, the expansion of British colonialism to India. Strabo's Geography 

informs us about Eudoxus of Cyzicus, a Greek navigator who, with the help of an 

unknown Indian guide, sailed to India and back in about 116 BCE.245 After the success of 

Eudoxus of Cyzicus, Greek vessels in limited numbers used to sail regularly to India. 

During the reign of Augustus when Egypt became part of the Roman Empire, a prosperous 

sea-trade began between Roman-Egypt and India. I start exploring the commercial image 

of India by looking closely into the document the Periplus Maris Erythraei. The writings 

concerning maritime navigation and trade are not considered as literature according to 

243 Halbfass, 1988, p. 25 
244 Smith, 2004, p. 7 
245 Lionel Casson, The Periplus Maris Erythraei: Text with Introduction, and Commentary (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1989) 
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classical standards, although Strabo and Ptolemy may have used the information coming 

from the "periplus" journeys.246 

The Periplus Maris Erythraei is the only surviving manual written for the 

merchants who traveled by sea for trading "between Roman Egypt, and eastern Africa, 

southern Arabia and India."247 We are told that the Periplus was published for the first time 

in 1533 and since then seventeen to nineteen different editions have appeared. Scholars do 

not agree on a certain date of this important sea-captain's handbook. It could have been 

written any time between 30-230 CE. This work was written in Greek and some sections 

indicate that the unknown author is an Egyptian Greek. Unlike other periplus authors 

(Scylax, Arrian, and Marcian of Heraclea), the Periplus Maris Erithraei is mainly a guide 

for sea-traders. It provides valuable information to the merchants doing business abroad 

including what product to sell to which Indian ruler or to the members of his court. It also 

lists the lands where people are peaceful and where they are not. 

From very early on, Mesopotamia was an important region in overseas trade. As 

early as the second millennium BCE Mesopotamian ships started from the ports at the head 

of the Persian Gulf and sailed to Indian ports at the mouth of the Indus. Indian ships 

followed the same route. Phoenicians, Arabs, and Indians carried on this sea voyaging for 

centuries. The Arab and Indian sea-men learned to use the monsoons, the seasonal winds. 

They figured out the path of the monsoon wind that blows from the southwest in summer 

and from the northwest in winter while they were navigating through the Gulf of Aden, 

246 Dihle, 1964, p. 17, see further Parker, 2008 
247 Casson, 1989, p. 5 
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Arabian Sea, and the Western Indian Ocean.248 This was the most important knowledge 

possessed by these "ancient mariners" to ensure their safe journeys in both directions. The 

Greeks had no idea about these seasonal winds before they began to take part in this trade. 

According to the author of Periplus, the Greeks did not sail beyond Eudaimon Arabia 

(Felix) which is the modern Aden. When the Greek seamen had learned to manipulate the 

monsoons for their own safe voyages, they went to sail up to the ports of India. The 

Periplus attributes this profitable opportunity in the sea-trade to a certain sea captain, 

Hippalos, "who was the first to discover the route over open water..." and thus, the 

seasonal winds are also named after him (57:19, 2-7). However, the author does not give 

any date for this discovery of Hippalos.249 Although Greek ships continued to sail to the 

ports of India, the trade in the Indian Ocean increased greatly from the time when 

Augustus included Egypt in the Roman Empire. 

The author of the Periplus gives the account of two main routes of maritime trade 

originating at the Red Sea ports of Egypt. Upon departure from the port, one followed the 

route to Africa and the other to India. The ships bound for India used to start from the Gulf 

of Aden in the month of July when the southwest monsoon winds blew over the ocean and 

carried by this wind the merchant ships sailed over either to the northwest or southwest 

coast of India. The author of the Periplus informs us that, for the merchants of Roman 

Egypt, India's west coast offered the most lucrative trading area. In the northwest, there 

were two major ports, Barbarikon (near modern day Karachi) at the mouth of the Indus 

248 Ibid., also see Lionel Casson, The Ancient Mariners: Seafarers and Sea Fighters of the Mediterranean in 
Ancient Times (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991) 
249 We know from Strabo's account (2.98-99) the name of Eudoxus of Cyzicus who made a sea voyage from 
the Red Sea to India with the help of an Indian sailor around 116 BCE and this expedition was made under 
the patronage of Ptolemy VIII. Casson suggests Hippalos must have explored the open waters from the Red 
Sea to India around the same time. Casson, 1989, p.224 
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river and Barygaza (modern day Bharuch) on the Gulf of Cambay or Khambat. In the 

southwest, Muziris (Cranganore) and Nelkyanda (Nirkunnam) on the Malabar coast, (i.e. 

in modern day state of Kerala), were important trading ports. Trading opportunities with 

India were accessible to the owners of large vessels and a lot of currency to invest, because 

those vessels had to endure the force of the southwest monsoon and the merchants had to 

pay large sums of money for the expensive goods India exported. Usually, they imported 

copper, tin, lead, and raw glass that were in great demand in Indian markets. However, at 

the port of Barygaza western merchants had a profitable market for selling luxury goods, 

especially to the ruler of Barygaza: 

In this port of trade there is a market for: wine, principally Italian but also 
Laodicean and Arabian; copper, tin, and lead; coral and peridot (?); all 
kinds of clothing with no adornment or of printed fabric; multi colored 
girdles, eighteen inches wide; storax; yellow sweet clover (?); raw glass; 
realgar; sulphide of antimony; Roman money, gold and silver, which 
commands an exchange at some profit against the local currency; unguent, 
inexpensive and in limited quantity. For the king there was imported in 
those times precious silverware, slave musicians, beautiful girls for 
concubinage, fine wine, expensive clothing with no adornment, and choice 
unguent. (49.20-28)250 

TTpoxcopsl SE SIS TO eiJiropiov oivos TTporiyoupEvcos ' ITOAIKOS Kai 
AaoSiKrivo? Kai'APA^IKOS KCU XOCAKOS KOU p6Au(3os, KopaAAiov Kon 
XpuooAiQov, ipaTiapos OTTAOUS KOU VOSO? TTOVTOIOS, TroAupiTai 
£c£>vai TTTixvouai, 0Tupa£, MEAIACOTOV, U'EAOS apy^, aav5apaKTi, 
afipi, Sriuapiov XPUO°UV Kai apyupouv, E'XOV aAAayr|v KOU 
ETTIKEpSEiaV Tiva TTpO? TO EVTOTTIOV VOpiOpa, [JUpOV OU (3ctpTUTipOV 
OU5E TTOAU. 

Tc3 5E (3ocaiA£i KCCT' EKEIVOU? TOUS Kaipous EIO^EPOMEVA PapuTipa 
apyupcopaTa Kai pouaiKa Kai TTap0Evoi EUE6E"IS TTPOS rraAAaKEi'av Kai 

5id<J>opos owos Kai IPATIAIJOS aTrAou? TTOAUTEAFIS KOI pupov E'^oxov. 

At Barygaza the Periplus author mentions "Roman money," implying that at this market 

there were opportunities for turning "denarion" into a profit depending on the foreign 

250 Casson, 1989, p.81 
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exchange values. In contrast, the traders from Roman Egypt had to carry large sums of 

money for buying goods at the Malabar (Kerala) coast. Although all four main ports of 

trade in India exported silk and ivory, the southwest ports of the Malabar Coast exported 

the most expensive goods that exceeded the price of whatever products were imported. The 

most important export from the Malabar Coast was black pepper in great quantity. Also 

they exported diamonds, sapphires, tortoise shells and a large amount of pearls (56). The 

Gangetic nard and malabathron were shipped internally from the eastern ports to the 

southwest to be picked up by the western traders. As a result a lot of money was drained 

out of Roman coffers. 

It is interesting to note that two passages in Pliny's Natural History indicate concern 

over Roman trade with the East and its effect on the Roman economy: 

And it will not be inappropriate to set out the entire route from Egypt, now 
that reliable information of it is available for the first time. It is an important 
topic, given that in no year does India drain off less than fifty million 
sesterces of our empire's wealth, sending back goods to be sold among us at 
a hundred times their original cost. (6.101)251 

The second passage indicates a moral anxiety over the luxurious habits of Roman women: 

And by the lowest count India, China and the Arabian peninsula remove 100 
million sesterces from our empire each year - that is what our luxuries and 
our women cost us. For what fraction of these, I ask you, now goes to the 
gods or to the underworld deities? (12.84)252 

Pliny's interpretation of the Roman economy is not our concern here. It is important to 

note that through the detailed list of items for export in the Periplus, combined with the 

251 Parker, tr. 2008, p. 184, nec pigebit totum cursum ab Aegypto exponere, nunc primum certa notitia 
patescente: digna res, nullo anno minus HS.D [milia] imperii nostri exhauriente India et merces remittente, 
quae apud nos centiplicato veneant. 
252 Loc. cit. minimaque computatione miliens centena milia sestertium annis omnibus India et Seres et 
paeninsula ilia imperio nostro adimunt: tanti nobis deliciae et feminae constant. Quota enim portio ex illis 
ad deos, quaeso, iam vel ad inferos pertinet? 
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financial anxiety of Pliny, a different kind of India emerges. This India is not the country 

of world renouncing "Gymnosophists," on the contrary, this is a country which is very 

much involved in worldly affairs, and associated with luxury items. 

The Periplus covers a vast area of India through the perspective of its maritime 

trade with the Roman Empire. Due to the maritime trade with the Roman Empire, the 

geographical image of India is not limited to the Indus region only. India in the Periplus 

includes the entire southern part and the port of the Ganges in the eastern part of India. 

This was an entrepot receiving goods from far and near before shipping the collected goods 

to the southwestern ports. Casson notes that at the southwestern port of Muziris/ 

Nelkyanda a colony of foreigners was established and these foreigners used to work as 

middlemen between the foreign traders and local merchants.253 Clear evidence comes 

from the Tabula Peutingeriana, a medieval map of the Roman world in the 1st century CE. 

This map indicates a structure marked as Templum Augusti (Temple to Augustus) at 

Muziris. This kind of building could have been put up only by the residents who were 

subjects of Roman Empire.254 Also the Periplus produces a description of the imports 

among which grain is included "for those involved with shipping": 

...oixos Se oaos apKEoei xois TTEpi TO vauKXrjpiov 6ia TO prj TOUS 
E|iTropou? auTco xpf|00ai. (56.21-22) 

.. .grain in sufficient amount for those involved with shipping, because the 
[sc.local] merchants do not use it.255 

253 Casson, 1989,p.24 
254 Ibid., and see Gary K.Young , Rome's Eastern Trade: International Commerce and Imperial Policy, 31 
BC-AD 305 (New York: Routledge,2001) p.26 
255 Casson, 1989, pp.84-85. 
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Casson explains that the "local merchants do not use it" because they eat the local grain 

whereas the people who are "involved with shipping" must be of foreign origin. Thus they 

have to import the grain which they are accustomed to eat. This fact indicates that the trade 

of pepper and malabathron was lucrative enough to encourage the foreign merchants to 

settle in this area. 

Another colony of Roman settlements is found in Arikamedu on the Southeastern 

coast of India. Although the Periplus author shows less interest in the east coast merchants, 

archaeological evidence points to a site of foreign inhabitants in the southeastern port of 

Arikamedu.256 A hoard of more than 6000 silver denarii and gold (aurei) coins have been 

found in Coimbatore region of South India. ATamil poem gives the literary description of 

the foreign vessels coming to the port with gold and loading their vessels with huge 

amounts of pepper: 

Here lies the thriving town of Muchiri (sc. Muziris), where the beautiful 
large ships of the Yavana come, bringing gold, splashing the white foam on 
the waters of the Periyar, and then return laden with pepper. Here the music 
of the surging sea never ceases, and the great king presents to visitors the rare 
products of sea and mountain. 

The Indian term "Yavanas" normally refers to "Ionians" or it could mean "westerners" in a 

general sense. The date of this narrative is uncertain, but it represents a very old oral 

tradition. It is in the context of the trade connection with the south-Indian ports that the 

tradition of Indian Christianity emerges. 

256 Young, 2001, p.31 
257 Parker, 2008, p. 173 
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The Apostle Thomas in India 

One of the Christian communities in the state of Kerala claims its origin from 

converts of the apostle Thomas. Their tradition believes that St. Thomas arrived in India in 

52 CE and that, in the year 69, he was martyred in Mylapore near Madras/Chennai. A 

church was built in Madras to house the remains of the apostle and in contemporary times 

it is known as the Roman Catholic San Thome Cathedral of Madras/Chennai. The literary 

evidence of the coming of the apostle Thomas to India is found in the first part of the 

apocryphal Acts of Thomas, but it does not correspond with the traditional story of 

Thomas's mission in South India. The original language of the text is Syriac and is 

believed to have been written in the early 3rd century CE. It has been translated into Greek 

and later into Latin. The opening chapters of the Acts of Thomas speak of the apostles at 

Jerusalem dividing among themselves the countries for their missionary work. India is the 

country allotted to Thomas who refuses to travel to India: 

And India fell by lot to Judas Thomas the Apostle. And he was not willing 
to go , saying,' I have not strength enough for this, because I am weak. 
And I am a Hebrew: how can I teach Indians?' And whilst Judas was 
reasoning thus, our Lord appeared to him in a vision of the night, and said 
to him: 'Fear not, Thomas, because my grace is with you.' But he would 
not be persuaded at all, saying: 'Whithersoever you will, our Lord, send 
me; only to India I will not go.'258 

The Acts report that the next day the risen Lord sold Judas Thomas to Abbanes (Habban), 

an Indian merchant who had come to buy a carpenter for his king Gondophares 

(Gudnaphar). He paid twenty pieces of silver to the Indian merchant and wrote a bill of 

sale as follows: 

258 Parker, 2008, p. 298. It is said that only in Syriac sources Thomas is called Judas Thomas. See also 
Stephen Neil, A History of Christianity in India 1707-1858 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
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I, Jesus, the son of Joseph the carpenter, from the village of Bethlehem, 
which is in Judaea, acknowledge that I have sold my slave Judas Thomas to 
Habban, the merchant of king Gudnaphar. 

Thus, Judas Thomas goes to India with Habban as a carpenter for king Gudnaphar. It is 

said that St. Thomas converted the king and the people in his court to Christianity. 

The name of king Gondophares or Gondopharnes has been identified as an Indo-

Parthian king in the Northwest region of India. It is possible that Gondophares reigned 

from CE 16-46, which made him rather early to have St. Thomas in his court. The name of 

Gondophares appears on ancient Indian coins and also on the inscriptions Takht-Bah in the 

region of Peshawar (Pakistan). Considering the trade activity between northwest India and 

Roman Egypt across the Persian Gulf to the mouth of the Indus, it is possible that St. 

Thomas preached in India. The question is why India? Is it a site of holiness known from 

Alexander's campaign? Or could it be simply that India too needs to be enlightened with 

the words of Gospel? The Latin version of the Acts provides an explanation of Thomas's 

unwillingness to go to India: 

For that region is distant and rough, and the inhabitants of the place are evil 
and ignorant of the truth.260 

An Arabic version gives almost the same explanation: 

.. .for they are hard men, like wild beasts, and it will be difficult for them to 
")fs 1 

receive the hearing of the words of the Gospel. 

Thus India becomes the main focus in the discourse of Thomas the Apostle but as a 

barbaric land as we have noted in Cicero. Some historical truth could be attached to 

259 A.F.J. Klijn, The Acts of Thomas: Introduction, Text, And Commentary. Rev. ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2003) 
p.20 
560 Parker, 2008,p. 299 
261 Klijn, 1962, p. 19 


